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Editor's Note 

o SCAR WILDE once said that the one duty we owe to history is to 
rewrite it. He made this remark, no doubt, to shock his audience by going 
against the conventional wisdom. But today most historians would agree 
that the only way to repossess the past is to reproduce it. It is now gener
ally accepted that we can have no access to a full and authentic past unme
diated by texts. It is through the modality of textuality that we enter the 
past, and writing a history is producing a new text. 

The inescapably vital relationship between cinema and history can be 
purposefully analyzed from different conceptual vantage points. The rep
resentation of history in cinema, the history of cinema in different cul
tures, and cinema as a metaphor for understanding the nature of historical 
inquiry are just three such perspectives. The last-mentioned perspective, 
in particular, can yield exciting and fruitful insights. 

Clearly cinema has used history in multiple ways to achieve diverse 
objectives: to create popular spectacles, to glamorize the past, to legiti
mize the present, to question what has transpired, to reassess one's heri
tage, and so on. As we examine the relationship between cinema and his
tory, it becomes evident that cinematic representation of history lies at the 
intersection of a plurality of important discourses. Hence its significance 
for cinematic and cultural inquiry. 

Historians do not reconstruct objectively a past that preceded them but 
create one through the instrumentality of texts. History, like fiction, is a 
constructed discourse; this has the effect of problematizing historical 
knowledge, which up until recent times was seen as an accurate and objec
tive representation of facts. It is increasingly clear that facts are largely 
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2 EDITOR'S NOTE 

interpretations of interpretations. It is also clear that history cannot be 
written without ideological and institutional investigations as well as self
reflexive examinations of the constitutive role of textuality itself. Paul 
Ricour has pointed out that the writing of history constitutes the historical 
mode of understanding. Hayden White expresses the view that a specifi
cally historical investigation grows not out of the necessity to establish 
that certain events occurred but out of the desire to assess what certain 
events might mean for a specific society or culture in relation to its current 
tasks and future directions. Hence history is not a referent but an interac
tion. 

Cinema becomes a useful mode of enforcing these points. Films, when 
they recreate the past, or for that matter the present, construct situations 
through selection, emphasis, and so on; they also narrativize the episodes, 
emplotting them. Few people would argue with these observations. But 
when it comes to the writing of history, many people are unwilling or un
able to accept the constructed and narrativized nature of history. Here cin
ema can play an instructive role. 

Another area in which cinematic representation can stand in analogic 
relation to historical inquiry is the portrayal of the pluralities of the past. 
Perceptive historians seek to give expression to the copresence of diverse 
events at anyone moment. This means that they need to articulate the 
diverse voices that are in contention. In a sense, we can argue that repre
senting history involves the complex art of understanding and expressing 
its pluralities. Here, too, cinema can play an educative and illustrative 
role. Films, through the imaginative use of sight and sound, can effectively 
foreground this pluralization. Ironic intercutting, contrastive use of sound 
and image, dramatization, and voice-over can be used with great power to 
bring home the copresence of heterogeneous events in any given moment. 

The whole notion of counter-memory is central to historical under
standing and representation. Here, too, cinema can prove to be extremely 
valuable. Counter-memory calls attention to the fact that history is multi
voiced and multileveled narration and that normally a single voice and a 
single level are privileged depending on the preferences of the author. The 
idea of counter-memory problematizes this easy writing of history; it 
opens up the locked doors, allowing for the marginalized and silenced 
voices to be heard. 

These preliminary observations are important in enframing some of the 
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issues that are raised in the six essays that compose this special issue on 
cinema and history. In the opening essay, Nick Browne discusses a topic 
that is engaging the interests of most students of modern cultural analysis 
- the place of racial minorities in American cinema and how these minor
ities are being represented. This is a topic that is vital to a proper under
standing of history and American films. In his essay, Browne has sought to 
formulate "race" as a conceptual category that would facilitate an ideolog
ical critique of American cinema. 

The second essay is by Patricia Mellencamp and is titled "Female Bodies 
and Women's Past-times, 1890-1920." It explores, from a different angle, 
some of the issues raised in the earlier paper. Mellencamp points out how 
feminist theory has reconfigured film history, establishing new priorities 
and approaches. Her essay should be of great interest to film scholars 
interested in questions of representations of history in cinema as well as 
female subjectivity. 

In the third essay, Charles Maland, who has in the past evinced a great 
interest in examining the tangled relationship among films, filmmakers, 
the film industry, and the wider cultural discourse, has focused attention 
on mediating the relationship between film and history by comparing in 
detail two films - Orson Welles's Citizen Kane and Andrzej Wada's Man 
o/Marble. 

The next paper deals with Japanese cinema. Here Freda Freiberg has 
raised some issues that have great implications for representation of his
tory in cinema as well as cinematic historiography. She examines Mizo
guchi Kenji's relatively unknown film My Love Is Burning. As Freiberg 
says, the discovery of the existence of this film had for her the force of rev
elation in more senses than one; and those revelations are interestingly 
related to questions of history and feminism in Japan. 

Vijay Mishra, in his essay, explores the Bombay cinema in relation to 
questions of meta history. He argues that the essentially synchronous 
nature of the Bombay cinema mirrors two vital aspects of Indian readings 
of history; that history is always framed by meta texts that explicate his
torical narrative in terms of larger and more abstract principles and, sec
ond, that the idea of historical character lacks a stable moral center. 

In the final essay, David Hanan discusses the Indonesian film The 
Ronggeng Dancer in relation to the presentation of erotic spectacle in cin
ema. The Ronggeng Dancer, according to Hanan, is perhaps the most 
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remarkable fiction film made about folk traditions and popular culture in 
Indonesia. In this paper, the circumstances of the production of the film as 
well as its implications for history, culture, and film theory have been 
examined with cogency. 

The relationship between cinema and history presents fascinating prob
lems for film theory. The six essays that follow raise some of them with 
great power and insight. 



Race: The Political 
Unconscious of American Film 

NICK BROWNE 

IN THIS PAPER I address in the only way I can, as a white man, the place 
of racial minorities in American film, in its modes of representation, and 
in the terms of American film historiography.l The debates within the 
humanities on race and colonialism going on in the latter part of the 1980s 
have just begun to touch the study of American film.2 As no clear place is 
provided either in contemporary film theory or in film historiography for 
an investigation of this problematic, I want to try to formulate "race" as a 
theoretical and critical category in a way capable of entering meaningfully 
in the ideological critique of American film. Doing so means leaving to the 
side the formalist construction of ideology as apparatus and subject posi
tion and situating this matter, generally speaking, within cultural studies. 

Film history from the cultural studies perspective implicates of course 
"the nation" as a bounded space populated by diverse peoples with differ
ent histories, governed by a certain political system, and regulated, pre
sumably, by a set of interconnected ideologies. Culturally, that is, the 
nation is heterogeneous. Of course, the nation is also part of the world 
system. Traditionally, what is outside the nation is the foreign. What is 
most outside, culturally speaking, is "the Other." This line of thought 
brings me to my central topic: the insideness of the Other, the foreign, in 
contemporary American culture. That is, the Other is both outside and 
inside the boundaries of national culture. Traditionally, the fundamental 
premise of American historiography, as the narrative of the construction 
of the nation, has been the assimilation of the Other, identified as white 
European immigrants in a melting pot regulated by a consensus ideology. 
To consider postwar American culture, and its relation to American film, 
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6 NICK BROWNE 

we can put to the side, provisionally, this traditional understanding of 
(white) ethnicities (along with gender and class) in order to underline race 
as the prime and irreducible index of the Other. 

Likewise, histories of American film have a complex relation to this 
general (white) historiographic tradition. Surprisingly, there are no histo
ries that treat the last forty years. There is no history of American film 
since World War II. Jacobs stops in 1939; Sklar, Jowett, and Bordwell 
stop, for all practical purposes, with the introduction of television in the 
1950S. The three types of film history - the aesthetic, the social, and the 
industrial - all tell the story of the constitution of the American film 
industry, the studio system, as a structure and conclude with the dismantl
ing of that structure in the 1950S. The social histories, of course, are clos
est to the question of audience, but the representation of the audience in 
these texts is almost entirely mediated by the institutionalization of voices 
- those of the industry, the government, and the formalized voices of pres
sure and action groups representing the school, church, and so on. These 
voices speak for or about the heterogeneity of the white immigrants, the 
Jewish moguls, and the WASP regulators. 3 That is, race as a factor in the 
definition of national cultural experience or forms is largely excluded 
from the dominant historiographic tradition. Such histories as Cripps's 
which narrate the history of the effort to constitute a sustained, autono
mous black aesthetic on the American scene (published after Sklar and 
Jowett) have been relegated to the margin. 4 

It is probably fair to say that the critical perspective on American film 
has been centered on and privileged white experience, that it is an ethno
centric view inscribed within a Caucasian chalk circle. Could it be other
wise? How could we theorize cultural difference as racial difference in the 
United States? Outsideness is a necessary critical position (but not exclu
sion - white is a term in a system of racial "difference"). But must we, as 
Paul Willemen implies, displace European conceptions of history and crit
icism and adopt the "language" of films themselves in order to apprehend 
the significance of racial forms?5 

The film studies field in America has mostly situated the problem of 
race elsewhere, at the periphery, in those recognizably foreign or neocolo
nial places outside the national boundary. Yet theorizing racial difference 
as cultural difference in the United States means constituting race not as 
an absence (except, perhaps, a structuring one), but as a term in a minor
ity discourse. As contemporary cultural critique, this discourse has its 
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privileged topoi and figures. This field of racial difference is part of the 
general politics of difference and is clearly distinct from, though not unre
lated to, "sexual difference." Minority discourse stands, on one account, 
in relation to the dominant by its status as silence, erasure, or misrepre
sentation derived from the induced incapacity for speech through struc
tured subordination to the dominant, usually white, culture. This dis
course, especially in its neocolonial versions, is marked by tropes of 
movement and transnationalization and by examination of complex and 
cross-cultural forms of subjectivity. Politically, it attends to operations of 
administrative power and the discursive order - as with the status of the 
canon. This discourse is oriented not only to description, but to the distur
bance and displacement of the functioning of accepted sign systems in the 
service of enhanced visibility and action. 

Can the minority question in the American setting be treated as a mat
ter of internal (neo)colonialism? Is this the administrative form of struc
tural domination? Obviously, in America, minorities and their histories 
are not the same. It is worth saying again that the historical and cultural 
situations of Native Americans, Blacks, and Asians differ importantly. For 
Afro-Americans, racism emerged from the conditions of labor - slavery -
and it derives from an economic rationale for oppression. The represen

tational value of the Native-American Indian is derived from changing 
ideological imperatives of the nation in relation to expansion, that is, to 
the appropriation of the land. The case of Asians in America, historically 
speaking, is not a colonial situation, but is a distinctive mode of domina
tion, namely, in the exploitive conditions of contract labor. In two of these 
central instances of migration, forced or elected, to North America, rac
ism is grounded in conditions and circumstances of labor. 

What, we might ask, is the economic account of this racism? From the 
postcolonial point of view, the Black as laborer, at least in the second part 
of this century, is a figure in an American culture that is formally demo
cratic, but substantially elitist and discriminatory. From the Marxist point 
of view, race is a special instance of class subordination. But an account of 
the economic origins of the structure of servitude first in a feudal and then 
in a market system is not an explanation of its mode of maintenance. How 
specifically is the social construction of race carried out? A mechanism 
intervenes that transforms a biological difference into a social difference 
and figures racial difference according to a scheme that orders varying 
social valences into symbolizations of social caste. The functionalist 
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explanation of racism is that it serves social maintenance by preserving the 
economic order of things through a cultural code that assigns meaning to 
difference. This is important in the American ideology that must arbitrate 
between social ideals of openness and the reality of limits and discrimina
tion. This explanation must be accompanied by a semiotic system 
embedded in the culture that assigns, often violently, social and ideologi
cal value to racial traits, and that makes these biological differences signif
icant in socially and historically understood ways congruent with the 
demands of the social system. Interposed in the process of cultural devel
opment, in other words, is a succession of semiotic operations that consti
tute a complex sequence that constructs "race" through difference: by dif
ferentiation, symbolization, and finally, pragmatically by legitimation. 

This general account brings me to a consideration of race in Holly
wood's mode of representation. My starting point and principal exhibit is 
the formalization of a simple fact about the system of relations of charac
ters in Hollywood film: no nonwhite man can have sanctioned sexual rela
tions with a white woman. This constituting prohibition links and condi
tions the system of race (the relations between white and nonwhite) to the 
system of sexuality. This formula implies a complex set of social relations 
that constitute a kind of matrix of sexual and racial relations (and cross
cultural relations) that are replayed repeatedly in the narrative trajectories 
of American films from the beginning to the present. 6 

This matrix is constituted by four terms: white male, white nonmale 
(female), nonwhite male, nonwhite nonmale (female). We can diagram 
the heterosexual possibilities in several ways, but experience shows an 
absolute prohibition against intermarriage of a white female with a non
white male (within the perimeter of the nation). This prohibition is paired 
by contrast with the frequently actualized relation between a nonwhite 
female with a white male. It is important to underline the asymmetry of 
these relations, taken as a set, in order to bring out the conjuncture of gen
der and race that constitutes the underlying rules of the social formation, 
the "political unconscious,"7 so to speak, of racial and cross-cultural rep
resentation - ruled as it is by an ideology of white supremacy that regu
lates, as part of the dominant ideological complex, the narrative possibili
ties of American film in its representation of "The Other." 

This desiring and prohibited set of relations in American film as regards 
race can be diagrammed more formally and logically by a Greimasian
type semiotic rectangle (Greimas r987). This gender/racial system is the 
formal result of empirical observation (see figure I). 
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RACE AXIS 

White Male (A) Nonwhite Male (B) 

GENDER AXIS 

White Nonmale (A ') Nonwhite Nonmale (B ') 

+ Indicates socially sanctioned relation of desire 

XX Indicates socially prohibited relation of desire (A-B' is transgressive; A' IB is 'rape') 

Figure I. The political unconscious of racial representation in American film. 

9 

The system of social relations that links race to gender in the heterosex
ual mode is mediated by a moral system that imposes value - positive, 
negative, or transgressive - on each possible set of relations and consti
tutes the main terms of an ideology of sexual relations. From the white 
male point of view, there is general access to women; from the white 
female point of view, she is restricted in object choice and the prohibited 
relation with the nonwhite male (its violation is rape) is strictly enforce
able; the nonwhite female is subjected to all males. The nonwhite male is 
restricted in object choice to nonwhite females and is excluded from inter
racial relations by pain of death. The system works for the white male to 
constrain the nonwhite male and provides general access to females. This 
restraint on free exchange, on circulation of sexual roles that blocks racial 
reciprocity, creates a system of differences that gives race its specificity 
and constitutes a field of possible relations that is something like a market. 

This model of racial! sexual relations derives its structure from the dis-
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tinction between permissible and interdicted relations. From the perspec
tive of the sanctioned matrimonial relation, unacceptable relations are 
incest, homosexuality, and, I would add, conjugal relations with the other 
race. As a reading of Greimas would suggest, there is a determined rela
tion between this social (racial! sexual) system and the economic system 
that subtends it. The economic system of values, governed by a logic of 
profit, also enforces prescriptions (gains) and interdictions (losses) that 
can be mapped in a similarly configured semiotic rectangle starting from 
the inaugural term "profitable sexual relations." The point, and the pre
sumption of this analysis, is that the economic system integrates preferen
tially the socially validated system of matrimonial relations of the domi
nant (white) group. Given (black) individuals, however, not integrated 
into the white economic system, either occupy the space of transgression 
or exclusion with the possibility of a parallel system. 

The "social," in other words, is a gender-racial-economic system built 
as much on what it prohibits as on what it permits. The possibility of an 
exception to socially mandated relations is a function of (upward) eco
nomic status, or of an ambiguity in the definition of race/ color - for 
example, brown (between white and black).8 Otherwise, the system of 
representation works to support the status quo ante: separate and un
equal. One cannot assume that racism and sexism, though imbricated at 
this crucial point - on the matter of sexuality and, more generally, of 
social reproduction - are congruent ideologies. They are discourses capa
ble of independent articulation, but in this central instance are reinforc
ing. The system mapped here that delineates and affirms the boundary be
tween the races is the ideological centerpiece of American popular 
representation of racial relations. As such it determines the representa
tional form of racial and cross-cultural exchange and hence of composite 
cultures. As a system, it constructs parallel racial worlds and puts a 
boundary between them. 

What is the real social basis of this ideological complex, its distinctive 
form and consequence in the present period? If we can look for essential 
features in cultural contradictions, we might look to the 1960s at the gov
erning conflicts of Lyndon B. Johnson's "The Great Society." Precipitated 
by the stark recognition that America was moving toward the creation of 
a permanent unemployable Black underclass, the government sought at 
the same time to extend civil rights to Blacks in the forms of equal eco
nomic and educational opportunity and undertook the prosecution of the 
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war in Vietnam, a conflict whose logistics and iconography, grounded as 
they were in the demographics of the underclass, often gave spectacular 
form to the presence of Blacks in Asia. 

A century of post-Civil War racial discrimination had provided a kind 
of postcolonialist subsidy (in the sense that the slavery / plantation system 
in the southern states was analogous in its economic mode to a foreign 
colony) in the form of systematically lower wages to important sectors of 
American labor. The economies of the post-World War II "go-go" years of 
the I950S and I960s had as the chief objective the expansion and satisfac
tion of the domestic American market. In the I970S and I980s, American 
capitalism had redefined its postcolonialist strategy and shifted produc
tion to the Third World, importantly, to Mexican and Asian women. Not 
the sale or processing of raw materials, but the creation in overseas loca
tions of low-cost export assembly zones for the information society. The 
consequence, from a world systems perspective,9 is the proletarianization 
of Third World, nonwhite women, whose productive lives and patterns of 
reproduction of indigenous culture, on account of the character of the 
tasks of modernization, are materially altered. And second, consistent 
with patterns of transnationalization of production, this global strategy 
renders foreign and u.s. minority workers competitive. The process of 
shifting the economic relations of dependency of peripheral and core 
states is leading to the replication in core industrial countries of the fea
tures of underdevelopment (Gimenez 1988, 39-56). In sum, these transna
tional processes of production are leading to the decomposition and 
recomposition of the terms and relations of racial and gender difference, 
and to intensified struggles over the differentiation and stratification of 
race and ethnicity on the American scene. 10 

The matrix of intercultural! racial relations that I sketched is a formal 
structure of possibilities and constraints that is open to historical specifi
cation. In particular, the category "nonwhite" can be inflected in accord 
with ideological requirements which only cultural history, not theory 
alone, can explicate. World War II, however, constitutes, I believe, an 
important moment of displacement in the historical specification of 
America's relation to "The Other." The Birth of a Nation, The Jazz Singer, 
and Gone with the Wind, as Michael Rogin has suggested, were oriented 
to the fact of a Black experience and legacy in American life up to the time 
of the war. From the years just before its commencement in 1941 through 
the end of the I960s, the representation of Asia constituted an important 



12 NICK BROWNE 

new dimension of American popular entertainment. 11 I mean to suggest 
that in regard to the matter of Hollywood's treatment of race, starting in 
the late 1930S, the representation of the American experience in Asia 
began to redefine, in some instances to substitute for, the cultural prob
lematic of Otherness that in the prewar period had centered on the role of 
the Afro-American in the construction of national identity. The period 
1940-1970 was the high point of representation of Asian subjects, the 
chief being war films of the 1940S and 1950S (Wong 1978,120-187). 

After the war, the representation of Asia, complex and troubled as it 
was, was much more congruent to the problematic of America as a new 
world power, to the justification of the Cold War, and to the symboliza
tion of the extent and design of the American imperial system. Asia, not
withstanding its diversity, might be regarded as the contemporary emblem 
of American Otherness. Asia is related through international relations to a 
resumption on new terms of the historical narrative of national identity in 
relation to the economic (Japan and Mexico) and political (China and 
what was formerly the USSR). It is this shift that underwrites and redefines, 
bringing into higher profile, the image of the Black as the internal Other. 
It is just at the point of this transition - with the emergence of organized 
minorities per se and with American assumption of a special place in a 
newly defined international order - that the narratives of American film 
history end. 

Theorizing this new period means addressing directly the role of race in 
American film. The transnationalization of the world economy, it seems 
to me, is the mise-en-scene of the new ethnicity in the United States and 
constitutes the framework in which the shifting investments in the order 
that engendered the political unconscious of racial representation in con
temporary American film can best be formulated and critically appre
hended. 

Nick Browne is professor of Critical Studies in the Film and Television Depart
ment at the University of California, Los Angeles. 
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Female Bodies and 
Women's Past-times, I890-I920 

PATRICIA MELLEN CAMP 

WOMEN HAVE BEEN gently coerced to walk out of film history, as if it 
were their choice. The story of Lela Simone, who worked on sound edit
ing with the Freed Unit at MGM, is a missing person's tale, a case of gos
sip, biography, history. I will relate just a few traces of Simone's presence 
and work as told through bits and pieces in a chatty tribute to the bril
liance of Arthur Freed, the "father" of MGM musicals. 

"When she entered a sound stage to work, the musicians had a hard 
time concentrating on their music; she was a striking beauty and easily 
could have passed as a double for Marlene Dietrich .... She acquired the 
technique of sound cutting by observation, a great flair for machinery and 
by her phenomenal ear" (Fordin 1975, IIS). This sexually disturbing 
woman worked on sound orchestration, mixing, and editing for twenty 
years at MGM in the Freed Unit. "Her specialized area was everything 
pertaining to sound and music, both artistically and technically. She was 
the unit's trouble shooter, Edens' [Roger Edens] right hand and Freed's 
left, and she had a talent for public relations. 'Lela can do with a piece of 
sound track what a French chef can do with a piece of beef' was one of 
Freed's favorite [if thudding] expressions" (Fordin 1975, 121). (Men's com
pliments often garnish our work with domestic metaphors, there to 
explain and remind us of our proper place.) 

While Simone's work was acknowledged, it involved not one job but 
several. For historical women, excelling at one thing, just having a profes
sion, was not enough. In addition to being artist and technician, she was 
secretary, wife, mother, and sister. In Hawaii, during the filming of Pagan 
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Love Song, she had to pretend in transoceanic phone calls that she, not 
Esther Williams, was pregnant, to the consternation of her husband (For
din 1975, 295). The book constantly describes her presence in the editing 
room, mixing and dubbing until 2 A.M. and serving in her "spare time" as 
hostess, making arrangements for preview screenings by her bosses. In 
relation to Invitation to the Dance: "As an advance guard, Simone left for 
London .... She prepared for Kelly's arrival. ... No end of credit must 
be given to Lela Simone. She practically lived in the projection and cutting 
rooms . . . and it is due to her musicianship and technical skill that not 
one frame was wrong by the time we got to the scoring stage" (Fordin 
1975,377,394-395). Musician, editor, great beauty, but still Mom, setting 
the film house into comfortable order for Kelly. 

In Paris, working on Gigi, a columnist for the New Yorker was 
impressed with Simone's handling of the complex scenes in Maxim's: 
"Miss Flanner expressed her amazement at the flood of detailed orders she 
had seen Simone follow through without a moment's rest" (Fordin 1975, 
481). Of course, "orders" is a crucial word, but so far, so good. However, 
after she ran a screening for Freed and Lerner of Caron's "Parisians" num
ber in Gigi, the men sauntered out. "At the door Freed turned to Simone, 
'Try to slow it down somewhat.' And to Lerner, 'She'll do it.' Simone 
addressed Previn. 'For once, Andre, it's yours! You slow it down!' ... 
This episode had triggered something off. The many years of strenuous 
work and the countless incidents where the impossible had been achieved 
began to dose in on her. Not to speak of the frustration in not being able 
to explain the technical absurdity of this last request .... Getting up 
from the table, she said, , ... I'm going home.' That was the last Freed 
ever saw of her" (Fordin 1975, 489). She was crucial yet apparently no one 
followed her out the door. (I also note that like film credits, film history 
and theory do not value the sound track as much as the image track, wed
ded to each other in tech talk, with sound technicians lower in the hierar
chy, with sound subservient to image and crucial.) 

This experience of the last straw is the result of being caught within a 
logic of contradiction: she was everything (Freed's right hand and Edens's 
left; beautiful and talented) and nothing (Freed never saw her again). 
Thus, women experience overtly the covert logic of disavowal, receiving 
double messages. In this everyday scene, anger can also turn to guilt or 
shame and be directed internally rather than against social, material con
ditions. In this scene, the victim blames herself. One key task of feminist 
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film theory and women's daily lives is to make manifest and then unlearn 
the logics of contradiction instead of repeating or internalizing them. 1 

Another is to locate what has been lost [or forgotten] for women -
their work. "Women are always more than masquerade, mother, or mys
tery." Regarding women writing history, I wrote that "producing contra
dictions is the only strategy" (Mellencamp 1983, 92, 93, 98). 

Looking back ten years later at my bleak assessment of film history in 
"Sexual Economics" also documents recent gains: film history no longer 
belongs to men only; neither does it belong to corporate types, wielding 
the manly truth of bank balances, legal briefs, and proper empiricism, to 
say nothing of Marxists brandishing ideology and ignoring women. Femi
nist theory has reconfigured film history, waving popular culture such as 
fan magazines, penny novels, and other cheap amusements as evidence, 
turning to department stores and advertising as well as studio contracts. 
The everyday, starring women's daily lives, has become legit, just as have 
the artificial divides of work/leisure, public/private, and art/mass culture 
been crossed. In fact, feminist historians - Dolores Hayden, Susan Porter 
Benson (Counter Cultures), and Susan Strasser (Satisfaction Guaranteed, 
Never Done) - argue that these separate "spaces" were imaginary yet 
economiC. 

(Ironically, we can challenge these divisions historically because they 
have shifted in our present. One key figure of this change of focus is the 
switch from spectator (as voyeur) back to "consumer" (as shopper) -
away from sexual and back to monetary economics. In the early 1900s, it 
was commonplace to equate consumers with women. As Mary Pattison 
(1915,269) wrote: "She it is who spends 90 per cent of all that is spent for 
food, shelter and clothing, and she is the last tribunal in determining just 
what these things shall be.") 

Chronological difference is another technique of missing persons' his
tory, one that shortens women's economic span of history. For the female 
star, emblazoned in the history of early cinema, frozen between fourteen 
and eighteen, aging was her greatest travesty, as Sunset Boulevard so 
relished. Gloria Swanson as Norma Desmond, not looking a day over 
forty, was isolated like a preserved fossil in her mansion, encapsulated in 
silent film history, while C. B. DeMille, bald, heavy, and looking seventy, 
was still directing films, in power at the studio. Obsessive, possessive, 
Desmond is the aging spider woman, trapped in her past and her own 
image, narcissistically ensnared in vanity. Erich Von Stroheim, playing her 



20 PATRICIA MELLEN CAMP 

trusty valet/husband, fares better in the background, in a supporting role. 
In cinema, men age with silent dignity and often power; women must for
ever remain young - immature, symptomatic, or grotesque, the crone of 
fairy tales. The film represents the relationship between the older woman 
and the younger man (William Holden) as a vampiric relati()flship, in 
contrast to the proper couple - the older man and the younger woman, 
the father / daughter rendering sanctioned by Freud. The clutching and 
pathetic older woman is measured against the younger woman and found 
repugnant. At least this is the overt reading of the film - a critique of the 
star system. 

However, looked at another way, the tragedy of Sunset Boulevard is not 
Norma Desmond's aging; nor is it her younger lover's affair with an even 
younger woman; her tragedy is a social structure that does not allow her 
to work - which is what she so desperately wants, knowing that her work 
has been her greatest pleasure, that her work defines her very being. Her 
tragedy, which includes the rejection of her screenplay, is akin to Freud's 
tale of "the woman no longer young." A sad reprise of generational differ
ence is heard in Freud's "Anxiety and Instinctual Life": "I once succeeded 
in freeing an unmarried woman, no longer young, from the complex of 
symptoms which ... had excluded her from any participation in life. 
She ... plunged into eager activity, in order to develop her by no means 
small talent and to snatch a little recognition, enjoyment, and success, late 
though the moment was. But everyone of her attempts ended either with 
people letting her know or with herself recognizing that she was too old to 
accomplish anything in that field" (Freud 1964, 108). Social conditions are 
mistaken as the woman's problem. When she stops trying, when she quits, 
that is Freud's happy ending. This is another analysis of blaming the vic
tim. For Freud, there is "no doubt about the origin of this unconscious 
need for punishment," which he labels women's guilt. Rather than social 
conditions, it is women's "nature," or unconscious. In Sunset Boulevard, 
the problem is portrayed as Norma's narcissism; women's vanity rather 
than social conditions (and a double standard of chronology) is perverse 
and at fault. 

Obsession (and its precursor, neurasthenia, a prevalent disease coinci
dent with silent cinema) best describes the film's narrative logic. Des
mond's thoughts take up her days, isolated in her mansion, encased in her 
memories, watching her old movies. Film history is memory. Norma lives 
in the past, in her youth, and obsesses about her body. Age has enforced 
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her inactivity, an isolation comparable to the rest cures recommended for 
neurasthenics. Many doctors advised middle-class women to stay in bed, 
without amusements or visitors. However, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, a 
neurasthenic, feminist economist, and writer, argued that work was the 
solution not the problem. Isolation in private homes only exacerbated the 
illness. 

And while the film suggests that a young lover is the solution, no man, 
no matter how young, will ever be enough. Norma doesn't define herself 
through male desire but rather through her films. Paradoxically, it is male 
narcissism that is overweening in the film. Even when the point of view is 
that of a dead man - floating, drowned, in a swimming pool, he imagines 
that his desire, not our work, is what matters. What is extraordinary is 
that the audience is enlisted to view Desmond's attempts to return to work 
as pathetic. For this, her desire to work, like the "woman no longer 
young," who had a series of accidents until she quit trying, Desmond is 
duly punished. 

The history of Mary Pickford is another version of this story. This lithe, 
talented, powerful, and daring figure, with rosebud lips, wispy hair, and 
wide eyes, was a young girl, "Little Mary," or countless other incarnations 
in sexual jeopardy and needing rescue in the end. Guided by her mother, 
Pickford labored mightily, working long hours and enduring travails of 
derring-do on and off screen - including salary disputes with Adolph 
Zukor (a founder and head of Paramount Studios), who finally offered 
her money not to act (which she did finally in I934, retiring to Pickfair, a 
tragedy of age represented as her "choice"). 

The rise of Pickford's salary, which charted her stardom and economic 
clout, was astronomical: As the story goes, in I909, Pickford was working 
at Biograph for $IOO per week (pre-income tax, enacted in I9I3). In I9I2, 
her mother negotiated a contract with Zukor for $I,OOO per week. This 
amount rose to $2,000 per week in I9I5, which made Pickford the highest 
paid woman in the United States. In I9I6, it skyrocketed to $7,000 per 
week, in cash on Friday. In I9I7, the figure was $350,000 plus 50 percent 
of the profits (unheard of!) and in I9I8, $I million per year. Zukor coun
tered the latter demand with $500,000 for not acting. 2 Pickford refused 
his offer, forming her alliance with Chaplin, Fairbanks, and Griffith and 
founding United Artists. 

Most accounts of her business talents are, at best, ambivalent to conde
scending. In Singin' in the Rain, Pickford returns as a brief inside joke on 
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the sound track when Lina Lamont quotes Pickford reviews (as her own) 
in her blackmailing of RF, the producer - a moment when Lina takes con
trol of her own career through the legal terms of her contract. Lamont's 
final outrage is suggesting that she will control the studio, which necessi
tates her public, on stage humiliation by the three men. When women 
assume economic subjectivity, they are treading on dangerous ground, 
overstepping their libidinal, exhibition{st bounds. 

Becoming active in the business of film (which, along with business
men, has been the sacred terrain of empirical historians repeating evolu
tionary thought and unaware of difference), taking up the reins of produc
tion and finance, might have been her greatest travesty, along with 
growing old. By 1934, in middle age, she had "retired" from the screen, too 
old to play "Little Mary," a character around sixteen. Her last film in 1933 
was ironically titled Secrets. She was forty-one. Scott Eyman's biography 
uncannily suggests Sunset Boulevard as he writes of Pickfair after her 
retirement: "[T]hat wall had been constructed to keep the world out ... 
it would now ... keep Mary in" (Eyman 1990, 228). "Mary began to do 
what all the Pickfords did. She began to drink." After lunch, she would be 
"indisposed" (Eyman 1990, 230). After her death in 1979: "Pickfair had 
changed little over the years." It was filled with French and English 
antiques that were "heavy." "Although the mistress of the house had 
mostly kept to her third-floor bedroom ... in nearly every room, there 
were oil paintings of Mary, most of them representing her as she looked in 
the heyday of her career" (Eyman 1990, 309). Like Norma Desmond, 
Pickford joins the ranks of the sensitive, nervous woman, the victim of 
self-destruction, of obsession. 

Shirley MacLaine, in Postcards from the Edge, revives and revises the 
scenario of the aging actress, taking addiction to the surface rather than 
burying or denying it in romantic accounts of aging as tragedy. In the 
touching scene near the end, facing the camera without her masquerade, 
MacLaine allows us to see behind the mask of youth, to let us see her 
without makeup, to look at her from the daughter's viewpoint. Their rela
tionship is feisty and loving, finally one of acceptance of the mother as a 
person with flaws and pretensions rather than the usual demands that 
mother be a preoedipal fantasy, in essence, forever young. Blaming the 
mother for not being perfect, for being the cause of the child's ills, the Pan
dora Reverse, has been a tactic to keep women apart and immature. 
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FEMINIST FILM THEORY, EPISTEMOPHILIA 

Paradoxically, while active, powerful, working women have existed all 
along in film history, on screen and off screen (albeit here outnumbered), 
and while women are rewriting film history, 3 the figure of the passive 
(white) woman, the vessel of emotional-sexual excess, has had a long run 
and a remarkably stable history, dating back to (and beyond) the nervous 
"sensitive woman" of Charles Miller Beard in 1869 or Charcot's, Beard's, 
and Freud's turn-of-the-century symptomatic "hysterical female."4 What is 
puzzling and paradoxical is that this idle woman was adopted by feminist 
film theory in the late 1970S and transformed into a sexual (scopophilic) 
more than maternal object. In all versions, the idle woman (middle-class, 
white, young) has been defined by her body - which is both problem and 
cure - not her mind. Built as she is by male analysts, his desire (not her 
work or history) is the measure of her identity and worth. 

Instantiating Lacan within feminist film theory (in the 1970S), particu
larly via lack and masquerade, gave new life to the idle white woman. In 
the 1990S, one result is that male (heterosexual) desire is, alas, alive and 
well within the unconscious of many women, still the gold standard of 
women's value and self-esteem. It hovers over Yvonne Rainer's new film, 
Privilege, suggesting that age becomes a dilemma for women because they 
are no longer on the circuit of male desire. Over time, seeing oneself as the 
seen rather than the seer, as the desired or repudiated object or victim 
rather than the subject, may not have been empowering, and might have 
fostered an interior colonization. We have learned more about male desire 
than women's lives. It's time to change our focus, to let what Virginia 
Woolf called "the bright eyes that reign influence" look elsewhere. 

Along with incorporating the class and Caucasian bias of Freud (the 
sexual mores of working-class women were historically different), several 
other things were also out of political whack for feminist psychoanalytic 
theory: (I) the visual focus on talking pictures, with a model of scopophi
lia which ignores epistemophilia: men's looks connote knowledge, wom
en's "looks" connote affect (adopting the mind-body split which unneces
sarily devalues the body and affect); (2) the ahistorical application of 
Freud, which accounts for the ill-fitting results of Oedipal readings over, 
for example, Lois Weber's films and early Griffith;5 (3) the avoidance of 
Freud's precursors, popular at the turn of the century and hence more per-
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tinent for early cinema; and (4) the narrow selection of Freudian texts, to 
an uncanny degree ignoring his work on obsessional neurosis. 

This last oversight is glaring in feminist analyses of Hitchcock films -
films which, paradoxically, form the nucleus of film theory. Vertigo and 
Rear Window are virtual case studies of male obsession. Strands of femi
nist theory have been captured within a logic in which male desire is still 
determinant, no matter how incisively it has been dissected. 

The psychoanalytic model derived from the apparatus theory of Metz 
and Baudry that has propelled women's thinking is a model of desire, the 
unconscious, and Oedipus resolutely tied to the male subject and predica
ted on metaphors of vision. It is a model drawn from Freud's early writ
ing, particularly The Interpretation of Dreams, the essays on the sexual 
aberrations, and his short piece on the fetish. As perplexing for me as the 
feminist focus on male subjectivity and the avoidance of women's intellec
tual history is the oversight of Freud's work on obsessive-compulsive neu
rosis - which shifts to include the conscious, love/loss, and the female 
subject. This is a model of anxiety rather than pleasure, an economics of 
money more than libido, and a logic of contradiction that, for me, is akin 
to middle-class white women's experience. 

Regarding the deeply mixed blessings of consumerism, guilt, shame, 
and anxiety these are more pertinent than free-flowing pleasure or erotic 
desire. Given obsession's focus on anxiety (and fear) and women, amidst 
turn-of-the-century campaigns (critical for the national economy) that 
turned producers into consumers, obsessional neurosis might be more use
ful for feminist historians trying to write women into the social, economic 
picture. Equally, Freud's reluctant inscription of mother reflects, albeit 
barely and then symptomatically, the activism and gains by and for 
women from I890 through the I920S - a period that corresponds to the 
time span of my project of which these remarks are only an initial, very 
preliminary sketch. 

Freud wrote more about obsession than any other subject, devoting 
fourteen major papers to it. His first was in I894; his most famous in I909, 
"Notes Upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis" (the Rat Man [a.k.a. Dr. 
Ernst Lanzer]), in which rats are equated with money, then children; 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle and "The 'Uncanny,' " in I9I9; and in I926, 
the substantial and, for women, important revision, Inhibitions, Symp
toms, Anxiety. For Freud, "Obsessional neurosis is unquestionably the 
most interesting and repaying subject of analytic research." 
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The oversight of this large chunk of Freud is even more complex 
because Walter Benjamin, so central to critiques of consumerism, predi
cated his analysis of the experience of modernity / shock/ information on 
this work - "Freud's fundamental thought, on which these remarks are 
based."6 With the (re)turn of feminist theory to artifacts of consumerism, 
this oversight is a real blind spot. One explanation is the emphasis on cin
ema as an apparatus of vision more than sound or thought; like other vis
ual models, Freud linked hysteria to visual memory while obsessionality is 
tied to thoughts, to words. Studies in Hysteria states that whereas memo
ries of hysterical patients usually return in pictorial form, the memories of 
obsessionals return as thoughts (Breuer and Freud 1955, 280). By Totem 
and Taboo (1913), hysteria is a "gesture language" and obsessionality a 
"thought-language" with hysteria "similar to the picture-language of 
dreams" (Mahony 1986,169-170), hence, a logical basis for a film theory 
predicated on vision (equated with knowledge: "to see" as "to under
stand"). 

The differences (simplified, to be sure) between logics of hysteria and 
obsessional neurosis are instructive. Hysteria satisfies opposing impulses 
simultaneously, and obsessionality satisfies opposing impulses through 
sequential acts. In hysteria, "two birds are killed with one stone. In con
trast, a contiquity marks the diphasic obsession, acts where a first activity 
is undone by the second" (Mahony 1986, 57). At the base of hysteria is 
conflict, at the base of obsessionality are what Freud called reproaches 
(guilt, shame, hypochondria). Both are the result of holding opposing or 
contradictory thoughts. Both logics apply in different measures to films, 
constructing different thought processes for spectatrixes and consumers 
alike. This is a more complex take on the "cause-effect" logic of narrative, 
just as it illuminates different models of subjectivity. 

Puzzling mysteries remain regarding the status of Freudian psychoanal
ysis and cinema - in the United States, coincident (from 1909 to 1920) 
with Beard's writing on neurasthenia, yet avoiding Beard's work on male 
sexual neurasthenia; attacked as the fallacy of the "repression hypothesis" 
by Foucault in The History of Sexuality; jettisoned by Deleuze and Guat
tari (in diatribes against, for example, Little Hans and the Wolf Man), 
who revive other turn-of-the-century thinkers (Peirce and Bergson) and 
pay homage to u.s. popular culture, particularly moving pictures. In hind
sight, the psychoanalytic model of feminist film theory mirrored the con
tradictions of 1960s sexual liberation. 7 
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The thirty-year focus on sexuality overlooked the Victorian (and Freu
dian) linkage between sex and race, a connection determined by the domi
nance of Darwinism and evolution (a model of history as science which 
functioned in tandem with, not opposition to, Christianity). For male 
thinkers, white female bodies and bodies of color were more sexual and 
hence lower on the evolutionary scale. Thus, the possibility that white 
women were doubly used, against their own economic interests and as 
pawns or coverups for racism, emerges. The evidence is in cinema's histor
ical linkage between rape and race in which white women's sexual jeop
ardy is the cause of the effect of racism - with women duly punished 
along the way (the tactic of blaming both victims usually sealed by a trial 
(real, in lynchings of black men, or fictive, wherein women are accused 
and found guilty of sexuality), after which women become repentant and 
are forgiven - which suggests that there was something to forgive in the 
first place; this recurs in, for example, The Cheat (DeMille) and Blonde 
Venus (Von Sternberg). 

Until recently, theory has been linked to psychoanalysis (and sex), 
while history has involved corporate economics (and money). The pre
sumption is that sex involves leisure, consumerism, pleasurable specula
tion, while money concerns facts, data, empirical labor. One is a micropo
litics tied to domestic, private pursuits and pleasures (going to the movies 
or doing textual analysis), the other a macropolitics of public work (going 
to the library for facts). Film theory has recently been women's work, 
while history (making it and writing it) was men's business. These divides, 
socially operative in the I990S, structure The Cheat, which I will analyze 
and contextualize. 

In the middle I98os, film scholars turned to an analysis of the con
sumer, rediscovering in history old linkages between early cinema and 
Fordism and Taylorism. 8 Fordism depended on turning producers into 
consumers, with the family home the site of the paradox of "mobile 
privatization" (Williams I97S), a self-sufficiency that paradoxically neces
sitated "consumer durables" and hook-ups with the outside world. This 
was a very dependent sufficiency, a both/ and logic. Systems of scientific 
management like Mary Pattison's "Principles of Domestic Management" 
were literally taken into the home, which was women's business (Pattison 
I9IS). Richard de Cordova (I990) has recently argued that the full-fledged 
star (historically different from the picture personality) has been a central 
exchange point in consumerism. Gossip around stars' identity details lei-
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sure pleasures and the sumptuous fruits and glamorous payoffs of being a 
star, a job that is not seen as work and is sold as leisure. It's not the labor 
that matters but what it can buy - Marx's commodity fetish returning by 
another name. And while Pattison's "consumer" works as a purchasing 
agent for the home, the "consumer" also appears in the guise of the "idle 
white woman," a frivolous spendthrift. 

In the slippage from viewers to spectators to audiences to consumers, 
scholars are discovering contradictions - in representations and within 
audiences (often conflating representation and subjectivity). One current 
dispute in film theory is over disavowal - whether or not it is a psychic 
mechanism available to women. The debate concerns women's status as 
knowing subjects (something I have been unaware was disputed and have 
always taken for granted). For example, Tania Modleski and Gaylyn 
Studlar both dispute Mary Ann Doane's postulation (indebted to Ben
jamin) in relation to consumerism of women's closeness (an overidentifi
cation) to the image. As Studlar and Modleski see it, Doane denies women 
the right to disavow - presumably an advanced mechanism. Studlar's 
study of 1920S fan magazines notes what she variably calls a "double per
spective" or "contradictory position"; for example, the magazines appeal 
to both "normative" and sexually "transgressive aspects of women's 
desire," what she later will call an "ambiguous construction." Against 
Doane, she concludes that this "disavowing relationship" involved a "bal
ancing of intimacy and distance, knowledge and belief." She concludes 
with the postulation that this is not "an hysterical split" but a "double per
spective balancing closeness and distance" (Studlar 1991, 28). 

In contradistinction, I would argue that both hysteria and neurosis 
(which better distinguish what Studlar labels "disavowing" versus hyste
ria) involve mechanisms upholding contradictory beliefs. However, as I 
stated above, their logics are different: one is sequential, the other simul
taneous; one is more aural, the other more visual; one emphasizes body, 
the other thought, or mind. Furthermore, it is important to note that 
Freud, like Marx, argued through contradiction - it was not discovered 
by feminist film critics. The subject of Studlar's investigation is presum
ably historical women; however, the subject might be her experience of 
contradiction attributed to historical women and their texts. Knowledge 
configures the object of knowledge. 

In her work on Hitchcock, Modleski argues a comparable logic, which 
she variously labels "ambivalence" or paradox. She repudiates Doane's 
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analysis of the female spectator as unable to maintain disavowal, resulting 
in "an overidentification" with the image, a closeness that is incapable of 
distance (Modleski 1988). What both Studlar and Modleski are defending 
is that women are knowing subjects, which, here, means the ability to 
hold contradictory beliefs. Thus, both inadvertently point to the failure to 
link sight to knowledge, scopophilia to epistemophilia, terms that Freud 
mentioned in the same breath. These claims for knowledge tell me that an 
old struggle is still going on. Women's right to knowledge was the basis for 
the Woman's Club Movement from 1870 on, just as women's knowledge 
was at the base of the Domestic Engineering movement in the early 1900s. 
No matter what the historical period, these claims refute theories that 
equate women with their bodies. 

I would sketch an even more complex model - seeing, interpreting, 
knowing and their converse - not seeing, misinterpreting, not knowing 
(from Lacan's famous and lurid schema [Lacan 1972]); the glances of men 
at men, men at women, women at men, and women at women; and an 
interplay between looks of the audience, camera, and character (from 
Mulvey's 1976 essay). The addition of obsessional logic to that of hysteria 
would add aurality, the sound track, and thought, while disavowal would 
be specified by also considering denial and repudiation. Thereby, sight 
would be connected to knowledge and thought and linked to an econom
ics of power - the money economy would figure with the sexual econ
omy. Film theory has been running on a rather depleted Caucasian Freu
dianism, which is beginning to cough and wheeze with each resuscitated 
quotation of a secondary source. 

(Regarding Doane's analysis, rather than rescue mastery and Cartesian 
rationality, I question the implicit devaluation of affect and the realm of 
closeness, given that its negativity is derived from men, including Beard, 
who indicts emotion as illness, ascribing them to men and women; with 
men recently discovering their "feelings," affect is becoming a valued trait, 
something they learn from women, the positive Pandora.) 

A sociological study of television by Andrea Press (1991) stages the "dis
avowal" dispute in another way - as a class difference. She interviewed 
groups of women regarding their responses to situation comedies and dis
covered that working-class women's response to Lucy is a negative one of 
mere zaniness; working-class women's responses were immediate, predi
cated on "the real." On the contrary, white, middle-class women could 
separate Lucy the character from Ball the comic performer, responding to 



FEMALE BODIES AND WOMEN'S PAST-TIMES 

her with respect. In other words, middle-class women could have a double 
understanding; the maintenance of contradictory belief depended on 
class. Better-educated women could deny / disavow; working-class women 
could not. While addressing class, this finding is troubling in its deter
minism. At the same time, it also suggests that education enables us to 
perceive the contradictions in which we are held - another argument pos
ited by the Club Movement in the late r800s. 

The both/ and logic of disavowal is complicated by the process of crea
tion/ cancellation elucidated in Freud's theory of obsessional neurosis. To 
disavowal, I would add other mechanisms of contradiction, condensing 
Liz Grosz's schema, which includes denial or negation and repudiation. 9 

Denial is a "lifting of repression," although not "an acceptance of what is 
repressed." Nuclear war is hideous but not possible. Or, yes, I am fre
quently drunk, but 1 do not have a problem with alcohol. Repudiation 
"involves the rejection of an idea" from external reality rather than the id. 
We could survive or win a nuclear war. Or, as the Northwest pilot argues, 
"I am an alcoholic, therefore I can drink more and thus can fly, drunk." 
Or, more commonly, "If I wanted to, I could stop drinking tomorrow." 
Here, the "real has never been signified." Disavowal exists somewhere 
between denial and repudiation. These mechanisms can be economic -
repudiation of the double-standard reality of working women (whether in 
or out of domesticity), the denial of the value and pleasure of women's 
work, careers, and economic independence. Without economic analysis, 
in effect, without fleshing out Freud's sexual fetish with Marx's commod
ity fetish, we watch hard-working actresses on the screen and fail to note 
that the contradictions of romance, like racism, which use the cover-up of 
sexuality (and do turn women into fetishes), are economic, revolve 
around money and power more than pleasure and sex - theories of anxi
ety more than theories of desire. 

Disavowal (a fetishist logic from a nine-page essay by Freud, citing hair 
stylists), 10 like denial and repudiation, involves holding two ideas simulta
neously and is a logic applicable to women's daily lives. This double 
whammy, now argued as applied to the consumer or fan (Studlar) and to 
the star (De Cordova) - courted and denigrated, worshiped and disdained 
at the same time - was comparable to the logic applied to women - cen
tral yet unimportant. 

In this project - of which this is only a beginning - I want to place the 
idle white woman (and consumer) within history (including psychoanaly-
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sis) and economics, transforming her into a working woman, and briefly 
hint of her relation to women of color and issues of race. In this initial 
foray, I will detail (I) a therapeutic analysis - Charles Miller Beard on 
neurasthenia; (2) Jane C. Croly on the Woman's Club Movement; (3) 
Mary Pattison on domestic scientific management (taking the system of 
F. W. Taylor into the home); and (4) the Delsartian taxonomy of body, 
movement, and affect (along with the practices of tableau posing, danc
ing, and gymnastics derived from Delsarte). All these texts are predicated 
on the premises of Darwin in tandem with spirituality. All concern wom
en's daily lives, adding different contours to the cinema's "structure [or 
'montage'] of attractions," as Benjamin, through Eisenstein, labeled the 
modern, consumer world. The works on the Club Movement and Domes
tic Engineering strongly emphasize women's intelligence, women's rela
tion to, and desire for, knowledge; the male writers connect women to 
their bodies - Beard as symptomatic, Delsarte as athletic, divine. My film 
analysis is limited to The Cheat, with only a few references to other films. 

REPEATING HISTORY 

While the history of cinema increasingly documents an intermix of influ
ences from a myriad of popular amusements - vaudeville, county fairs, 
music hall, magic, science, world fairs, expositions, and amusement 
parks; or melodrama, well-made plays, the nineteenth-century novel, and 
the short story - rare mention has been made of specifically women's 
practices, including "posing" - tableau stagings of famous paintings, 
Greek statues, or great moments in history. This craze can also be 
glimpsed in photographs and scenes from the live (and filmed) prologues 
that preceded films shown in picture palaces from around 1916 to the end 
of the 1920S (and much longer in larger, metropolitan theaters). Until very 
recently, the history of cinema has been written as if it occurred outside 
women's practices and experiences. Although evolutionary, linear history 
as one of progress has been criticized, little note has been made of the 
inscription of Darwinian logic within the films of early cinema and every
day life, somehow made to conform to our contemporary theories. 

If one glances at corporate raids and Andrew Carnegie takeovers, mid-
1980s "free-market" policies of deregulation and "privatization," the fun
damentalist shift to the right, a see-saw of credit and consumerism resem
bling the panic leading to the bank failures of 1896, the revival of 
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turn-of-the-century therapies and spiritualism, an antidrug campaign 
echoing temperance and prohibition, and editorials on shopping (a.k.a. 
consumerism) as a national issue, the I990S appear to have reconstituted 
the I890S. Rather than postmodernism, we are experiencing an electronic 
premodern ism (re-premodernism), in which things are new and old at the 
same time. The I890S saw a shift of production and machinery from the 
home to the factory. With the rise of the small entrepreneur, the inverse is 
occurring in the I990S as homes become offices. Consumerism was hyped 
in both decades as the source of the nation's ill or good "health." However, 
at the beginning of this century, the United States was on its way to 
becoming the dominant economic power; today this hierarchy is being 
challenged. The notion of progress and advancement implicit in Darwi
nian thought of the I890S (applied to corporate practices along with his
tory), however, still holds sway. 

NEURASTHENIA: GEORGE MILLER BEARD 

Unlike Christianity's view of history as one of Godly invention and cata
strophic upheaval, Darwin saw history as a series of incremental changes. 
Darwinism claimed the truth of science through empirical observation 
which preceded theoretical deduction. His scientific methods, along with 
his premises, were applied by physicians, through the case study and for
eign travel, to the body - a living, cross-cultural miniature of evolution. 
Some bodies were more advanced than others - hence, "brain workers" 
and "muscle workers" had different ailments; those with "moral fiber" suf
fered differently from "degenerates"; and the medical plight of the "civi
lized" was vastly different from "savages" or "primitives."!! The nature of 
one's work was a divide that applied to men and women. 

The imperialist and racist trope of evolution (as advanced civilization 
versus primitive tribes) valued the mind, dividing the loftier intellect from 
the baser emotions, and segmented the body into regions. The head was 
the evolved center of thought and spirituality and the torso the lower 
region of sexuality, a hierarchy that eventually will separate men (the 
mind and rationality) from women (the body and emotions). However, in 
the I860s and I870S, for Charles Miller Beard, both "the power to repro
duce the species, and the power of abstract thought" were viewed as 
advanced evolutionary stages (Beard 1894). For this leading neurologist 
("alienists" not neurologists were later rechristened "psychiatrists") of his 
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era, men were equivalently afflicted with genital symptoms, particularly 
impotency - what he calls "devolution" - and emotional excess. Beard 
believed that these "latest evolved functions," thinking and reproduction, 
would "first suffer" when "the nervous system [was] attacked" (Beard 
I898),12 

While evolution served capitalist expansion (and white men), a good 
thing for some, it extracted a price - neurasthenia, the disease of the mid
dle class, particularly in America, a term coined by Beard in I869. The 
diagnosis dominated u.s. medicine until the I920S. Unlike Freud, who ran 
analysis back to childhood and the family, Beard linked nervousness to 
adulthood and "the one great predisposing cause,"13 civilization - mar
ketplace competition, cities, and technology - presumably advanced 
stages of evolution. Nervousness was the effect of modern, urban life -
scientific/timed management, continuous-flow production, mass transit, 
techniques of communication (telegraph and telephone) and mass culture 
("the periodical press") "intensifying in ten thousand ways cerebral activ
ity and worry" (Beard I894, 254). Neurasthenia was the result of economic 
more than sexual, technological more than familial, causes. 

This diagnosis was drastically different from that of Freud, who in 
many ways inverted Beard's take on Darwinian evolution, running symp
toms back to archaic origins in the unconscious. 

While Freud's notion of history was drawn from the individual's child
hood and the unconscious, unlike Beard, his modeling of obsessive subjec
tivity as a logic of contradiction was linked to consumer capitalism at the 
turn of the century and connected in "The Rat Man" (I909) to money, 
fear, and anxiety more than sex and pleasure. It is a model of subjectivity 
that might more accurately describe our response to The Cheat and other 
films. 

Lears, Gosling, and even the literary analysis of Lutz are renderings of 
history as over. Neurasthenia is depicted as naive to unenlightened. This 
safely distanced history, written from a presumably superior vantage 
point, fails to note the similarities among neurasthenia, obsessional neu
rosis, and I990S addiction therapies. ("Inebrity" was second from the top 
of Beard's chart of nervousness, a last stage before insanity. This period 
was prior to the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous in the early I930S, 
when alcoholism was viewed as an insanity without treatment except 
institutionalization. 

Both physicians, however, read the body through evolution. A com-
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monality between Beard and Freud is morbid fear (the basis of all theories 
of obsession), with a taxonomy of phobias in Beard's A Practical Treatise 
on Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia), Its Symptoms, Nature, 
Sequences, Treatment concluding with phobophobia, fear of fears. 
Another divergence was sexuality; for Beard, sexual neurasthenia was one 
of four manifestations. The others were exhaustion of the brain, spine, 
and digestive system. Sexual dysfunction was, furthermore, a symptom, 
not a cause, and a problem for men just as much as women (Beard r898, 
208). He argues that "the relation of the male genital function to the ner
vous system ... has been for too long neglected." For women, "nervous 
systems may be the cause, not the result, of uterine disease," a dispute of 
cause-effects that reverses Freud. 14 Like Freud linking obsession to sexu
ality in "The Rat Man," Beard ties fear to "disorder in the reproductive 
system." 

While scholars were enacting a cause-effect logic loosely drawn from 
Darwin, Hollywood was also perfecting the classical style, a narrative of 
chronological cause-effect logic that plays itself out through the body. 
Just exactly what was cause and what was effect, however, was disputed. 
One critical debate centered on the creation of affect - theorizing recep
tion was a critical concern in early cinema. In the r920S, for example, 
Kuleshov argued that affect did not come from the shot but from a juxta
position of shots. Or, William James argued that we do not necessarily 
weep because we are sad but rather we are sad because we weep. 

Beard's metaphor of the civilized body (opposed to the primitive body) 
was a modern machine. The "neurasthenic" was a "dam with a small res
ervoir," "a small furnace, holding little fuel," or a "battery with small cells 
and little potential force," "an electric light attached to a small dynamo" 
(Beard r898, 6r). "Brain workers" had "exhausted" their stock of nerve 
force and became victims of nervous prostration. "What we call structural 
disease corresponds to serious and structural injury of the machinery ... 
what we call functional disease, the neuroses, is simply abnormally rapid 
exhaustion of force and consequent necessity of frequent intervals of rest 
and resupply" (Beard r898, 62). ("What the microscope can see, we call 
structural - what the microscope cannot see, we call functional" [Beard 
r894, r57].) The latter is "a deficiency in quantity of the nerve substance," 
with "substance" analogous to electricity or gasoline. 

Like Frans:ois Delsarte and other taxon orner / evolutionists, Beard's 
body zones resembled a tree, an arborescent, Darwinian logic also used by 



34 PATRICIA MELLENCAMP 

"scientific managers." The chief centers of neurasthenia were the brain, 
the digestive system, and the reproductive system - zones whose effects 
correlated with occupation, class, and gender (another cause-effect exam
ple). At the same time, the symptoms were rhizomatic, unpredictably 
moving around the body. Differentiation and diversity were the earmarks 
of the disease. Although anyone could be and often was afflicted (T. J. 
Jackson Lears patronizes neurasthenia as a middle-class disease of urban 
professionals; F. G. Gosling argues that it permeated classes, remaining a 
disease of the upper classes only until 1890 when it passed into popular 
culture),15 class and gender determined different causes: professional men 
were suffering from overwork while lower-class men had profligate hab
its. Poor men were not analyzed as overworked. For women, this upper
class male bias, linked to money and work, was inverted. Physicians had 
sympathy for neurasthenic poor women, who often had to compete in a 
man's world, earning money. Overwork was the cause of nervousness for 
poor women. As Gosling argues, for middle-class women who remained 
at home, presumably "not working," biology, or "female problems," was 
the cause. Women in domesticity were imagined to be free from economic 
fear and the strains of labor. Yet, I think Gosling exaggerates. In Nervous 
Exhaustion, as in Stimulants and Narcotics, Beard places women within 
the late stage of neurasthenia (insanity or melancholia): "Under this class 
come not a few women - house-wives who are over-worked; mothers, 
worn by repeated child-bearing" (Beard 1894, 164). 

Set against the civilized body of the brain-worker: "those who live out
doors and work with the muscle more than with the mind - are not tor
mented with sexual desire [as] the hysterical, the nervous - those who live 
in-doors and use mind much and muscle little." His examples are North 
American Indians, "the savage and semi-savage, negroes, and farming 
population ... [who] are not annoyed by sexual desire when they have 
no opportunities for gratification" (Beard 1898, 103). The mind is divided 
from the body, the intellect from affect: "Labor of the intellect of the 
higher sort saves us from friction of the emotions of the lower sort" (Beard 
1894, 187, 188). And, "the greater the amount of intellect, the less the 
quantity of emotion in a patient," as "true of men as of women" (my 
emphasis) (Beard 1894,189). Great amounts of emotion signify illness. 

From 1869 to its demise in the I920S, neurasthenia was widely diag
nosed by a patchwork of practitioners: gynecologists, alienists (doctors 
who worked with the insane, later called psychiatrists), general practition-
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ers, oculists, electrotherapists, surgeons, pharmacologists, and neurolo
gists. After Freud delivered his lectures at Clark in 1909 (the same year he 
published his most famous study of obsession, "The Rat Man"), a change 
in analysis and treatment began in the United States. In the I920S, Freud's 
theory of the neuroses and psychoses achieved supremacy, as did medical 
specialization, with specialty boards and training instituted only after 
World War I. Alienists dominated the "therapeutics of emotional distur
bance," while neurologists treated nerve injuries. Other practitioners with
drew from the field. It should also be noted that an economics of cen
tralization / specialization / monopoly occurred on the corporate terrain, 
including the Hollywood studios, which coalesced into vertically inte
grated monopolies and adopted the methods of Taylorism. 

In American Nervousness (published a year after I wrote this paper), 
Tom Lutz ties the disease to capitalism: "neurasthenia was imbued with 
the logic of economics," neoclassical economics, I would add. His second 
premise concerns neurasthenia's "heteroglossia," "inclusiveness," "ubi
quity," and "amorphous possibility" (Lutz 1991, 15-17). "Neurasthenia 
was ... a disease that was a sign of the times," hence its heterogeneity. 
Lutz reads the disease through writers - their lives and their works. Like 
obsession and addiction in the I990S, neurasthenia was based on fear trig
gering anxiety. Lutz argues that fear, precipitated by change, was specific 
to 1903. "The fear of overcivilization was often accompanied by fear of 
overwork and, especially, overproduction" (Lutz 1991, 28). However, 
while the contours change in history, fear of change cannot be delimited to 
a historical period. 

However, history, and perhaps feminist theory, might have been differ
ent if another of Beard's ideas had become more popular. Beard died while 
writing about male impotency; his book Sexual Neurasthenia, which 
includes many case studies with forthright descriptions, copyright in 1884, 
was not published until 1898. "Cases of sexual exhaustion in the male, on 
the contrary [to women], are not suspected from the history given by the 
patient" (Beard 1898, 26). The severity of the problem had not been 
noticed because men didn't talk about it, a limitation of a "talking cure." 
Perhaps impotency, immediately apparent and visible, is the repressed of 
psychoanalysis - the "fear of castration." Beard's thesis returns in Freud 
as a morbid fear, a symptom of obsession. "When the relation of nervous 
diseases to the male genital apparatus is as well understood as their rela
tion to the female genital apparatus, it will be regarded as an oversight 
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... not to inquire and examine ... this local condition ... " (Beard 
1898,29). 

Beard gives equal time to satyriasis, the counterpart of nymphomania. 
The biological determinism so resolutely applied to the female body (as it 
has been in the United States to bodies of color) is a displacement of 
Beard's analysis. Beard describes seminal emissions and impotency in 
detail, arguing against excess, one sign of which was "eye trouble" (Beard 
1898,136), which might explain the linkage of men with vision in film the
ory. Treatments included medicines, rest, electricity, sometimes marriage 
and travel. "Patients often need a new kind of treatment as they need a 
new suit of clothes" (Beard 1898, 209). Beard challenged "mental thera
peutics" which turn the patient's "own mental force on his body to cure it" 
(Beard 1898, 222). 

In a 1926 film directed by Scott Sydney, an Al Christie Comedy for Uni
versal, an Easterner wearing a small suit and glasses and driving a car goes 
west. This neurasthenic (a precursor of Woody Allen) is a hypochondriac 
who believes he is dying. "The Nervous Wreck" (the film's title) carries a 
doctor's bag full of pills, potions, and throat atomizers. At Jud Mogan's 
ranch, he meets Sally, the lovely daughter who fancies him at first sight. 
She persuades him to drive her to Tucson. They then set off on a journey 
and romance in the Arizona desert - culminating in a fight scene followed 
by a climactic auto/rear-screen chase sequence. Adventure, his newfound 
masculinity, and romance cure his neurasthenia - marriage (and sex) is 
one cure that Hollywood delivered over and over again. 

In 1928, Gregory LaCava remade this film - with a female protagonist, 
Bebe Daniels - for Paramount. Barbara Manning is a rich young woman 
who has been surrounded all her germ-free life by doctors, literally living a 
rest cure and worrying about her heart in "Feel My Pulse." She constantly 
monitors her symptoms and medicates her body. Her cigar-smoking uncle 
arrives on her twenty-first birthday, suggesting that she go out west. 
Instead, she avoids this by going to a family-owned sanitarium. Unbe
knownst to her, it has been taken over by "rum runners" led by William 
Powell (Prohibition was enacted in 1920 and repealed in 1933, although 
many states had prohibition laws much earlier). LaCava, a serious alco
holic, thereby links alcoholism with insanity. Manning (Daniels) also car
ries her doctor's bag of pills, popping them obsessively and offering them 
to the criminals pretending to be patients. 

During one very long scene, she and a rum runner get very drunk - he 
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on her medicine, she on his illegal booze, which she thinks is medicine. 
After this scene, she has a hangover - her room is lighted with shadows 
and angles. Powell, impersonating a doctor, tries to attack her after a 
pseudo examination - a strange scene for a comedy. Getting drunk 
brought on this nightmare and ensuing chaos. Shortly thereafter, hijackers 
turn the sanitarium into a looney war zone. In another quite extraordi
nary scene, Barbara the plucky fights off the bad guys, turning into a 
whirling dervish hurling barrels down the stairs. She lobs a bottle of chlo
roform at the criminals. In a slow-motion scene, the men stagger and fall 
down, as if they were all drunk, in a beautiful, balletic fog. LaCava links 
neurasthenia and alcoholism in this weird comedy that isn't funny. 

In the end, through adventure and romance, Barbara is cured of neuras
thenia. A reporter had disguised himself as a criminal and fallen in love 
with her. The last word is her "yes" written on the screen, her answer to 
his proposal. The William Powell character, the displaced site of alcohol
ism, is not saved. By the late 1920S, neurasthenia had become exaggerated 
and comic - ubiquitous, heterogeneous, inclusive. (The hopelessness of 
alcoholism accounts for the fervor of the temperance movement.) Lears is 
the most patronizing, seeing neurasthenia as middle class, linked to 

women, and thereby quite insignificant. Beard anticipated Lears's cri
tique, arguing that in spite of its middle-class nature, neurasthenia was 
serious and real. Unfortunately, Lears's interpretation has become the 
major source for many scholars and is being perpetuated, for example, in 
Lynne Kirby's recent essay (Kirby 1991). 

Gosling and Lutz also unequivocally declare that Beard's system clearly 
divided according to gender. Lutz writes that "neurasthenia was a highly 
gendered discourse," with different causes and different treatments, 
including "gender segregation." "[M]any ... women were isolated in 
bedrooms to be taken care of by nurses . . . men feminized by the disease 
were sent out west to become men again" (Lutz 1991, 31). Passivity and 
dependency defined femininity. "Women become exhausted through too 
much exposure to the world." Although this analysis is typical of Beard, 
his work (much of which was recorded by his colleague) was at the same 
time more complicated than this simple division. Lutz notes that this "lei
sure-class" wife was a new and difficult role of enforced passivity (Lutz 
1991, 34). (As feminist economists of the period note, these wives were 
also rare.) For Charlotte Perkins Gilman, the role of housewife created 
"the disjuncture between the pace of the subject and the pace of the world 
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which necessarily results in neurasthenia." For her, women needed physi
cal and mental exercise. Exhaustion from housework "is not exercise" 
(Lutz 1991, 228, 229). Tellingly, Beard's emphasis on male dysfunction is 
largely ignored by male critics who prefer to focus on women. 

While neurasthenia (stress, anxiety) and its various treatments are 
again in high style, including electricity therapy, there is also a constancy 
to sexual difference. The representations of men's bodies (and power) 
have remained relatively stable. This stability is unlike the female body, 
which has been rebuilt and sensuously redefined each decade, rendering it 
unstable, malleable, grotesque, sometimes ridiculous, often uncomforta
ble: bustled and breasted, fattened and thinned, shortened and height
ened, with eyes rounded and then widened, lips puckered, thinned, and 
implanted. 

THE CHEAT: CECIL B. DEMILLE 

Central to Beard, Freud, The Cheat, and feminist film theory was the fig
ure of the idle, middle-class, white woman - the female consumer so cru
cial to capitalism. Comparing her to an "Indian Squaw," Beard writes: 
"The sensitive white woman - preeminently the American woman, with 
small inherited endowment of force; living in-doors; torn and crossed by 
happy or unhappy love; subsisting on fiction, journals, receptions; way
laid at all hours by the cruellest of robbers, worry and ambition ... can 
never hold a powerful reserve [Beard's image of the body as an electric 
battery] ... lives ... hand to mouth, giving out quite as fast as she takes 
in ... needing long periods of rest ... and yet living as long as her 
Indian sister ... even longer ... and bearing age far better, and carrying 
the affections and the feelings of youth in the decline of life" (Beard 1898, 
59,60). (She resembles Freud's unmarried woman no longer young.) The 
neurasthenic was distinguished from Charcot's patients, who were "sim
ply weakminded, mentally untrained girls." He furthermore disagreed 
with Charcot's treatment of isolation, preferring potions, rest, and "gen
eral faradization and central galvanization for myelasthenia, exhaustion 
of the spine" (Beard 1894,165,183,185). 

The "sensitive white woman" (Mary Pattison's critique is a bit later) 
could be a description of Edith Hardy, a character, "the Butterfly," who 
embodies the contradictory logic of capitalism perfectly sketched in Cecil 
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B. DeMille's I9I5 The Cheat (remade by George Fitzmaurice in I923 and 
in I937 by Marcel L'Herbier in France as Forfaiture). Rape and race are 
interlocked with finance - shopping versus investment, spending versus 
earning, women versus men, Asians versus Caucasians. Among other 
things, this film details the equation in u.s. cinema between spectator, 
audience, and consumer that film history and feminist theory are currently 
rediscovering. (That this slippage does not occur in Soviet film theory dur
ing the revolutionary period is telling for theories of reception. Soviet cin
ema and its theories invoke collective identification more than the Freu
dian structures of "having" or "being.") 

Along with yoking the female body to money and illicit sex, The Cheat 
links sexism's double standard to racism, running monetary economics 
through libidinal economics. The concluding trial scene in which Edith 
Hardy (played by Fanny Ward), an upper-class woman of clubs, Red 
Cross fund-raising parties, and excessive spending on high fashion, is 
adjudged sexual and found guilty of shopping (and bad stock market 
investments, the proper job of her husband), actually attempted murder, 
turns into a lynch mob attacking Sessue Hayakawa, the Burmese ivory 
trader. (Eastern businessmen, Araku, are bad, perverted sex fiends; West
ern businessmen, Richard Hardy, a Wall Street broker, are good family 
men.) The system is complicated in that Araku attempted to rape Edith 
Hardy, whom he branded with a hot iron/ seal on her shoulder; Edith shot 
him in self-defense and let her husband take the rap, until the end and her 
public confession. 

This is an early precursor of trial scenes, for example, Blonde Venus, in 
which women are adjudged guilty of being sexual (after being equated 
with money in the form of checks and blacks) and become duly repentant 
and are forgiven by patriarchy in the form of husbands and judges. The 
chastized, penitent body - the tactic of blaming the victim - is then prop
erly subservient - head bowed, downcast eyes, drooping shoulders; the 
presence of husbands signals defeat and resignation, the happy ending. 

Charles Higham takes representation into gossip, stating that the rea
son DeMille hired Ward was "after seeing her at parties and on the 
screen," he was convinced "that she was very deceitful. ... Considerably 
older than her published age, her face was so caked in makeup, which she 
adamantly refused to remove, that it was only with the greatest difficulty 
she could be photographed to look like a real woman." His list of her 
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defects spews forth: she was spoiled, quarrelsome, irritable, and demand
ing. "[W]henever she gave an interview she contrived to say nothing of 
interest to the interviewers at all" (Higham I973 , 44-45). 

In The Cheat, Face-ism and Race-ism are united and justified through 
rape of the white woman by the Asian businessman/playboy played by 
Sessue Hayakawa. The sexual fetish of Freud becomes a cover-up for the 
commodity fetish of Marx, here staged in a drama of confession, peni
tence, and absolution. Along with "discourses of sexuality," "Art" has his
torically served as an additional cover-up for the film's economics - the 
dependence of wives on their husbands, and a system in which women 
don't do anything except play: The plaudits for this film by the French 
"photogenie" intellectuals and film devotees in the art-dub scene as a tour
de-force of film style and technique have, in many ways, determined sub
sequent readings. 

Historians cite the film as an example of DeMille's artistic composi
tions, his formalistic mise-en-scene, what Charles Wolfe (I983, 93) calls 
"the expressive potential ... of his 'Rembrandt lighting,' "used to invoke 
"emotional hysteria" - an intriguing term for a social system (and perfor
mance by Fanny Ward) that kept women economically dependent and 
subservient and then rendered them criminally guilty and repentant. It is 
more than intriguing that male historians invoke Freudian notions of hys
teria and excess when talking about style but inadvertently referring to 
women. (I am thinking here of Russell Merrit and Nick Browne's writing 
on Griffith regarding the elision of rape and race, which, in various ways, 
they analyze as formalistic "excess" [Merrit I990]. Unlike these critics, I 
think there is less than meets the eye, not more; critics just fail to see what 
is there. History itself becomes symptomatic, predicated on disavowal 
more than overt racism.) Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson posit DeMille 
as an artistic exception to continuity style, due to his shooting method and 
use of a singular camera. 

While the styles of face, body, gesture, fashion, and decor (mise-en
scene) have changed, shopping, tied to women's bodies, is both women's 
forte and crime - a logic of creation/ cancellation, a logic of obsession 
and anxiety. Her central and frivolous status as consumer (and the con
sumed) is essential for the pursuit of happiness and capitalism, yet she 
is guilty, somehow lacking. She is all and nothing, the problem and the 
cure. 

In addition to punishing the female body, the film also devalues wom-
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en's work - in the home and in volunteer organizations. Edith is repre
sented as a frivolous spendthrift, signified by fashion shots of her in 
extravagant outfits of feathers and furs and the intercut close-ups of her 
clothing bills. Yet, the real paradox of women's lives is their lack of finan
cial independence, their childlike dependence upon husbands for money -
one key reason behind the women's clubs. Another issue, disputed by the 
scientific domesticity movement, is the lower status of domestic labor, a 
devaluing of women's work. In The Cheat, Edith's life consists only of lei
sure - shopping, afternoon teas, parties, and flirtations. Her extravagant 
clothes turn her into a silly, exaggerated object. 

Women's volunteer work for charities is devalued. (Beard also covertly 
criticizes women when he attacks the focus of organizations on the poor.) 
In order to make her own money, she invested funds raised for her charity 
in the stock market - in effect, embezzling from the women's organiza
tion. When the stocks failed, she borrowed money from Araku to cover 
up her losses and theft. Thus, two inequities regarding women are covered 
up: women's unremunerated domestic labor and women's work in charity 
organizations, here patronized as merely social gatherings, serving no pur
pose or import. As homemaker, volunteer, and investor, Edith is viewed 
as childish and ineffective. Women's work, like women themselves, is not 
taken seriously. Rather than seeing Edith as trapped within an economic 
contradiction, she is branded, almost raped, and tried. 

She asserted her independence from a domineering husband and is 
punished in the end. In the opening segments, Edith's head is held high, 
her eyes look out. In the end, her head is bowed, her eyes downcast. Sig
nificantly, she is not alone in the frame but coupled to Richard. Further
more, her outfit is now modest, humble. Her claim to freedom has been 
curtailed. 

What is paradoxical about the final scene of the film, filled with a sea of 
men simultaneously judging and forgiving her, coming to her rescue by 
becoming a lynch mob for Araku, is that her crime was against a woman's 
organization, taken here as an action against her husband. That the last 
scene involves another displacement - of white middle-class businessmen 
against a Burmese ivory trader - is also racist, playing with the misce
genation prohibition of Hollywood cinema. At the same time, because of 
race and Araku's branding of his property, it reverses the strategy of blam
ing the victim - a double whammy of racial logic that implicates white 
women. 
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THE WOMAN'S CLUB MOVEMENT:]. C. CROLY 

The economic status of women's unpaid labor bears scrutiny - within and 
outside the home. As Anne Firor Scott argues, women's volunteer organi
zations have a long history that has, in spite of the fact that detailed 
records exist due to each organization's electing an official historian, 
remained an oversight of official history, concerned as it is with war and 
politics. 16 Jane C. Croly ties this blindspot to Darwinism - the passing of 
the matriarchal age with the primitive period - "with the development of 
military leaders, and acquisition of military power, and the centralization 
of property" (Croly 1989). 

Croly argues that the first associations of women grew from their "pro
test against the use and abuse of power by men." From their initial pur
pose as refuge, women's associations developed because of the "desire for 
study, the acquisition of knowledge" (Croly 1989, 2). The earliest organi
zations were religious orders that did not initially mandate monasticism, 
virginity, or celibacy; these orders were led by women concerned with 
education. Religious societies were then followed by charitable founda
tions. From the temperance movement (founded by men but taken over by 
women), moral reform (to abolish the double standard and aid prosti
tutes), and antislavery (with the first societies formed by black women), 
women were involved in organizations concerned with social issues and 
policies in the 1800s. In 1868, women's organizations flourished, for 
example, the YWCA, the WCTU, missionary societies, and Woman's Clubs 
- a mix of literary societies and civic reform. As Scott argues, allIed to 
women's suffrage, although many members did not call themselves suf
fragettes, a word with fearful connotations akin to feminist today. Edith 
Hardy is the officer of a Woman's Club that does missionary work. 

Croly's 1898 history of woman's clubs begins with the foundation of her 
club in New York twenty years earlier. Her first sentence still has not come 
to pass: "When the history of the nineteenth century comes to be written, 
women will appear as organizers, and leaders of great organized move
ments among their own sex for the first time in the history of the world" 
(Croly 1989, 1). The idea of a club for women - one that did not have a 
specific, circumscribed goal such as fund-raising or reform - was very 
radical: "there was little sympathy with organizations of women not 
expressly religious, charitable, or intended to promote charitable objects." 
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"What is the object" if not raising money or sewing garments (Croly 
I989,9)? 

Knowledge was the object - the cause of the bewilderment and disre
gard. Furthermore, along with an indefinite (and threatening) object or 
goal, the structure was not hierarchical but collective. The clubs, there
fore, followed what Deleuze and Guattari would term a rhizomatic rather 
than arborescent structure - without a hierarchy and a cause-effect pur
pose. Intellectually, Croly traces the roots to Goethe and other German 
thinkers and cites the "monumental" reforms of the nineteenth century -
"the abolition of slavery, the development of a spirit of mercy towards 
dumb animals, the recognition of the human rights of women and chil
dren." "Gradually came the demand ... for education; for intellectual 
freedom," a "crusade for the cause of the better education of women as 
significant as that for the physical emancipation of the slave" (Croly I989, 
9, II). Women's "educational advance" (or equal opportunity), women's 
rights like suffrage, and antislavery were three interrelated issues. 

Another impetus was women's work on the Sanitary Commission dur
ing the Civil War: "Women had felt an increased sense of power and influ
ence ... the demand for activity ceased when peace was restored, and the 
disbandment of the Sanitary Commission took place" (Croly I989, 39). 
(History repeated for women after World War II. It is paradoxical that 
women gain freedom during war and lose these rights when peace is 
restored.) Work on the Sanitary Commission led to the founding of the 
New England Woman's Club, of which Julia Ward Howe became presi
dent in I87I, inviting "the best thinkers to present their views before it." 

Like feminist films today, with an emphasis on enunciation and telling 
the story from women's points of view, Croly (I989, I2-I3) writes that 
"the difference was only a point of view, but it changed the aspect of the 
world." Thus, women's clubs were "not an echo; not a mere banding 
together for a social and economic purpose, like the clubs of men." Wom
en's clubs had no leaders; they represented all interests, with equal rights 
granted to all members. "The essence of a club is its many-sided charac
ters ... expressing all shades of difference ... which puts everyone 
upon the same footing." 

Sorosis, the first club, was founded by professional women in New 
York (artists, authors, philanthropists, one historian, poets, teachers, 
"two physicians, four writers on science, and contributors to periodicals") 
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after Croly had been rudely treated at a press dinner for Charles Dickens. 
The purpose of the club was to enable women "to think for themselves 
... their right [and] their duty," to seek "new avenues of employment to 

make [women] less dependent," and to enhance women's self-esteem, "to 

lift them out of unwomanly self-distrust." The founders believed that "one 
of the great needs of women is for mental activity." The clubs addressed 
"the lack of ability [and opportunity] among women for free discussion" 
(Croly 1989,21,25,27,40). 

The club was "caricatured, criticised, and misrepresented," the subject 
of "sneering comment or vulgar would-be wit on the part of men." This 
scorn directed against knowing women did not dampen interest, although 
the first president resigned because of "nervous exhaustion" resulting from 
the attacks. Clubs were founded all over the United States, meeting the 
first and third Monday of each month. The Milwaukee Women's Club 
still stands on its original site, with two hundred membership slots availa
ble. Like many of their buildings, it was named the Athena. While the gen
eral purpose was "collective elevation and advancement," clubs took up 
specific, political issues, for example, school committee and board elec
tions, "dress reform and other progressive ideas." In 1889, Sorosis called a 
convention to celebrate its twenty-first birthday, laying the foundation for 
The General Federation of Women's Clubs. Conventions were held each 
year in different cities, beginning in 1874 (Croly 1989, 26, 32, 39). 

DOMESTIC ENGINEERING: MARY PATTISON 

Along with gaining knowledge and the support of women, there were 
other benefits. By drafting constitutions, keeping careful records which 
reveal an awareness of making history, inventing a collective structure 
that proved to be efficient and constructive, and organizing national 
events, women's talents as leaders emerged. Their abilities as speakers 
were also fostered by the clubs. 

One specific project that emerged was Principles of Domestic Engineer
ing, "written in the interest of the club women of New Jersey" in 1915 by 
Mary Pattison. In 19II, she had read Frederick Taylor's The Principles of 
Scientific Management, a "system devised by man for man's pursuits, but 
equally applicable to woman .... It all seemed to fit beautifully as far as 
it went, but more was needed" (Pattison 1915, 148). "As far as it went" is 
still familiar to women. Pattison used the work of Frank Gilbreth, the 
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"twelve principles" of Harrington Emerson, the results of the experimen
tal station, and her experience of women's everyday lives for her book. In 
the debate over biology or culture, she sides with environment more than 
heredity, trying to alter women's domestic scene (Pattison 1915, 171). 

She notes, as did Taylor, that nothing in management theories was new 
- except the addition of the scientific method, "accompanied by a com
plete change in the mental attitude of the worker" and management 
"toward each other, and toward their ... duties and responsibilities." 
Scientific management, as science, promoted cooperation, "impossible 
under the philosophy of the old management" (Pattison 1915, 150). Thus, 
science itself is seen as bringing about radical change. While this view of 
scientific management has been revised if not reversed in the 1990S, taking 
women's daily lives seriously and intellectually, as Pattison did, is still 
unusual - perhaps today more than in 1915. Pattison accurately predicted 
that Taylorism would eventually be applied "to the personal life of man," 
true enough of Vic Tanney's, McDonald's, Disneyland, and other efficient 
leisure pursuits (Pattison 1915, 153). 

In line with the woman's clubs, the goal is personal freedom, "the object 
of family life." "The dependent wife is ... less efficient and less happy 
than the one who is ... responsible for herself, her own manager, and 
her own master. And the man who would make of his wife a dependent 
darling is as selfishly inclined as the woman who would keep her children 
in that baby age" (Pattison 1915, 173-174). This view of women's indepen
dence is quite different from the economic dependence of Edith Hardy. 
Pattison believed that cooperation, along with independence, would result 
from the scientific method. 

Hence, the "Housekeeping Experiment" in Colonia, New Jersey, was 
set up as a scientific project, a rejoinder to the criticism that the work of 
club women was dilettante. The experiment addressed an urgent issue -
"the Servant Problem," which was, for Pattison, analogous to the antislav
ery campaign: the use of household servants was a system in which the 
rich exploited the poor, degrading housework and other kinds of labor in 
the process. While "competition" has fostered "advancement" in public 
affairs (as Darwin and Beard asserted), this was not the case for progress 
in the home: "House work and house-workers are classified at the very 
bottom of industrial occupations, the evolution of the large and formative 
social order thus resting upon this false and inferior concept." While she 
adopted Darwinian premises, Pattison also took contemporary theorists 
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like Darwin and Taylor to task for ignoring women's work. She criticizes 
the social divisions ascribed to various kinds of work - an issue of gender 
and class, a question of economics - arguing for the elimination of a ser
vant class; only 8 percent of the population employ servants, yet "ways of 
the rich" are imitated. Edith Hardy, whose servant is quietly, almost invis
ibly in the background, not really seen by Edith or the spectator, is among 
the 8 percent. 17 

That domestic work is women's work is not disputed. Like the club 
women's philosophy of volunteerism, Pattison ignores a key feature of 
Taylorism - his emphasis on high pay for productive work. For Pattison, 
money should not be determinant. 18 

"The same System that is applicable to the most productive of modern 
industries is equally related to the needs of the home ... Standard Equip
ment, Standard Conditions, and Standard Operations," which "eliminate 
waste." Standards would be derived from "approved scientific methods." 
Standardization of procedures and professionalized training would enable 
"anyone with a general knowledge of housekeeping to take charge of the 
average home." Standardization would lead to freedom rather than con
formity. Thus, standardization and specialization, applied to the Holly
wood system of production, were taken into domesticity (Pattison 1915, 

93-94)· 
Pattison argues against "Mother dependence," where everything falls on 

mother's shoulders, a situation that encourages "nervous exhaustion," a 
problem that afflicted the early leaders of the Club Movement. She refutes 
the "sensitive" woman of Beard, a "small class of over feminine and unnat
ural beings," and paints a picture contrary to DeMille: "we find the very 
large majority of women looking forward with dread to any such possible 
break-down." Pattison's club women are very different from the idle white 
woman. What Beard, like many men, fails to note is that housework is 
work, as is shopping. The legitimacy of women's work was at stake, 
including their role as consumer, the "business of purchasing." In a nice 
rejoinder to Freud, women "must know what they want and not merely 
desire." "The study of the business of purchasing, and all that is involved 
in knowing what she wants, is a subject of interest to every woman." This 
figuration of the female consumer is vastly different from the wasteful 
shopper of Edith Hardy. Purchasing takes knowledge; it is work that con
tributes to the economics of "each community and city." Learning about 
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consumption is, for women, a "big subject" and an important one. 
Purchasing "is the woman's work of the future" (Pattison 1915, 59, 66). 

The purpose of housework was to achieve independence and self-satis
faction. Science (technology and method) would transform "drudgery" 
into satisfaction. "It is perfectly possible to take the crudest and most 
primitive of occupations and perform with the attitude of a scientist," 
"noting the facts, studying the parts, and relating them to the whole." 
Unlike Beard, there was no separation of "mind from labor." Time and 
motion studies demonstrated the beauty of labor. Movement was aes
thetic and spiritual - concepts shared with Delsarte. Housework has "per
sonal, cultural value." "The doing of housework may produce a new kind 
of history" (Pattison 1915, 97,98,191). 

Pattison disagrees with Beard on many things, including the idle white 
woman's life of leisure. Her knowledge comes from daily, domestic life 
and experience - a micropolitics. Regarding diets: "Meats, fish, rich 
sauces, cheese, fried things, pastry and liquors should give way to vegeta
bles and whole grain cereals; these in turn to fruits, olive oil and honey" 
(Pattison 1915,141). Hers is a diet of the 1990S. In "Eating and Drinking," 
Beard "described the eating and drinking customs of the leading races and 
tribes of the world, of all the continents, and of all climates," a macropo
litics. Beard's conclusion is "in extreme heat as well as in extreme cold, 
meat was the best food for man" (Beard 1898, 282). Despite Beard's mega
lomaniac research claims to have studied all the world and its peoples, this 
diet is no longer recommended. In the end, Pattison was right - women's 
work has "produced a new kind of history," a revision that includes 
women, there all along. 

Strasser's history of housework, Never Done, is the flip side or compan
ion volume to her rendering of the corporate sphere of marketing, Satis
faction Guaranteed. The issues women faced in the early 1900S and earlier 
return, like clockwork, every twenty years. One task of feminism is to 
remember. The dispute or conundrum over "women's profession," their 
work, whether inside the home or both, has endured, in various guises, 
for more than one hundred years. (No wonder reruns of "I Love Lucy" -
which stage this dilemma - have been on the air, often four times a day, 
for forty years.) Never Done charts this history and its return - the ongo
ing debates over domestic space and women's work: "In a society where 
most people distinguish between 'life' and 'work,' women who supervise 
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their own work at home do not seem to be 'working' " (Strasser 1982, 4). 
As a result, women's work and lives are both devalued. Because econom
ics in the United States depend on the household, this disdain is paradoxi
cal and the domain contradictory. 

Just as Susan Porter Benson's history of the department store does not 
fit into the "ideology of separate spheres," so Strasser disputes this 
received notion. The "idea could not endure because the spheres were not 
separate .... The qualities that defined the ideal wife - dependence, gen
tleness, emotionality - destroyed the ideal mother, who performed heavy 
housework duties and prepared children for the demands of the outside 
world." This is a both/ and logic of creation/ cancellation. Consumption 
was "established as the new task of the private sphere, now completely 
dominated by the public" (Strasser 1982,183,243). 

Strasser traces the history of domestic reformers. Melusina Fay Pierce 
perceived "the profound contradiction between the increasingly social 
aspect of men's work in production and the privatism of women's work in 
the home" (Strasser 1982, 199). She advocated removing work from the 
home into collective spaces. Christine Frederick, and the discipline of 
home economics, which trained women how to be good consumers, 
applied the principles of Taylorism, particularly standardization, to the 
home between 1910 and the 1920S. However, Taylor's key ingredient, the 
profit motive, was disdained. Wives and mothers worked for love, not for 
money. Ironically, around the same time (1910), advertising began to 
equate money with love and sex appeal. The enemy for Frederick was the 
career woman who loathed housework, which Frederick saw as a noble 
profession - an either / or logic. This is the tradition in which Pattison, a 
career woman, partially fits. 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman challenged the value or progress of the indi
vidual woman in the private home, advocating that housework become 
industrialized, specialized, with divisions of labor and profit incentives. 
Gilman took capitalism as a given. "Women must utilize the best features 
of capitalism - like organization and the division of labor - for their own 
advancement" and for social change. Domestic labor was not a type of 
work but a stage in evolution: "All industries were once 'domestic' ... 
performed at home and in the interests of the family." The problem was 
the nature of the work done privately - "the solution was to remove it 
from the home." Gilman believed that sexual equality could come only 
when "men stopped supporting women, the over-developed sexual prison-
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ers of a parasitic economic relationship." For this to occur, women must 
"follow men out of the house" and into the realm of social production. 
"Gilman was a first-rate prophet" (Strasser 1982, 220-221). Strasser does 
not note that she was a neurasthenic. 

As consumers, women were lured by the fruits of Fordism and then cas
tigated as irresponsible spendthrifts. As workers, they adopted Taylorism 
to professionalize their domestic labor, becoming "purchasing agents" 
while ignoring the issue of payment for work. 

As star, however, the female face (and body) was a profitable commod
ity. Historians have credited close-ups of the youthful female face as the 
raison d'etre of the star system - the female face as a profitable image 
launching a monopolistic corporate expansion and firmly anchoring a 
binary economics of heterosexual racial difference, apparent at a glance or 
first sight. As Foucault has argued, "sex" was conflated with identity; the 
bourgeoise provided itself with a class body, a sexed body, which in early 
cinema capitalized on the female image. As one story goes, after Jesse 
Lasky and Adolph Zukor - the founders of Paramount Studios, who 
capitalized on the economics of the star system as celebrity (gossip) and 
property (image and the studio contract) - read reviews that Lillie 
Langtry photographed "like an overweight old woman," older, famous 
stage actresses like Langtry vanished from lead roles, replaced by a "look" 
resembling "the Griffith Girl." 

This ethereal child/woman, a working girl, resembled the drawn faces 
of Penrhyn Stanlaws, who, as Pen and Inklings argued in 1915, standar
dized the cover-girl face: "For years the Gibson, Fisher, Christy, Flagg, 
and Stanlaws factories have shared the same pattern of eye, nose, mouth, 
ear and chin ... assembled at each factory according to its own secret 
formula" (Herford 1915). This is, of course, standardization and differen
tiation applied to women's bodies. What is compelling about Deleuze and 
Guattari's machine of faciality, which I will detail later, is its normalizing 
role; the machine assumes a choice and a standard, rejecting "faces that do 
not conform, or seem suspicious." Anything that eludes "biunivocal rela
tionships" - normalcy - becomes deviance, blacks or Araku, the Burmese 
ivory trader. 

This early face of cinema, exemplified by Fanny Ward as Edith and 
epitomized by Mary Pickford, was not that of a woman but a young girl, 
with a teeny rosebud mouth, darkly rimmed round eyes, wispy long hair 
caught or swept up when in public, with a thin, short body that appeared 
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to float slightly above the ground rather than walk. Mae Marsh, Lillian 
Gish, Blanche Sweet, and Fanny Ward were look-alikes, modeled on a 
facial prototype of aerial delicacy, circulating from magazine drawing to 
soft-focus film insert close-up. One startlingly shot in Way Down East 
demonstrates how carefully manufactured this face, particularly its age, 
was. During the chase in the snow storm, Griffith intercuts a close-up of 
Gish shot on location outside which reveals circles under her eyes and 
lines on her face. For just a startling instant, she looks much older than the 
girl of the other insert shots. As Norma Desmond knew so well, the close
up of the female star was the big event, a carefully orchestrated apparatus 
of lighting and makeup and the moment we waited for - for women, a 
split second of self-other calculation that has little to do with narrative 
and everything to do with identification, a satiation and closure of 
another order than story. 

Unlike men, the profitability of women's faces was limited by age (and 
determined by special effects). Women were held to generational differ
ence, with virtually no spectrum of age; female characters were either 
young or old, single or married, stars or secondary characters; to be a 
mother was to be old, usually a masquerade upon closer inspection. The 
girl face counterpart was also standardized as an old face - lined, grey 
hair drawn into a severe bun atop a heavier body with drooping shoul
ders, large breasts, and wearing duller clothes - the face and body of 
Mother, outside the circuit of desire and sex. 

(Mother is represented, however, particularly during the 1920S, follow
ing a period of women's activism. In Lois Weber's The Blot [1921] and 
Dancing Mothers [1926] by Herbert Brenon, mistakenly identified in one 
essay [Kaplan 1987] as Harold Brennan, mothers, middle-aged women, 
had central roles. In The Blot, mother, albeit drab, fretful, exhausted, and 
poor [she is married to an absent-minded professor] worked hard, as did 
the daughter, a librarian. Women's domestic labor - cleaning, cooking, 
and shopping - class and money, and ethnicity are the focus, not sex, 
although heterosexuality and romance [with a wealthy young man] come 
to the rescue, in the end. Intercut shots of threadbare furniture, rugs, and 
particularly shoes inscribe a point of view that is women's. As Lois Banner 
points out in "The Meaning of Menopause," this period of feminist activ
ism was the age of the "new woman" (1890 to 1920) who was "not only a 
young woman."19 This "renaissance of the middle aged" provided "new 
opportunities" for aging women "to go outside the confines of the home 



FEMALE BODIES AND WOMEN'S PAST-TIMES 

and family"; the negative "spinster" became the positive "bachelor 
woman." 

(Women's appearance was also different: "at 50 the woman of today 
[1920] looks like her predecessor of 35 a generation ago ," another state
ment that is true of the late 1980s and 1990S. Banner observes that the 
"pouter pigeon" fashion "resembled nothing so much as the sagging 
breasts of an aging woman without a foundation garment to support 
them," a busty style derived from "the figure types of aging women," 
before the 1920S passion for flat-chested thinness, a style embodied in 
Weber's short film, Discontent. In Dancing Mothers, mother is a central 
character, an enactment of Banner's analysis; she is beautiful, thin, fash
ionable, and mature. Taken for granted by her husband and flapper 
daughter, who party and fool around at night, mother decides to have a 
social life, goes out with a close woman friend, and is pursued by the dap
per male her dancing daughter, played by Clara Bow, fancies. After being 
discovered by her daughter, rather than feel guilty or apologetic, mother 
realizes she is desirable, capable, and independent, sheds her martyr role 
of self-sacrifice, looks askance at her life and her husband, and in the end 
walks out the door - shades of Nora! - not into the arms of the other 
man. Watching this film in 1990 suggests how far we have not yet come.) 

FRAN<;:OIS DELSARTE 

Like their standardized facial styles, the bodies of the girl-heroines, with
out synchronized speech, were marked by a system of gestural movement 
corresponding with emotion; the repertoire of affect included swooning, 
having the vapors, clutching one's bosom, raising the back of the hand to 
the forehead in anguish, anxious touchings of fingertips, lifting of shoul
der, and countless pursings of lips, dartings of eyes, lowerings of lids, and 
raisings of brows. Women's faces and bodies were surfaces for the play of 
emotion drawn from systems of gestural codification like that of Frans;ois 
Delsarte, imported to the United States in popular culture and modern 
dance from France. Rather than seeing the body as nervous or hysterical, 
as a symptom of illness, this was a positive, athletic model that viewed the 
body as healthy. 

As women were valued as spiritual ideals, so were feelings, made mani
fest by gesture, the embodiment of the heart and the soul. Religious belief 
- the unseen - manifested itself in aesthetics, in Art, an accompaniment 
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to the scientific emphasis on the observable. Thus, "spiritual" systems of 
movement had to do with affect more than efficiency in the time / motion 
studies of Taylorism; movement concerned "worship" more than work -
the gestures for worship could be irrational; those for work were "logical." 
"The labourer's job is to work with material objects, the actor's to work 
with his own body." Pattison viewed movement as a combination of time
motion studies of housework measured by a stop watch, with a spiritual 
aesthetics. It was this aesthetics of perfection that would supply satisfac
tion and pleasure. While both types of movement (laborers and actors) 
used economy, performing involved contact with an audience, creating 
emotion (Laban 1950). 

Delsarte's extraordinary influence on modern dance through, for exam
ple, Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis, Genevieve Stebbins, and countless 
women dance and physical education teachers, extended to the movement 
system of Rudolph von Laban in Germany and Mary Wigman, his stu
dent, influencing the stylized gestures of German Expressionist cinema 
and theater. Like Beard, Delsarte became a popular culture craze from 
around IS90 to 1920 (as was neurasthenia a massively popular affliction), 
with one publishing company printing only books with Delsarte in the 
title. Hundreds of products appeared, including Delsarte corsets (loose, 
without whalebones), cosmetics, gowns (free-flowing "classics"), and even 
a Delsarte wooden leg (Shawn 1963, IS). 

Delsarte, like Beard, fancied himself an empirical scientist. Like the 
catastrophists (early geologists who read the history of the rocks, using 
empirical data to date the history of the earth) and later Cuvier's analysis 
of anatomy, Delsarte's science corresponded with Christian religious 
teachings. Like Darwin and Beard, Delsarte's project was to collect first
hand observations of how the body moved under the stimuli of emotions. 
He trekked to disasters to record the expressions of victims, dissected 
corpses to understand anatomy, and recorded the play of children, like 
Linneaus, drawing up tables, graphs, and lists, describing, taxonomizing. 
His was a "science" of "human expression" in which emotion produced 
movement - leaving "the body in a position which was also expressive of 
the emotion" (Shawn 1963, 16). 

The lectures of this famous French academician, teaching at the Sor
bonne in the IS60s, were imported to the United States by Steele Mackaye 
(in theater) in the IS70S (Durivage IS71). Mackaye's system was called 
"Harmonic Gymnastics" (ideas eventually at the base of the newly forming 
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physical education movement, which was revolutionary for women) 
(Shawn r963 , II). Delsartean principles fascinated activist or radical 
women, often feminists and "free thinkers," involved in the birth-control 
and suffrage movements (which included women from various move
ments). More specifically, professional and amateur dancers, women 
involved in the physical education movement, and the many women who 
practiced "statue posing" - a popular turn-of-the-century private enter
tainment and public performance (although Delsarte viewed this as false 
and wrong) - were deeply influenced by Delsarte. The body practicing 
Delsarte's system was not corseted, not confined, not inward but instead 
was a body freely inscribed in the space around it. The Delsarte corset, 
unlike the Victorian corset, was not painful, not whaleboned. The grav
ity-bound body of Duncan and modern dance was uncorseted, wearing 
the free-flowing robes of the Greeks, a style of clothing also donned by the 
physical education movement. While Delsarte's scientific system was com
plex, rigorous, and spiritual, millions could use "Harmonic Gymnastics," 
which included "decomposing" (relaxation exercises) and instructions for 
statue posing. 

Delsarte's system is uncannily close to cinema's codification of bodily 
gesture: "Gesture is the manifestation of feeling .... The most powerful 
of all gestures is that which affects the spectator without his knowing it. 
Outward gesture [is] only the echo of the inward gesture" (Shawn r963, 
25). (Delsarte's influence on the defenders of "silent" cinema would be an 
interesting study. "Speech is inferior to gesture because it corresponds to 
the ... mind. Gesture is the agent of the heart ... the manifestation of 
feeling.") Like formal techniques of time and space, for example, editing, 
subordinated to the narrative, gesture would "affect" the spectator 
unknowingly. This system is very different from the Kuleshov effect 
wherein emotion is created between shots or in their juxtaposition. Ges
ture enables us to notice that bodily style and movement are historical; 
gesture, along with facial style, is perhaps the most significant index of 
film history. 

The will to tabulate and taxonomize empirical data is at the base of 
Delsarte's system, along with an image of humans as godly.20 The body is 
divided into "Three Zones: Head, Torso, and Limbs" which are connected 
to values and affect. The Head is divided into (r) the back of the head, (2) 

the top of the head, and (3) face (predictive of Deleuze and Guattari, who 
divide the face from the head), in turn subdivided into three zones: (r) 
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forehead and eyes, the mental zone; (2) nose and upper cheeks, the emo
tional-spiritual zone; and (3) mouth, jaw, and lower cheeks, the vital
physical zone. "The eyes in turn have three apparatuses - the eyeballs, the 
eyelids, the eyebrows." Four hundred and five combinations of these three 
eye "apparatuses" are listed in "Harmonic Gymnastics" (Shawn I963, 22, 

27-46). 
The torso is "the moral-emotional" zone. Under Delsarte's "Doctrine of 

Special Organs," expression is linked to the parts of the torso - purer 
affections proceed from the middle zone, pride from the upper, and, of 
course, baser affect from the lower body. This is a system based on evolu
tion, involving a force at the base of the brain, a centering of the force in 
the body which is comparable to Beard's nerve substance plus gravity. 
While psychoanalysis and alienists focused on sexuality, Delsarte's image 
of the body was spiritual. 

One can imagine a history of cinema moving from the face to the body, 
from Beard and Delsarte to Freud and Alberto Vargas, engaging sexuality. 
The female body would eventually be saturated by sex, defined as inter
changeable with sexuality. That sexual discourse has saturated our theory, 
and perhaps our unconscious, at least since the late I97os, is not insignifi
cant. The theories applied to representation might now be defining our 
identities - with (hetero) sex still, in spite of Foucault's scathing critique, 
our obsession. This sexual body was both a class and a racial body (with 
the Hottentot, the black woman, equated with her genitals and buttocks, 
a sexual racist apparatus par excellence for the Victorians). While work
ing-class women had different sexual mores, they were measured against 
the middle-class white woman, who became the standard. 

The transformation from Beard to Freud can also be emblematized by 
the switch from Delsarte's view of the unconfined female body moving 
through space in dance or sport to the studio posters and pinups of 
Alberto Vargas in the I920S, static, frozen fetishes, saturated by sex. The 
girlish facial style and swooning body was vamped, replaced during the 
twenties by the drooping eyelids, archly plucked brows, sloe-eyed, high 
sculpted cheekbones, wide, glistening mouth, and gravity-bound gaits of 
Theda Bara and eventually Dietrich-Garbo-Crawford-Stanwyck (even 
Ann Sothern made an appearance as Dietrich as sketched by Vargas). She 
wore black stockings, lace lingerie, and high heels, accoutrements as cen
tral as her face. Emphasis wandered from the face to focus on lower zones 
of the body, particularly hips, legs, and feet. 
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Throughout the thirties, she grew leggier; in the forties, the glamorous 
face was given a big, friendly smile; she was a nude draped by veils, sus
pended in space; the pinup surfaced in men's places - barber shops, cor
ner garages, tobacco shops, and on World War II fighter planes. Like 
Stanlaws's girl, she was a drawing, air-brushed of all wrinkles, hair, 
moles, and other "imperfections." Vargas worked for Esquire, patenting 
the "Varga Girl" as his invention. Jane Russell looked like Rita Hayworth 
and the Breck Shampoo Girl. The air-brushed drawings are best analyzed 
by Foucault (1979, 164-165): "The individual body becomes an element 
that may be placed, moved ... a fragment of mobile space ... in order 
to obtain an efficient machine." Foucault's metaphor of the body as a 
machine resonates of Beard, the efficient machine of capital which traded 
on the sexed female body. She could be hung up on a calendar, folded into 
the fragments she was, carried around in one's wallet, or dropped on 
Hiroshima. She was tall, thin, leggy, and young, attracting even Andre 
Bazin to her analysis. In his essay "Eroticism in the Cinema," he added: 
"But what troubles me most about the fine logic of my argument is a sense 
of its limitations. Why do we stop with the actors and not bring the 
onlooker into the argument?" (Bazin 1971, 174). (It is at this point that 
psychoanalysis and feminist theory take over, fashioning models of sub
jectivity almost in answer to Bazin's question.) 

Vargas was sued by Esquire for the rights to this body - the female 
body a literal debate of creation/ ownership - and lost. As the story goes, 
he was selling charcoal drawings on the street to passersby, a poor man, 
until, voila, Hugh Hefner came to his rescue, hiring him for Playboy - the 
centerfold was born. The draped nude now grew HUGE breasts, atop a 
tiny waist and slim legs, and the fifties were born, 50D that is. The female 
face had become body, a body different from the heavier body of the early 
1900s, the pouter pigeon style of huge sagging chest, hefty posterior, and 
large shoulders, an older woman style. Everything was thin in the 1950S 
look except the breasts - which were gravity defying. In the 1960s, skinny 
returned, a.k.a. Audrey Hepburn and Twiggy, a fleshless ideal develop
ing into anorexia or into the worked-out, taut, muscular body of the 
1980s. Fat has not been fashionable for years, although large breasts 
are once again "in" - another contradiction for women. In the 1990S, 
breasts must adorn muscular bodies, a real contradiction for the 
worked-out body, which erases breasts, which must, like Jane Fonda's, be 
implanted. 
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FACE-ISM 

"Faces in the News: Gender Comparisons of Magazine Photographs" 
measured, down to the millimeter, what social scientists call the "face
ism" index - the proportionate relation between face and body. Like age
ism, face-ism is thus another means of calculating sexual difference. Based 
on more than seventeen hundred news magazine photographs, the face
ism index was 0.65 for males and 0.45 for females: photographs of males 
represented more of the face and head than photos of females. The essence 
of a woman is thought to reside more generally in her body, while the 
essence of man is in his face (Sparks and Fehlner 1986,72). This replicates 
the old Platonic sexual divides between mind and body, thought and 
affect, head and heart, transforming women into reproductive or sexual 
objects along the way, the infamous "bearer" not maker of meaning. 

Critically, the gap in the face-ism index, which, not surprisingly if one 
heeds Foucault's The History of Sexuality, has been increasing for six cen
turies, is linked to occupation: women in politics "received the same facial 
prominence as men, while actresses, a frequently depicted female occupa
tion, received substantially less." For women, their bodies and reproduc
tion are their work. The face-ism index also suggests that women cannot 
represent anything except themselves. What face-ism could not measure, 
and did not mention, was complete absence: black women. History is 
made by absence as well as presence. Race-ism (and sex-ism), unlike face
ism, works by absence. 

This study overlaps with "Women Through Time: Who Gets Cov
ered?" The authors report that women are "pictured on only 14 % of the 
Time covers since 1923" (Johnson and Christ 1988,889). Because the cover 
stories are history-making biographies of presumably Great Men in Great 
Moments, women's lives apparently have not been deemed historical or 
newsworthy. In fact, when portrayed in news magazines, men predomi
nate in all occupations except that of spouse. "When a woman was 
depicted, she was most often seen as an artist/entertainer, spouse or 
socialite." (In films, through the figure of the female star, all these roles 
frequently combine.) Being a wife and national mother (Queen Elizabeth 
was a six-time cover girl, while Pat Nixon had five and Betty Ford four 
covers) is the job valued most by Time. 

Narrative cinema appears to have both reversed and repeated the por
traiture of Time, starring women as mothers and entertainers. Yet, this is 
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entertainment, not news or history, and is thus not surprising. For film 
history and feminist film theory, there has been virtually no distinction 
comparable to that of still photography between face and body; cinema 
has no face-ism index I know of. This might be the fallout from the 
Kuleshov effect wherein editing constructs the body from fragments, 
fetishized from the beginning. More likely, it is an oversight, of leaving the 
conventions of early cinema in the hands of empirical historians, non
feminists who fail to see sexual difference. 

Equally, the first date of the study, 1923, is prescient - the switch from 
the theories of George Miller Beard to Freud, to what Fran~ois Delsarte 
described as the "moral-lower" regions of the body, from the athletic, 
liberated body of Delsarte to the static eroticism of Alberto Vargas. This 
period was also a change from economic and professional differentiation 
and deregulation to specialization and monopoly in medicine and the film 
studios alike. The period had seen great changes for women, who had 
gained the vote, an assertion of women's power which, as we all know, 
has much to do with knowledge. 

Patricia Mellencamp, a professor in the Department of Art History at the Univer
sity of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, is co-editor of Cinema and Language and Re
vision: Essays in Feminist Film Criticism. Her other books include Indiscretions: 
Avant-Garde Film, Video, and Feminism and Logics of Television, Essays in Cul
tural Criticism. She also has written on video, television, and independent film 
for Screen, Afterimage, and Enclitic. 

Notes and References 

I. Simone's scenario, culled from Hugh Fordin's eclectic and fat book of oral 
history and memoranda, The World of Entertainment, reminded me of Freud and 
Dora, particularly her walking out of analysis and his completely missing the 
point. In effect, Freud blamed Dora for the failure of his analysis - one version of 
blaming the victim. Women's angry or frustrated response to men's behavior, or 
analysis, is interpreted as having nothing to do with real causes (men or material 
conditions), as having only to do with themselves - the Pandora ploy. As legend 
tells it, Pandora was the first and perfect woman, "made in heaven" (Bullfinch 
1959). On earth, her curiosity bested her and she slipped off the cover of a jar 
belonging to Epimetheus, unleashing "a multitude of plagues." This has been the 
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dominant interpretation - women, particularly beautiful and inquisitive ones, 
are at fault - Pandora's Box. However, the counter-myth was there all along. In 
this tale, Pandora's box contained blessings rather than evils. When she 
"incautiously" opened the box, only hope escaped. This reading suggests that 
Pandora promises good things, yet to be revealed. 

The Simone saga is also a personal allegory. In 1981, warned by feminist 
friends of its superficiality, I took this parable from my first paragraph of "Film 
History and Sexual Economics," burying it in the footnotes (Mellencamp 1983). 
Like the contract scene in A Night at the Opera, the excision grew until there 
were only six pages left - not enough for inclusion in Re-Vision: Essays in Femi
nist Film Criticism (Doane, Mellencamp, and Williams 1984). I agreed to my 
exclusion from my own project - the martyr maneuver, a self-sacrificial kind of 
walkout familiar to women raised within the containment policies of the 1950S 
(see Mellencamp 1986). 

I had criticized Lacanian psychoanalysis, citing examples of misogyny sugges
tive of rape (referring to Lacan's analysis of Poe's "The Purloined Letter"), quot
ing anecdotes and gossip, and turning to Michel Foucault inflected by Adrienne 
Rich, my dynamic duo of the early 1980s. (The title of Re-Vision comes from a 
quotation by Rich, whose work is corrective to Foucault's oversight of women 
and feminism.) My tone was tinged with anger. It wasn't easy then to put femi
nism and film history together, never mind the veiled sexist metaphors of theo
rists. Contradictory logic, along with Art and Theory, served as coverups. 
"Women are the missing persons of film histories while paradoxically their pic
tures are plastered on billboards, magazine covers, and film screens as the ten 
most wanted." 

2. These figures are culled from Hampton (1970) and not from newer books 
like Tino Balio's history of United Artists or the recent biography of Pickford by 
Scott Eyman. 

3. For example, Camera Obscura, 22, edited by Lea Jacobs and Patrice Petro, 
which includes the essay by Ben Singer; Janet Staiger's, Janet Wasko's, and Eileen 
Meahan's analyses of corporate practices (none has yet written feminist analyses 
of economic systems); and the collection on women and costume, Fabrications, 
edited by Jane Gaines and Charlotte Herzog (1990). While all this recent work is 
promising, as have been the writings of Diane Waldbaum, Mary Beth Hara
lovich, and Lynne Kirby, a more recent anthology paints an older picture of his
tory as a masculine pursuit. Of twenty-three contributors (with thirty-three 
entries, by Elsaesser and repeat contributors) to Early Cinema, a British Film 
Institute book edited by Thomas Elsaesser, only three were written by women -
not great statistics for a 1990 volume that, yet again, rarely mentions gender, let 
alone race. 
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4. Beard refers to Charcot's studies on hysteria, partially disagreeing particu
larly with Charcot's treatment but also including his sample shopgirls as not being 
representative. 

5. I am thinking of essays by Ann Kaplan and Nick Browne in Gledhill (1987). 
6. Benjamin (1969, 160). Benjamin is referring (in 1939) to Freud's Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle (1921). 

7. Under the banner of sexual liberation, women's liberation of the 1960s was 
a strange affair that served men (often coffee) perhaps more than women. 

8. Janet Staiger applies a general, top-down, cost-accounting model of Tay
lorism to conditions of film production (Bordwell, Thompson, and Staiger 1985). 
I suspect that since Taylor was hot stuff (particularly for inventories, budgets, and 
what he called "functional" organization as opposed to military or line organiza
tion, along with time-motion studies), the use of his methods then was apparent. 
As I argue regarding domestic engineering, applied Taylor as a system of libera
tion and satisfaction for "the people" was different from our contemporary inter
pretations. Taylor copyrighted The Principles of Scientific Management in 19II; 
see also Taylor (1929) and Copley (1923). 

9. This schema was taken from a manuscript for a talk given at the University 
of California-Santa Cruz in 1990. 

10. This is the classic mechanism applied to the film spectator by Metz, with 
the fetish a defense against the fear of castration. 

II. These are the classic dualities George Miller Beard uses. Two of his books 
were edited by a colleague, A. D. Rockwell. I retain their language in quotations. 

12. As a Darwinian, Beard drew comparisons between other cultures and the 
United States, with an emphasis on the weather. The dry and cold climate, along 
with the technological accoutrements of modernism, explained the neurasthenia 
epidemic in the United States. As an example of applied Darwinism: In his 1871 
Stimulants and Narcotics (an incursion into the politics of the Temperance Move
ment), Beard wrote a cross-cultural analysis of differences in climate, religion, 
and drinking habits in England, Turkey, France, and Germany, with benevolent 
Victorian references to "negroes" and "American Indians" - like the working 
class, a counterpart to the "civilized" (Beard 1871). Another alien - almost 
another species - is the American woman, "frail in comparison with the male 
sex," her weakness and sensitivity a fall-out of civilization. German and English 
women are "incomparably stronger." The "Woman has suffered more from civili
zation than man" (Beard 1871, 138). To evolution, biology, Beard added physics -
Newton's laws of action-reaction and electricity (inflected by early reflexology), 
a favored treatment. 

His last chapter of Sexual Neurasthenia is a "philosophy" of food, a Darwinian 
diet suggesting the flawed limits of empiricism, and science, as truth. The major 
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premise is that "living beings feed on that which is below them in the scale of 
development, with the best food that just beneath" (Beard 1898, 271). He advises 
people to "feed mainly on the lower animals, with a small proportion of fruits and 
cereals ... far below him on the scale of evolution" (Beard 1898, 278). Emblem
atic of the Victorian fascination with cannibalism (displaced in the numerous eat
ing scenes in Hitchcock's films which contain discussions of gruesome murders 
and literal in the character of Hannibal Lektor, psychoanalyst/ serial killer in The 
Silence of the Lambs - the title referring to a carnivorous primal scene of slaugh
tering lambs), Beard exempts cannibals from the carnivore prohibition (the meat 
of carnivores is tougher) - humans are good food. "Cannibals eat human beings 
... for the same reason that we eat the lower animals" (Beard 1898, 275). 

His ethnography of food connects it to power and might - the leading races 
are meat-eaters: "the character of a people depends upon their food. The rice-eat
ing Hindoo and Chinese and the potatoe-eating Irish peasant are kept in subjec
tion by the well-fed English." "Brain-workers ... prefer the best of animal food." 
"The ... history of the food of civilization among the higher classes is a history 
... of the progress of civilization. If we know what a nation eats, we know what 
a nation is or may become" (Beard 1898, 282). The racist and class determinism of 
biology are still unsettling, as are the presumptions of progress inherent in evolu
tionary thought. "Higher" or advanced pursuits are war, technology, and politics 
- a questionable hierarchy of values and one challenged by women activists of the 
period who also recommended the inverse of Beard's diet. Yet Beard did antici
pate the focus on the body and its various obsessions in the 1990S, with neurasthe
nia comparable to obsessive neurosis, perhaps addiction. 

13. Sexual Neurasthenia and Nervous Exhaustion have comparable analyses 
about civilization causing neurasthenia. 

14. For Beard, neurasthenia was particularly an American disease: "Ameri
cans, the most nervous people in all history, are also the most laborious ... " 
(Beard 1898, 64), an assessment tied to industrialization (and the dry, cold 
weather). It was a white-collar disease (of the middle-class family) and could be 
hereditary. Neurasthenia strikes "those in the professions and in the higher walks 
of business life . . . in the race for place and power . . . competitive anxieties are 
fostered and deepened" (Beard 1898, 253). Beard argued strongly that neurasthe
nia was both real and serious, "abounding more" in the "brain working" than the 
"muscle working classes" (Beard 1898, 26). "The miseries of the rich, the comfort
able, and intelligent have been unstudied and unrelieved" (Beard 1898, 30). 
(Lithaemia is distinguished from neurasthenia; lithaemics are "unintellectual, 
phlegmatic, and intolerably indolent: Instead of rest, quiet, and soothing 
draughts, they need mental and physical activity, less rather than more food, 
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depletion rather than repletion" [Brown 1898, 3]. This, of course, could be a 
working-class disease.) 

IS. "The recognition of nervous disorders as diseases that transcended both 
class and gender boundaries was an important step in the transition from Bear
dianism to Freudianism" (Gosling 1987, 161). However, my reading of Beard is 
different, suggesting that he negotiates gender more freely than Freud. 

16. Lecture at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, March 1991. 
17. In a preface, Pattison's work is compared with Darwin's "Origin of the 

Species" and Newton's "Principia" (also sources for Beard), and she is described 
as an "engineer," mapping out what should be a university degree in household 
engineering - different from the programs already established at "ISO colleges 
with departments of domestic science, household arts, and home economics" 
(Pattison 1915, 19). Like other kinds of labor, housework could be professiona
lized and made efficient by adopting the methods of Taylorism. Thereby, the 
value of women's work could be recognized while the "drudgery" and time could 
be lessened. Comparable to the earlier shift of machinery (and manufacturing) 
from the home to the factory - "an epoch in the progress of women," the return 
of labor-saving machinery to the home promises further liberation, lessening the 
hours of labor. 

The recommended tools of the trade are a Hoover vacuum, a "Fireless 
Cooker," a washing machine, an incinerate (a garbage disposal), and smaller 
items (potato peeler, bean cutter) were recommended, followed by a mangle and 
an electric dishwasher. For Pattison, these conveniences were only the beginning 
- what is surprising to me is how far we have not come or how much we have 
backtracked. The only consumer durables she fails to mention are television sets, 
VCRS, and computers. We are still using turn-of-the-century devices, a lack of 
invention that would have astonished our activist forebears. 

Pattison points out an element of Taylorism that is missing from contemporary 
reconstructions - that its emphasis on cooperation between capital and labor was 
predicated on an ideal, an aesthetic quality of work and collective goals. Yet, 
there are notable contradictions. Pattison endorses the "Home" - defined as "the 
small group of father, mother, and child" - as a "cooperative enterprise in which 
the importance of the individual is supreme." While the cost of the system of 
"separate homes" is a foolish business enterprise, the "separate home" is still the 
ideal. 

18. In the name of women's independence, housework is turned into a profes
sion: "The health and body of the family depends ... on understanding the 
chemistry of food and nutrition, the intelligent practice of sanitation and hygiene, 
the comprehension of bacteriology." Business, or professionalism, is the result of 
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scientific methods - conducted from the "Housekeeping Experiment Station," 
involving statistics, questionnaires, and testing. 

19. Manuscript from a talk delivered by Banner at the Center for Twentieth 
Century Studies. 

20. His two laws are known as "The Law of Trinity and The Law of Corre
spondence"; science elides with religion, equated with Art. 
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Memories and Things Past: 
History and Two Biographical 

Flashback Films 

CHARLES MALAND 

I am, have been, and will be only one thing: an 
American. 

CHARLES FOSTER KANE 

We've had our ups and downs, but this is our 
country. 

MATEUSZ BIRKUT 

TRYING to sort out the relationship between cinema and history is a 
complex, multifaceted task. In 1985 Robert Ray acknowledged that com
plexity when he described movies in the United States as "a technologi
cally dependent, capital-intensive, commercial, collaborative medium 
regulated by the government and financially linked to mass audiences." As 
such, Ray went on, the cinema is closely linked to the histories of technol
ogy; economics; competing entertainment forms, like vaudeville, televi
sion, and popular music; filmmakers; other narrative media, like the 
novel and drama; politics, including censoring bodies; and audiences. All 
these dimensions, writes Ray, fall within the purview of the serious film 
historian (Ray 1985, 6; see also Nowell-Smith 1977, 8-12). To add to the 
complexity, global issues impinge on and affect filmmakers, and their 
films at times cross national boundaries, communicating to international 
audiences. Faced with this multifaceted array of interrelated factors, the 
student of cinema and history is tempted to raise the white flag in sur
render. 

Yet in spite of this complexity, film history has become a burgeoning 
area of inquiry in recent years, spurred in part by a pendulum swing back 
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from the dominance of theory in cinema studies - and in much of the 
humanities - in the I970S and I980s. In addition, the study of cinema and 
history has benefited from the contributions of professionally trained his
torians. In the United States, at least, academic historians were tradition
ally constrained by historiographical training. Schooled to consider writ
ten documents as the most important of historical evidence, many 
historians shied away from films because as historical evidence, tradition
ally defined, the visual and aural elements of movies have seemed com
plicated and suspect. By I98I, though, British historian K. R. M. Short 
argued that "historians can use film as evidence in their study of political, 
economic, or social history" and that they "can study films and the film 
industry as a topic worthy of historical interest in the same way as they 
study 'The First World War' or 'The Great Depression.' " Sensing a change 
in the profession's climate, Short added that more historians had "begun 
to accept that films and the film industry are subjects worthy of historical 
study in their own right" (Short I98I, I6).1 

Influenced by this renewed interest in film history and by recent work in 
British cultural studies, I have become particularly interested in trying to 
understand and write about the complicated relationship between and 
among films, filmmakers, the film industry, and the broader national cul
ture within which filmmaking takes place, as well as about how all these 
factors influence one another as they change over time. Although I have 
recently focused more on how a director/performer's star image evolved 
over time, in this essay I would like to meditate on the relationship 
between film and history by comparing two powerful and important 
films.2 

The epigraphs above quote key statements by the central characters of 
these two films: Orson Welles's Citizen Kane (u.s., RKO, I94I) and An
drzej Wajda's Man of Marble (Czlowiek z Marmuru, Poland, Unit X, 
I977). The first is the newspaper tycoon Kane's reply after his financial 
advisor charges that he is a Communist and a labor leader accuses him of 
being a fascist. No, says Kane, I'm nothing but an American - a statement 
that emphasizes his identification with nation. The second statement 
expresses similar nationalistic sentiments. Here the fallen former working
class hero, when asked by a reporter if he is willing to vote in an election 
after the political system has treated him so badly, admits that he has had 
his difficulties, but that pride of nationhood compels him to remain 
involved in the political process. Both of these films feature central charac-
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ters who identify with their respective nations, and both films seek to 
explore the dilemmas and contradictions of the nations in which they were 
made. 

These are not the only similarities between Man of Marble and Citizen 
Kane. Both were made by directors who, for quite different reasons, exer
cised an unusually high degree of creative control on the films. Both films 
had difficulty getting released, Kane because of the similarities between its 
central character and William Randolph Hearst, Man of Marble because 
of the political sensitivity of its subject. Both generated a great deal of dis
cussion and interest in their respective countries when they were released. 
The films are also formally similar, a fact that many reviewers noted when 
Man of Marble was released (Vincent Canby's [1979] New York Times 
review was titled "Wajda's 'Man of Marble,' A Polish-Style 'Citizen 
Kane' "; J. Hoberman [1981] called Man of Marble the "Polish Citizen 
Kane.")3 The films may both be classified as what Maureen Turim has 
recently labeled the "biographical flashback film," a movie that retells a 
person's life through a series of flashbacks, with the memories of narrators 
providing the person's life history (Turim 1989, IIO-122). In telling that 
kind of story, both of these films focus on a central figure whose story is 
presented as a complex and piecemeal historical reconstruction. The 
resulting reconstructions both draw on the broader social or political his
tory of their respective nations and employ newsreels intriguingly to sup
plement the flashback materials. These similarities encourage us to look 
more closely at the two films. 

Kane and Man of Marble have been selected for discussion here not 
solely because they are important and interestingly comparable films. 
They have also been selected because I believe that they can help us reflect 
on the question of the relationship between cinema and history. The fol
lowing discussion of the relationship between these two films and history 
will examine systematically five aspects of each film: (1) the production 
context within which the film was made; (2) its narrative structure; (3) the 
way it uses history in developing the newsreels and flashbacks; (4) its ideo
logical perspective, as it arises from the depiction of the film's central 
character and the key narrative conflicts surrounding that character; and 
(5) the contemporary reception of the film. These five issues will thus lead 
us to discuss the texts, their surrounding industrial and cultural contexts, 
and the relationship between text and context. In doing so, two questions 
will remain paramount. First, in what key ways are these biographical 
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flashback films similar and different? And second, how can an examina
tion of these films illuminate our understanding of the relationship 
between cinema and history? 

CONTEXT OF PRODUCTION 

One dimension of history important in examining the cinema is the indus
trial-economic setting within which a film is made. A filmmaker's posi
tion, experience, and status within the film industry help to determine the 
level of constraints he or she works under. As noted above, both Orson 
Welles and Andrzej Wajda exercised an unusually high degree of creative 
control on their films, given the industries within which they worked. 
Although Citizen Kane was the first feature film Welles directed, he was 
nevertheless able to gain so much control in the Hollywood studio system 
because of his success in the theater as an actor and director and his wide
spread national celebrity as a radio personality and performer, due espe
cially to the famous Mercury Theatre Halloween Martian Invasion broad
cast on October 3I, I938. Thanks to his achievements and national 
reputation, the youthful and dynamic Welles received an offer from 
George Schaefer, studio head of RKO Pictures, to join RKO and produce, 
write, direct, and act in two pictures with an artistic freedom almost 
unheard of in Hollywood at that time, the heydey of the studio system. 4 

The source of Wajda's creative control was more limited and quite dif
ferent. Working within the nationalized Polish film industry, Wajda, 
unlike Welles, was already an experienced and widely admired filmmaker, 
both in Poland and internationally, by the time he made Man of Marble. 5 

By the I970S he headed Unit "X," one of five creative film units that had 
provided the structure for the Polish film industry since the mid-I950S. 
Because of his prominent position and his international reputation, Wajda 
was less likely to be censored or publicly criticized by government censors 
than a less experienced and less accomplished filmmaker. Even so, Wajda 
and his screenwriter, Aleksander Scibor-Rylski, initially wrote their 
screenplay in I962 and had to wait until the winter of I975-76 to get per
mission to shoot Man of Marble. The vulnerable position of the Polish 
government in the mid-I970S seems to have created a climate in which 
increased artistic freedom was reluctantly permitted by those in power. 
Such a situation was not uncharacteristic of film and society post-World 
War II Eastern Europe; as Antonin and Mira Liehm (I977, 2) have argued 
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in their history of Eastern European film, "in moments of political crisis 
when centralized power became temporarily weak, film took advantage of 
its role and prestige as 'the most popular art' " by engaging with contro
versial political subjects prohibited in more stable times. 6 

In sum, both Welles and Wajda were in unusually powerful positions in 
their respective production contexts. Neither Citizen Kane, so different in 
many ways, both in its narrative structure and cinematic style, from the 
typical Hollywood product of 1941, nor Man of Marble, so centrally con
cerned with a politically sensitive subject in Poland in the middle 1970s, 
could have been made had their directors not been in such strong positions 
when they made their films. Attention to production history, whenever 
documentary evidence is available, is a key consideration as one seeks to 
understand a film and tries to relate cinema and history. 

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 

Both Citizen Kane and Man of Marble use complex narrative structures 
that were made possible in part because of the two directors' unusually 
powerful positions in their respective film industries at the time they 
worked on their films - though, as we shall see, Man of Marble is the 
more complex. Both films employ biographical flashback structures to tell 
the stories of their central characters. Citizen Kane contains eight central 
segments: a prologue showing Kane's death, a newsreel outlining the con
tours of his life, interviews by the news reporter Thompson with five peo
ple who knew Kane, and an epilogue with Thompson's final words and 
the revelation to the audience of what "Rosebud" really was (see figure I). 
These five flashback segments tell the story of Kane in roughly chronolog
ical order, although on occasion an event in one section will be presented 
out of chronology or shown again in a later flashback from a different per
spective (Susan's opera debut, which appears in both Leland's section and 
her own, is a good example).7 Thompson, the reporter in the narrative 
present, does not become an important or complex character in the 
movie: his primary function, motivated by his search for the meaning of 
Kane's last words, is simply to provide a device for linking the stories of 
the five people who narrate Kane's life story in retrospect. 

Like Kane, Man of Marble makes extensive use of newsreels and flash
backs from different points of view. In the words of screenwriter Aleksan
der Scibor-Rylski, the film centers on "a casualty of the Stalinist years," 
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CITIZEN KANE 

Prologue-Death of Kane 
"News on the March"-NEWSREEL 

FIVE FLASHBACKS, narrated by: 
1. THATCHER (legal guardian) 
2. BERNSTEIN (loyal business employee) 
3. LELAND (disillusioned ex-friend) 
4. SUSAN ALEXANDER KANE (former second wife) 
5. RAYMOND (butler) 

Epilogue-Thompson's departure, burning of Rosebud 

MAN OF MARBLE 

NEWSREEL I: Random newsreel footage of Birkut Agnieszka argues with direc
tor about her diploma film, visits Art Museum with crew to seek images of Birkut, returns 
to screening room. 

NEWSREEL 2: Birth of a City (uncompleted) 
NEWSREEL 3: Architects of our Happiness (completed) 

1. BURSKI (famous film director)-Flashback I 
2. MICHILAK (ex-security policeman)-Flashback 2 

Flashback 3 
Flashback 4 

NEWSREEL 5: Newsreel of 1953 trial (completed) 
NEWSREEL 6: newsreel footage of 1953 trial (uncompleted) 

3. WITEK (co-worker of Birkut)-Flashback 5 
4. HANKA (Birkut's ex-wife)-Flashback 6 

NEWSREEL 7: Newsreel footage of Birkut at 1957 elections (uncompleted) 
Agnieszka talks with her father, goes to Gdansk, where she finds Birkut's son, returns with 
him to confront director. 

Figure I. The structure of Citizen Kane and Man of Marble. 

that period in the late 1940S and early 1950S when the Polish Communist 
Party and political regime was under great pressure to conform its policies 
to the wishes of the Soviet Union (Ungar 1983, 6). Its narrative concerns a 
young film student, Agnieszka, who is trying to make a documentary film 
about Mateusz Birkut, a man who had been a record-setting Stakhanovite 
worker in the early 1950S but who had apparently fallen from favor, disap
pearing in the mid-1950S.8 One key structural difference is that in Man of 
Marble, newsreel footage from the 1950S is interspersed throughout the 
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film, appearing before, during, and after Agnieszka's interviews with the 
people who knew Birkut. (In Kane the newsreel precedes all the inter
views.) In the course of the film, Agnieszka interviews four people: 
Burski, a famous film director who, as a fledgling filmmaker in the early 
1950S, had helped make a documentary film celebrating Birkut; Michalak, 
a former member of the government's secret police; Witek, who had been 
one of Birkut's trusted co-workers; and Hanka, Birkut's ex-wife. Similar 
to Kane, the flashback stories of these four witnesses here tell the story of 
Birkut in a roughly chronological fashion; however, certain key details 
about Birkut are withheld in their stories and sometimes provided piece
meal by the interspersed newsreel footage. In addition, Agnieszka's strug
gle to reconstruct the past with her documentary film, in spite of consider
able official disfavor, also becomes an important element in the narrative. 
Unlike Thompson, who is little more than a narrative cipher in Citizen 
Kane (viewers never even see his face directly), Agnieszka's story is as 
important to the film's thematic core as Birkut's. This is another key dif
ference in the otherwise similar structures of the two films. 

HISTORY IN THE NEWSREELS AND FLASHBACKS 

Biographical flashback films inevitably present images of history, usually 
both the more personal memories about the central character and the 
more widely shared collective representations of the historical past within 
which the central character lived and acted (see Turim 1989, 1-2, 17-18, 
chapters 4 and 6). Citizen Kane and Man of Marble are no exceptions, for 
both draw from or allude to history in the newsreels and in the flashback 
reconstructions of their central characters' lives. 

Citizen Kane, of course, is famous for the resemblance of its central 
character to William Randolph Hearst, the yellow journalist who was one 
of the most widely known and controversial public figures of his day in 
the United States. Co-screenwriter Herman ]. Mankiewicz, as a former 
journalist, was surely familiar with the legends surrounding this famous 
newspaper tycoon. Furthermore, Mankiewicz knew Hearst personally 
and had in the late 1920S and early 1930S been a visitor, sometimes for as 
long as ten days at a time, at Hearst's estate, San Simeon, the model for 
Xanadu in Citizen Kane. 9 Mankiewicz's first draft of the script, titled sim
ply The American, is, according to Robert Carringer (1985, 21), "by and 
large a literal reworking of specific incidents and details from Hearst's 
life." Although Welles and Mankiewicz made Kane more different from 
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Hearst as the script went through various drafts - both to protect RKO 
from a libel suit by Hearst and to sharpen the script's dramatic effective
ness - the life and times of William Randolph Hearst still provide the key 
historical context for Citizen Kane. 

Space does not permit a detailed outline here of all the similarities and 
differences between Hearst and Charles Foster Kane (see Higham 1970, 
21-24). For our purposes it is enough to argue this central point: that in 
both the newsreel and in the flashbacks Charles Foster Kane is modeled 
after Hearst, especially as the American left understood him in the later 
years of the Great Depression. Particularly in the outlines of the political 
development of Kane, where the young progressive crusader changes into 
an unsuccessful and embittered political candidate and finally into a polit
ical conservative who is sympathetic to fascism, the portrait mirrors the 
contours of the life of William Randolph Hearst. 

Although Herman Mankiewicz regularly denied that he consulted 
published accounts of Hearst when writing the screenplay, that seems 
hard to believe when one looks at the remarkable similarities between 
some details of the film and the published biographies of Hearst that 
would have been available to Mankiewicz. The two biographies which 
seem most likely sources are Ferdinand Lundberg's Imperial Hearst and 
Hearst: Lord of San Simeon by Oliver Carlson and Ernest Sutherland 
Bates, both published in 1936.10 A number of chapter titles in the latter 
biography describe a number of characteristics that apply equally well to 
Kane: "Owner of the New York Journal [Enquirer]," "Owner of the Span
ish-American War," "Last of the Muckrakers," "Perennial Candidate," 
"Pacifist Patriot" (on Hearst's early opposition to American entry into 
World War I), "American Fascist," and "Lord of San Simeon" [Xanadu]. 
These titles could almost serve as headings for different parts of the news
reel in the film. 

Carlson and Bates also include illustrations and photographs that seem 
to have served as models for some of the visual elements of the film. Take, 
for example, the photograph of Hearst campaigning for governor of New 
York and its resemblance to Kane's speech. Or the map indicating Hearst's 
business holdings in the United States, mirrored by the shot in the news
reel indicating the decline of Kane's empire after the onset of the Great 
Depression. Or the low-angle shot of San Simeon. Besides many other 
similarities, Carlson and Bates report that Hearst's papers ran a cartoon of 
New York machine boss Charles F. Murphy "in prison stripes with a con
vict's close-cropped hair," bringing to mind the cartoon attack on Boss Jim 
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W. Gettys that Gettys objects to in the film (Carlson and Bates 1986, 145, 
149,286-287). 

The Lundberg biography, more openly partisan in its leftist denuncia
tion of Hearst, seems also to have served as a source for Mankiewicz's 
Kane, both in specific details of the plot and the general outline of the 
Kane character. Many similar details in the lives of Hearst and Kane exist, 
particularly in Mankiewicz's first draft of the screenplay, titled The Amer
ican. To give one of many possible examples, Carringer notes that in The 
American, Kane has a huge sign erected when the Enquirer's circulation 
reaches 62,000 - the precise circulation figure that Lundberg cites to illus
trate the successful growth of Hearst's San Francisco Examiner. Carringer 
(1985, 23) writes that most of this draft was "simply a clef plotting with 
only the barest effort at characterization." 

As mentioned, a number of these similarities were changed in future 
script drafts to protect RKO from any libel suits.11 However, the general 
outlines of the leftist interpretation of Hearst, as expressed particularly in 
the Lundberg biography, remain. In fact, remarkable similarities are evi
dent in Kane's characterization and the portrait of Hearst depicted in 
Charles Beard's preface to Lundberg's biography. Titled "A Preface and a 
Farewell to William Randolph Hearst," Beard's opening comments nearly 
predict the film's first scene: 

William Randolph Hearst has passed the mark of three score years and ten. 
Even now he stands within the shadow that in due course enshrouds all 
mortals. Yet a few years and he too will come to that judgment meted out to 
things earthly and human. Then his stocks, bonds, and titles to castles, 
estates, and mines, his hirelings, servitors, beneficiaries, and banker-spon
sors will avail as naught. 

To Beard, Hearst is "a colossal failure" who "will depart loved by few and 
respected by none whose respect is worthy of respect" (Lundberg 1986, 
vii). Lundberg'S biography judges Hearst similarly, and like Citizen Kane, 
it portrays the central figure's support for (and role in bringing about) the 
Spanish-American War, his youthful sympathy for the working class and 
opposition to trusts during the Progressive Era, his opposition to Ameri
can entry into World War I, and his sympathy for authoritarian leaders of 
fascist states during the Depression. Kane's historical context and political 
sympathies mirror those evident in the Lundberg biography. 

It is indisputable that Welles and his collaborators sought to make Citi-
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zen Kane seem topical and rooted in the recent American historical past. 
When the newsreel was to be assembled by the RKO newsreel depart
ment, Welles sent explicit directions to them about how he wanted the 
newsreel to develop and what he wanted it to include. Kane is clearly 
placed in a historical context from the Spanish-American War through the 
Progressive Era, World War I, the Great Depression and rise of fascism, 
right up to 194I. In addition, the footage that included shots of Kane with 
international leaders like Hitler, Chamberlain, and Franco were very care
fully planned. Maurice Seiderman, who did the makeup for the Kane 
character and the other principal actors, told Carringer that Welles was 
extremely concerned that the actors portraying these current international 
leaders look authentic, so much so that the skilled makeup specialist 
Seiderman was asked to do their makeup as well (interview with Robert 
Carringer, September 25, 1990). By referring to specific historical periods 
and events through sound and image and by making prominent and recog
nizable international figures a part of the newsreel, Welles and his collabo
rators provided a distinct historical context for their film and emphasized 
the importance of Kane himself. 

The historical context is also important in the flashbacks and newsreels 
in Man oj Marble. In fact, it is more important: if Citizen Kane uses the 
historical backdrop to make the central character more vivid, Man of 
Marble depicts a central character as a means of representing and evaluat
ing the historical situation that surrounds him.12 In Man of Marble, 
Wajda and screenwriter Scibor-Rylski consciously show characters in the 
present reflecting on and responding to a specific historical past. The 
present, as Agniezska specifically states in one of her final interviews, is 
mid-1976. The past is the Stalinist period and the thaw that followed it -
from the late 1940S to the Polish elections in January 1957 that officially 
solidified Wladyslaw Gomulka's return to power. 13 With these two dis
tinct time periods providing separate anchors, the film contains a kind of 
alternating dynamic: Agnieszka investigates the past and in doing so 
slowly begins to uncover the lost, obscured history of Poland during this 
Stalinist era. Simultaneously, the story of Agnieszka's struggle to make her 
film in the face of official disapproval in the narrative present sheds light 
on the historical situation of her own day. 

Agnieszka's interviews with Burski, Michalak, Witek, and Hanka lead 
to the flashbacks in the film. These flashbacks allude to several historical 
aspects of the late 1940S and early 1950S. Burski's section, which recounts 
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the making of documentary films featuring Birkut, presents the ambitious 
building programs that were a part of Poland's attempt to industrialize 
rapidly during the late 1940s. It also shows how the official prevailing aes
thetic of socialist realism functioned, especially through its celebration in 
films, paintings, and sculptures of Stakhanovite workers like Birkut as 
models of emulation for other workers. Michalak's flashbacks refer to 
darker aspects of the period: the discontent of regular workers with the 
Stakhanovites, the atmosphere of constant surveillance by security police, 
the tyranny of powerful officials who required unquestioning loyalty, and 
the punishment of those who openly criticized the system. The flashbacks 
of Witek and Hanka both demonstrate a tragic element of Polish Stalinist 
experience, depicting how friends and even lovers were either pressured or 
found it expedient to denounce those who had fallen from favor. 

Besides portraying a vivid picture of Poland between the late 1940S and 
the early 1950S, these narrated flashbacks serve another function. All four 
of the narrators, albeit in different ways, played along with the corrupt 
system of the early 1950S, even when it violated their own principles, and 
it's evident that all of them benefited materially from their cooperation 
and their compromises. That fact is as much a comment on the film's nar
rative present (1976) as it is on the narrative past. 

The newsreels in Man of Marble use history in a way that is different 
from and more complex than the single newsreel in Citizen Kane. As we 
have seen, in Kane the newsreel draws on historical details to ground the 
central figure in a specific historical context and to underline his signifi
cance as a prominent and powerful American. Those who watch the 
newsreel are not encouraged by the film to question the veracity of any of 
its details, only their incompleteness, for they don't reveal what Kane 
meant by his dying words. In Man of Marble, the newsreels raise the issue 
of how the medium of cinema in general and the newsreel form in particu
lar can be used to manipulate and distort history for the ideological pur
poses of a nation's political elites. 

Recall that Citizen Kane contained one newsreel which is separate from 
the rest of the film, following the prologue of Kane's death and preceding 
the five flashbacks. In contrast, Man of Marble contains seven separate 
newsreels: two are finished newsreels from the early 1950S while the others 
are unfinished films or incidental footage which for technical or political 
reasons was deemed inappropriate by authorities. All are shot in black
and-white footage, while the scenes in the narrative present and the flash-
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backs are all shot in color. The newsreel footage is spread throughout the 
film, but all of it except the footage that opens the film is shown to 
Agnieszka in a screening room by an editor / archivist who is assigned to 
help her find material for her documentary on Birkut. 14 

These newsreels in Man of Marble raise the issue of how newsreels can 
be used to manipulate representations of society and history. In a twist 
that directly attacks the assumption that newsreels present facts and thus 
are truthful representations of experience, the two completed newsreels in 
Man of Marble - one a celebration of Birkut's contributions to the build
ing of socialist Poland, the other a 1953 report on the trials of Polish "sub
versives" - are both shown to be inaccurate, staged, and manipulated in 
various ways to support the state's goals. Conversely, the unused or cen
sored footage contains important fragments about Birkut's story that help 
Agnieszka piece together the historical truth concerning his rise and fall in 
Stalinist-Stakhanovite Poland. 

Significantly, in one of the finished films, Architects of Our Happiness, 
which features Birkut's achievements as a model worker, Andrzej Wajda's 
name appears as an assistant director in the closing credits. This detail 
points us toward the film's complex attitude toward the historical period 
it is exploring. Not only does it implicate Wajda in the distortion of truth 
- and hence of history - in the newsreels (and Wajda was beginning his 
film career in Poland during those Stalinist years), but it also suggests that 
the relationship between the visual representations in films and the recon
struction of the historical past is a complex one indeed. Through her inter
views and the tantalizing details of unfinished or suppressed footage, 
Agniezska finds that the finished newsreels were consciously distorted and 
staged to serve an ideological purpose. In doing so, she learns to be wary 
of accepting the newsreels as simple historical documents. If one might 
generalize about how the two films draw on history through the newsreels 
and flashbacks, Citizen Kane seems particularly concerned with creating 
parallels between Kane and the real William Randolph Hearst, with 
depicting Kane during specific historical periods (Spanish-American War, 
the Progressive Era, the Great Depression, and so on), and with using 
those historical references to emphasize Kane's importance as a prominent 
American. In contrast, Man of Marble is much more concerned with try
ing to understand the past, with showing the complexity and difficulty of 
reconstructing it, and with elucidating how the effects of the past live on 
in the present. These differences lead us to our next concern: the ideologi-
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cal perspective that emerges from each film's central characters and narra
tive conflicts. 

IDEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Thus far we have discussed the relationship between cinema and history in 
two ways: (I) by suggesting that the historical-industrial context within 
which the filmmakers worked helps us understand the resulting film; and 
(2) by noting how these biographical flashback films inevitably draw on or 
use history in their flashbacks (and in their newsreels), albeit in different 
ways. Here I would like to turn to a third way that film and history are 
related: films may be sources of history. 

To consider fictional feature films as sources of history requires that we 
make two distinctions. The first is encapsulated in Arthur Marwick's 
observation that a work of art, "if it is a source at all, is a source for the 
period in which it was written or painted, not for the period about which 
it is written" (Marwick 1989, 228).15 Historians, even film historians, 
don't examine Griffith's Birth of a Nation as a primary source of the 
American Civil War and Reconstruction period, although the film may tell 
us something about the attitudes toward that historical period in Griffith's 
own day. This assumption would lead us to argue that, even though both 
of these biographical flashback films depict a historical past, Citizen Kane 
is best approached as a historical source of the United States in 1940 and 
1941, and Man of Marble of Poland in the middle 1970s. 

A second related distinction is equally important. Narrative feature 
films are most fruitfully approached as sources of ideology and cultural 
values rather than as sources of social history. We don't, says Marwick, go 
to a fictional narrative for an accurate depiction of the "concrete facts of 
everyday existence" of that particular era, even though some films may go 
to great lengths to be accurate in their use of sets, props, and costumes. 
Rather, a fictional narrative offers us a source for what Marwick calls "the 
attitudes, morals, assumptions, and even customs" of an era, or what I 
would prefer to call the ideological dilemmas or cultural conflicts of the 
period in which it was made (Marwick 1989, 230). 

Through its depiction of its central character, Citizen Kane offers what 
one might call a tempered Popular Front ideological perspective. Emerg
ing from the international political situation in the middle 1930S, the Pop
ular Front in the United States was a broad, ecumenical grouping of the 
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political left that shared an opposition to Hitler and a general support for 
an active governmental role in helping to cope with the domestic problems 
wrought by the Great Depression. Most in the Popular Front were critical 
of laissez-faire capitalism and sympathetic to the labor movement and 
efforts of the government to provide assistance to that significant portion 
of the nation that President Franklin Roosevelt termed "ill-fed, ill-clothed, 
and ill-housed." 

Citizen Kane embodies this Popular Front perspective through its por
trayal of Charles Foster Kane. As noted in the previous section, Kane is 
portrayed early in the film - particularly in Thatcher's section and part of 
Bernstein's section - as an idealistic reformer who opposes the powerful 
trusts and speaks for the working man. During this part of the film, 
Welles's energetic acting style as the young Kane, Bernard Herrmann's 
lively score, and other stylistic elements combine with details of the narra
tive to create a positive picture of Kane. As the film develops and Kane 
ages, however, his motivations in running for office become suspect and 
his politics become more conservative. In Leland's section particularly, 
Kane becomes a figure of corruption and ruthlessness, not far from the 
negative stereotypes of the wealthy and powerful like that embodied in the 
character of D. B. Norton in Frank Capra's Meet John Doe, released the 
same year as Citizen Kane. To the disillusioned idealist Leland, Kane's 
foray into politics was merely a misguided attempt to win the love of the 
voters when love had been so long absent in the rest of Kane's life. Like
wise, Kane's compulsion to force Susan into an opera career was, in 
Leland's view, simply Kane's own vicarious attempt to win love and 
acclaim. Leland's section, more than the others, focuses a political critique 
of Kane, unmasking the personal motivations for his reformist politics 
and revealing his unprincipled, jingoistic approach to the Spanish-Ameri
can War. Leland's critique of Kane, taken broadly, draws firmly from the 
Popular Front ideological perspective. 16 

But I have also termed the film's Popular Front perspective a "tem
pered" one. Many viewers emerge from the film with a critical but still 
sympathetic view of Kane, and the film clearly seeks to evoke such a sym
pathy at several points. One point is when the reporter Thompson, com
pleting his interview of Susan, says, "You know, all the same, I feel kind of 
sorry for Mr. Kane," to which Susan replies, "Don't you think I do?" 
Shortly thereafter, during Raymond's flashback, Kane destroys Susan's 
room after she leaves him until he comes upon the glass paperweight with 
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the snowy cottage inside. Stopping his destruction, Kane picks up the ball 
and, as he whispers the single word, "Rosebud," tears well up in his eyes 
for the only time in the film. Walking out of the bedroom with heavy feet 
and a heavy heart, Kane walks by the assembled staff and past two hall 
mirrors which face one another on side walls. His isolated figure is 
reflected in diminishing size to infinity. These incidents, along with 
Thompson's final comment - "Mr. Kane was a man who got everything 
he wanted, and then lost it" - all temper the critique of Kane's unprinci
pled behavior and growing political conservatism. The film is thus a Pop
ular Front critique of a Hearstian central figure, softened by a sympathy 
for the aged, isolated, and unwanted Kane. In many ways, the film's 
divided attitude toward Kane - its simultaneous fascination with and 
repulsion toward the American tycoon - reminds us of Theodore 
Dreiser's ambivalence toward men of power of wealth in novels like The 
Titan and The Financier, as well as of the broader American ambivalence 
toward capitalism and the acquisition of tremendous wealth. 

Yet the more specific roots of this tempered Popular Front perspective 
are not hard to locate. Orson Welles himself matured politically in New 
York in the middle and later 1930S. Arriving in New York during the 
height of politically committed theater like Clifford Odets's Waiting for 
Lefty, Welles subsequently became a supporter of Roosevelt and the New 
Deal; he also became a beneficiary of it after the federal government estab
lished the Federal Theater Project to help support those working in the 
theater during the time of economic depression. Two of the theatrical pro
ductions that helped solidify Welles's reputation as an important stage 
director - his Macbeth in Harlem with an all-black cast and his Julius 
Caesar with characters in modern fascist costumes - as well as some other 
projects, were funded through the Federal Theater Project. Clearly the 
ideological climate in New York between 1935 and 1938 shaped Welles's 
perspective and the film for which he is so famous. 17 

But the film's sympathy toward Kane in the final scenes probably has 
more personal, autobiographical roots. James Naremore has perceptively 
commented on Welles's divided attitude toward the characters of power 
and wealth in his films. "Even though Welles is critical of these Faustian 
types, they have something deeply in common with the personality of the 
director himself," Naremore observes. He goes on to suggest that Welles is 
personally divided. He may be a liberal, and even emotionally, at times, a 
radical, argues Naremore, but in "his fascination with passing time and 
human mortality, his preoccupation with characters who are slightly out 
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of step, his interest in a past when everything was somehow better than it 
is now - all these things indicate that on one level he is both a rebel, and 
in one sense, a reactionary" (Naremore I978, 62-63). This combination of 
liberal and reactionary tendencies helps explain the tempered Popular 
Front perspective of Citizen Kane. 

Man of Marble presents an even more decisive ideological perspective 
than Kane. Through its depiction of the rise and fall of Mateusz Birkut, as 
well of Agnieszka's losing struggle to make an honest film about a sensi
tive historical topic, Man of Marble offers a denunciation of authoritarian 
communism, both in the Stalinist era and in the present. This social cri
tique, grounded in a democratic socialist perspective and a fundamental 
Polish nationalism, anticipates a number of the key assumptions that 
would later become central to the Solidarity movement. 

The film does so by creating a model hero, though not in the social real
ist sense of Poland in the early I950S.18 Birkut ultimately emerges as the 
honest, innocent worker with peasant roots who learns the ideals of 
socialism and tries honestly to adhere to them without wavering or com
promising. After he injures his hands and is unable to serve as a model 
bricklayer, he becomes committed to helping his fellow countrymen and 
women find adequate housing. When Witek is unfairly arrested as a sub
versive, Birkut's sense of justice is crossed, and he works hard to get Witek 
released, refusing to remain quiet, even when it becomes apparent that he 
will suffer if he persists in challenging the system. He does persist, and he 
does suffer, erased as a model hero and falling into the oblivion of official 
disfavor. The final newsreel in the film shows him voting in the January 
I957 elections. Asked by a reporter if he isn't embittered by his fall, he sim
ply replies with a simple affirmation of Polish nationalism: "We've had our 
ups and downs, but this is our country." In a highly charged scene that was 
shot but removed from the film before its release, Agnieszka goes to a 
graveyard in Gdansk where it becomes apparent that Birkut died during 
the confrontation with police in the December I970 general strike in 
Gdansk (see Bickley and Rubinstein I980-8I, 7). The true adherent to the 
ideals of democratic socialism not only falls from grace but even dies 
defending them. 

The film contrasts Birkut's principles to the compromises of those who 
narrate the flashbacks. Burski, who made social realist films when they 
were in style, has become an internationally famous film director, living 
comfortably with a new car and a luxurious house with a beautiful yard. 
In a sharply ironic twist, Michalak, the former member of the security 
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police, has become the manager of a strip joint in the Palace of Culture. 
Witek, "rehabilitated" after Gomulka's return to power, has become an 
important official at the Katowice Steel Works. Handka, though still suf
fering because of her betrayal of Birkut, lives with her husband in an 
attractive vacation home in Zakopane. She wears furs, and the couple 
drinks Johnny Walker Scotch and Courvoisier, two imported and much 
desired liquors. Burski, Michalak, Witek, and Handka all live in far 
greater luxury or privilege than the typical working-class characters like 
Agnieszka's father. 

By contrasting Birkut as a person of principle versus these four as suc
cessful compromisers, Man of Marble makes three ideological criticisms. 
First, the system is corrupt because it leaves no room for constructive criti
cism which could lead to social improvement. Second, a corrupt privi
leged class has been created in an osten~ibly equalitarian society. Finally, 
the privileged characters have risen to their positions of wealth, authority, 
or power for the wrong reasons: all have been rewarded not necessarily 
because of their merit but because of their unconditional and unquestion
ing (and sometimes unprincipled) support of the system. In contrast, 
Birkut consciously refuses to be bought off. When Handka's husband 
offers Birkut the possibility of wealth and riches if Birkut would smooth 
things out for him in the shifting political climate that led to Birkut's 
release from prison, Birkut resists the temptation, even though, as 
Handka's husband puts it, he could have a car within two years and his 
own house within four. Instead, Birkut opts to remain an honest worker 
rather than trading on his public image for a position or privilege. 

Agnieszka's struggles in the present reaffirm the concerns of Birkut's 
story. As she gets more information about Birkut's fall from official favor, 
she encounters more resistance from her advisor, the director. Upon the 
advice of his superiors, he finally takes her equipment from Agnieszka, yet 
she persists. When her father encourages her to keep trying to find Birkut, 
she goes to Gdansk, meets Birkut's son, Tomczyk, a worker in the Lenin 
Shipyard, and learns of Birkut's death in the I970 Gdansk protests. In the 
film's final scene, a long tracking shot punctuated by the driving music 
that plays at key points in the contemporary part of the film, Agnieszka 
and Tomczyk are striding down a corridor, heading with resolve toward a 
confrontation with the director. Like Birkut, Agnieszka is driven by her 
integrity and serves as a thorn in the side of those in power. 

French historian Marc Ferro has argued that since its appearance at the 



MEMORIES AND THINGS PAST 

turn of the century, the medium of film has often made those in authority 
nervous because it has the ability to present a "counter analysis" of society 
which challenges the ideological perspective and hegemony of those in 
power (Ferro 1988, 23-46). That is precisely what Man of Marble does. 
The existence of a corrupt privileged class, the film suggests, prevents the 
ideals of democratic socialism from being put into practice. A comment 
from Wajda himself, made in 1980 when the rise of Solidarity made it eas
ier for him to speak openly, encapsulates this dimension of the film: 

You cannot have a healthy society without healthy and universally accepted 
moral standards .... Contemporary Polish society has been following a 
number of moral codes, of which only a few deserve to be so called. There is 
one set of rules for rising in the establishment and the bureaucracy and 
another for doing well, and keeping the wolf from the door .... For tacti
cal reasons, for peace of mind or personal safety we excuse the lies, bad 
faith or sharp practice we resort to in our professional or public dealings, 
reserving truthfulness, sincerity and integrity for our family or immediate 
social circle. 19 

In Man of Marble when Birkut and Agnieszka try to carry that truthful
ness, sincerity, and integrity into the public sphere, they suffer. Such a sit
uation is extremely unhealthy for society, argues Wajda, and it is clear that 
the film's counteranalysis of Polish society is rooted in an abhorrence of 
the "moral schizophrenia" it creates. That, combined with the existence of 
a privileged class not based on merit and a political atmosphere which dis
courages constructive social criticism, defines the center of the ideological 
critique embedded in the story of Agnieszka and her search for the truth 
about Mateusz Birkut. Man of Marble thus serves as a valuable historical 
source of the ideological discontent in Poland in the late 1970s. 

RECEPTION 

Yet for the analyst of film and history, one issue remains: moving from the 
consideration of ideology in the text, we can consider the complex but 
important contextual issue of a film's reception. A culture's response to a 
film, though difficult to trace, helps us to gauge the film's importance and 
significance as historical document. Although any full consideration of the 
reception of Citizen Kane in the United States in 1941 and of Man of Mar
ble in Poland in 1977 deserves an essay in itself, we can make a few obser
vations about how the two films were received. 
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Stated briefly, Citizen Kane received critical accolades but was disap
pointing at the box office. Consider these observations on Kane by 
reVIewers: 

Tonight I was present at the birth of a new art form: The Motion Picture. 

One of the most interesting and technically superior films that has ever 
come out of a Hollywood Studio. 

Staggering and belongs at once among the great screen achievements. 

The boldest free-hand stroke in major screen production since Griffith and 
Bitzer were running wild to unshackle the camera. 

One of the outstanding films of all time. 20 

Besides the critical praise, the film won a number of awards. Two groups 
- the National Board of Review and the New York Film Critics - judged 
Kane the best film of 1941. The film also garnered nine Oscar nomina
tions, though in part because of some residual jealousy of or bitterness 
toward Welles in Hollywood, the film won only one Oscar, for best 
screenplay. 

Despite the praise and awards, however, the film did not do well at the 
box office. When RKO retired Kane to its studio vaults in 1942, the com
pany records showed that it had lost more than $150,000 (it cost about 
$840,000 to make) (Carringer 1985, II?). A number of factors contributed 
to the film's poor showing. First, an organized campaign against the film, 
led by Louella Parsons, a gossip columnist employed by Hearst, hurt the 
film's distribution. One theater chain with more than five hundred movie 
houses bought Kane as part of a package, but because of the Hearst pres
sure, never showed the film. Second, the film's aesthetic innovations, both 
in narrative structure and in cinematic style (particularly the unusual use 
of cinematography and of lighting), assured that it would not be a film 
designed for a broad audience. Popular films generally succeed in part 
because of a balance between the conventional and the inventive; Kane 
simply leaned too far toward the inventive end of the scale to become pop
ular. Finally, the film's subject and tone hurt its reception. Because of the 
tempered attitude toward Kane, the film doesn't fully denounce the man 
of power and wealth the way the popular Capra films were doing through 
the late 1930S. Neither does the film celebrate American national tradi
tions in the way that many American movies were doing as the United 
States was girding itself for warY The film's current high reputation 
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among cineastes and film critics around the globe - it placed number one 
in the Sight and Sound polls of I962, I972, and I982 - was not shared by 
the general movie audience in I94I, a fact that should give any historian 
pause when thinking about Kane as a historical document. 

The reception to Man of Marble in Poland was quite different. 22 Com
pleted in late I976, the film languished for several months when govern
ment officials could not decide whether to release it because of its sensitive 
topic. Wajda reportedly threatened to emigrate if officials did not release 
the film. Finally, because of the relatively liberal political atmosphere of 
the time, Wajda's international fame, and the much-needed Western cur
rency provided by the international release of Polish films, officials 
relented (Michalek and Turaj I988, I56-I58; Paul I983 , 263). 

Although the government planned a quiet and limited release, the 
response was quite the opposite. According to one source, "When Man of 
Marble finally opened in Wroclaw in February I977, after months of hesi
tation by the Polish censors and only two months after the big strikes in 
Radom and Warsaw's Ursus tractor factory, the audience rose and began 
singing the Polish national anthem: in Warsaw, people paid scalpers up to 
fifteen times the usual 30 zlotys for admission" (Fox I98I, 3). Reviewers 
for official state publications were instructed to ignore the film, and at the 
Gdansk Film Festival in September I977 the official jury did not acknowl
edge Man of Marble, even though it was generally agreed to be the most 
important film of the year. Film journalists at the festival then voted their 
own impromptu award and presented the prize to Wajda on a stairway; it 
was a brick tied with a red ribbon, alluding to a key scene in Man of Mar
ble when Birkut throws a similar brick through a police station window to 
protest Witek's arrest. 

But the film's ability to generate strong responses did not end there. Fol
lowing this turn of events at the festival, Man of Marble was subsequently 
condemned at a plenary meeting of the Central Committee of the Polish 
Communist Party, the most powerful political body in Poland (Michalek 
and Turaj I988, I57-I58). Three years later, when Daniel Bickley attended 
the I980 Gdansk Film Festival, only a week after the signing of the Soli
darity accord, one critic told him, "Man of Marble said everything that 
Poles had been afraid to say for many years." Bickley also read in the 
Leningrad Shipyard workers' new newspaper, Solidarity, that the film was 
"well known to every striking worker" (Bickley I98I, 12). 

Clearly, Man of Marble had spoken powerfully to the structure of feel-
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ing in Poland in the late 1970s. The denunciations of public officials and 
the strong support by the popular opposition indicate that the film had 
given voice to central ideological issues of the age. Marc Ferro has argued 
that if most films may be considered sources of history, but a few can even 
become agents of history, helping to propose ideas through narrative that 
contribute to historical change. The intense and divided response to Man 
of Marble suggests that the film can be considered just such an agent. 
Through its denunciation of government officials - both in the Stalinist 
past and in the present - and its positive portrayal of Birkut's moral integ
rity and of Agnieszka's unyielding struggle to learn and to express the 
truth, Man of Marble contributed to the consolidation of popular opposi
tion in Poland in the late 1970S that led to the Solidarity movement, which 
indirectly contributed to the popular discontent that is changing the face 
of Eastern Europe in our own day. The reception of Man of Marble sug
gests that it will long remain important for the student of cinema and his
tory, as both a source and also an agent of history. 

What, then, can we conclude about the relationship between cinema 
and history, based on this examination of Citizen Kane and Man of Mar
ble? I would suggest five points. First, attention to a film's production his
tory is important when trying to gauge the historical significance of a film. 
Second, biographical flashback films, particularly those that concentrate 
not just on the private but also on the public life of the protagonist, inevi
tably depict something of the historical context within which the protago
nist lived. Third, history in flashbacks and newsreels in biographical 
flashback films can be used in a variety of ways, from providing a histori
cal context that emphasizes the importance of the protagonist and helping 
viewers trace the historical evolution of his political views (as in Citizen 
Kane) to offering a counteranalysis of the culture's accepted understand
ing of the past and even exploring the dangers of using newsreels as histor
ical evidence (as in Man of Marble). Fourth, if we wish to consider a film 
as a source of history, we are wisest, in general, to consider it as a source 
of the period in which it was made and as a source of the cultural or intel
lectual history, rather than as an accurate depiction the social history of 
the period. It is simply more reliable to examine films as a complex index 
of cultural values and cultural conflicts than it is to consider films as accu
rate representations of social life in the historical past. Finally, by 
exploring the reception history of the film, we may, on rare occasions, be 
able to argue that a film is an agent of history, not just a source. 
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Such reflections, at any rate, have emerged from my thinking about 
Man of Marble and Citizen Kane. Although the films we choose to exam
ine will surely affect the ways in which we can relate them to history, I 
hope these reflections on cinema and history contribute to an understand
ing of this challenging and intriguing topic. 

Charles Maland teaches in the Department of Film Studies at the University of 
Tennessee in Knoxville, Tennessee. 
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Tales of Kageyama 

FREDA FREIBERG 

THERE IS one curious omission in the English-language literature on 
Japanese film.1 It is as if the film did not exist or, at the very least, were 
unworthy of notice. What makes the omission curious, glaring even, is 
that the film was directed by Mizoguchi Kenji, one of the few internation
ally recognized masters of the Japanese cinema, a director whose work is 
discussed in all the major surveys of Japanese cinema. Curiouser and 
curio user, it is a powerfully dramatic film, with a richly constructed his
torical setting - not at all the dud it might be thought to be. 

The film is My Love Is Burning (Waga koi wa moenu), produced by the 
Shochiku company in I949. The script, by Shindo Kaneto, was loosely 
based on the autobiography of Kageyama Hideko, a pioneer of the wom
en's liberation movement and socialist feminism in Japan, a pioneer of 
women's education in Meiji Japan, a journalist, and an activist in the Civil 
Rights Movement of the I88os. 2 She was portrayed in the film by Tanaka 
Kinuyo, a star of the I940s. 

In view of the conspicuous absence of the film from critical discourse, I 
will assume that the reader is unfamiliar with it and therefore provide a 
synopsis of the narrative. 

A TELLING TALE 

In her home town of Okayama, the young heroine, Eiko, meets civil rights 
activist and pioneer feminist Kishida Toshiko, who inspires her to further 
her education and take up the cause of women's rights. She departs on her 
own initiative for Tokyo, where she is received unenthusiastically by her 
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fiance, Hayase, who reluctantly agrees to let her stay with him. Finding 
employment as a political journalist at the embryonic Liberal Party head
quarters, she soon discovers that Hayase is a government spy, confronts 
him, and deserts him after a narrow escape from his brutal attempt to rape 
her. She joins forces with Omoi, the charismatic leader of the left wing of 
the movement, and together they set off to Chichibu to lend support to the 
rural revolt of the local farmers. There she discovers that women mill 
workers are being brutally mistreated by their male overseers and is 
present when Chiyo, a crazed victim of torture and rape, sets the mill 
afire. They are all rounded up by the police and imprisoned. In the wom
en's prison, all the prisoners endure bitterly hard labor, but Chiyo is sin
gled out for sexual abuse by the male warders and accused of trying to 
escape when she protests. Moaning in anguish, following a miscarriage, 
she rejects the comfort offered by the privileged Eiko. On their release 
from prison, following the Amnesty of 1889, Eiko becomes Omoi's part
ner, at home and at work, and invites Chiyo to live with them. While 
working for Omoi's election campaign in the first Japanese parliamentary 
election, Eiko discovers that Omoi is having a sexual relationship with 
Chiyo and that he intends installing her as his mistress. She bides her time 
until after the election but decides to leave him. Before doing so, she 
speaks to Chiyo, telling her not to allow herself to be used by men. The 
denouement finds the disconsolate Chiyo alone at the station, surrounded 
by excited fans celebrating Omoi's victory at the polls. As the train is 
about to depart, Chiyo arrives. Resting her head on Eiko's shoulder, she 
declares her desire to accompany Eiko back to Okayama and to further 
her education. 

The narrative is constructed around permutations of the couple and the 
triangle. The film opens with a female couple: Kishida and Eiko. The 
elder, heroically lit, upper-class Kishida inspires the younger, provincial 
girl Eiko. Following Kishida's departure, a potential heterosexual couple 
emerges: Eiko and her fiance, Hayase. The successful coupling of this pair 
is frustrated by the disclosure of his (political and personal) villainy, 
foreshadowed by his lack of tenderness towards her. With the elimination 
of Hayase, another potential heterosexual couple emerges: Eiko and 
Omoi. They seem to be the ideal couple, sharing a common commitment 
to political activism and yet evincing the conventional power relations 
between the sexes: she is young and inexperienced, while he is older and 
experienced; she does the leg and paper work while he talks impressively. 
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Like Kishida, he is a charismatic leader. The successful coupling of this 
pair is temporarily frustrated by their imprisonment in separate prisons. 
In the women's prison, a potential female couple emerges: Eiko and 
Chiyo. Their relationship is troubled by differences of class, education, 
and temperament. Chiyo rejects Eiko's overtures of sisterly affection, 
refusing to be patronized. On their release from prison, the successful con
summation of the heterosexual couple, Eiko and Omoi, can finally take 
place. She assumes the position of conventional wife, adopting a "femi
nine" demeanor and supporting him in his career. However, the successful 
maintenance of their relationship is frustrated by her discovery of his infi
delity and abuse of Chiyo. The film closes with an emotional reunion of 
the female couple, Eiko and Chiyo, when both abandon Omoi and Chiyo 
chooses to join Eiko. 

There are two major heterosexual triangles in the film. The first one 
concerns the romantic coupling of one woman (Eiko) with two different 
men (Hayase and Omoi). The second one concerns the sexual coupling of 
one man (Omoi) with two different women (Eiko and Chiyo). In the first 
case, the woman chooses one man over the other. In the second case, both 
women choose to leave the man. 

In opening and closing with a female couple, and frustrating the poten
tial heterosexual unions, the narrative departs from the classic narrative 
patterns of conventional (Hollywood) romantic melodramas. Further
more, the point of view in the film is aligned with the heroine. It is her 
investigative look that is highlighted: (1) observing the scene in which 
Hayase's betrayal is denounced; (2) observing the atrocities at the Chi
chibu mill; (3) observing the evidence of Omoi's infidelity. Mary Ann 
Doane, in her study of Hollywood melodramas of this period (Doane 
1987), has observed how the heroine's look was undermined by endowing 
her with poor vision or questionable sanity. No such undermining occurs 
here. 

In addition to the look, the word too is accorded to women. In the 
opening scene, Kishida delivers a speech on women's rights. The soft 
extradiegetic music, the dignity of Kishida's delivery, the lighting of her 
face, the rapt expression of the listening Eiko and the mise-en-scene (a 
hushed audience of civil rights activists bearing fluttering banners) all con
tribute to the inspirational character of this scene. Towards the end of the 
film, Eiko herself makes two speeches - one to Chiyo, after she discovers 
that Chiyo has become sexually involved with Omoi, and the other to 
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Omoi, as she is about to leave him. The last has a somewhat wooden rhe
torical ring (and is the only dramatically false note in the film), but it is 
clearly designed to demonstrate that women have the power to speak as 
well as act. In the prison scene, Chiyo is also given the opportunity to 
voice (in very strong emotional terms) both a protest against her 
oppressed condition and a rebuke to puritanical middle-class feminists for 
their failure to comprehend the feelings of sexually active working-class 
women. 

WAYS OF TELLING 

Generically, the film is a historical melodrama. Unlike Ugetsu monogatari 
(I953) and Sansho the Bailiff (Sansho dayu, I954), two late Mizoguchi 
films immediately acclaimed in the West as masterpieces, its events are 
clearly inscribed in history. The later two films have a period setting, but 
they construct a remote my tho-mystical sense of pastness rather than a 
precise historical period. My Love Is Burning dates (I884, I890) and 
places (Okayama, Tokyo, Osaka) its narrative precisely; it likewise identi
fies certain public historical events (the Liberal Party Convention, the 
Amnesty) with verbal titles and retains the names of major political char
acters in the events of the period. It follows Kageyama's autobiography3 in 
thinly veiling the names of its central protagonists, so that Kageyama 
becomes Hirayama, Hideko becomes Eiko, Oi becomes Omoi, Kobayashi 
becomes Hayase. Although Chiyo is an entirely fictional character, her 
experience accords with documented accounts of the experience of poor 
farmers' daughters who were conscripted to work in the textile mills of 
Meiji Japan (Sievers I983, 54-86). The political turmoil of the I880s is 
carefully reconstructed: the regional tours of demagogues, the breaking 
up of dissident meetings and riots by police, the rural revolt of the farmers 
in Chichibu, splits and betrayals in the Liberal movement, the sellout of 
the rank-and-file by the leadership of the party, the first elections in Japan. 
In one important respect, however, the film is historically inaccurate: the 
historical Kageyama was not caught fomenting political unrest in Chi
chibu. There was a major revolt by farmers at Chichibu who were mem
bers of the Liberal Party; but Kageyama was not there. She was appre
hended at the port of Nagasaki and later tried and condemned to jail for 
carrying explosives designed for the Korean independence movement. 

While the background of the film is signposted as "history," the narra-
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tive is structured as a woman's melodrama in its concentration on the per
sonal relationships of the heroine. Much of Kageyama's episodic autobi
ography is left out - in particular, the accounts of her work as a teacher 
and an author - so that the drama focuses chiefly on her disappointments 
in love. The addition of a second heroine (Chiyo), who endures rape, tor
ture, and economic oppression, as well as supplying competition for the 
affection of the hero, enhances the melodramatic aspects of the film con
siderably. To quote an earlier article: 

The creation and orchestration of the role of Chiyo serves several important 
functions in the film. Thereby, the representation of woman as victim is 
underlined; the opportunity to dramatize melodramatically the oppression 
of working-class women in Meiji Japan is afforded; the narrative structure 
of the film ... is neatly designed; the "cold" heroine (rational, educated, 
upper-class Kageyama) is complemented by a second "hot" heroine (instinc
tive, emotional, working-class Chiyo); and, since the Korean expedition 
was censorable, Kageyama's terrorist activity could be replaced by Chiyo's 
act of arson - a deliberate political act of terrorism by a politically "inno
cent" instinctive act of defiance (Freiberg 1982, 166-167). 

The very title of the film labels it as a woman's melodrama - and a love 
story at that - rather than a film about history and politics. 

READING THE TALE 

Even if every narrative is inevitably a blend of latent and manifest logics, it 
is necessary to complement this initial insight with a historical analysis that 
points out the varying ways in which the multiplicity of narrative logics is, 
in different situations, sometimes enabled, sometimes repressed, sometimes 
transfigured. (Polan 1986, 172) 

The Cion Sisters (Mizoguchi, 1936) can be read as a feminist discourse, 
but it can also be read as national allegory, as it was by Donald Richie 
(1971,48-5°), in such a way as to repress the feminist reading. The femi
nist discourse, that the geisha institution is blatantly unjust, catering 
exclusively to the needs of Japanese men at the expense of Japanese 
women, was thereby repressed, although it provides the manifest logic of 
the narrative (Freiberg 1981,14-17). 

The manifest logic of the narrative of My Love Is Burning is clearly 
feminist: women learn not to rely on men, who prove to be untrust-
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worthy, deceitful, and oppressive, and set off to forge their own destiny. 
The film not only endorses women's rights but also attacks the male chau
vinism of Meiji liberals who claimed to be in the vanguard of progressive 
liberal thought and action. The latent logic of the narrative concerns 
debates in early postwar Japan on the responsibility for Japan's militarist/ 
imperialist excesses and the reasons for the failure of the left to provide a 
viable opposition. In the light of these debates, the film suggests that pro
gressive liberalism failed to take root in Japan because the leadership was 
motivated more by careerism than genuine commitment to liberal ideas. 
Another latent message of the film is that the postwar constitution, 
imposed by the Occupation, remedied the sins and omissions of the Meiji 
constitution, which completely neglected rights for women. 

A PERSONAL TALE 

In the late 1970s, I discovered the existence of this film when viewing for 
my research all the extant films of Mizoguchi Kenji. I found it a revela
tion, in more ways than one. First, as a result of viewing this film, and 
then locating and translating Kageyama's autobiography, I discovered that 
Japanese feminism had a century-long history; it was not a recent Western 
import with no indigenous tradition. Second, I was amazed to discover 
that films with feminist heroines and overtly feminist rhetoric were made 
in Japan (that supposed bastion of women's oppression) long before they 
were made in the United States. Last but not least, I realized that the real
ist narrative film could be co-opted by feminism, that the voice, the look, 
and the word need not automatically be restricted to men. Feminist film 
theorists in the 1970S (Mulvey, in particular) had tended to dismiss main
stream commercial cinema as a whole, condemning it for catering to the 
male gaze and the patriarchal unconscious. They prescribed the necessity 
to abandon the realist narrative film, which was deemed ideologically 
unsound and dangerously seductive for feminists, and to restrict feminist 
film practice to the avant-garde text. I began to suspect that their whole
sale dismissal had been premature and unwise, based on too narrow a 
sample of (Hollywood) films. This feeling was reinforced by the emer
gence in Hollywood in the late 1970S and 1980s of popular films that could 
be deemed progressive from a feminist point of view. 4 

Unfortunately, My Love Is Burning, along with its Japanese predeces
sors, has had very limited distribution, so that Western feminists and -
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more important - Japanese women do not know of its existence. Thus 
both Japanese and Western women have been denied a revelatory experi
ence. 

NOT THE WHOLE STORY BUT A START 

Two questions need to be asked: (I) How did such a film come to be made 
in 1949 and (2) why the long critical neglect? 

The year 1949 is important because it predates one Golden Age of Japa
nese Cinema, that of Anderson and Richie, and postdates another Golden 
Age of Japanese Cinema, that of Burch. The former marks the period 
when the national industry reached its maturity, achieving a greatness 
comparable to that of other (Western) national cinemas. The latter marks 
the period when Japanese cinema diverged most markedly from, and was 
least tainted by, the dreaded codes of Hollywood cinema. The date lies in 
the crack between these two Golden Ages, a crack that coincides with the 
era of the American Occupation. The period between the defeat of the 
Japanese imperial forces in 1945 and restoration of the prewar establish
ment (minus military) in 1950 was marked by instability and struggles for 
power. 

The period was certainly a difficult one for the film industry. The Occu
pation imposed two levels of censorship - preproduction and postproduc
tion censorship. Preproduction censorship was performed by the Civil 
Information & Education Section (CI&E), a center of reformism; postpro
duction censorship by the Civil Censorship Division (CCD) of G-2 (the 
intelligence section of the General Staff), a bastion of right-wing milita
rism. Control of the Motion Picture Unit of CI&E was initially in the hands 
of a leftist civilian named David Conde. Soon after the landing of MacAr
thur on Japanese soil, CI&E called a meeting with representatives of the 
Japanese film industry at which they were presented with guidelines 
(Directive Principles) for film production, drawn up by Conde. Three 
basic objectives were propounded: (I) obliteration of militarism; (2) pro
motion of tendencies or movements towards liberalism in Japan; and (3) 
establishment of conditions that will guarantee that Japan will never again 
threaten the peace and safety of the world. Along with these objectives, 
ten themes were prescribed for use in filmmaking. Feminist themes were 
not prescribed, but several of those that were are relevant to the content of 
My Love Is Burning, namely: 
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(f) Stories that foster political consciousness and sense of responsibility 
among the people, in opposition to the old bureaucratic government. 
(g) Stories that encourage free discussion on political problems. 
(h) Stories that show respect for human rights .... 
(j) Stories that dramatize the lives of characters in Japanese history who 
fought for freedom and a representative government. (Iwasaki 1978,3°5) 

However, in his daily report to Brigadier General Ken R. Dyke of 
November 16,1945, Conde reported the following item: 

3. Conference with Mr. Tsukimuri of Shochiku re their story ideas. "Equal 
Rights for Men and Women" was approved for scenario development .... 

. Went over their story idea: "A Life of Hideko Kageyama," a biographical 
study of one of Japan's great feminine [sic] leaders. I suggested some minor 
changes, approved its scenario development and arranged a meeting with 
the scenario writer and the producer of this feature. This woman fought not 
only for the equality of women but also for the independence of Korea. 5 

In November 1945, the Motion Picture Unit of CI&E issued a "memo 
concerning instructions for elimination procedures of undemocratic films" 
to all film companies. A press release from the Public Relations Office of 
GHQ, USAF, of November 19, 1945, under the heading "Japanese Propa
ganda Films Banned," reported: 

The Supreme Commander of the Allies in the Pacific yesterday directed the 
Japanese Government to insure against the exhibition, sale or exchange of 
236 Japanese-produced movie pictures, set down a formula for prohibiting 
the showing or production of other films, and announced that the Japanese 
motion picture industry is now planning the production of features empha
sizing the democratic way of life. 

According to David Conde, Chief, Motion Picture section, CI&E, SCAP, 

Japanese moving picture companies will not produce films which encourage 
militarism; have vengeance as the motive; are nationalistic, chauvinistic or 
anti-foreign; distort historical facts; favor racial or religious discrimination; 
picture feudal loyalty or contempt of life as desirable or honorable; 
approve, either directly or indirectly, of suicide; deal with or approve the 
subjugation or degradation of women; depict brutality, violence or evil as 
triumphant; are anti-democratic; condone the exploitation of children; or 
which are at variance with the spirit or letter of the Potsdam Declaration or 
the directives of the Supreme Allied Commander. 

The 236 films which are banned from exhibition, sale or exchange are con
sidered to propagate nationalistic, militaristic and feudalistic concepts. . . .6 
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Conde also encouraged the formation of unions in the film industry -
both to claim better wages and conditions for employees and to give 
employees a say in the decisions of management - and the purging of 
heads of film companies. Union branches formed in all the major compa
nies, acquired an activist membership (with some links to the Japan Com
munist Party) and adopted a confrontational stance against management. 
The heads of the wartime censorship bureaucracy and the heads of the 
major film companies, as well as a number of directors and producers, 
were declared guilty of war crimes, accused of propagating militaristic 
and feudalistic ideas. But it was not long before Conde's influence was 
perceived to be pernicious by the conservative faction within the SCAP 

bureaucracy. He was soon neutralized and later replaced by personnel 
who were more friendly to the management of the industry. The leftist 
film projects (both documentaries and fiction films) that he supported met 
with disfavor when facing the postproduction censorship of the CCD, who 
cut them to ribbons or even banned them. The growth of the Cold War 
and the revolution in China led to antileftist paranoia in the ranks of SCAP 

officialdom. In the summer of 1948, the protracted strike by the Toho 
union was finally broken by military action, the union personnel who had 
occupied the studio premises were evicted, Toho management fired all 
communist employees, and the union was purged. The former industry 
purgees were soon rehabilitated, and by 1950 all of the wartime producers 
were back in business. 

These battles, between reformers and reactionaries within SCAP and 
between labor and management in the industry, made it difficult for 
screenwriters and directors to produce acceptable scripts and films, for 
they were receiving such mixed messages, and they were hedged in with so 
many taboos. The Occupation censors forbade criticism of American poli
cies, any reference to the atomic bomb, and endorsement of traditional 
Japanese values, which were deemed feudalistic, nationalistic, militaristic, 
and antidemocratic. Period films were viewed with disfavor, because they 
were seen to promote these traditional values - the twin strains of comic 
satire and social criticism in samurai movies of the 1930S passed the 
humorless censors by - and contemporary films that dealt with class con
flict were deemed too subversive and in the interests of the Japan Commu
nist Party. In this volatile climate, one of the few safe genres was the wom
an's melodrama - provided it did not promote feudal behavior. Women 
must not defer to men, walk behind them, and remain silent. They must 
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assert themselves and fight for their rights. Early efforts (e.g., The Victory 
of Women, 1946) were full of wooden rhetoric, clearly planted in the 
mouths of the heroines. They betray the strain on the part of the occupied 
to absorb and express imposed concepts of "democracy" and sexual 
equality. 

It is ironic that the American censors promoted the ideology of sexual 
equality in Japan and were so vigilant in regard to the representation of 
women there, when the American cinema of the same era was so misogy
nist, punishing the independent, assertive, sexual woman with death or 
destruction. Indubitably the double standard (one for us and one for 
them) has to do with different priorities at home and abroad. Of course, 
enlightened reformers could and do argue that there is an intimate connec
tion between the oppression of women, militarism, and feudalism and 
that forging a "democracy" entails equal rights for men and women. How
ever, one cannot exclude the possibility of other, less idealistic motives on 
the part of the Occupation - revenge, for one. Japanese women were not 
responsible for the slaughter of American boys; Japanese men were and 
had to be punished. At home in America, women had to be punished for 
usurping the roles of absent men, of becoming too independent, perhaps 
even faithless. 

Were these feminist melodramas really aberrative in Japanese film his
tory? In the prewar Japanese woman's melodrama, the heroine was 
portrayed as a victim of masculine greed, ambition, neglect, lust. Or of 
the system, which caters for men and punishes women. The shift at this 
period was in providing a positive solution, a way out: the woman opts 
out of oppression, walks out, like Nora, at the end of Ibsen's play, A 
Dol/'s House - a scene that was incorporated into films of this period. 
The positive assertion, the affirmative ending, is what makes these films 
different. Generally, the woman's melodrama in Japan is a melodrama of 
defeat. Both the resisting and the unresisting heroines are finally repre
sented as losers, caught in a trap or an impossible bind. 

TELLING TALES ON / OF FILM HISTORY 

Why does My Love Is Burning not figure in any of the major surveys of 
Japanese film? One could, of course, answer this question by resorting to 
conspiracy theory and argue that there has been a deliberate cover-up. It 
would seem that, whether by accident or by design, the film was never 
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screened to the major Western researchers of Japanese film. How else can 
one explain its striking absence in the work of Joan Mellen and Audie 
Bock? Mellen (I976) gives feminist readings of other Mizoguchi films but 
does not mention My Love Is Burning, his most overtly feminist film. 
Bock (I978, 66) lists the film in her Mizoguchi filmography but supplies an 
inaccurate, seemingly secondhand, synopsis of its content and does not 
discuss it at all. It is hard to believe that they could have viewed it and 
found it unworthy of discussion. 

But, there is another explanation for the film's absence from the West
ern discourses on Japanese film. It has to do with the circulation and 
reproduction of certain approaches to the Japanese cinema that limit the 
ways in which that cinema can be read and exclude a great many texts 
from consideration. 

In Bond and Beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero (I987), 
Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott argue that "texts be conceived as hav
ing no existence prior to or independently of the varying 'reading forma
tions' in which they have been constituted as objects-to-be-read, ... their 
reading is always-already cued in specific directions that are not given by 
those 'texts themselves' as entities separable from such relations." They 
maintain that although texts have determinate properties, "such proper
ties cannot, in themselves, validate certain received meanings above oth
ers; they do not provide a point of 'truth' in their relation to which read
ings may be normatively and hierarchically ranked, or discounted" 
(quoted in Lehman I988, 69). 

In the case of the Japanese cinema, a certain set of critical paradigms 
has operated in such a way as to deny the existence of many texts and to 
skew the reading of many others in restricted ways. Three dominant criti
cal paradigms have, at different periods, excluded My Love Is Burning 
from consideration. 

Auteurism 

Mizoguchi has been acclaimed as a great master of the Japanese cin
ema, but, according to dominant auteurist principles of the I960s, his 
work is uneven, and his "masterpieces" (those films worthy of close study) 
are the two social realist films of I936 (Cion Sisters and Osaka Elegy) and 
the profoundly humanist films of the I950S (The Life of Oharu, Ugetsu 
monogatari, Sansho dayu, Chikamatsu monogatari). The films of the 
I940S are lesser in status, unworthy of attention. 
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Aestheticist and Ne%rmalist Versions 0/ Auteurism 

According to the aestheticist version of auteurism, Mizoguchi's late 
humanist masterpieces are notable for their rich atmosphere, lyrical use of 
moving camera, poetic density, balance between contemplation and 
involvement (Wood 1973). According to the neoformalist version, the 
interesting Mizoguchi films and his masterpieces were made before 1945 
(Burch 1979, 217-246; Bordwell 1983, 107-117). They are noteworthy 
because of their austere long takes and long shots, the relative absence of 
cross-cutting and close-ups, the non-anthropocentric composition (fore
grounding architectural features like screens) and obstructed view of 
action. The Mizoguchi films of the Occupation era are less marked by his 
exquisite personal stylistics or his idiosyncratic formal system. 

Burch evinces a neoformalist preoccupation with transgressive codes 
and Hollywood bashing in his search for the unadulterated other, the 
avant-garde in the oriental commercial film. The postwar Japanese cin
ema is in his eyes tainted by the dreaded Hollywood codes and vastly infe
rior to the wartime Japanese cinema. Bordwell is not interested in themes, 
and certainly not in women's issues. He is interested in formal dynamics, 
in variations from filmmaking norms. He has a fondness for "parametric" 
filmmakers like Ozu and Dreyer, who draw attention to filmic principles 
of construction, who are pure filmmakers in accordance with a modernist 
aesthetic. He is preoccupied with the perceptual games of the knowing 
viewer / connoisseur, with the precise plotting of camera and prop place
ment. Mizoguchi films of the late 1940S are not pure enough, not suffi
ciently formally aberrative to interest him. 

Japanese Le/tist Criticism 

Japanese critics, especially those of the left, read the feminist films of 
the Occupation period as colonized discourse: the Americans dictated the 
themes and attitudes; the films produced were un-Japanese, unauthentic. 
Thus Iwasaki Akira, leading left-wing activist and critic, dismissed My 
Love Is Burning (along with other feminist films of the period 1946-1949) 
as "a good response to the dictates of General Macarthur" (Iwasaki 1967, 
466) and labeled its heroine if not exactly un-Japanese then definitely not 
genuinely Mizoguchian. (It would seem that Japanese heroes may em
brace Marxism and retain their national authenticity, but that Japanese 
heroines lose their authenticity when they embrace feminism.) Iwasaki 
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had good reason to feel bitter about the Occupation because of his per
sonal experience. Initially supported and encouraged by Conde, his news
reels and documentaries suffered harsh treatment at the hands of the CCD. 

He, along with other male leftist filmmakers and critics of the period, did 
not seem to view feminism as progressive, identifying it rather with Amer
ican liberal capitalist ideology. 

His view is shared in part, but not consistently, by Sato Tadao, leading 
postwar Japanese critic. In one article/ Sato finds "strident official propa
ganda" in the feminist rhetoric of Mizoguchi's early Occupation films; but 
elsewhere he records his disappointment that My Love Is Burning did not 
make the Top Ten Japanese critics' poll in 1949 (Sato 1982, 181). In contra
distinction to the formalist version of auteurism, however, Sato's thematic 
version of auteurism does help to validate attention to My Love Is Burn
ing. He notes that a characteristic Mizoguchi theme is that men succeed at 
the expense of women (Sato 1973). In the prewar Mizoguchi films, women 
are often the victims of the ideology of risshin shusse (male careerism). In 
the postwar films, this motif is still there, if not dominant. Thus, in My 
Love Is Burning, Omoi is elected to parliament but betrays the woman 
who supports him and abandons his commitment to women's rights; in 
Ugetsu, the potter hero survives and becomes a mature artist at the cost of 
the life and happiness of his wife and mistress; in Sansho, the young hero 
survives to reclaim his birthright, and become a great reformer, at the 
expense of sister and mother. 8 

Incidentally, Shindo Kaneto, who worked on several rewrites of the 
script, pronounced My Love Is Burning a failure, on the grounds that 
Mizoguchi did not understand intellectual women or care about them. In 
his view, the scenes with Mito Mitsuko (who gave a powerful perfor
mance as Chiyo) alone have "life" because she portrays the elemental 
(uneducated) woman that Mizoguchi knew and loved. The successful 
Mizoguchi films in his view are those that feature the "typical Mizoguchi 
heroine," who is "instinctive" and "battling for survival." Kageyama was 
too rational, too intellectual, too self-assertive (Shindo 1976, 44, 163). 
(N otice how the arguments constantly fall back into auteurist terms.) 

Early Feminist Theory 

Early feminist discourse has also contributed to the neglect of the film, 
in its concentration on the repression of the female voice by an industry 
whose business and creative control were entirely in male hands. Thus, 
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reading My Love Is Burning in the mid-1970S, under the influence of Brit
ish feminist film theory, which stressed the absence of woman in main
stream cinema, where she does not speak but is spoken for, cued me to 
concentrate on the repression of the woman's voice (Kageyama's own 
story) by the patriarchal filmmakers, who converted it into a melodrama, 
concentrating on her personal relationships at the expense of her profes
sional, political, and intellectual achievements (Freiberg 1981,17-23). 

Some years later, under the influence of feminist film theorist analyses 
of the Look and the Word, I reexamined the film and found it progressive, 
especially in relation to American films of the same era, in that the Look 
and the Word, normally given to male characters in the film, as surrogates 
for the male viewer in the audience, are in this film given to female charac
ters. It is Eiko's look that has priority, her look that exposes the truth (that 
her fiance is a rat; that Chiyo is being sold down the river; that women 
mill workers are being exploited; that Omoi is a male chauvinist pig), and 
the word of women (initially spoken by Kishida, later Eiko) that embodies 
wisdom (women must claim equality, must resist oppression, must 
become educated). In Hollywood films of the same era, it was normal 
practice for the investigative look to belong exclusively to male characters 
and the words of wisdom and truth to be spoken by a father figure in the 
film (often a doctor). Closer to home, one can contrast My Love Is Burn
ing with No Regrets for Our Youth (Waga seishun ni kuinashi, 1946), 
another ostensibly feminist film made under the Occupation and directed 
at the radicalized Toho studio by Kurosawa Akira. In the latter film, the 
heroine enacts the wisdom of her father and husband, rather than her 
own: she must unlearn her privilege, stop being a spoiled bourgeoise, get 
in touch with life in the raw, commit herself to important rather than triv
ial pursuits. 

Freda Freiberg teaches in the Department of Visual Arts at Monash University in 
Melbourne, Australia. 
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I. I wish to thank my colleague Susan Stewart for suggesting the title of this 
paper. 
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Fukuda Hideko, rather than Kageyama Hideko, following the widespread prac
tice of conferring on a woman the name of her husband (however brief the liai
son) rather than that of her father. 

3. Kageyama's autobiography, Warewa no Han-Shogai, was first published in 
Tokyo in 1904. Extracts from it appear in Hane (1988, chap. 2). 

4. See, for example Cowie's (1979) discussion of Coma. 
5. Consolidated Report of Civil Information and Education Section Activities, 

Daily Report to Brigadier General Ken R. Dyke, Chief of CI & E, November 16, 
1945, from Mr. D. Conde, Motion Picture and Visual Media Section. GHQ/ 
SCAP Records, National Diet Library, Tokyo. 

6. CI & E files, GHQ/SCAP Records, National Diet Library, Tokyo. 
7. "The heroines of Naniwa Elegy and Cion Sisters raise their voices against 

men, insisting that it is unreasonable that women are forced to sacrifice them
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my translation). 
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perament, moral code, or generation are finally united in recognition of their 
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Decentering History: 
Some Versions of Bombay Cinema 

VIJAY MISHRA 

THE STATISTICS are quite staggering: eight hundred films in a year, 
projected onto more than twelve thousand screens, viewed by an average 
of eleven million people every day and exported to about one hundred 
countries (Sydney Morning Herald, April 15, 1989, 85). In 1983 it was the 
sixth largest industry, grossing around six hundred million u.s. dollars 
annually. It has invaded the realms of popular music, both on discs and 
over radio, and its formulaic structure is used to produce televisual films, 
including soapies and mythologies. The recent serialization of the Rama
ya1:la (the vulgate version) and the Mahabharata on Doordarshan (the 
national television network) drew upon the successes of popular Indian 
cinema (Illustrated Weekly of India, November 8-14, 1987, 8-23). The 
industry has spawned countless fan magazines, and it is the dream of 
every Indian boy and girl to become a "filmi" star. A cricketing career is a 
very poor second compared to the luster of celluloid. The cultural domi
nation of the Indian commercial cinema defies description and analysis. 
Nowhere else in the world do we find entire middle-class communities 
united by a shared filmic experience. It is not unusual for groups of Indi
ans from the same linguistic area to discuss recent trends in commercial 
cinema or sing, collectively, late in the night, a memorable song from Lost 
Gaze (Baware Nain, 1950). Such an event has rarely happened in Indian 
culture and duplicates, perhaps, the success of the medieval sant param
para (saint tradition) or, more specifically, the enormous success of 
Tulsrdas's Ramcaritamanasa (1574-1575) in the Hindi-speaking north.! 

My aim in this paper is to discuss a fragment of this enormous cultural 
artifact. The fragment in question is limited by language since the paper 

III 
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will be concerned only with popular Hindi cinema. I have called this cin
ema Bombay cinema because I believe it can be defined as a more or less 
homogeneous cultural practice. Elsewhere I have examined its mythic 
antecedents, its relationship to songs, dialogue, and the star system, and, 
with specific reference to Mother India (1957), its transformation of spe
cific idioms associated with the idea of the collective mother in Indian cul
ture (see Mishra 1985; Mishra, Jeffery, and Shoesmith 1989; Mishra 
1989b). Though Bombay cinema is not the largest regional cinema in India 
(in the 1980s Tamil and Telegu films have consistently exceeded output in 
Hindi), it is certainly the most pervasive and the only one that can claim a 
trans-Indian audience. In this respect it has some affinities with high 
Sanskritic culture in that the latter too was effectively pan-Indian in its 
influence. In fact, no more than a fifth of all films produced in India 
(around 150 in a good year) are actually made in Hindi. Its influence is 
thus well in excess of its numbers. 2 And precisely because of this it 
requires serious academic study. 

One of the crucial questions raised by theoreticians of cinema is its rela
tionship to reality and history. The question is extremely complex and dif
ficult to answer within the limited scope of a journal article. Part of the 
reason for this is that the discussion would require a knowledge of how 
the source culture defines reality and history and how, as a relatively 
autonomous system, cinematic practice mediates these cultural premises. 
In this paper I argue that the essentially synchronous nature of the Bom
bay film reflects two crucial features about Indian readings of history. The 
first is that history is always framed by meta texts which explain historical 
narrative in terms of larger abstract principles, notably karma and 
dharma. The second is that the concept of character, the idea of the histor
ical character, lacks a stable, moral core. Character is an open-ended pro
cess in Indian culture and capable of absorbing within itself, within its 
own self, a bewildering, and often contradictory, set of emotions: the 
king, for instance, can be both the ascetic and the fool. What emerges 
from this is a culture of deferral and flux bonded to ahistorical principles 
drawn from metaphysics rather than lived experience. The open-ended 
transformations that we find in Bombay cinema are a consequence of this 
epistemology; its narrative structures respond more to a sensationist the
ory of audience response than to the demands of structural cohesiveness. 
The argument requires the skills of a Sanskritist, an ethnologist, a literary 
theorist, a philosopher, a semiotician, and a film historian. In trying to 
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usurp all these roles, I am publicizing my own inadequacy. At best I can 
only skim its surface. 

The Sanskrit word for history is itihasa. It is made up of the root as "be" 
declined into the third-person perfect form (asa) to which iti "thus" and 
the particle ha are prefixed. The literal meaning of itihasa is, therefore, 
"thus indeed it was." The common function of iti in Sanskrit to imply quo
tation marks around the item or items which precede it (for example, kab 
sthito 'treti, "who is here?") clearly suggests that there is something "quo
tational" about itihasa itself. Monier-Williams defines the word as talk, 
legend, tradition, history, traditional accounts of former events, heroic 
history such as the Brahmanas, the Satapatha, and, of course, the pan
Indian epics, the Ramaya1Ja and the Mahabharata (Monier-Williams 
1976, 165). Related words are katha (a feigned story, a talk, a species of 
poetic composition) kavya, a poem, an "authored" poetical composition 
with a coherent plot and, hence, intrinsically opposed to itihasa, and so 
on. Other words that one finds in the literary and exegetical works are 
puravrttam (in a previous existence), upakhyanam (an early text), pura
nopakhyanam (an ancient text), itihasaracana (the writing of history), 
itihasalekhaka (the historiographer), and other related compounds. While 
the nature of the artificial compound itihasa is rich with possibilities, 
Indian culture has made little use of the term, tending to conflate it with 
the general category of narrative per se. If the Mahabharata could be read 
in itihasika terms, it follows that any kind of narrative - anecdotal, fan
tastic, hagiographical, or mythic - could be contained within it. The 
appropriation of the term itihasa to denote a particular kind of discourse, 
or writing, about the past is thus a very colonial phenomenon. Precolonial 
Hindu India had little use of a specific historical consciousness since 
Hindu metatexts (the principle of maya, the world as sarrzsara, the indi
vidual defined through categories of nivrtti and pravrtti) had already 
reduced history to metaphysics. To reverse this process, to transform a 
metaphysic into a history requires a very different ordering of reality and 
definition of subjectivity. It also requires a move away from the Mahabha
rata's grand claim: "what is not here is nowhere else to be found" (yad na 
iha asti na tat kvacit, I, 56, 34).3 The issue becomes doubly urgent in the 
context of commercial Hindi cinema (Bombay cinema) since its precursor 
texts have no theory of history. 

This is only partly true, though. There is a passage in Tulsldas's Rama
caritamanasa (I, 34), an Avadhi rewriting of Valmlki's classic work, in 



114 VIJAY MISHRA 

which Tulsidas locates the moment of composition with a very precise ref
erence to the Hindu calendar: 

sadara sivahi nai aba matha baranaii bisada rama guna gatha saITlbata 
soraha sai ekatIsa karaii katha hari pada dhari sIsa naumI bhauma bara 
madhumasa avadhapUrIITl yaha carita prakasa jehi dina rama janama sruti 
gavahI trratha sakala taha cali avahl 

Bowing my head before Siva in devotion, I proceed to sing the glory of 
Rama. In this Samvat year of 1631 (1574), I compose with my head at Hari's 
feet, on a Tuesday, the ninth day of the sweet month of Cait, in the city of 
Avadh, on precisely the day when the texts say Rama was born and holy 
men came to pay their homage there. 

This is a very interesting instance of authorial intervention since the 
intervention fixes, in time, the moment of composition. The information 
itself is bland, a day, a month, a year, a place, but no more. The massive 
upheaval that had occurred in India with the Muslim invasions does not 
surface here or anywhere else in the text. And references to "real" history 
are completely missing from the text. If there is a hidden history, it has to 
be discovered through a kind of negative reading of the text. What this 
negative reading would uncover are extremely disturbing social tendencies 
in medieval India itself. In Tulsldas's totally uncritical adulation of the 
Brahminical worldview, no subjugated class is spared: women, the 
untouchables, the free thinkers, the political activists, are all condemned 
outright. The citation of the date (1631/1574) hence has a purely illusory 
function, announcing a history without proclaiming one; framing a text 
within a temporal order only to emphasize its atemporality, its "a-itihasic" 
itihasa. Clearly Tulsldas was not writing a history but a vernacular epic. 
But he could not compose the Valmlki Ramaya1Ja because the social con
ditions necessary for its composition were not there. Tulsldas had to write 
an epic within a nonepic degraded, colonized context. The rape of SUa 
was the rape of India. Hence the essential ambiguity of his suggestive his
torical intrusion - a kind of diary entry without the capacity to compose 
the epic. In his hands the epic gets stunted, its vision occluded, its power
ful narratives rechanneled into anecdotes around prescriptive rules of 
bhakti or devotion. The historical possibilities of the epic moment get lost 
in an excess of devotional and didactic discourses. There is no center to 
the Ramcaritamanasa of Tulsldas; it dissolves itself into a monotonous 
play on the same. But its effects were enormous and far-reaching. Not 
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until the Bombay film do we find a text that singlehandedly revolutionized 
religious thinking and gave millions of Hindi speakers the closest thing 
to the Christian Bible. The Ramcaritamanasa, in its own way, was 
a founding discourse that generated endless lyrical variations on its 
theme and conditioned Indians to define themselves in terms of characters 
in the text. A highly successful Bombay film such as Ram Lakhan (Rama 
and Lak~mana, I988) simply confirms the massive impact of the Tulsrdas 
text. 

But there is something more crucial, more deep-seated in Tulsrdas than 
meets the eye. He continues a tradition that insinuates an emptiness at the 
very heart of Indian culture. The link between that tendency and Bombay 
cinema is an important one since it demonstrates how the tradition is in
capable of transmitting itself as a single, unproblematic system. What is 
worrying is that at the heart of Indian civilization there is a curious ten
dency to continually displace meaning. This tendency has produced a 
decentered conception of history. 

THE BLACK HOLE THEORY OF INDIAN CULTURE 

Louis Dumont used two crucial indigenous catchwords, nivrtti and 
pravrtti, renunciation and living in the world, to designate two ideological 
positions within Hindu culture (Dumont I960, 33-62). The descriptive 
paradigm constructed by Dumont has come to stay, and over the past 
thirty years many important works have been published (by Dumont him
self, by Bailey, and others) using this paradigm. While there can be little 
doubt about its hermeneutical value (Bailey I989, 97-IOI), this essentialist 
paradigm was probably a distortion of the real nature of the lives led by 
the people at large. Though there are texts that certainly reflect the para
digm, there is nothing to say that these texts may not be read differently, 
in a negative sort of way, against the grain, so to speak, to throw up a con
tradictory and ambiguous tendency in the culture that required precisely 
the projection of this paradigm. Here the recent work of David Dean 
Shulman is significant, at least for my thinking (Shulman I98S). 

The absence of history in Indian culture reflects a serious problem sur
rounding the concept of limit in Indian thought. In Shulman's study of 
South and North Indian kingship, we discover the figure of a king who is 
almost totally devoid of any significant characterological unity. Here is 
one of many passages from Shulman's study that shows the fragmented 
nature of the kingly subject: 
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The king presents us not with one face but with a series of fleeting images 
projected from a mirror. It is all one can do to arrest these apparitions for a 
moment's scrutiny - for there is an underlying urge to self-transformation 
and self-transcendence; nothing remains the same for long. (Shulman 

1985,39) 

The king's figure is fractured because he is a pure fiction, a construct aris
ing out of a superimposition upon the kingly image of that of the Brahmin 
priest. The center ordered around the king is thus deeply ambiguous since 
he is fundamentally contradictory: a heroic individual bonded to action 
but simultaneously carrying a Brahminical splinter in his side. In one 
respect there is nothing wrong with the concept of a composite figure 
except that, in this instance, the composite figure does not project an 
essence, a definable limit, or a moral core. Instead the figure is marked by 
deferral and displacement. The royal role is thus profoundly problematic: 
"kingship is less a fact than a concern, a congealed longing always in dan
ger of dissolving into "despair" (Shulman 1985, IS). The point I would 
wish to extrapolate from Shulman's analysis at this juncture is that the 
decentered conceptualization of the king and his curiously deflective role 
make their way into the symbolic and conceptual realms of art, literature, 
philosophy, and cinema. 4 To keep such a flux under control one would 
have to construct stable oppositions that arise straight out of the ahistori
cal, metatextual traditions of Indian philosophy. In reality, of course, the 
stable oppositions do not exist because the concept of kingship is without 
a center. This, it seems to me, is Shulman's crucial argument. It leads to a 
transformative and open-ended representation of the heroic character: 
from king to renouncer; from king to clown. Thus both Dasaratha and 
Rama renounce while Krishna oscillates between the lawgiver and the 
divine clown. In this state of self-transformation and, more important, 
comic self-annihilation, the king gestures toward the ideal of the Brahmin, 
renunciation, or of the Brahmin vidusaka, the dramatic (and courtly) fool. 
The state of deferral and flux hence restricts the workings of the Dumon
tian paradigm of action and renunciation. In the figure of the Indian king 
we get a far more complex, fractured figure, a signifier which cannot, 
need not, be reduced to a single unproblematic signified. And the signi
fieds become much more complex. Subject to ceaseless movement, the 
king changes places not only with clowns but with transvestites, demi
gods, and devotees. Thus Bhima and Arjuna have important roles as 
transvestites in the Mahabharata. What the literary instantiation demon
strates, more significantly, is the fact that behind the kingly represent a-
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tions stands an unsettling, playful Indian consciousness, not willing to 
countenance reality or truth. The figure of a king as buffoon or fool, in 
other great civilizations, is ultimately pathetic. In Indian civilization, this 
principle of figuration seems to generate a whole set of relations, a whole 
series of mutations and transformations in terms of which the underlying 
dynamism (or perhaps even deep structure) of Indian society might be 
explained. But in the process those ideals essential to a tragic conception 
of a king (and to the growth of a historical consciousness) - integrity, 
responsibility, unity of design, and, above all, the king as an absolute sig
nified, an ontological reference point for the construction of meaning -
are indeed lost. The priest of Nemi, as renouncer, bypasses, destabilizes, 
disorients precisely the conditions under which man enters history. For 
Indians, Shulman's conclusions are a sobering reminder of our radical 
otherness and an opportune moment to gather stock and examine differ
ence rather than universalism or syncretism. In the absence of a center -
at both the level of authority and of meaning - power seems to remain in 
the realm of the symbolic rather than in the realm of reality. Kings are 
deferred to through a complex system of tutelage, but each member of this 
complex chain is never able to grasp either the nature of the transmission 
of power or the centrality of the king himself. Dispersal rather than order 
and unity is the intrinsic characteristic of this culture and its artistic forms. 

Not surprisingly, the literary evidence demonstrates a delight in mixed 
forms, a somewhat fluid conception of genre-mixing where the generic 
intensity of a given text is always overtaken by a desire to avoid violent 
resolution. The Indian thus defers resolution; he mixes the comic with 
tragedy, melodrama with romance. Cinema, the dominant art form of 
India, is clearly trapped in the kinds of displacement symptomatic of the 
Indian king. Only rarely, probably only once, has the Indian imagination 
come face-to-face with the consequences of the tragic temper. The figure is 
that of Kan).a, Kunti's "illegitimate" firstborn of the sun-god. What distin
guishes KarQ.a from the Pandava brothers and from Krishna (androgynous 
clowns and trickster deity) is his defiant sense of loyalty in the face of inev
itable death. In the episode of KarQ.a, Indian literature achieves a grand 
tragic vision, as it explores the consequences of a tragic flaw in character. 
But this flaw (blind loyalty to Duryodhana) follows naturally from 
KarQ.a's uncluttered vision: his world is relatively static, almost closed, 
locked into meaning. It is this vision that, finally, the king must renounce, 
or at least the culture should make the realization of this vision an impos
sibility. Thus in the unattainable realms of idealized heroism, the king is 
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still Karr).a; in reality, however, the king lacks pathos, is a figure of trans
formation and ambiguity. This is finally a "black hole" theory of Indian 
kingship, since it is a kingship without a center. Shulman summarizes the 
vision that pervades South Indian kingship and state as follows: 

not a stable harmony, not static closure, not the meaningfulness of universal 
ideals, not consistency and continuity with a personal and communal yearn
ing and the orderliness of a world of separation - though all of this is 
present within the South Indian semantic universe - but the divine clown's 
savage mercies, his disastrous playing with the world. (Shulman 1985, 399) 

What we have in Shulman's remarkable reading of medieval Indian king
ship is a deeply decentered society, which, I claim, by extension, has pro
duced deeply decentered cultural forms. The consequence of this is that 
Indian genres lack the organic consistency and inner structural harmony 
(which is different from the harmony of a mood or rasa) normally asso
ciated with Western generic types. This is not a statement of value, simply 
one of difference. Since the tragedy of Kama cannot be repeated except 
after a radical reorganization of society, as D. D. Kosambi once noted, 
Indian cultural texts can only glorify that unattainable tragic form with
out capturing it in its epic grandeur (Kosambi and Gokhale 1957). 

Two related principles arise out of Shulman's reading of Indian king
ship structures. The first is the ease with which an urge toward self-trans
formation makes the character (the king, the hero, the Brahmin) adopt 
characteristics that are certainly at odds with any unified psychological 
definition of character. And second, what G. M. Bailey has called "[this] 
fundamental de-centering principle or 'process,' " a fixed referent is finally 
missing from literature. The signifier therefore begins to represent some
thing that is either unrepresentable (sublime) or can only be grasped 
through a fully developed metaphysics of deferral and flux. And I think 
this is crucial also to the notion of history and the system of filmic repre
sentation around it. There is in Indian culture a deep semantic that is curi
ously marked by absence rather than presence. At the heart of Indian cul
ture, and Indian representations of historical processes, is a "black hole," 
an all-pervasive emptiness, a mirror image of nothing less than the extinc
tion of Self and Other endorsed by Brahminism and its variants, including 
Buddhism. 

If the referent is missing because emptiness displaces itself, silence 
begets silence; if the signifier can only gesture toward aspects other than 
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itself, beyond the narrative itself, then Hindu culture must construct 
meaning not through the logic of the narrative but through over arching 
symbolic equations that function as structural invariants. The center of 
the text - because the center is void - must be found elsewhere, in ritual 
(which is a carrier of meaning in its own right) or in those trans-individual 
and essentially ontological frames of reference - limit-situations - identi
fied as karma and dharma. 

It is for this reason that the world, for a king, cannot lock itself into 
meaning: the king cannot offer, in the absence of a characterological unity, 
any basis or ground for that unity. If the king gestures toward the condition 
of the ascetic at one stage or the amnesiac at another so as to deny responsi
bility, or the courtly fool, he is not just vacillating but expressing sets of 
linkages essential to keep the culture intact and construct meaning (a 
semantic universe) based upon a complex series of symbolic gestures linking 
the king to the periphery. The force of the super-paradigms (karma, 
dharma, mok$a, etc.) enforces a particular world view that channels narra
tive toward specific ends. When cinema transformed reality into its own 
narrative design - one based upon space-time contiguity in the image as 
well as a tradition of performance and aesthetic response going back to 
Bharata Muni's prescriptive Natyasastra - it too was restricted by the logic 
of Indian cultural norms. And it is not simply a case of associating historic
ity with realist texts alone. If the filmic text emphasizes its otherness, its dif
ference from the real, it does not follow that art has nothing to do with real
ity. I believe that the relationship here is productive rather than mimetic in 
the sense that the questions one must ask are what kinds of underlying pro
cesses, behavior, psychology, and so on would produce a text like Achut 
Kanya, and what critical apparatuses or hermeneutic devices has that cul
ture constructed to read its cultural artifacts. 

COMPETING TRADITIONS 

Some years ago Bikram Singh pointed out, rightly I think, that the Bom
bay film made a decision about how it, as a genre, will relate to history or 
to the real, material processes that exist beyond the frames of its closed 
world (Singh 1983, 28-32). The products of Bombay Talkies, Ranjit 
Movietone, and Imperial Film Company adopted a particular cinematic 
practice and narrative form which established the broad generic frame
work of Bombay cinema. Bikram Singh continues, 
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Everything out there in the real world - be it a house, a piece of furniture, a 
stretch of street, a court-room or a prison, must be reshaped, sandpapered, 
painted and varnished before it becomes a part of a film. (Singh 1983, 30) 

This is an odd transformation, especially in the context of the clear pas
sion for realism that the middle classes in India had inherited from the col
onizer - George Eliot, Dickens, Austen, and Hardy rather than the 
Gothic. What has clearly happened is that realism is now stripped of its 
detail and verisimilitude, rechanneled into cinema, and sanitized. And 
what is more significant is that the undercurrents of realism - romanti
cism and Gothic sentimentalism - triumph over the tradition of realism. 
There is an odd ambiguity here since what the middle classes finally 
appropriated from the aesthetic discourses of the colonizer were effec
tively marginal discourses which could not possibly be included in the col
onizer's own great tradition (vide F. L. Leavis and the Scrutiny School). 
The uncanny logic of this is that middle-class India resorted to an aberrant 
tradition, a counter-discourse, because that discourse reflected its own 
deeper indigenous traditions. And more significant, like the earlier San
skrit poet, the middle-class filmmaker, too, made his films for the patri
cian. Henry McKenzie's Man of Feeling and Goethe's Werther rather than 
George Eliot's Middlemarch were grafted upon Indian aesthetic theories. 
At the same time, the psychological domain of Werther and the Gothic 
generally, which would have led to an Indian Alfred Hitchcock, is glossed 
over in favor of pure fantasy and the picaresque. In the case of the latter, 
the chronotope of the road and the emphasis on food become quite domi
nant. In Raj Kapoor's Shree 420 (1955) and Awaara (1951) the road and 
food are important signifiers. 111 Awaara the imprisonment of the young 
Raj and his release are marked by the exchange of bread/ roti. "If only I 
had this ro,; before I came into this prison," says the adult Raj to the 
prison officer, "I wouldn't have been here in the first instance." 

The conscious adoption of this tradition led to a corresponding devalu
ation of the realist in favor of the pastoral-sentimental. Not surprisingly, 
we find in India a major bifurcation between artistic and commercial cin
ema, an irreconcilable difference, an unbridgeable divide like a Kiplinges
que schism between East and West. This bifurcation reflects precisely the 
nature of the form itself, which disallows radically subversive works of 
art. Having denied Indian cinema its realism, Bombay cinema cannot pro
vide it with its postmodernism since the original denial, in its peculiar 
selection of a counter-discursive colonial aesthetic form, was in itself post-
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Figure I. Raj Kapoor and Nargis in Awaara (I95I). 

modern. Bombay cinema is thus quite unlike any other cinema in the 
world. Only in the hands of someone like Guru Dutt do we find a cinema 
reaching outward from within its own limited form - one possessing an 
inner text (when stripped of lyrical romanticism) - which demonstrates 
what the tradition might have been. This is not to say that the form can
not accommodate deconstructive moments. One recalls a film such as 
Destiny (Naseeb, 1982) in which Amitabh Bachchan discourses on the plot 
of Bombay cinema directly with the audience while at the same time par
ticipating, as an actor, precisely in that plot. Or in the parallel genre of 
Indian middle cinema (which is outside the scope of this essay) a work 
such as Bewitched (Chasme Buddoor, 1981) consciously parodies the 
genre of Bombay cinema. 

One would think that commercial cinema would be life-redeeming 
rather than alienating. Yet it is quite as alienating as Sanskrit drama 
because it cannot go beyond its own imaginary sets of relations. In short, 
it is locked into an ideology rather than a history. Since ideology has no 
history, it can be no more than "a pure dream, empty and vain" alienated 
from the "concrete history of concrete material individuals materially pro
ducing their existence" (Althusser 1984, 34). To use a Lacanian set here, 
Bombay cinema constructs texts that belong, in the main, to the Imagi-
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nary and not the Symbolic. In the Imaginary, fictive identities are estab
lished without any sense of the historical or social real; in the Symbolic the 
relationship is always based on an acceptance of the Self and Other, on 
real, historical differences (Lacan 1977, xi-x, 61-66, 150-154). 

Only rarely does one come across a critic like D. D. Kosambi who is 
able to see the relationship between art and ideology in India and recog
nizes the ossification that follows an unproblematic repetition of the form. 
As we have said at some length in our reading of Indian culture, the ques
tion posed here is really one of the relationship between metaphysics and 
history. Since metaphysics was always available to the Indian as a text, 
not as theory, it replaced history itself. Maya becomes allegorized, and the 
self, as puru$a, is shown as the individual trapped in this feminine form. 
There is then a constant aestheticizing of religion and metaphysics, fic
tionalizing that transforms principles into meta texts. Reformulated as a 
question, this is an issue to which Kumar Shahani, arguably India's finest 
film theorist, returns over and over again: "Can metaphysics be converted 
into action? And can action have meaning beyond itself?" (Shahani 
1985,201). 

ESTABLISHING THE GENRE: "ACHUT KANYA" AND "KISMET" 

In an interview recorded some ten years ago, Shyam Benegal felt that tra
ditional Indian cinema was basically alienating because it could not deal 
with reality. "Because the form has made it so," he elaborated (Benegal 
1983, 161). What is the form of Bombay cinema and how has it made itself 
alienating? Strong critics of this form - Shyam Benegal, Kumar Shahani, 
and Mani Kaul among them - find it emasculating. To think through this 
form is to dismantle it, to begin an antiform which ceases to be Bombay 
cinema. But dismantling it requires a consciousness, an awareness, of this 
form since it is so ubiquitous that any reading of an antiform, such as 
Mani Kaul's Duvidha (1979) or a parody such as Bewitched would necessi
tate a firm grasp of the original. Behind the deconstructive text stands a 
massive canon which took firm shape in Himansu Rai's Achut Kanya 
(1936). It is to this text that I must now turn my attention. 

After a string of basically orientalist films (The Light of Asia, Shiraz, A 
Throw of Dice, Karma), Himansu Rai, with Devika Rani, established 
Bombay Talkies, keeping Franz Osten of the Emelka Film Company in 
Munich as its director. "It was Rai's Bombay Talkie output in the 1930'S," 
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Figure 2 . Ashok Kumar as the Brahmin boy Pratap and Devika Rani as the Untouchable 
girl Kasturi in Himansu Rai's Achut Kanya (1936). 

wrote Ashish Rajadhyaksha, "which defined, stylistically, the Hindi film 
industry, creating the Hollywood-style star system and the song-dance 
entertainer" (Rajadhyaksha 1986, 50-51). It is paradoxical that Rai's 
Achut Kanya is the paradigmatic text in this respect since the theme of the 
film was clearly not conducive to the establishment of the Bombay for
mula film. There are two specific kinds of history we must keep in mind 
here. The first is the weight of the metaphysical tradition as it constantly 
deferred history and transformed the concept of character into narrative 
functions. The second is the historical context outside the aesthetic frame 
- the world of the Indian National Congress and its struggle for indepen
dence - which had thrown up a peculiar rendition of social struggle and 
heroic struggle. On both personal and ideological levels Gandhi had effec
tively glamorized the figure of the ascetic, the renouncer, and replaced the 
possibility of social action with rhetoric and symbolic gesture. Nowhere is 
the latter more obvious than in the reconstitution of the Untouchables as 
Harijans. The fact is that this gesture made no difference to the real rela-
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tions between castes in India but allowed the cinema of the Imaginary to 
incorporate the Harijan into its own fold. Linguistically, though not mate
rially, transformed, the Harijan becomes a legitimate object of representa
tion in Bombay cinema. The artificiality of this construction, which is 
really, on the part of Gandhi, a failure to define Indianness, is in some 
ways symptomatic of commercial cinema itself. It is said the only film that 
the Mahatma ever saw was Vijay Bhatt's Ram Rajya (1943). The concept 
of ramrajya is itself a yearning for an older moment of homogeneity and 
unity, a Hindu world-order where metaphysics triumphs over history. The 
compensatory notion of cinema seems to be present here right from the 
start. A social impossibility is romantically transformed so that the text 
might be thematically reduced. It is not uncommon to find readings of 
Achut Kanya as "a typical and tragic story of a Harijan girl's unrequited 
love for a Brahmin youth." 

The social message - prohibited love between the twice-born caste and 
the casteless - is, however, presented through massive distortions. The 
opening shots tell us that the social order has triumphed since the woman 
in question, the achut kanya, is already dead. It is interesting to examine 
how the film actually begins since this form of filmic narration was to 
become so important subsequently. One recalls The Flying Plane (Uran 
Khatola, 1955) Beyond the River (Nadia Ke Paar, 1948), Madhumati 
(1958), and, more recently, Shakti (1982), in all of which the narratives are 
given retrospectively either by the central character himself in his old age 
(or in another reincarnation) or by a detached narrator. A couple come to 
a crossing just before the gatekeeper closes the gate. It is midnight and the 
next train is not due until 12:50. But at this bewitching hour, the gate
keeper closes the gate for the entire hour. The enigma thus established 
would require unfolding and explanation. Next to the gate there is a 
shrine where a woman's face is carved in relief with a line in Hindi at the 
bottom: "who gave her life away to save others," a variation on Christ's 
dictum "greater love hath no man than this that a man lays his life down 
for the sake of others." As the camera pans to capture shots of the moon, 
the shrine, the clouds, and the trees, the woman, who had noticed her 
husband's pistol on the car seat, walks toward the shrine but is roundly 
rebuked: "Why are you here? Do you think your [lover] Narendra is 
here?" At this juncture we hear a powerful background song: "Where Hari 
Dwells, There Is Salvation." The song is followed by the emergence of a 
fakir / sadhu in white who explains that this shrine is in memory of a 
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remarkable woman. He also tells them that listening to her story releases 
one from self-doubt and gives peace of mind. The language here is straight 
out of medieval Indian devotionalism. The act of listening (or chanting) is 
in itself redemptive. The story is then recounted by the fakir / sadhu to the 
couple. Clearly the tale has been recounted often enough as the narrator 
tells the story and the couple reenact the role of infra readers of a text 
within a text. 

The narrative frame - like the frames of the Gothic tradition - dimin
ishes authorial responsibility by significantly distancing the viewer / reader 
from the text. At the end of the event our world, the world here and now, 
is remarkably undisturbed. The title of the film - Achut Kanya, the 
"untouchable girl" - is made into a literary event, a tale, an itihasa, in the 
traditional Sanskrit sense. What has happened to the radical principle of 
granting full subjectivity to the achut kanya? At least in the real world, 
there is no untouchable subject who can claim total freedom. He or she is 
defined in terms of the power and gaze of the established castes, and in 
that definition there is the possibility of a radical struggle. In Himansu 
Rai's film, the incorporation of the untouchable through the star figure of 
Devika Rani cancels out self-identity completely. For Hegel, the master, in 
withholding freedom to the slave, nevertheless established for the slave a 
vicious circle formed by the dialectic of need (that is, definition by the 
master) and emulation (the desire to displace him).5 In Achut Kanya the 
viewer, as master, actually identifies with the star or, if a male, indulges in 
a voyeuristic fantasy. In reducing oppositions and struggle to the level of a 
sanitized narrative, Himansu Rai established a cinematic dominant in 
Indian cinema. Even though "millions all over the country shed tears of 
sympathy for the beautiful Harijan girl who gave her life at the altar of 
religious bigotry and human intrigue" (Garga 1984, 97), it is difficult to 
see how historically real the representations in fact were. Instead, 
Achut Kanya is concerned with the projection of an unproblematic 
liberal humanist worldview in which the meta texts of dharma finally 
triumph. 

The only way in which the text might have been historicized is through 
the representation of an intense moral dilemma situated at the level of 
character, either with Pratap (Ashok Kumar) or Mohan, his Brahmin 
father (P. F. Pithawala). Instead the action is transformed into a romance 
that seems to exist almost independently of other social relations. Thus 
the question of Pratap actually marrying Kasturi (Devika Rani) is never 
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discussed by Mohan even though he makes strong political statements 
about human equality. What triumphs, finally, is not history but romance, 
not action but karma. The key to this is the manipulation of the song text 
and the strategic positioning of the two related rasas of sf1:lgara (erotic 
love) and karuna (pity). Bombay cinema until recently could not be suc
cessful without these elements. Let us examine the song text and its role in 
constructing meaning in Achut Kanya. 

The first song we note is the background song that establishes the over
all tone of the film and appears, with minor changes, at crucial times. The 
background song might be a disembodied voice, but quite often it is sung 
by an itinerant singer or singers. As Pratap is about to marry Meera, a 
woman from his own Brahmin caste, Kasturi sees a peasant woman sing
ing the dolorous song: "Kis Gaye Ho Khevanhar, Naia pubati" ("Which 
Way Have You Gone, My Boatman, My Boat Is Sinking"). The song 
transfers inner emotional tension onto the level of the song text. Feeling is 
articulated, metonymic ally, through the song, and the song itself, in its 
invocation of a godly principle, effectively transforms history into karma. 
This kind of singing reappears as pure background song in Two Eyes and 
Twelve Hands (Do Ankhen Barah Hath, 1957) ("Hai Malik Tere Bande 
Ham," "0 Lord We Are Your Servants"), as collective singing in Mother 
India (1957) ("Dukha Bhare Din Bite Re Bhaia," "The Days of Woe Are 
Gone"), and as songs sung by minstrels in Devdas (1955) ("An Milo, An 
Milo, jag Me AkelI Radha KhoI KhoI Phire," "Come Together as in the 
World Radha Roams Lonely and Lost"). 

However, there is often one song in Bombay cinema of the earlier 
period (say the period before Raj Kapoor's Bobby, 1973) that tends to dis
place the text and becomes a metonymic stand-in for it. Recall "Avara 
Hu" ("I'm a Vagabond," Awaara) , "Mera Juta Hai japanI" ("My Shoes are 
japanese," Shree 420) "lute Huve Khabo Ne" ("These Broken Dreams," 
Madhumati), "Hum Tum Ek Piiijare Me Band Hai" ("Two of Us Locked 
in a Cage," Bobby), "Cahe Koi Mujhe JungalI Kahe" ("What If the World 
Calls Me a Barbarian," Junglee), and many more. In Achut Kanya the 
central song in this respect is not the thematic background song ("Hari 
Base Sakala Samsara") but Ashok Kumar (Pratap) and Devika Rani's 
(Kasturi's) romantic song on the bough of a tree: 

mai van ki ci.r;hiya ban ke van van bolo re 
mai van ka pak~i ban ke sang sang dolo re 
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Figure 3. Sahu Modak as Moti and Shanta Hublikar as Kesar in V. Shantaram's Aadmi 

(I939) · 

The play here is on the word van, which as verb means "to become" and as 
a noun a "forest." So both lovers wish to become (ban) birds (cirhiya, fem
inine, pak~i, masculine) and sing (bolit) or roam (dolit) in the forest (van). 
The significance of this song as a substitute for the entire text might be 
gauged from a reference to V. Shantaram's Man (Aadmi, 1939), arguably 
modeled on Mervyn LeRoy and Robert Sherwood's Waterloo Bridge 
(1931; 1941). In this antiromance (Life's for Living is the English subtitle of 
Aadmi) the supposedly romantic couple (Moti, a policeman, and Kesar, a 
prostitute) chance upon a love scene that is being shot. The hero is heard 
reciting the cliche-ridden lines, 

pyarr is duniya me to aur mai 
woh koyal hhr hamare premo . . . 

Beloved in this world there are only you and me 
Even the cuckoo speaks of our love .. . . 

The Anglo-Indian heroine is having considerable difficulty in getting her 
lines right as she continues to speak with a decidedly chee-chee English 
accent. The filmic discourse on love, which is endlessly iterated, is now 
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repeated by Moti (Sahu Modak) and Kesar (Shanta Hublikar), who break 
out into a song that consciously plays on the scene being clumsily enacted 
before them and connects, parodistically, with K. L. Saigal's massive hit, 
"Prem Nagar Me Banauga Ghar Mai" ("In the City of Love I Will Build 
My Mansion"). Impressed by the performance of the newcomers, the 
director offers Kesar the heroine's role, but she walks off, laughing, with 
Moti. Piqued, the original Anglo-Indian heroine also walks off the set, 
furiously dismantling the sari that she had draped around her skirt. 

The immediate intertext of this scene is clearly the "Van Ki Ci{hiya" ("I 
am a Bird of the Forest") song-sequence from Himansu Rai's Achut 
Kanya. While the target of Shantaram's satire was the way in which Achut 
Kanya's social realism is destroyed by the triumph of romance, Shantaram 
himself ends up producing a classic Bombay film. Looked at another way, 
this momentary act of reflection on the genre and its deconstruction dem
onstrates the centrality of the song syntagm and the song situation. It is as 
if Shantaram recognizes the song as constitutive of the syntax of the entire 
film. Toward the end of Achut Kanya, when Pratap and Kasturi are 
returning from the village fair they recall this song. Since Kasturi dies soon 
afterward as she tries to stop a speeding train, the recollection of the song 
gives the film a kind of poetic unity through the invocation of sn1giira 
rasa. What is the nature of Kasturi's sacrifice after all? And why is it neces
sary to call her an achut kanya in the first instance? At the level of simple 
narrative, Kasturi must stop the oncoming train because her jealous hus
band (Mannu) has knocked Pratap down at the level-crossing and both 
are engaged in a mortal tussle. Her sacrificial death saves both her hus
band and her lover, and the colonial government posthumously rewards 
her with a special shrine built in her name. Her life thus becomes similar 
to that of any other saint singer of India - Kablr, Surdas, Nanak, Nand
das, and so on. Hagiography effectively displaces history as she becomes a 
role model. The narrator finally tells us that anybody could be a 
Mahatma. Hindu meta texts once again triumph over history. 

The representation of the untouchable becomes thoroughly systemic 
and endlessly iterative. The film returns to the beginning; the agitated hus
band who had planned to kill his wife for infidelity emerges reformed, and 
the audience is left with the redemptive strains of "Hari Base Sakala Sarp.
sara." The untouchable is finally incidental to the triumph of the form, 
which subsequently becomes a highly successful formula. Other classes or 
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professional types - the murderer, the prostitute, the mother-in-law, the 
evil landlord - enter the formulaic world of Achut Kanya, displacing its 
main characters but leaving the form itself intact. The form is not like the 
Mahabharata, which is encyclopedic and essentially epic in its design. The 
form here is a fragment of the epic, transformed into melodrama, but 
incapable of self-transcendence. Its political statements become banal, but 
its effects are not insignificant. Indeed it begins to displace the functions of 
the old epic and effectively silences it. The Bombay cinema cuts off an 
entire, vibrant tradition; it makes it discontinuous and intervenes into its 
fissures, gradually supplanting it completely. There is some truth in 
Kumar Shah ani's comment that the Bombay cinema is artistically exploi
tive or manipulative. "One feeds the masses with opium and then com
plains that art is inaccessible to them," he writes (Shahani 1986, 76). The 
fault (if there is a fault), however, is not so much with the specific exploi
tive system as with the larger general ideology. An ahistorical aesthetic, an 
otiose and exhausted epic tradition, and a national movement obsessed 
with symbolic representations (the spinning wheel, the salt march, etc.) 
could not possibly produce real, living history in an alien, though chal
lenging, form. Achut Kanya is devoid of inner history because the outer 
world and the larger tradition itself had forfeited historical insight. Bereft 
of an epistemology based on the centrality of man, Indian society, even in 
the age of mechanical reproduction and alienation, found no ennobling 
humanism or moral principle that it could turn to. This is the way in 
which Bombay cinema largely misappropriated Himansu Rai's under
stated form in which, as Bikram Singh has observed, Rai "draws some 
hauntingly low-key performances from the principal players" (Singh 1968, 
43). The next canonical text was Luck (Kismet, 1943), which, in 1970 at 
any rate, held the "record as the longest running hit of Indian cinema" 
(Star and Style, February 6,1970,19). 

When Luck was shown on London's channel 4 during its highly 
acclaimed season of Indian cinema in 1983, it was introduced very briefly 
as "a classic version of the return of the prodigal son." In broad outline the 
narrative is certainly about the final return of Shekhar to his father's 
household, which he had dramatically left as a young child over the issue 
of who his real mother was. The young Madan becomes Shekhar the pro
fessional pickpocket, who is in the habit of frequenting prison. The film's 
opening shot is that of a prison in which Shekhar is addressed by the 
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prison warder as No. I6. This is his third stint in prison, and he is told to 
mend his ways. Shekhar asks for his locket and walks out, unshaven, 
dressed more or less in a Pathan tunic. The narrative then takes the form 
of a series of events surrounding the stealing of a valuable necklace whose 
trajectory through a number of people is really the narrative of the text. 
The necklace moves from Rani, the crippled heroine of the film, to 
Shekhar's stepmother (Mrs. Inderjit), back to Rani (through Shekhar), to 
Mrs. Inderjit, and finally to Rani again. Another symbol of self-identity is 
Shekhar's locket, which holds the key to his own identity. But whereas in 
realist texts such as Oliver Twist the search for the hero's real origins is 
central to its own design, in Luck the final reentry of the prodigal son into 
the world of his family is incidental to the chain of signifying events 
generated by the necklace/locket. 

The design, however, is no chance, no masala phenomenon. It is an 
extension of the possibilities of the form as it achieved its stylistic defini
tion in Achut Kanya. In the hands of Gyan Mukherjee, the screenplay 
writer and director, and Anil Biswas, the music director, the rough edges 
of the Achut Kanya archetype are smoothed over, the songs refined, and 
the star system firmly entrenched. But Luck wishes to be more than just a 
string of karmic events. This is I943 and there is immense agitation in 
India. The Cripps Mission has failed to resolve deep-seated divisions 
between the Muslim League and the National Congress. There are riots in 
Poona and a famine in Bengal the likes of which India had not seen for 
sixty years. The Mahatma, in his eccentric way, has adopted fasting as a 
political tool; Jinnah is resolute in his demand for Pakistan. The British 
are at war; the Japanese bombard Vizagapatam in April I942. The Quit 
India campaign is matched only by a communal deadlock. Bombay cin
ema is aware of this history, but transforms it into a fantasy. Politics play 
second fiddle to a romance between a stage actress and a thief. Muslim 
Mumtaz becomes Mumtaz Shanti opposite Bombay cinema's new star, 
Ashok Kumar. A completely contemporaneous art form (all events, his
torical and mythological, are transformed into the discourse of the con
temporary) characteristically opts for the universalism of romance and the 
rasa of snzgara (love). But can history be totally occluded even if the form 
would not allow it? There is inevitably some slippage. The first instance is 
simply the cry of the newspaper boy who screams "Hitler's air attack, a 
necklace stolen, buy Zamana." The second form of slippage is through the 
parallel narrative of the song. The song, as we have shown elsewhere, 
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establishes its own syntax (Mishra, Jeffery, and Shoe smith 1989, 57-59). In 
one respect the political syntax of Luck is to be found in a song that is 
sung twice in the film. 

The hero Shekhar takes Rani's father (from whom he'd stolen a valu
able gold watch) to the theater to see Rani perform. As the curtain parts, 
we see groups of people in military uniform playing chorus to Rani's song. 
In the background is a large map of undivided British India in front of 
which, toward the end, Rani stands in the guise of the Hindu goddess 
Durga. To the accompaniment of a military musical score, we hear the 
opening lines of a patriotic song: 

aj himalaya kr cotI se fir ham ne lalkara hai 
dar hato dar hato ye duniyawalo hindustan hamara hai 

From the heights of the Himalayas we've thrown down the gauntlet 
today. 

"Move away, move away, you people of the world, for Hindustan is 
ours." 

On crutches, Rani then sings the verses that lead up to the chorus (a char
acteristic device of the Bombay "filmi" song), and the audience partici
pates in the song. The slogan is dear - Quit India - and is directed dearly 
at the British. But it is done on stage, as a performance, as a framed, 
unreal moment within the cinema of pure illusion. Though the verses are 
repeated with the chorus wearing regional costumes to underlie unity in 
diversity, the narrative proper has nothing to do with politics. Nor do we 
see the stage actress, Rani, ever referring to her politics in her discussions 
with Shekhar. Instead both sing the melodious ditty, "Dhlre Dhlre ARe, 
Badal Dhlre A Re" ("Clouds Gather Gently, Gently They Gather"), which 
became, along with the patriotic song, indistinguishable from the film 
itself. At a more personal level, action implicit in the patriotic song - man 
as the creator of his destiny and hence history - is replaced by repose and 
inaction. Unable to find next month's rent, Rani breaks into a pathetic 
devotional hymn to Krishna: 

ab tere siva kaun mera krishna kanaihya 
bhagvan kin are se laga de merr naia 

There is no one beside me other than you, 0 Krishna. 
Lord, steer my craft safely to the shore. 
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The patriotic, the romantic, the devotional coexist side by side in Luck 
without any attempt at channeling their effects toward specific ends. Form 
triumphs over ideology or, better, the form being emptied of ideology, 
reduces all action to inaction. History exists only as musical. Release and 
freedom are only symbolic. Free Shekhar releases a dove in the air; a 
benign police inspector signals the new dharma. The pickpocket becomes 
the new heroic figure, anticipating Raj in Awaara (1951), who is then 
transformed beyond recognition, in late capitalist India, into hero as 
accomplice of a smuggler (Shakti, 1982). 

This is precisely our third degree of shippage which leads to a different 
order of historical contextualizing best summed up by the popular fanzine 
Star and Style (February 6,1970,19) as follows: 

[Luck] owes its amazing, unexpected success to the time in which it was 
made. The War period had produced a climate for quick riches and success in 
certain trades. For the go-getters, the people on the move, luck (kismet) was 
the password. The dream of rags-to-riches was frequently becoming a reality 
for those who could venture and dare. And "kismet" was the handy word to 
explain away such quick success. No wonder that the film using this title as 
well as this spirit in its contents became such a resounding success. 

The imaginary desire to become part of a thriving bourgeois world, in 
reality, eluded the vast majority of Indians. But the dream-machine of 
Bombay cinema used this rare possibility as a kind of heroic struggle and 
effort - the shoe-shine boy becomes a millionaire, the mechanic does the 
same (Avtaar, 1983), and so on without any touch of irony whatsoever. 

A particular mode of filmic representation (as a specific Bombay cin
ema type) thus gets firmly established in Achut Kanya and Luck. Ashok 
Kumar continues his role as Pratap in Achut Kanya; Devika Rani's Kasturi 
is now Mumtaz's Shanti Rani (curious that the character echoes Devika 
Rani's real name); P. F. Pithwala's Mohan (the Brahmin father ofPratap) 
is Rani's long lost father in Luck. What is important, however, are generic 
specification and generic actualization as well. Between Achut Kanya and 
Luck we see the limits of the form as well as a catalogue of its possibilities. 
"Art" cinema had to be framed within this filmic discourse. The contradic
tions that subsequently emerged through the intervention of a self-con
scious artistic design into this discursive and filmic practice may be dis
cussed best in the cinema of Guru Dutt, arguably the finest auteur of 
Bombay cinema. 
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ROMANCING THE AESTHETIC: THREE MOMENTS OF GURU DUTT 

Many years ago T. S. Eliot wrote about the importance of individual tal
ent within an ongoing, dynamic tradition. The relationship between the 
two - tradition and individual talent - occurs with different ideological 
emphasis in a number of important thinkers of modern culture. So Walter 
Benjamin spoke about the importance of the "underside of history," the 
texts of barbarism that modify and contest the urge towards fossilization 
inherent in all traditions. J.-F. Lyotard sees the Kantian sublime as that 
moment of fracture in the tradition which effectively heralds the postmod
ern. Like Benjamin, the terms of the debate in Lyotard as well recognize 
an inherent tendency within tradition itself, here defined by Lyotard as 
modernism. In India the critic who has been most aware of the relation
ship between tradition, individualism (albeit within a centrally Marxist 
aesthetic), and art is D. D. KosambL And it is from Kosambi that the 
Indian enfant terrible of film theory, Kumar Shahani, draws his deepest 
inspiration. His claim (going back to T. S. Eliot) that an artist should 
know the tradition extremely well and then try to innovate and individu
ate it is an important one. 

Clearly the cultural traditions of India did not undergo the kinds of vig
orous renovation that Shahani has in mind. Idealist, transcendent forms 
can only replicate the absolutism of caste and class. They cannot resocial
ize the individual, transform history, and produce "socially significant 
meaning" because in the final analysis the issue for the Indian is one of 
action, pravrtti, versus nivrtti, renunciation, in a timeless oppositional 
set. The models of heroism that Bombay cinema has put forward are 
either unproblematic, ahistorical heroism (the successful avenger, the 
romantic hero, the avataric figure) or self-denial (the becara complex) 
through dissolution into the oceanic sublime (the death wish). A socialist 
realist filmmaker like Mehboob Khan, finally, cannot give freedom of 
action, that is, revolutionary violence, to Birju, the rebellious younger son 
in Mother India (1957). Violence is aestheticized through the primacy of 
the principle of dharma as the mother shoots her erratic son and defends 
her action on the grounds that the tradition itself cannot be violated. Since 
Birju's rebelliousness would have destroyed the moral order (which is 
prior to culture here), the mother, as upholder of dharma, must destroy a 
son as one would shoot a lame horse. Melodrama in Mehboob Khan 
denies the possibility of epic form and revolutionary action. 6 
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One would not wish to claim that Guru Dutt's cinema achieves this epic 
form (and by epic form I mean epic theater here). Nevertheless, there is in 
Guru Dutt a gradual move away from feelings to "spectator's reason" as, 
in Brecht's words, "instead of sharing an experience the spectator ... 
[comes] to grips with things" without totally denying "emotion to this 
kind of theatre" (Brecht 1974, 23). For students of Bombay cinema, Guru 
Dutt stands at one end of an entire tradition that took its final form in the 
hands of Himansu Rai. And his innovation, his individuality, might be 
better assessed in the context of the nature of the form itself and its cul
tural antecedents. There is, in one significant way, no further develop
ment of Bombay cinema as a genre. As Ashish Rajadhyaksha has put it, in 
Guru Dutt "the several streams that have made up Indian Cinema from its 
inception culminate, achieve a synthesis" (Rajadhyaksha 1985, 226). 

The first significant moment of Guru Dutt is Thirst (Pyaasa, 1957), a 
film dedicated to Gyan Mukherjee, the maker of Luck. The central theme 
of the film is the Enlightenment/bourgeois conception of the artist in iso
lation. This is essentially a romantic image7 as well that made its way into 
Indian literary consciousness (mediated no doubt by the Bengali intelli
gentsia) the moment the colonizer established his foothold in India. 
Behind the idea of the tortured, isolated artist lies the figure of Shelley, 
whose lines from "To the Skylark" ("Our sweetest songs are those that tell 
/ of saddest thought") through its Hindi rendition in the film The Fallen 
(Patita, 1953) by Devanand/Talat Mehmood (hai sab se madhur vo git jise 
ham dard ke sur me giite hai) is paradigmatic of the condition of the sensi
tive hero cum artist in Bombay cinema. Superimpose this literary inherit
ance upon the principle of nivrtti, renunciation, and you get the figure of 
the romantic artist who is riddled by philosophical doubts (and is effec
tively antisocial), becomes totally incompetent (he cannot cross a busy 
road), and is excessively sentimental. In terms of rasa theory, the figure 
evokes once again the aesthetic emotion of karuna, which, according to 
major Indian aestheticians, is the dominant rasa of all Indian literature. 8 

Not surprisingly, Guru Dutt's rendition of the artist - who is lyrical as 
well as radical - is situated within what Shyam Benegal has called a "pro
foundly romantic vision of life" (Benegal 1983, 161). Bombay cinema, of 
course, can handle this vision extremely well, since the romantic as 
renouncer (especially after the success of P. C. Barua's Devdas, 1936) is a 
recognizable "sign" in this cinematic practice. The narrative of Thirst has 
this predictability about it. Vijay, the spurned poet-lover, is rejected by 
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woman and family alike. The rejection is by people who stand for a 
rationalist worldview and for whom living in the world necessitates sacri
ficing love, sexual or motherly. Thus Vijay's romanticism can be trans
formed into verse, packaged, published, and commodified, but he, him
self, cannot achieve an authentic social existence. Without wife and 
family, the social order cannot, finally, allow him self-definition. The 
romantic becomes the eccentric, the poet, a lunatic, and poetic emotion 
generates conundrum and chaos. When Vijay finally appears as the living 
author of poems published "posthumously," the reaction of the audience 
itself is one of ambiguous savagery in the wake, first, of a blackout and, 
second, of a denial by the "true" poet of his own identity. "The Vijay you 
wish to welcome .... I am not that Vijay. I am not Vijay," the poet 
announces on stage. And all hell breaks loose. 

In a way, Bombay cinema had anticipated Thirst. Devdas, the hero 
troubled by a death wish, makes way for Vijay, the poet unable to come to 
grips with the redefinition of the poetic vocation under postcolonial 
Indian capitalism. But this is to overlook what Guru Dutt finally does 
with the form. In his hands the form is twisted quite radically, the narra
tive loosened up, and we get glimpses of the possibility of the reworking of 
the epic form under the new capitalist order. In this reworking, the text is 
less rigidly structured, its plot not quite so carefully measured, and the 
heroic action remains ambiguous to the end. To achieve this, Guru Dutt 
introduces the figure of a heroine who is neither an achut kanya (untouch
able girl) nor a crippled nartaki (the dancer of Luck). What we get instead 
is the unromanticized prostitute, someone like P. C. Barua's Chandra
mukhi (in Devdas) but without her reformist tendencies. For a brief 
moment, women in Bombay cinema come of age and begin to anticipate 
their radical representation in Indian middle cinema such as Ankur (I974) 
and Arth (I983). Thirst must be read, in the final analysis, not through the 
thematizations of the hero as poet but through its reading of the marginal
ized Indian woman. With all his romantic limitations - Waheeda Rehman 
as Gulabo is both far too attractive and possesses an excess of sensibility -
Guru Dutt nevertheless makes the relationship between stars and audience 
much more complex. The text remains fragile. It is held together with 
those illusory bonds of song and sanitized representations that are charac
teristics of the genre, but the fragility itself is a mode of intervention that 
must be given critical consideration. 

The hero sits on a bench in a park. His poems have been rejected by a 
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publisher; his brothers have sold his manuscripts for ten annas as waste 
paper. Suddenly he hears a woman's voice. She sings 

dekhiye ap ne fir pyar se dekha mujh ko ... 
jane kya tu ne kahI jane kya mai ne sunI 
bat kuch ban hI gai .... 

See, how with loving gaze you've looked at me again ... 
I don't know what you have said, I dont' know 
what I've heard but a tryst is in the making .... 

It is one of Vijay's own poems. He follows her; she doesn't explain how 
she came by the poem. He leaves, but his writing (on a sheet of paper 
inadvertently left behind) is recognized. The representation of the prosti
tute is conventional enough, but she is no mere ornament or appendage to 
the hero's consciousness. She is in fact crucial to the narrative, since it is 
both her radical difference from Meena (Vijay's erstwhile beloved, now 
married to a publisher) and her function as the person who finally delivers 
Vijay's poems to Meena for publication that really advance the narrative. 
Shadows (Parchaiya1J), the collection of poems, is dedicated to Meena ("in 
whose memory ... "), the establishment figure, and not to Gulabo, the 
marginal woman. But when society withdraws recognition - as the mas
ter refuses to grant "being" to the slave - and the poet sees the real rela
tionship between poetic essence and the artistic object as commercial com
modity, the poet finds repose in the equally marginalized prostitute who is 
herself a victim of an aggressive male sexual order. Jinhe naz hai hind par 
voh kaha hai ("where are those who are proud of this land?"), the poet 
had sung in the red-light alleys of Calcutta. 

The incorporation of the poet into the world of the prostitute, however, 
must be done, as the form demanded, through some form of devotional 
mediation. In Achut Kanya, Luck, Devdas, and even in Awaara, it is 
background song or the singing of road-minstrels that offers a commen
tary on the foregrounded situation. In Thirst, it is the song of love-long
ing, bhakti (devotionalism) crossed with sr1Jgara (erotic love), the tradi
tion of the oscillation between vipralambha (love-in-separation) and 
sambhoga (love-in-union) that has this mediating and, in this instance, 
purificatory role. (One remembers The Fallen and Sadhana [1958] here.) 
The itinerant group sings, 

aj sajana mohe anga laga 10 janama sakala ho jai 
h:rdaya ki pI:rha deha ki agni saba sItala ho jai 
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Clasp me closer to your body my beloved so that my 
life may find a meaning. The agony of the heart, the fires 
of my body may they all find peace. 

137 

This is pure Bombay cinema, a device that allows accommodation of the 
aberrant or justification of a karmic event. Yet the precise nature of Guru 
Dutt's selection - not the heavy orchestration that comes with V. Shanta
ram's The Storm and the Lamp (Toofaan aur Diya, 1956) nor the jis ka kot 
nahi uska to khuda hota hai ("he who has no one still has the Lord") inter
cession of many other Bombay films - connects with the medieval Hindu 
tradition of sagU1Ja bhakti and Bengali devotionalism. The final escape 
from society and the staged spectacle of the poet as performer before an 
adulating audience equally capable of rampage requires the strains of this 
viraha git. The film ends with an intrusive, if not markedly obsessive, 
romantic sentimentalism as Vijay explains to Gulabo that he wishes to go 
to the place "from where I needn't go any further" and asks, sath calogt 
("will you go with me?"). She does; they embrace; hand-in-hand they walk 
away. This is renunciation in the "filmi" sense of the word, an escape from 
rather than an enactive transformation of the self. Guru Dutt closes his 
text with the idioms of Bombay cinema intact. But in doing so, he has 
offered a critique of the form itself and a demonstration of its limits. 

When he moved from one kind of artist, the literary artist, to another, 
the filmmaker, the broad outlines of the synthesis achieved in Thirst were 
taken a step further. That synthesis was predicated upon a formula - dia
logue with comic and lyrical breaks - that Luck had perfected. The allu
sions in Thirst were to these formulaic elements, but these were rechan
neled and recharged with a stronger sense of professionalism. The control 
of the camera is much more diverse and the effects certainly more varied. 
The songs too - including Mohammed Rafi/Johnny Walker's rendition of 
"Tel Malish" ("Massage with Oil") - cover a wide range of North Indian 
traditions. In Paper Flowers (Kaagaz ke Phool, 1959) Guru Dutt recasts a 
version of the history of Indian entertainment cinema in a quasi-autobiog
raphy. Two intertexts that loom large in the film are P. C. Barua's Devdas 
(1936) and, without directly commenting on it, Bimal Roy's remake (Dev
das, 1956), itself dedicated to P. C. Barua and K. L. Saigal. The effect of 
this is the inscription of an "otherness" into an otherwise self-contained 
and inclusive system. V. Shantaram had done a mild fillip on Achut 
Kanya's pretensions by highlighting the strength of its lyricism. Here the 
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Figure 4. Saigal as Devdas and Jamna as Parbati in P. C. Barua's Devdas (I93S)' Saigal 
sings "Darling Come and Dwell in My Mind." 

Devdas intertext functions more radically to fracture an ideologically con
ceived unity of Bombay cinema. In demonstrating how systemic this cin
ema is, Guru Dutt must deconstruct it in the first place. 

The narrative of Paper Flowers is simple enough. Suresh, a highly suc
cessful filmmaker, is rejected by his Anglophile wife, Veena, and her par
ents, Sir V. B. and Lady Varma. Their daughter, Premilla (Pammy), is in a 
boarding school, and Veena wins custody of her in court. The colonial 
world of the Varmas sees filmmaking as a distinctly lower-class activity 
with which they do not wish to be associated. It is about this time that 
Suresh finds the ideal heroine for his new film, Devdas. This heroine is 
Shanti (respectable but, like Gulabo, without a precise genealogy), who is 
given the role of Paro. She is frightfully successful and, for the moment, is 
happy with her close attachment to Suresh. Premilla, however, comes to 

hear about this and accuses Shanti of trying to break her parents' mar
riage. She resigns her contract, and Suresh takes to heavy drinking. When 
the company finally wins its legal victory over Shanti, she agrees to return 
in the hope that Suresh too would return to films. But Suresh refuses even 
though Shanti makes an impassioned plea in person. Time passes. Shanti 
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dominates commercial cinema, and Suresh's drunken misery deepens. Pre
milla gets married (the viceroy of India has been invited!). Spurned by 
family and friends and destitute, Suresh is inadvertently dragged in as an 
extra in a film in which Shanti has the title role. He is recognized by his 
cardigan (a gift of Shanti) but runs away. Shanti follows, but he disap
pears in the crowd. Some time later, he returns to his old film studio and is 
found dead on the director's chair. 

At one level, the narrative is a kind of an allegory of the filmmaker, a 
less complex version of, say, Fellini's 8 112. In terms of historical represen
tation, Paper Flowers is further removed from its moment of creation than 
Thirst. There history was really postcolonial history, the years immedi
ately following Indian independence. At one point, Vijay makes the his
torical context explicit by informing the publisher, Mr. Ghosh (Meena's 
husband), that he went to college during 1948-5°. It could well be that the 
events recounted in this fictional world are contemporary with their 
moment of creation. Paper Flowers covers a much wider span, more or 
less from 1936 (the moment of Devdas) to the present day. But there are no 
dates (no specific year is given, for instance) even though the Anglo-Indian 

Figure 5. Guru Dutt and Waheeda Rehman in Paper Flowers (Kaagaz Ke Phool) (1959). 
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world is clearly colonial. Sir V. B. Varma's faith in the efficacy of colonial 
institutions is unshaking: british insaf par mujhe para bharosa hai ("I have 
full faith in British justice"). Nevertheless the world of the colonizer does 
not impinge upon the text at all. Nor do we get any sense of the huge 
mobilization of the masses against colonial presence by the nationalist 
leaders. As in other Bombay films, history is transformed into almost 
cliched social practices - English breakfast, British idioms, Westernized 
dress, the English public school system, the linguistic absurdity of colonial 
Hindi (kya mangata hai tum ko, says a receptionist), the affected chee
chee accent of the Anglo-Indians, and so on. The relationship between 
text and real history is occluded precisely because the aesthetic domain of 
Bombay cinema, like that of Indian poetics, is fundamentally ahistorical. 
What holds history together is a narrative around a romance structure. 
Hero meets orphaned girl with whom he cannot establish an enduring 
relationship because he is not totally free. Even in divorce the family man 
(the second, grhasta, stage of the four stages of social man in Hindu soci
ety) is not free to act as he wishes. Responsibility based on love, which 
requires a moral universe, is subordinated to the larger principle of order. 
The tension that ensues cannot be resolved by action since sentimentalism 
is basically self-lacerating. Drunken Suresh looks back at drunken Dev
das. The logic of sentimentalism is enshrined in alcoholism. Denial of 
action on the part of Hindu metaphysics can only lead to a state of 
drunken stupor. Narrative logic by itself cannot explain why Suresh could 
not have lived with Shanti. But romantic logic does: to aestheticize 
romance, the Bombay film must produce its becara complex. The roman
tic hero renounces love, and history, to aestheticize life itself. In the pro
cess, what triumphs is not narrative structure but rasa theory. Sentimen
talism crossed with love takes us back to the Indian rasa par excellence, 
karuna, the rasa of pity, tragedy, pathos, and sentimentality. History gets 
displaced by the aesthetic imperative; the king becomes a lover in distress; 
Rama cries, priya h'ina (iarpata mana mora ("without Sua my mind is in 
agony"). 

This is not a criticism of Guru Dutt; rather it is a reading of Guru Dutt 
as a moment at the end of a tradition to which he brings a level of individ
uality. Central to this individuality are two important features. The first, 
once again, is the role of women; the second that of an inscribed intertext. 
We have already examined the first, and we can simply underline its 
importance here. Shanti is once again a version of Gulabo, without gene-
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alogy and in the margins of traditional Indian society. She is the woman 
capable of love and individual happiness. "I've only had a moment of hap
piness in my life - this single joy - and you wish to deny me even that," 
she tells Pammy, Suresh's daughter. Against this, the traditional wife is all 
duty (though Veena is pure antiduty) but no impassioned love. The entry 
of the "wife" (a category that is effectively indistinguishable from 
"mother") cancels out love. But the marginal woman (but who becomes a 
superstar) is also Waheeda Rehman, whose own relationship with Guru 
Dutt in the real world (in real, lived history) is couched in such ambiguity. 
When Guru Dutt committed suicide on October 10, 1964, it seemed as if 
Paper Flowers was a poor prelude to a real drama about which no film 
could be made. "I've seen the loves of this world, one by one everything 
passes by," the background singer tells us in the movie. There is no confir
mation here, only a loss, an absence, a nostalgia. This nostalgia takes us 
to the second crucial feature of Paper Flowers. This is its intertextual reso
nance. 

Stars in Indian cinema generally - Himansu Rai and Devika Rani, Raj 
Kapoor and Nargis, Guru Dutt and Waheeda Rehman - are crucial inter
texts in their own right. Indian reading of filmic texts is never done in iso
lation, especially since, at least in Bombay cinema, as Shabana Azmi 
explains, "the shift system, everything" collapses all distinctions between 
actor and character (Azmi 1983, 146).9 A star like Raj Kapoor or Amitabh 
Bachchan is only rarely - perhaps in Keep Awake (jagte Raho, 1956) and 
Joy (Anand, 1970) - other than himself as a composite being, sets of 
expectations, created by the audience. That intertext has been theorized 
by Richard Dyer and others. The intertext that makes Paper Flowers so 
significant is, of course, P. C. Barua's film version of Sarat Chandra Chat
terjee's novel, Devdas. 

Cinematically, Paper Flowers is retrospective. The ageing director, Sur
esh, returns to his former studio and recalls his life. Memory initially cen
ters on the filming of Devdas and the director's uneasiness with the star 
actress who has been asked to play the pivotal role of Paro. What the 
event generates is a history as well as a theory of the construction of the 
romantic hero. As history, the intertext clearly alludes to P. C. Barua and 
also, from the audience's point of view, to a more recent (1956) version of 
Barua's classic. The citation of this text establishes a point of reference as 
well as an autobiographical motif. Is Suresh reenacting the life of P. C. 
Barua? Hardly. Why then does Guru Dutt use it? In one way Barua's text 
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offers a more realistic alternative to Himansu Rai. It is to the Calcutta 
New Theatres rather than to the Bombay Talkies tradition that Guru Dutt 
firmly defers. Yet the expected unity of design one associates with the New 
Theatre tradition where SaigallDilip Kumar's dystopic vision is only 
occasionally punctuated by the ironic humor of Devdas's companion in 
the brothel (Pahari Sanyall Motilal) is now broken, as in Thirst, by the 
infectious humor of Johnny Walker and his parody of Anglo-Indian 
values, features that belong to the Bombay Talkies tradition. Guru Dutt's 
deference to Devdas in Paper Flowers is thus situated in two not necessar
ily complementary studio traditions. When the hidden Devdas text finally 
surfaces, it is through palimpsestic cinema. Instead of the completed 
Waheeda Rehman/Paro text of the inscribed Devdas within Paper Flow
ers, we are given P. C. Barua/Saigal's I936 version. The intrusion of this 
text occurs at a particularly significant moment in the film. 

In a mechanic's shop, white-haired Suresh writes on a makeshift desk. 
His daughter is outside in a car; she is getting married. Suresh doesn't wish 
to see her, even though Pammy recognizes the mechanic, an old hand at 
her father's studio. She goes to Shanti in the hope that she might know her 
father's address. She can't be of any help since, as Shanti says in dis
traught, disjointed language, "[Suresh] doesn't even know his own life, 
yesterday, today, tomorrow .... " After this, the scene shifts to a 
drunken Suresh, who is with a group of equally drunk people. Saigal's 
song, though not from Devdas, can be heard: apni khushi na ai na . ... 
("Happiness never came to me .... "). Someone introduces Suresh: "He 
is the director of Devdas . ... there is no certainty in the film world, 
today the sky's the limit, tomorrow in the gutter." A factual statement 
such as this is couched in the discourse of the fictive world of film. Saigal's 
fragment designates that fiction. And Paper Flowers absorbs that citation 
only to find itself confined by its limitations. The triumph of romance is 
also the triumph of the Bombay film. At best, Guru Dutt can aestheticize 
it, but he cannot explode its contradictions for fear that the effort would 
be parodistic. Already we begin to fear that the text may break at its seams 
any moment. Shanti's encounter with Suresh and his refusal to return to 
work only just works. He drinks, he coughs, he relapses into sentimental 
jargon about understanding, his understanding, and the failure of others. 
If he is by nature what he is, even that does not surface with any certitude 
as the narrative only just manages to hold together. Later their chance 
encounter on stage as he pronounces the dialogue of an extra ("I too am 
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seeking peace") is curiously out of place and enforces not the demands of 
narrative unity but of sentimentality. Stretched to its very limits, Bombay 
cinema can function artistically only as a text like Paper Flowers. When 
Guru Dutt reads the form again, he produces, in the context of feudal 
decline, another memory, a Wordsworthian "spot of time," from which 
pure romance provides release. 

Wordsworthian "spots of time" find their analogue in "sense of place." 
Between them we get a profound spatio-temporal nexus: "Tintern Abbey," 
to which memory returns, the stagnant pools of the Leech Gatherer, or, 
more extensively, the many anecdotal narratives that make up The Pre
lude. Bombay cinema finds a similar fascination with place, often repre
sented as a decaying haveli or mansion to which the hero returns or mere 
ruins that invoke a special memory. Mansions have a solidity, a history 
absent from the samsaric rendition of life and history found in Indian cul
ture. Guru Dutt's King, Queen and Knave (Sahib Bibi aur Ghulam, 1962) 
is all about the inhabitants of one such mansion. As in Wordsworth, place 
in Bombay cinema becomes a haunting-and-haunted site, what Geoffrey 
Hartman, after Mircea Eliade, has called an omphalos (Hartman 1971, 
xii). So we recall The Mansion (Mahal, 1949), Beyond the River (Nadia ke 

Figure 6. Dilip Kumar and Vijayanthimala in Bimal Roy's Madhumati (I958). 
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Paar, 1948), Madhumati (1958), and Twenty Years On (Bees Saal Baad, 
1962), which use the mansion motif as the occasion for recollections. In 
Madhumati entry into a mansion triggers Devendral Anand/Dilip Ku
mar's memory ("I remember clearly, probably in my past life ... "). Simi
larly Guru Dutt's work begins with the final destruction of a decaying 
mansion by a construction firm of which the hero is the overseer. In 
Madhumati Dilip Kumar hears the sound of someone sweeping; here 
Guru Dutt hears a haunting melody ("Come to Me, Slowly, My Beloved") 
and reconstructs, in his mind, the mansion to which he had come from his 
village so many years before. 

Historically, this film has a broader sweep than Thirst and Paper Flowers 
because the references to the British, the politics of the school master, and 
the social conscience of the Brahmo Samajis are made quite explicit. More 
significantly, though, it is about the decline of the feudal classes in Bengal as 
they fritter away their time on frivolities such as pigeon flying, womanizing, 
and inanities like marrying their cats off! The decline also demonstrates the 
incapacity of the landowning class to come to terms with the new indus
trial-capitalist order as the landowners (Manjhale Babu and Chote Babu) 
are duped into purchasing worthless coal mines. The text recalls Satyajit 
Ray's The Music Room (Jalsaghar, 1958), on which it is partly modeled. But 
where Ray, the realist, had opted for unity of design by juxtaposing, finally, 
precapitalist Indian sensitivity (represented by the feudal landowner) and 
crass materialism (represented by the emergent industrialist), Guru Dutt 
introduces a parallel text of romance. The romance, however, is not a sin
gle, unitary phenomenon though it centers on the figure of Bhootnathl Atu
lya Chakravarty, the village rustic who brings the pastoral into the world of 
the metropolitan center. We should, therefore, speak of two parallel texts: 
one centered on the figure of Choti Bahu (the wife of the younger brother), 
the other on Bhoothnath himself. The latter parallel text is less interesting 
and requires only a brief commentary. 

Young Bhoothnath is introduced to a Mr. Subhanay Babu, the owner of 
Mohini Sindoor, a company specializing in women's cosmetics. He is a 
Brahmo Samaji who displays, in his house, the Sanskrit dictum brahma
krya hi kevalam ("nothing but proper action") and espouses social change 
over the radicalism of the school master, who has participated in acts of 
violence against the British. Unfortunately King, Queen and Knave 
doesn't make much use of the politics of the Brahmo Samajis, their lofty 
intellectual theism, and their historical connections with their founder, 
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Ram Mohan Roy. Instead the language here is largely platitudinous as the 
Brahmo Samaj household simply becomes the site in which the Bombay 
heroine might flourish. Since that heroine needs a relatively enlightened 
context (unless, of course, she has no genealogy of her own), the house of 
the Brahmo Samaji fulfills that function. Curiously enough, a Hindu prac
tice such as child marriage, which Ram Mohan Roy had vehemently 
rejected, becomes the cornerstone of the romantic relationship between 
Bhoothnath and Subhanay Babu's daughter, Jabba (Waheeda Rehman). 
This relationship is pure romance as it generates pure lyricism in the form 
of two extremely catchy songs: "Bhavara Barha Nadan Hai" ("The Bee Is 
So Innocent") and "Mert Bat Raht Mere Man Me" ("My Words Have 
Remained Locked Within Me"). 

In the mansion, romance is of a different order, since in a traditional 
Hindu marriage there is an inverse relationship between a woman's duty 
and a husband's sexuality. Husbands therefore find fulfillment of desire 
elsewhere, especially in the houses of courtesans. The world of the courte
san allows Guru Dutt to use formulaic features of Bombay cinema - the 
mandatory dance sequences, for instance, and the incorporation into the 
text of a version of Muslim culture. The second text is enacted here. In her 
desire to keep her husband at home in the evenings, Choti Bahu, the wife 
played by Meena Kumari, seeks the help of Bhoothnath, who now works 
at Mohini Sin door. At first she requests traditional Indian cosmetics (sin
door, "red lead") so as to excite her husband's interest in her (she had 
heard of the magical powers of mohini sindoor). When she fails and her 
husband demands that she adopt the role of a courtesan herself if she 
wants him home, she takes to drinking, and here again it is Bhoothnath 
who provides her with liquor. The collapse of the feudal order is meta
phorically generated through this absurdity. The Choti Bahu's addiction 
parallels the final collapse of the economic wealth of the owners of the 
mansion, whose decadent life-styles have not prepared them for the new 
bourgeois world order. Locked into an essentially feudal worldview, the 
owners do not understand the march of history. 

Into this static world of the mansion, Guru Dutt introduces the passing 
figure of the Timekeeper, the Gharhi Babu. His job is to wind up all the 
clocks in the mansion. At one point in the film he rushes toward 
Bhoothnath and maddeningly screams, "Run back, run away from these 
mansions; time is the destroyer of illusions; mansions won't last; only time 
will, tick, tick, tick, run away, run away." There is something here of 
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Bergman's fascination with clocks (in Wild Strawberries, for instance), but 
it is rendered less surrealistically. What is emphasized is not image, but 
rhetoric, the language itself as the Timekeeper repeats "tick, tick, tick." 
Historical processes are transformed into kala, time, and time in Sanskrit 
is also death. The logic of history is a madman's scream, leading to sui
cidal rather than redemptive action. The dramatic force of the intrusion 
notwithstanding, the intrusion of this discourse on time is crucial to Guru 
Dutt's rendition of the occluded history behind the space of the mansion. 
Even the man who sells the worthless coal mines to the feudal lords is Brit
ish. But we return, through the universalism of time, to the general aes
thetic impulse that controls Guru Dutt's art. What emerges once again are 
the haunting melodies and the strength of romance. Historical representa
tions get displaced by the power of the romance form even as it, history, 
tries to make its presence felt. In an interview, Shyam Benegal suggested 
that if King, Queen and Knave were freed from its "commercial ingredi
ents," as a British editor did by removing all the songs, Guru Dutt might 
have offered the viewer a naturalistic form (Benegal 1983, 162). An exer
cise of this kind - which can be easily done with the help of a second VCR 

- distorts the tradition outright and makes the text a completely different 
phenomenon. Guru Dutt was not radically altering the form nor did he 
want to offer pure realism. What he achieved (and he is the most impor
tant figure in Bombay cinema in this respect) was a reading of the possibil
ities of the form itself. The problematic of historical representation or 
verisimilitude goes deeper than Guru Dutt. It is part of a much larger ten
dency in Indian culture and its relationship to history. It is also symptom
atic of a heavily mediated understanding of India's most recent colonizer, 
the British, from whose world Indians were totally excluded. They could 
aspire to its cultural forms but could not, finally, have direct access to it. 
In a curious way the Cinematograph Acts of 1918 and 1919, many aspects 
of which survive in the Cinematograph (Amendment) Act, 1973, and the 
establishment of the Indian Cinematograph Committee of Inquiry in 1927 
were informed by an emphatic definition of cinema as pure entertainment 
without any social significance and an ideology of excluding Indians, and 
their artistic representations, from the cultural domain of the colonizer. 
Strict apartheid rules separated the Indians from the various clubs, can
tonments, and Civil Lines of the British ruling class. Bombay cinema and 
its dominant form were locked into the control mechanisms implicit in 
these acts and in the I.C.C. Inquiry. 
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SYNCHRONIC HISTORICITIES: "MOTHER INDIA" AND "SHAKTI" 

"The Hindoo race," wrote G. W. F. Hegel, "has consequently proved 
itself unable to comprehend either persons or events as parts of continu
ous history" (Hegel 1975, II, 49). Its artistic forms, as a consequence, are 
locked in a "fantastic symbolism" because pure symbolic art (which is 
beyond the Hindu) requires that significance be "presented to conscious
ness distinct and separate from all the phenomena of external existence" 
(Hegel 1975, II, 85). Art, for the Hindus, resists aesthetic totalization 
because the world around impinges upon it. Nor is an abstract conceptu
alization of history within its art forms possible as self and the world, like 
Atman and Brahman, reject difference in favor of dissolution and identity. 
The historical moment, therefore, becomes synchronous. Each moment in 
the filmic text has happened in the past and is happening here and now. 
The past, transformed, is the eternal present; the present is a static tradi
tion designated, emotionally, through symbolic acts like the sindoor on a 
woman's forehead or the clasping of an elder's feet. Intellectual analysis is 
eschewed in favor of crude emotional response where basic emotions 
(bhavas) displace aesthetic response (rasa). One begins to arrive at the 
conclusion that the success of melodrama in Indian cinema reflects the tri
umph of the sthayi bhavas over rasas. 

By way of a concluding statement, let me examine two famous texts 
that might make us understand the issues around history canvassed in this 
paper and demonstrate also the singular significance of someone like Guru 
Dutt. The first of our texts, Mother India (1957), was produced by Meh
boob Khan, an important figure in the Indian film industry who had pro
duced films such as Aurat (1940), which was indebted to Pudovkin's 
socialist realist cinematic adaptation of Maxim Gorky's Mother (1926), 

The Fair (Mela, 1948), A Matter of Style (Andaaz, 1949), and Pledge 
(Aan, 1952), among others. Mother India was in fact a remake of Aurat, in 
which Sardar Akhtar had played the role of the mother and Yakub her 
younger son. Ten years after Indian independence, the remake is much 
more conscious of its celebratory value. But the celebration is firmly 
embedded in the cultural norms of the Indian social order. Where Aurat 
had been conscious of revolution as a weapon of change (in those days, 
Mehboob Khan, like K. A. Abbas, was thought to be a socialist), Mother 
India shirks, finally, from the revolutionary act necessary for postcolonial 
reconstruction. History is reduced to a struggle between a moral, dharmic 
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Figure 7. Sunil Dutt (Birju), Rajendra Kumar (Ramu ), and Nargis (Radha) in M ehboob 
Khan's Mother India (I957). 

world order and an immoral, adharmic aberration centered on the charac
ter of Birju, the younger son. When the mother finally kills her son , she 
reestablishes the primacy of metaphysics over history, karma over radical 
action . In doing so, Mother India, the epic of India, cannot even answer 
the charges laid against India by Katherine Mayo, the title of whose book 
(Mother India) is firmly embedded in Mehboob Khan's film . If Mehboob 
Khan's Mother India wished to answer what the editor of the New States
man, Clifford Sharp, called the "most powerful defences of the British raj 
that has ever been written" (Emilsen 1987, 73), it failed dismally. Colonial 
India in Mother India is nonexistent because it is not colonial history that 
needs recalling in postcolonial India but the even earlier principles that 
govern Hindu life. This hidden design explains why the text can contain 
within its frames all the formulaic elements of Bombay cinema. 

The sacrifice of the son or the younger brother is a theme that crops up 
ever so often in Bombay cinema. The relatively rare incidence of the theme 
probably reflects the need to affirm the larger principles now and then. 
Anarkali (1953), Mughal-e-Azam (1960), Ganga Jamna (1961), and 
Mother India all play out these metaphysical Hindu laws. A recent addi-
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tion to this string of movies is Shakti (1982), in which the policeman father 
in the end shoots his wayward son. Once again the larger metatext 
silences all historical possibilities, other ways in which the question of dif
ferences between father and son might be resolved. Instead of translating 
the tension into a social process alive to contemporary changes, the film 
distances itself from the social to reinforce a transcendent, self-justifying 
metaphysical cause. This cause is the primacy of the Law of the Father as 
dharma, the unquestionable domain of righteousness available to epic 
heroes alone. The triumph of the Law, of course, makes sincerity to his
tory as a system of representation quite irrelevant. Thus the entire film is 
the ever-present now, a synchronous moment collapsing present and past, 
and possibly the future as well. 

A train stops at a station. A young man of around twenty in a white suit 
gets off and is met by an ageing man in Indian clothes. Is it the present, 
1982, or twenty years down the track, the year 2002 perhaps? The train 
indicates no future, though it could certainly be twenty years old. The 
young man's suit is modern enough, though it might be the style of the 
year 2002. It can hardly be the style of 1962. But who knows? Inside the 
house this old man, Dadaji (Dilip Kumar), tells his young grandson (Anil 
Kapoor) a strange tale, something that happened more than twenty years 
before. If the here and now is 1982, the tragic event must have taken place 
before 1962. If the here and now is the year 2002, then the tragic event 
took place before 1982. When the tale is finally narrated, something even 
stranger occurs. The birth of Dadaji's son (and the young man in white's 
father) is not given any historical specificity. If he died in 1962 at the age of 
twenty-one, he must have been born in 1941; if he died in 1982, then 1961 
would be the appropriate year. But his birth in a hospital is historically 
unmarked; his childhood and his father's encounter with a gang of smug
glers and crooks are also contemporary with the time of his birth, as is his 
mother's death. The Timekeeper's warning in King, Queen and Knave is 
stripped of its prophetic value since time, like the dominant syntax of 
Hindi, is the eternal present. "Time present and time past / Are both per
haps present in time future, / And time future contained in time past," 
wrote T. S. Eliot, but he could not, finally, accept that if you were with
out history, you could be redeemed. In Bombay cinema the collapse of 
temporal specificity and its subservience to the logic or order of the narra
tive itself (that a father is always older than a son and hence there is no 
reason to stress this through objective referents) insinuates a redemption 
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from history that cannot possibly exist. In the absence of historical repre
sentation (which is not the same as realism: parts of Shakti are eminently 
realist), the social function of Bombay cinema itself begins to look rather 
suspect. Without historical specificity, cinema's social commentary can be 
mobilized toward fascist ends. Thus the essential idolatry of Hail Mother 
Santoshi (Jai Santoshi Maa, 1975)1° and parts of films such as Amar Akbar 
Anthony (1977), Gangaa Jamunaa Saraswathi (1988), and many other 
Manmohan Desai/Prakash Mehra hits, feed into fundamentalist practices 
and tendencies in India. The non-itihasic nature of film fantasy and its 
reading through categories of crude emotional response (bhavas not rasas) 
raise questions about moral responsibility in Bombay cinema which the 
genre has so far handled in a highly ambiguous fashion. 

It is the mobilization of art toward fascist ends that worried Walter 
Benjamin in his masterly essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechani
cal Reproduction." Let me be quite explicit here. I am not saying that 
Bombay cinema is, therefore, fundamentalist or fascist as a consequence. 
What I am saying is that cinema as an alien form, a product of the techno
logical age, must discover its own history, be conscious of its own coercive 
capacities by signifying in the texts themselves its essentially illusory sta
tus. In a largely illiterate society, this absence of self-reflexivity or decon
structive possibility may, quite unconsciously, make Bombay cinema a 
tool that can be manipulated toward fascist or fundamentalist ends. As a 
distinctive signifying practice, it must, finally, open itself up to opposi
tional readings and release India from its erstwhile ahistorical tendencies. 
It is at this juncture that myth, politics, and history intersect. Postcolonial 
India (and India itself as a colonizing South Asian power) will need to 
articulate the historicism of its dominant cultural artifact as it can no 
longer explain this artifact away through its own ancient aesthetics 
because the tradition that distilled this metaphysics has also emasculated 
the truth. Without seeming to sound too prescriptive, what one might sug
gest is that Indian consciousness, especially in the wake of the many ethnic 
nationalisms from within, might wish to address precisely this question of 
history and narrative. It may well be that the grand narratives that have 
effectively occluded history have also stunted our sense of the real. So 
much so that even in the hands of someone like Guru Dutt the aesthetici
zation of the form through romance is so strong that significant, explora
tory histories cannot be fully articulated. As elsewhere in the genre, the 
metatexts, the grand narrative always supersede analysis and action. To 
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alter this genre would require nothing less than a massive reorganization 
of the Indian social orders themselves. Because Bombay cinema is so mas
sive and its influence so strong, a study of it also becomes a survey of 
Indian culture itself. Hence the difficulty a writer has in bringing an essay 
like this to a close. Surveying seventy-five years of Hindi (Bombay) cin
ema, India Today (May 31, 1988, 45) declared, "No country as poor as 
India can afford to have a film industry of the size it has; yet no phenome
non has been able to hold such a sustained sway over India's teeming 
masses as Hindi cinema." When a cultural form begins to have such a mas
sive impact - the sort of impact one associates with the epic and Puranic 
texts in India - then the form begins to demand scholarly investigation as 
well as ideological critique. In this essay I have offered to do both and 
have probably been less successful at either. 

Vijay Mishra is chairperson of the English and Comparative Literature Program 
at Murdoch University in Perth, Western Australia. 

Notes and References 

1. The medieval saint tradition of Northern India includes some of the best
known devotional poets of India. TulsIdas stands more or less at the end of a 
string of poets such as Nanak, KabIr, Namdev, Sordas, and MIrabaL The tradi
tion coincides with the final formulation of bhakti (devotion) as the tenth rasa. 
The best account of the movement may be found in Chaturvedi (1972). Schomer 
and McLeod (1987) is a good modern collection of essays on the subject. 

2. These figures are summarized from India 1988: A Reference Annual (Delhi: 
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 1988). 

3. The reference is to the Poona Critical Edition of the Mahabharata, ed. 
V. S. Sukthankar et al. (Poona: Bhandarkar Institute, 1944-1959). 

4. The discussion that follows is based on Mishra (1987, 1989a). 
5. I follow G. W. F. Hegel's theory of master-slave relations here and else

where. Admittedly it is difficult to ignore that Hegel is finally endorsing colonial
ism as a legitimate imperialist activity. See Hegel (1977, II1-II9). 

6. Some extensive work has been done on melodrama in Asian cinema gener
ally. See East- West Film Journal, 5, I (1991) for a number of essays on the subject. 
Wimal Dissanayake and Malti Sahai (1988) have done an exhaustive analysis of 
the romantic hero with special reference to Raj Kapoor. Ravi Vasudevan (1989) 



VIJAY MISHRA 

and Rosie Thomas (1985) have connected melodrama with pleasure and entertain
ment. On Mother India, see Mishra (1989b) and Thomas (1989). 

7. For a study of Guru Dutt's "dark romanticism," see Khopkar (1985). Firoze 
Rangoonwalla (1973) has some valuable biographical and critical data on Guru 
Dutt. 

8. As I claim later, what really happens is that the spectator's "reading" of the 
film is not through the aesthetic categories of rasa, but through their "sensa
tionist" preconditions, the sthayi-bhavas or emotional correlates. The following 
classification might be helpful: 

Basic emotion Aesthetic experience 
(sthaya Bhava) (rasa) 

love rati erotic sn1gara 
humor hasa comic hasya 
grief soka tragic karuva 
anger krodha furious raudra 
energy utsaha heroic vira 
fear bhaya fearful bhayanaka 
disgust jugupsa horrific bfbhatsa 
astonishment vismaya marvelous adbhuta 

A ninth rasa, peace (santi), and a tenth, devotion (bhakti), were added by the 
medieval aestheticians. These two rasas have no corresponding sthayi bhavas 
since the psychological experiences underlying them partake of the existing eight 
bhavas. See Siegel (1978) and Gerow (1971). 

9. The number of stars who were working on more than twelve films at a time 
(the recommended upper limit of the Central Circuit Cine Association) in 1988 is 
astounding: Dharmendra (30 films on hand), Shashi Kapoor (25), Mithun Cha
kraborty (31), Raj Babbar (31), Shatrughan Sinha (29), Vinod Khanna (23), Gov
inda (33), Sunjay Dutt (23), Dimple (29), Mandakini (29), Kimi Katkar (37), Anita 
Raaj (26), Jaya Prada (21), Son am (26), and so on. Even Amitabh Bachchan, so 
long admired for his professionalism, takes on ten films at a time. See India 
Today, May 31,1988,38-48. 

10. The 1981 Special Indian Popular Cinema issue of India International Cen
tre Quarterly carries some excellent essays by the Indian psychoanalyst Sudhir 
Kakar, myth critic Veena Das, and Indologist Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty. 
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The Ronggeng Dancer: 
Another Paradigm for Erotic 

Spectacle in the Cinema 

DAVID HANAN 

FILMED ON location in West Java in 1969, The Ronggeng Dancer (Nji 
Ronggeng) is perhaps the most remarkable fiction film yet made about 
popular culture and folk traditions in Indonesia. 1 Its story is set among the 
members of a ronggeng dance troupe, and within a richly melodramatic 
plot, the film reconstructs performances of the ronggeng dance as they are 
supposed to have occurred in village squares and carnivals in West Java in 
the 1930S. 

The ronggeng dance, similar to the Balinese joget, is a subtle, skillful, 
and sensuous dance, performed in public places by both paid and unpaid 
female dancers. In these dances, while her dancing provides an erotic spec
tacle, the woman - usually a professional dancer - invites men from the 
crowd to dance with her, sometimes having the power to dismiss them if 
their dancing is not satisfactory to her. In the film, the form of the rong
geng dance is such that male partners are invited to try to touch the wom
an's hair while dancing with her. In her own dancing, the woman tries to 
avoid this, and even to deflect her partner's attempts to touch her hair, by 
using defensive hand movements used in silat (a traditional Indonesian 
form of self-defense). Hence the dance in the film is more than simply an 
erotic spectacle, for like the Balinese joget, it is a highly structured social 
ritual in which the male partner's attitude toward the woman, his exhibi
tionism, his pride, and his capacity for self-control, also become part of 
the public spectacle. This, in fact, becomes the dramatic subject of the 
film The Ronggeng Dancer. 

The Ronggeng Dancer is a commercial feature film funded by the Indo
neSlan National Film Production Council, a film-funding body that 
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existed for only nineteen months. The melodramatic style of parts of the 
film is in keeping with the exaggerated style of much commercial romantic 
action drama, and for this reason the full significance of the film has 
tended to be overlooked. But quite apart from its treatment of the popular 
ronggeng dance, the film is of renewed interest because recent theorization 
of melodrama has tended to see melodrama as a form that is unusually 
suited to deal with the contradictions of the position of women in society. 
These recent theories have an immediate and obvious application to The 
Ronggeng Dancer, in which the melodramatic plot concerning a rivalry 
between two sons of local village heads for the hand of the ronggeng 
dancer, Nji Sari, constantly emphasizes the disadvantaged social position 
of the ronggeng dancer in West Java in the 1930S. Moreover the film as a 
whole implies that the social position of the ronggeng dancer stems from 
the fact that these dancers externalize and allegorize what often are unad
mitted dimensions of sexuality in Javanese Muslim society. Despite this 
high level of eroticism in the film, the role played by the central character, 
Nji Sari, gives the film a feminist outlook unusual in the Indonesian cin
ema in the 1960s. 

While funds for film preservation and restoration in Indonesia are very 
limited, and until recently there was only one surviving print - and no 
surviving negative - of this remarkable film, The Ronggeng Dancer has 
recently become available for viewing again as a result of a preservation 
project undertaken by Sinematek Indonesia, the film archive in Jakarta, 
and a number of organizations in Australia. 2 

In this article I shall discuss the circumstances of the film's production 
by the National Film Production Council in 1969, the importance and the 
widespread nature of the ronggeng dance tradition in Indonesia, the way 
in which the film brings out the structural significance of the dance as a 
popular cultural form expressing deep patterns of feeling in the society, 
and the significance of this both for contemporary film theory and for cul
tural studies generally. 

THE CONTEXT OF THE FILM'S PRODUCTION 

On May 30, 1968, the Indonesian minister for information, B. M. Diah, 
announced the formation of the National Film Production Council 
(Dewan Produksi Film Nasional). The Council was set up with responsi
bility for inaugurating government-subsidized (but relatively independent) 
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quality film productions, to be funded out of a levy that had been imposed 
six months earlier, under a ministerial decree known as SK 7I. Under SK 71 

all importers of films had a responsibility to pay a levy of 250,000 rupiah 
for each film title they imported, the money to be used to provide funds 
for rebuilding the national film industry, which was in disarray as a result 
of a long period of political instability. The nine-member council, made 
up of people from both the government and industry, had responsibil
ity for: 

deciding policy which would control agreement regarding script, artistic 
decisions and decisions regarding personnel, the cost of production, and 
contractual arrangements and guidance with respect to the producer - to 
whom will be surrendered the task of carrying out the making of the pro
duction - together with holding the producer responsible for the comple
tion of the film which has been handed over to him/her. (Quoted in Said 
1982,80, my translation) 

The National Film Production Council was to last only nineteen 
months, being disbanded by a decree of the next minister for information, 
Budiardjo, on December 19, 1969. In that time, however, four "quality" 
productions were completed, films embarked upon because it was 
believed they could help raise the standard of national production, by pro
viding models for a popular cinema of quality. The films were: Djampang 
in Quest of the Black Snake (Si Djampang Mencari Naga Hitam), a silat 
film directed by Lilik Sudijo; What Are You Searching For, Palupi? (Apa 
Yang Kau Cari, Palupi?), a film about a woman married to an intellectual, 
searching for meaning in her life outside of marriage (stylishly directed by 
Asrul Sani, somewhat in the manner of a film by Antonioni); Matt 
Dower, a political satire, allegorically set in a corrupt Mataram court, but 
with some contemporary reference, and wittily directed by Nya Abbas 
Akup, with location shooting in the old Water Palace (Taman Sari) in 
Yogyakarta; and The Ronggeng Dancer, directed by Alam Surawidjaya. 

Each of these films had its own kind of success. Djampang in Quest of 
the Black Snake was very successful at the box office, the only one of the 
four productions to achieve commercial success. What Are You Searching 
For, Palupi?, while being too slow-moving and intellectual to achieve box
office success, won First Prize at the 1970 Asian Film Festival. Matt 
Dower achieved a very special kind of distinction: according to Salim 
Said, it was not given wide distribution because its satire was regarded as 
too sharp, with the result that the distributors were afraid to handle it. 
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The virtues of The Ronggeng Dancer - which coincide with the extent to 
which popular culture and folk traditions are represented in it, their struc
tures and values even inflecting the narrative development and shooting 
style of the film - are the subject of this article. 

The establishment of the National Film Production Council in 1968 was 
a response to the disorganization in the industry at the end of the period of 
Guided Democracy, and the events of September 3°,1965, and their after
math (see Said 1982, 75-93; Sen 1987, 103). That the Council should be set 
up as one solution to those circumstances was undoubtedly a result of the 
influence of key personalities in official positions within the Department 
of Information at the time and their links with other artists: the director of 
film development and guidance, Sjumandjaya, and the director-general of 
radio, television and film, Dr. Umar Kayam. Sjumandjaya was subse
quently to become one of Indonesia's greatest film directors and at that 
time had only shortly before returned from six years training at VGIK, the 
film school in Moscow, where he had been one of the top students in his 
final year. Dr. Umar Kayam was a noted short-story writer and academic, 
who a few years before had returned from some years studying in the 
United States. The changes in policy under Minister Budiardjo at the end 
of 1969, which saw the dispersal of the Council as a producer of films, 
coincided with the departure of these people from their official positions 
in the Department of Information. 

The immediate circumstances that led to the establishment of the 
National Film Production Council are as follows. Seminars held during 
National Film Appreciation Week in Jakarta in August 1967 lamented the 
depressed state of local production and the generally low technical stan
dards. According to Salim Said, many artists had left the industry because 
they were unable to work under the political conditions that developed in 
the later stages of Guided Democracy. On the other hand, significant left
wing film directors, such as Bachtiar Siagian and Basoeki Effendi, had 
been imprisoned in the two years since the so-called attempted communist 
coup of September 30, 1965, and some had even disappeared. The cam
paign by PAPFIAS (Panitia Aksi Pemboikotan Film Imperialis Amerika Seri
kat - The Committee of Action for Boycotting Imperialist American 
Films) to ban the importing of American films, according to Said, had a 
devastating effect, resulting in the closure of half the country's cinemas 
between 1962 and 1965, the number of cinemas being reduced from seven 
hundred to three hundred over that period. Dr. Umar Kayam, in an 
address during this National Film Appreciation Week, outlined the need 
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to "renormalize" cinemas by allowing American imports and to use this as 
a basis for funding the redevelopment of a national cinema: 

In small towns the situation is already worrying because the majority of 
these small towns no longer recognize cinemas in the normal sense of the 
word .... Official reports from the regions, whether security reports or 
not, indicate the latent dangers arising from the ... loss of the entertain
ment function in cinemas in small towns in the trouble spots ... and indi
cate the use of former cinemas as places for indoctrination both by the polit
ical movement of the PKI and the remnants of the power of the Old Order, 
by means of Ketoprak and Ludruk. 

The government is of the opinion that those importers who bring in 
films - even while carrying out the government's mission of renormalizing 
cinemas in Indonesia and hence ensuring the return of health-giving enjoy
ment and education to the masses - must also be ready to support and help 
the growth of national film production .... The principal handicap pre
venting Indonesian films from gaining the appreciation of the people is the 
quality of the films themselves. (Quoted in Said 1982, 76, my translation) 

So the solution was to resupply cinemas with American and other 
imported films, but to use a levy on imports as the means to subsidize the 
national industry. Even in 1967, some 377 films were imported, the num
ber increasing to 737 by 1970. The case for supporting a national industry 
was strengthened by an avalanche of letters in the press expressing disap
proval of the morally corrupting nature of recent American films, all the 
more visible with the return of large numbers of imports. Yet as Sen has 
remarked, while the activities of PAPFIAS have been discredited in the years 
since 1965, its key initiative - the ending of the monopolistic practices of 
AMPAI (The American Motion Picture Association in Indonesia) and the 
resultant placing of the film importing business in Indonesian hands - has 
been retained (Sen 1987, 73). 

Krishna Sen has investigated ways in which the institutions and ideolo
gies of New Order Indonesia have affected many aspects of cultural pro
duction. In particular she has argued that because government regulation 
of film matters was placed under the Department of Information in the 
Sukarno period in 1964 at the height of Guided Democracy, rather than 
being the responsibility of the Department of Education and Culture, the 
New Order inherited the basis for a tightly controlled medium in which 
cultural and financial aspects were brought together with censorship and 
political control aspects, under the minister for information (Sen 1987, 
102). This arrangement was strengthened gradually during the New 
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Order, particularly after the Ministry of Information was placed under the 
coordinating minister of politics and security in 1978, while the Ministry 
of Education and Culture was placed under the coordinating minister of 
people's welfare. The period of the National Film Production Council 
(ended by Budiardjo allegedly on the grounds of financial extravagance), 
can now be seen as a comparatively liberal period, for within this frame
work a range of creative experiment was possible, and even a film such as 
Matt Dower, which contained allegorical political comment, could slip 
through the net. However it should be remembered that it was in this 
period that the system of precensorship was introduced. Under SK 71, 
films had to be approved by the Censorship Board at the script stage 
because they could be given subsidies on the basis of their scenarios. This 
system of precensorship has continued even after the subsidy scheme was 
abolished (Sen 1987, 131). 

SCENARIO AND PLOT 

The Ronggeng Dancer was directed by Alam Surawidjaya, but was 
scripted by Surawidjaya, Wahyu Sihombing, and Sjumandjaya from a 
story by Kurnaen Suhardiman. The screenplay (a copy of which is still 
held in the library of Sinematek Indonesia) lists, in a foreword, twenty
five local customs (mani/estasi kesenianl adat kebiasaan daerah - mani
festations of the arts I customs of the area) which were planned for inclu
sion in the film (Surawidjaya, Sjumandjaya, Sihombing 1968).3 The script 
was written with particular locations in mind, villages around Sumedang 
in West Java. The film's credits pay tribute to the role played in the mak
ing of the film by hundreds of dancers and artists from the area. The 
extensive use of location shooting and the use of local villagers as extras 
and performers of the local music, dances, and entertainments give the 
film a documentary relevance, particularly in the scenes depicting dances 
at carnivals in the village squares, despite the strongly melodramatic and 
histrionic plot, and even while the main roles in the film are played by 
well-known stars of the Indonesian cinema. 

Synopsis a/The Ronggeng Dancer 

The credit sequence depicts Nji Sari (played by Chitra Dewi) , facing the 
camera, dancing before an assembled group of local dignitaries in the 
background. 

The film opens on a road by rice fields, where a procession, part of a 
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slametan kampung (thanksgiving to the rice goddess, Dewi Sri, for a suc
cessful harvest) is in progress. The peasants are summoned by the troupe 
clown, Hamidi, to attend the performance by Nji Sari in the subdistrict 
square that evening. The scene changes to the square, where a perfor
mance of udjungan is in progress - a stick dance and fight where the man 
must continue to dance after being struck by his opponent. Dadang 
(Dicky Zulkarnaen), the defending champion and son of the head of the 
village of Cijulang, is admired from a distance by Nji Sari. Ohim (Sandy 
Suardi Hasan), the son of the head of the village of Cigugur, seeing this, 
enters the ring to challenge Dadang. Before the contest is settled, Dadang 
is dragged away by his enraged father, Haji Vmar - with Nji Sari trying to 
interpose. 

Later that evening, Ohim vies with Dadang at a dart-throwing contest, 
mocking his subjection to his father. A ronggeng performance is held in 
which Nji Sari dances with individual partners who try to touch her hair 
bun. She defends herself by using hand movements based on silat (the tra
ditional Indonesian form of self-defense) and defeats her first partner. 
Ohim enters the ring and dances with her, trying some five times to touch 
her hair before he breaks the rules, crowding her, and the dance is 
stopped. Backstage, Nji Sari laments the position ronggeng are placed in, 
and there is a flashback to her mother's death, which occurred when she 
was a young child: her mother had been accidentally stabbed by two rivals 
vying to sleep with her. Later that evening, when one of the other dancers, 
Mayang, has gone off to spend the night with a villager, Ohim sends his 
henchmen to kidnap Nji Sari, but she defends herself using silat and is 
helped by her father and by Dadang. 

An election for lurah (head of a number of neighboring villages) is to be 
held, and the fathers of both Dadang and Ohim are contesting it. Both see 
their sons' interest in the ronggeng dancer, Nji Sari, as a disadvantage in 
an election. Peasants are seen taunting one another across streams sepa
rating the villages in the rivalry over the election. In their conversations all 
the village elders admit that they too pursued ronggeng dancers in their 
youth, and the film thus emphasizes their hypocrisy. Haji Vmar is 
appalled by his son's statement that he wishes to marry Nji Sari - it will 
be a disgrace to this strongly Islamic family. Dadang is, however, 
supported by his aunt, who speaks at length of the difficult position 
women, and especially ronggeng dancers, are placed in by the society. 
She speaks of the hypocrisy whereby women are forced to enter ar-
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ranged marriages, but find that their husbands are permitted a number of 
WIves. 

Ohim presses his attentions, but is refused by Nji Sari, and then has to 
witness Nji Sari and the troupe perform an umbul dance. The next day, he 
sees Oadang visit Nji Sari, who is bathing at a spring. In the evening, he 
taunts Oadang, and while dancing with Nji Sari, tries to persuade her to 
sleep with him, and when that fails, he asks her to marry him, at the same 
time expressing contempt for the "promiscuity" of ronggeng dancers. 
Oadang takes Nji Sari to the rice fields and the film's imagery suggests a 
rural idyll, as they court one another. Later Oadang disappears; his father 
sends men in search of him, and they find him wooing Nji Sari at fair
grounds. Ohim's father, Oul Rauf, is pleased to learn that his opponent's 
son has eloped with a ronggeng. But Ohim kidnaps Nji Sari's father, and 
Oul Rauf is dismayed to be confronted by Nji Sari, who, searching for her 
father, tells him of his son's infatuation with her and of his behavior. Nji 
Sari saves her father from death, with the help of Oul Rauf. 

The last scene of the film is a twenty-five-minute scene in which the vil
lagers celebrate the coming election with a festival of greasy-pole competi
tions, goat fights, and stick-fight dances. The ronggeng dancers arrive at 
the commencement of the stick-fight competition between Oadang and 
Ohim, which Oadang wins. An angry Ohim challenges Nji Sari to allow 
him to dance with her so he can attempt to touch her hair. She accepts the 
challenge, but once again, after trying four times, Ohim loses control, 
breaks the rules, and has to be restrained by Oadang. A fight breaks out 
between the two sets of villagers, which is to be resolved by a duel 
between the two old fathers. Nji Sari interposes, saying - by way of chal
lenge - that if she herself is the cause of all the trouble, then they should 
kill her! She argues that it is political ambition among men that causes 
trouble, and not women, but that women are often blamed as trouble 
makers. The camat (subdistrict head) intervenes, saying that Nji Sari - a 
ronggeng - is right and has more wisdom than any of the men there, and 
that because the sole candidates in the election for lurah are concerned 
only for their own personal ambition, then the elections are to be canceled 
until there are suitable candidates who have the peoples' interests at heart. 

Of the approximately two hours of the film, almost fifty-five minutes 
are taken up with some kind of dance performance or with the recreation 
of some traditional performance, whether a stick fight, or a goat-butting 
competition, or a greasy-pole contest. The film moves between moments 
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of story and moments of dance, with the dance and spectacle scenes quite 
tightly integrated into the narrative. From this synopsis one might regard 
the film as a romantic action melodrama about the rivalry of two men for 
the hand of a dancer - filmed largely from the male point of view - in 
which the dancer is a prize awarded to the better and stronger man. There 
is certainly a strong sense of competing patriarchal rivalry, particularly in 
the scenes associated with politics. However, the film's concern with the 
social position of the ronggeng dancers and with the values expressed by 
the dance come to inflect both its narrative and shot-system. 

THE RONGGENG DANCE AND RELATED DANCES IN THE 

INDONESIAN ISLANDS 

David Goldsworthy (1979, 372) cites a Dutch scholar's description of the 
ronggeng dance performed in West Java as being a dance of two parts: 4 

... traditional ronggeng and tledek performances were described by Jaap 
Kunst writing in the 1940S and they can still be found today in villages in 
Java .... Kunst describes a performance of ronggeng doger in the 
Tasikmalaja district of West Java. It consisted of two main parts; in the first 
part one or more Ronggeng performed a sensual dance and sang erotic 
songs to the accompaniment of a ketuk tilu ensemble, consisting of a rebab, 
three boxed gongs (ketuk), one suspended gong and a drum (kendang). The 
second part was a common social dance (tayuban) of a "more or less sensual 
nature" in which the dancing women danced with a series of male partners. 

The basic dance is found in many parts of Indonesia - in Java, Sumatra, 
and Bali - and performances were widespread throughout the Indonesian 
and Malay archipelago in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In many 
of these places, it takes different forms, sometimes having different social 
functions and even different names. In parts of Java the dance is known as 
the joged and bears some relation to the Balinese joget, though there are 
some very important differences between the Balinese joget and the joged 
and ronggeng found in Java, which almost certainly can be understood in 
terms of differences between the cultures. 

Claire Holt sees these dances as stemming from Hindu-Buddhist times, 
in that some of the dances depicted in wall reliefs at Borobodur seem to be 
prototypes of what we see today (Holt 1967, I09-IIS). The practice of a 
single female singer-dancer choosing partners appears to have been part of 
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court entertainment in festivals after the harvest at Majapahit in East Java 
in the fourteenth century. It is thought that even if by then these dances 
had been largely secularized, they had their origins in antiquity in sacred 
dances in which the dancer personified or acted as shaman for an indige
nous female deity, Nji Loro Kidul, the Queen of the Southern Ocean, or 
the Queen of the Winds, or the rice goddess, Dewi Sri. The sacred charac
ter of the dance is alluded to in the credit sequence of The Ronggeng 
Dancer, in Nji Sari's initial bow and genuflection, and in the prayer-like 
character of her opening hand movements. 

According to Goldsworthy, in Central Java even today joged dances 
occur as part of dance-parties (tayuban) held after the harvest, when 
money is plentiful: 

The woman (who may occasionally be a man in woman's clothing) dances 
alone during the first part of the performance. Free dancing (joged tayub) 
begins when the tledek approaches a man at the party and touches him with 
her dance scarf (slendang). This invitation to dance initiates a series of 
dances with different men who pay for this privilege by offering money to 
the girl as they dance around her and try to touch her. (Goldsworthy 

1979.379) 

Goldsworthy suggests there is some scholarly controversy about the 
exact forms and names of dances, citing Claire Holt, who made a clear 
distinction between ronggeng and tledek dancers in Java. According to 
Holt, ronggeng performers do not invite partners - that is the role of the 
tledek, while ronggeng are professional itinerant street dancers who sing 
or dance for payment in towns or villages (Holt 1967, 112). Goldsworthy 
responds: 

While this may be true in some areas of Java, the two concepts of song and 
dance entertainment on the one hand, and social dancing with a series of 
male partners on the other, have obviously been combined in ronggeng per
formances in West Java as they have in North Sumatra and Malaysia. 
(Goldsworthy 1979, 372) 

In the film The Ronggeng Dancer, set in West Java, we also find this 
combination of performance dances and social dancing. But again there 
are a number of further variations performed by this itinerant troupe of 
ronggeng dancers in the film: for example, the performance dance by Nji 
Sari in which she defends her hair from being touched, using hand move-
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ments based on silat, is at once a performance dance and has a social char
acter - she dances with a member of the crowd. Yet we should note that 
this attempt by her partner to touch her hair shares a characteristic with 
the Central Javanese joged dance described by Goldsworthy and cited 
above, namely, that the male partners try in some way to touch the 
woman dancer, who evades them. Actually in The Ronggeng Dancer we 
find a wide variety of dances all performed by the ronggeng troupe. Some 
are group performance dances, which end in some interaction with the 
crowd, such as the umbul: some involve social dancing without a perfor
mance; some, such as the main one analyzed in this article, involve both. 

Several elements of the West Javanese dance in The Ronggeng Dancer 
are also found in the Balinese joget in its traditional form (and even in the 
joget bung bung, nowadays performed for tourists) though there are also 
significant differences. According to Goldsworthy, the long-established 
tradition of professional joget dancing was still popular as a form of vil
lage entertainment in public places in Bali in I978: 

A Balinese joget always combines solo display, dancing by one of a series of 
professional girl dancers on the one hand, and social dancing with a series 
of male partners on the other. For the first part of her performance the girl 
executes the complex head, hand and torso movements of dances in the 
legong style, in which she has received extensive training. After this solo 
dance, she invites men to come up and dance with her by rapping the man of 
her choice with her dance fan. The dance style for this social dance is sim
pler and more improvised with the emphasis on footwork. The man contin
ually attempts to come closer to the girl who skilfully evades his advances, 
much to the merriment of the crowd. (Goldsworthy 1979, 379-380) 

It is not only in the use of traditional Balinese dance forms such as the 
legong that this dance is different from that found in Java, but in aspects 
of its social organization: "in Bali ... the men who come up to dance 
with the girls do not pay as they dance, since a lump sum as payment has 
already been arranged by the village as a whole." Moreover, in Bali this 
type of dancing is never associated with prostitution, as it commonly is in 
Java, and as it is in the film The Ronggeng Dancer. It is also noteworthy 
that, unlike the situation in The Ronggeng Dancer, in Bali it is the woman 
dancer who chooses the partner, and the choice is made very decorously, 
and pointedly, using a special fan. 

But certain common elements in many of the dances described by 
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Goldsworthy, whether from Java or Bali, are also found in the dance 
scenes in The Ronggeng Dancer. After a performance by a professional 
dancer, there is an erotic social dance in which watching men are invited 
to join in. In many of these dances involving the professional dancer and 
the series of male partners, the men try either to touch the woman or to 
get as close as possible to her, under the watching gaze of the crowd. Here 
the presence of the watching crowd is an essential component in the psy
chodynamics of the situation, which is quite complex. In all these dances 
there is an element of contest in the wooing, to which the crowd responds. 
In the Balinese dance, the woman, having invited a man to dance by tap
ping him with a fan, has the power to dismiss him, if for some reason his 
dancing is not satisfactory to her, much to the amusement of the crowd. In 
the dances in The Ronggeng Dancer, having allowed herself to be 
partnered by a particular man who offers payment to be able to do so, the 
dancer engages in a contest with her partner to prevent his being able to 
touch her. For these reasons I describe these dances as more than just an 
erotic spectacle, but as a highly structured social ritual in which the male 
partner's attitude toward the woman, his pride, his exhibitionism, and his 
capacity for self-control also become part of the public spectacle. This, in 
fact, becomes the substance of the drama of The Ronggeng Dancer. The 
issues generated by the failure of the man to observe the rules of the dance 
become the main issues thematized by the plot. 

VISUAL PLEASURE AND EROTIC SPECTACLE: MULVEY'S PARADIGM 

The values and social dynamics visible within the highly structured social 
ritual of the ronggeng and related Southeast Asian dances have implica
tions for recent film theory and its description of the characteristic posi
tioning of women within the shot-system of the mainstream Hollywood 
fiction film. In a now renowned article, "Visual Pleasure and the Narra
tive Cinema," the English feminist, film theorist, and filmmaker, Laura 
Mulvey, put forward a paradigm describing this characteristic positioning 
of women in film (Mulvey I975, 6-I8). 

Mulvey's paradigm arises out of reflection upon certain recurrent struc
tures visible within the mainstream narrative film and a growing aware
ness that these arose because, with only a few notable exceptions, almost 
all Hollywood feature films had been directed by men, so that there had 
become institutionalized within the codes of mainstream popular cinema a 
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form of seeing and representing which she described as a "male gaze." 
According to Mulvey, the workings of the male gaze in cinema should be 
seen in the following way. In mainstream cinema the woman is seen pri
marily from the male point of view: the camera and audience "look" is 
usually identified with a male character's position, even when there are 
"subjective" shots from the woman's point of view. Moreover, the patriar
chal bases of Western society have tended to institutionalize such a way of 
seeing even when it is not directly identified with a male character. As the 
object of the male gaze, the woman is usually seen in only two ways: 
either she is eroticized, if she is desired, or she is investigated, if she is per
ceived as a threat. In this way, the woman becomes a fantasy creation, tai
lored to male psychic needs. 

In her discussion of the psychodynamics that underpin this structure, 
Mulvey makes use of Freudian and Lacanian theory, arguing that Freu
dian concepts can explain "how the patriarchal unconscious has struc
tured film form" to suit its own psychic needs. Following Christian Metz, 
she employs Freud's notion of scopophilia in its voyeuristic aspect ("taking 
other people as objects and subjecting them to a curious and controlling 
gaze") to explain the origins of erotic pleasure in looking in film, and sco
pophilic pleasure that is linked to narcissistic identification (the introjec
tion of ideal egos) to explain how audiences, presumed to be male, iden
tify with stars or ego ideals, who reactivate the infant's need for an ideal 
ego. A fundamental premise of this theory is that the image of the body of 
the woman reactivates castration fear, which can be controlled by the 
male through sadistic voyeurism (investigation of the threatening object) 
or through fetishistic scopophilia, where disavowal of the threat takes 
place through fetishistic overvaluation. Even if one does not accept Mul
vey's psychoanalytic framework, one is struck by the extent to which the 
formal structures she identifies can be found in many films. 

Indeed Mulvey and later feminist writers have asserted that these struc
tures can be found in a wide range of mainstream Hollywood films, from 
the films made by Joseph von Sternberg in the 1930S starring Marlene Die
trich, through the cycle of film noir (detective investigatory) films of the 
1940s, where she is both eroticized and investigated (e.g., Double Indem
nity, The Maltese Falcon, Gilda, The Lady in the Lake), to Hitchcock's 
films of the 1950S and 1960s (e.g., Vertigo and Psycho). In many of these 
films, strong visual and erotic impact in the woman connotes "to-be
looked-at-ness," while the hero's look is associated with notions of power, 
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the desire to possess or control the heroine, and even with authority and 
"the law." The male is not generally eroticized but is seen as an ego ideal; 
and a polarity tends to be established between the "active" male and the 
"passive," looked-at female. This polarity can influence the narrative 
structure of the film, so that the male role is usually the active one of for
warding the story, while the female role is a passive one, associated with 
spectacle or with activities acceptable to the patriarchy - girlfriend, wife, 
or mother. 

While some of its theoretical presuppositions have been challenged, and 
counter-examples found in the cinema, Mulvey's article has so strongly 
influenced the direction of subsequent research that recently a complete 
edition of the journal Camera Obscura (no. 21-22, 1990) was devoted to a 
survey of its impact, with contributions from some sixty feminists and 
film theorists. 

THE MAIN DANCE SEQUENCE 

Early in The Ronggeng Dancer, in the first fairground sequence set at 
night, we find the performance dance in which Nji Sari dances with pay
ing partners who are invited to attempt to touch her hair. The shot table in 
table I presents a detailed description of this sequence. 5 

Table 1. Shot Table for Main Dance Sequence in The Ronggeng Dancer 

Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length 

(1) 
MCV 
5 sec. 

Visuals 

Hamidi, stage-manager and 
clown with the ronggeng 
troupe, announces the ap
pearance of Nji Sari. 

Nji Sari emerges from the 
blue curtains of the tent, 

7 sec. advances a few steps, smiles 
and looks around at the 
crowd. 

Dialogue 

Hamidi: "And now, 
the long awaited . . . 
Nji Sari!" 

Sound 

Cheers of the 
crowd. 
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Table I. Continued 

Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length Visuals Dialogue Sound 

(3) Young men in the crowd 
MS react to the appearance of 
2 sec. Nji Sari. 

(4) In a continuation of shot 2, 

MS Nji Sari continues to react 
3 sec. to the crowd. 

(5) In a medium shot of Hamidi: "What a Laughter 
MS Hamidi, with Nji Sari in girl! ... Who wants from the 
16 sec. medium long shot in the to be kissed by Nji crowd. 

background, Hamidi con- Sari? Not here, but 
tinues his introduction. out the back!" 

(6) Hamidi, arms spread wide, Hamidi: "Wait a min- Laughter and 
MLS in medium long shot, con- ute . . . wait a min- cries from the 
22 sec. tinues his introduction, ute! ... Be patient! crowd. 

with two villagers facing There is a condition! 
him, in the right screen Whoever is able to 
foreground. touch Miss Sari's hair 

bun, while dancing, 
will receive a prize, a 
kiss from Nji Sari . . . 
A very affectionate 
one!" (Touches his 
throat and purses his 
lips!) 

(7) Nji Sari reacts to the Cries from 
MS description of the kiss. the crowd. 
2 sec. 

(8) The crowd reacts to the Cries and cat-
MS announcement. Camera calls from the 
2 sec. position as in shot 3. crowd. 
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Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length Visuals Dialogue Sound 

(9) Hamidi concludes his intro- Hamidi: "But those Delighted 
MCV duction, wagging his finger who fail to touch (her cries from the 
10 sec. at the crowd, then turns in hair) must pay . . . crowd. 

the direction of Nji Sari. Yes?" 

(10) Nji Sari moves foward, The crowd 
MCV pausing and commanding quietens a 
9 sec. the attention of the crowd little. 

with her look. 

(II) Waving her hand, Nji Sari The music 
MLS instructs the players to begins. 

4 sec. begin. 

(12) Drummer and horn player 
MS playing. 
4 sec. 

(13) A long shot of the crowd. Hamidi (to Ohim): The crowd 
LSof As Ohim moves forward, "Please join the con- roars with 
crowd. the camera, following him, . '" test, SIr. delight. 
Camera pans to Nji Sari dancing 
pans to with a short peasant, who 
MLSof tries to touch her hair from 
Nji Sari behind. On his second 
dancing. attempt, she throws him off 
19 sec. balance, using silat, push-

ing him off-screen right. 

(14) Ohim reacts with amuse-
MCV ment, as does the crowd 
3.5 sec. surrounding him. 

(IS) The defeated peasant, on 
MLS the ground, edges away 
4 sec. from her, the sitting crowd 

Continued 
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Table I. Continued 

Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length Visuals Dialogue Sound 

behind him, jumping for-
ward with excitement. 

(16) Nji Sari, filmed from below, The music 
MCV dances, her arm and hand continues. 
5 sec. movements assuming an 

almost threatening posture. 

(17) Ohim advances from the Ohim: "I'm joining in The music 
MLS- crowd and helps the fallen the fun." stops. 
MS peasant to his feet, paying 
35 sec. his fine to the waiting 

Hamidi and ostentatiously 
offering a very large coin 
for the right to dance him-
self. He then advances 
towards Nji Sari, stops the 
orchestra, and addresses 
her. 

(IS) Ohim, filmed from below in Ohim: "I'm still green. 
MeV MeV, joins his hands I don't yet have 
S sec. together, bows, and smiles. experience." 

(19) Nji Sari reacts with con-
MeV cern, looking at him, with-
4 sec. out smiling. 

(20) Ohim turns to the ensemble Ohim: "The Sonteng The music 
MeV and gives instructions. music!" begins. 
4 sec. 

(21) Nji Sari, filmed slightly 
MeV from below, narrows her 
3 sec. eyes as she looks at him. 
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Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length Visuals Dialogue Sound 

(22) Ohim, standing next to Nji 
MLS- Sari, elegantly extends his 
MS- arms,advancestovvardsthe 
MLS camera into MS, and bovvs 
46 sec. to the crovvd I film audience. 

He then moves to the right, 
the camera follovving as he 
displays himself to the 
crovvd there. His move-
ments have the subtlety of a 
peacock or a dangerous 
snake. He returns to the 
dance and to vvoo Nji Sari, 
cuffing the clovvn on the 
face as he does so. 

(23) In his dance, Ohim tries Three times 
MS three times to touch Nji the crovvd 
[2 Shot] Sari's hair. Having no suc- roars as 
22 sec. cess, he turns avvay from Ohim tries to 

her, exhibiting his face to touch her 
the audience, vvith a brave hair. 
smile. 

(24) Nji Sari, filmed from a high 
Mev angle, glances screen right, 
2.5 sec. behind her, still dancing. 

(25) Dadang, vvith tvvo male 
LS friends, can be glimpsed 
6 sec. standing avvay from the 

main crovvd, near some 
vvomen and a courting 
couple. 

Continued 
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Table I. Continued 

Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length Visuals Dialogue Sound 

(26) Nji Sari dances, her glance 
MCU turning back from Dadang. 
3 sec. 

(27) Alerted by Nji Sari's glance, 
MCU Ohim looks sideways in 
2 sec. Dadang's direction. 

(28) Dadang invites one of his 
LS friends to sit down and then 
5 sec. sits down himself. 

(29) Seeing Dadang, Ohim looks 
MCU even more intently at Nji 
2.5 sec. Sari. 

(3°) Ohim continues to dance Spectators cry 
MLS with Nji Sari, trying to get out as Ohim 
2I sec. behind her. She turns, and makes his 

follows his movements, attempts and 
covering herself. Three Nji Sari 
times Ohim tries to touch defends 
her hair, on the third occa- herself. 
sion losing control and 
crowding her violently. 

(3 I ) Nji Sari's father, seeing this, 
MCU reacts by moving forward. 
I.7 sec. 

(32) Coming across from the Father: "Hey! Hey!" Cries of dis-
MLS back, the father intervenes, Then to the ensemble: appointment 
Track stopping the contest. "Stop!" To Ohim: from the 
in to Despite Ohim's proteSl:a- "Sorry, sir, but my crowd. 
MS tions, he motions to Nji Sari daughter is still learn-
23 sec. to go to the tent, and with a ing. You're not her 
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Shot 
No., 
Scale, 
Length Visuals Dialogue Sound 

smiling face and persuasive, match, sir." Ohim (to 
entreating hands, he stands the ensemble): "Carry 
between her and Ohim. on! Carryon!" Father: 
Ohim blusters. "Don't try anything, 

sir, don't!" 

(33) Nji Sari's father motions to Cheers from 
MLS the clown to bring on the the crowd as 
IS sec. other dancers, who enter. the other 

dancers enter. 

(34) The dressing room. Nji Sari 
MLS sits at a mirror as her father 
13 sec. enters. 

(35) Nji Sari remonstrates with "Why did you stop it? The music 
MCU her father while fixing her I could have defeated begins again 
8 sec. hair. him." outside. 

(36) Her father explains why he "In any ordinary situ-
MCU stopped the dance. ation I believe you 
19 sec. could. But I think Mr. 

Ohim is not a gentle-
man. He won't toler-
ate being defeated in 
public. I don't want 
any trouble." 

It is not clear whether this dance in which the man tries to touch the 
woman's hair bun, while she defends herself with silat, was actually per
formed in carnivals in West Java or is one especially invented for the film. 
Wahyu Sihombing, one of the few surviving members of the team that 
conceived and wrote the film, has suggested that possibly the dance in its 
precise form was invented especially for the film (W. Sihombing, pers. 
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comm., September 13, 1989), and indeed the most popular Indonesian film 
of previous years, The Tiger of Kemayoran (Mat jan Kemajoran, 1965), 
had as one of its leading female characters a woman who was an excep
tionally spirited pencak silat fighter. On the other hand, others believe 
that such a dance is to be found in parts of West Java. Poedijono reports 
that in Cianjur in West Java in 1963 he saw dances in which silat hand 
movements were used to ward off attempts by the male partner to touch 
the woman and says that some modern West Javanese dance uses similar 
hand movements (Poedijono, pers. comm., October 10, 1990).6 It is not 
my purpose, however, to establish the authenticity of this dance, but to 

argue that, invented for the film or not, as a structure it brings out many 
of the implications of Indonesian ronggeng/joget dances which make 
them significantly different from Western examples of erotic spectacle, 
and that this has implications for film theory. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR MULVEY'S PARADIGM 

The values, structures, and social interaction visible in this main dance in 
the film have the following implications for film theory, and in particular 
for Mulvey's theory of the male gaze: 

(I) In this dance, while the woman dancer is an erotic spectacle for the 
male spectators, her male partner also becomes part of the spectacle, per
haps not as an erotic spectacle in the same sense, but at least in the sense 
that his behavior is watched by the spectators (and by the cinema audi
ence) and is subject to their assessment. In Mulvey'S terms, he too is sub
ject to their investigative gaze. Indeed, Ohim is part of the spectacle in a 
number of senses, possibly including an erotic dimension which he himself 
invites. He begins his dance by turning away toward the crowd, address
ing them with subtle dance movements of the arms and head, as though 
parading his beauty, power, and control. He then advances toward the 
crowd to the right, away from Nji Sari, continuing to impress on the 
crowd his suitability as a wooer. Advancing back toward her, within a few 
seconds of having begun to dance with her he has already launched an 
attack to try to touch her hair bun. 

(2) The rules of the dance give authority to the woman, rather than to 

the man. This is because the male partner must dance within the rules, 
rules arbitrated by the woman and requiring that he dance with restraint 
and fairness, even if in a state of desire. Hence, the dance breaks down 
that arrangement, described by Mulvey, whereby the woman is seen only 
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as the object of the male gaze, either eroticized or investigated, and has 
neither authority nor power - which are vested in the male. This rigid and 
paranoid structure is replaced with a playful structure in which the 
woman arbitrates the rules, and the man must agree to dance within them. 

(3) The camera point of view throughout most of the sequence is the 
same as the crowd's, and this is probably male though not exclusively so. 
In Mulvey'S terms, a patriarchal narrative dimension is to be found in the 
scene because Nji Sari's future husband, Dadang, is glimpsed in the back
ground, the camera cutting twice to register his presence from Nji Sari and 
Ohim's point of view. Dadang clearly accepts that the dance has its rules 
and that he should not interfere. 

(4) The notion of erotic pleasure as exclusively or primarily a pleasure 
of looking is not the only way in which this dance should be understood, 
for the reason that the sensuous bodily movements characteristic of these 
highly interactive and communal dances (and characteristic of much 
Javanese and Balinese dance) of outstretched arms and extended fingers 
all mime and tangibly display the very idea of desire as being expressed by 
reaching out and by sensuous touching - and of the need for control and 
refinement. Moreover, the Indonesian word used by the stage manager 
when he invites spectators from the crowd to attempt to touch Nji Sari's 
hair bun, menyentuh, is specific and means to "lightly touch" or "to 
stroke." It has connotations of gentleness and refinement, as well as sexual 
connotations. 7 

(5) A number of features of the dance suggest that one should funda
mentally reconceptualize the Mulvey paradigm, replacing many of its 
assumptions, if one is going to use it to fully understand both the dance 
and the film. Perhaps instead of the Freudian-influenced paradigm of the 
woman as object of the male gaze, passive before the dual drives of voy
eurism and fetishism, one should consider rather the woman's activity 
within the dance performance and the spectacle. Within this new frame
work, one could regard the dance performance as a mode of address by 
the woman and analyze the structure of that mode of address as a struc
ture informed by some codes of erotic behavior within the society, which 
are understood as meaningful by the woman participant and which have 
been internalized by her and deployed within the performance. Here the 
deployment of these erotic codes can be regarded as a skill, in ways analo
gous to the way in which the deployment of codes of silat (the specifically 
Indonesian form of self-defense) by the same dancer to prevent the man 
from touching her hair is a skill. Indeed, this new paradigm allows one to 
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see that the specific type of ronggeng dance shown in the film (which has 
structural analogies with the Balinese joget) has a structure in which the 
woman, having stimulated desire through the performance of the dance, 
then resists the fulfillment of its aims, except as a rule-governed activity 
that demands simultaneously certain skills and a certain decorum in the 
man, including the psychological ability to withstand his own jealousy 
and public embarrassment, if not humiliation. 

(6) Using the foregoing argument, in this dance we have a dialectic of 
stimulation and control, which results in maximizing eroticism, but also 
in controlling and refining it. It might be considered that the type of 
refinement and control shown in the dances has achieved a particularly 
high level in Java and Bali, though even between these two islands there 
are certain differences. In Muslim Java this type of erotic display has been 
subject to some degree of social ostracism, as the film shows. But what is 
expressed in these dances may well also inform erotic behavior at many 
levels of the society, in fact, significantly defining the pervasive erotic cul
ture as a whole. 

(7) The most appropriate theoretical model to account for this is prob
ably not Freud, but Bateson and Mead's account of Balinese emotional 
ethos as inherently nonschismogenic (i.e., precluding symmetrical cumu
lative interactions of a conflictual kind), approximating a plateau or 
"steady state." This is achieved initially by the way in which the infant's 
mother, having stimulated mutual interaction between herself and her 
child, begins at a certain stage in the infant's development to refuse to 
respond to the interaction initiated by the child, something the child must 
learn to handle (Bateson and Mead 1942, 148; Bateson 1973). The refusal 
by the mother to respond to the child's desire for interaction, even though 
previously she has stimulated the child, produces a general expectation in 
the culture that desire will not always be reciprocated or fulfilled; but 
rather than this resulting simply in repression, it results in the dialectic of 
stimulation and control. These issues are complex and probably have 
implications for the Oedipus complex, because clearly the prohibition 
against desire comes from the mother as well as from the father. It is my 
contention that the capacity to play finely with emotional thresholds and 
to maintain a deep but nonconflictual detachment, both of which are 
learned at this stage of infancy, are fundamental to the games played in the 
ronggengljoget dances. 

(8) All this can lead us back to consider the limitations of Mulvey's par-



THE RONGGENG DANCER 179 

adigm in its initial formulation. Fundamental to Mulvey's account is an 
assumption that "the male gaze" is not just voyeuristic, but that it is also in 
some sense controlling (scopophilia "takes other people as objects, sub
jecting them to a controlling and curious gaze") and that the body of the 
woman is sometimes controlled and becomes nothing more than the 
image of male desire (Mulvey 1975,7,16). Mulvey postulates three gazes: 
the camera gaze, the gaze of the male character, and the gaze of the 
viewer, all of which can be assimilated one to the other in her model as 
male gazes. But there is a further gaze implicit in her account, the directo
rial gaze, which can be seen most clearly in her discussion of Hitchcock 
and Von Sternberg. Here it is clear that the controlling element in voy
eurism and fetishism arises not only because the camera look is identified 
with a male character's desire, but because the male director has the 
power to organize all elements of the mise-en-scene, including the wom
an's body, and subject them to his will in the creation of the film. Under 
the direction of Hitchcock, her body is subjected to an investigative gaze, 
and in the case of von Sternberg, to a fetishistic gaze. But if one considers 
again the ronggeng dance as it is performed in the film, or the Balinese 
joget, one finds that the structures exemplified here - where the woman 
(usually a professional dancer) stimulates eroticism and then makes erotic 
interaction a rule-governed activity by partially refusing it and making the 
male accept this - can be seen as systematically enforcing, within the con
text of the dance, the idea that the woman's body, or rather her desire, is 
not simply the image of male desire, driving a wedge, so to speak, between 
her body and male desire in its unrestrained scopophilic aspects. 

Examples from Other Dances in the Film 

An examination of other dance sequences in the film bears out these 
arguments about the simultaneously stimulating and yet controlled and 
refined mode of address of these dances. In addition to the main dance, 
there is a long social dance (tayuban) in which all the ronggeng dancers 
dance with village men. Ohim enters the dance and through his persistent 
attention virtually forces Nji Sari to dance with him, conversing with her 
while he does so and beginning the conversation by telling her he had seen 
Dadang with her when she was bathing. This long sequence, lasting 
almost ten minutes, is filmed in a manner reminiscent of Antonioni, 
because for a significant part of the dance, within the wide screen two
shot, Nji Sari is filmed facing away from Ohim, seeking to avert her gaze 
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from his, which is trying to dominate her as she dances with him. At the 
same time, in her conversation, she herself seeks to challenge, humor, and 
gently ridicule his attitudes, even using her body to inflame him - by 
dancing away from him in a particularly expressive way - at the same 
time as she represses him verbally. 

The dance Nji Sari performs in the credit sequence is also interesting 
because of the way narrative themes are prefigured and inserted. She 
enters and gracefully genuflects in the direction of the camera (away from 
the audience), performing a mudra in which she joins her hands before her 
face and moves her head from side to side, as though invoking a goddess, 
whom, shaman-like, she seems in this dance to represent. Although the 
narrative has not yet commenced - and the characters have not been 
introduced, and the credits titles continue to be superimposed - her 
dance is intercut with a shot of the subdistrict head and Ohim looking at 
her and smiling and conversing lewdly about her. Later, as the sequence 
continues, there is a shot of Ohim staring at her with a kind of fixed 
desire. It is at this point, as the camera cuts back to her, that her dance 
changes from being primarily an erotic, sensuous dance to being a warrior 
dance. Here the defensive hand and arm movements begin, and she subse
quently juggles with two large swords. We therefore have encapsulated in 
this dance simultaneously: (I) the theme of the narrative (excessive and 
unreciprocated desire leading to an attempt on the part of the male to con
trol the woman); (2) the insertion of a threatening male gaze structure; 
and (3) the structure of the dance as a structure of stimulation, control, 
and, if necessary, defense. Equally important, however, is the way in 
which many aspects of this dance establish the figure of the woman as 
having sacred significance, while the male figures respond to this transper
sonal, archetypal figure only in terms of their own personal momentary 
desire. Throughout this sequence, while there are shots in which these two 
men are seen gazing at Nji Sari, the camera is never identified with their 
position. They face the camera from among the audience - and the cam
era is placed at the back of the stage, the area Nji Sari addresses at the 
beginning of the film, as she kneels and bows, reminding us of the origi
nally sacred role of this kind of dance performance. 

Financial Implications of the Main Dance 

In this dance male spectators have the right to an affectionate kiss from 
Nji Sari, if they succeed in touching her hair bun while dancing, with the 
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condition that if they fail, they must pay a fine. The financial implications 
of this have a deep and ironic humor, even though not spelled out by the 
film: Nji Sari earns more money by not having to give a kiss to her part
ner. The male partner, on the other hand, is effectively motivated by eco
nomic considerations to gain the right to give Nji Sari a kiss, even while 
his primary motivation is desire. Announced with glib enthusiasm by the 
clown, conundrum-like these financial arrangements reverse the usual 
arrangements for prostitution, where the woman is usually paid money 
for taking part in sexual activity. This structural reversal of the usual 
financial arrangement is visually complemented by the spectacle of an 
exceptionally skilled dancer who knows which moves to expect from her 
male partner, in one case throwing him off balance and bundling him off 
stage as he attempts to make a pass at her, the audience barracking for her 
as she does so. 

It might be objected that the woman is presented here as a prize to be 
won by the most skillful man. Yet in the dance as it is performed, Nji Sari 
is at no stage defeated and forced to kiss a man "out the back." So while in 
theory the dance is patriarchal because the male partner can possess the 
woman as a prize (the dance offering her in a contractual exchange), clo
sure of the dance through possession of the woman never in fact occurs in 
the film; and if it did, Nji Sari would forfeit income. 

THE WOMAN'S ROLE IN THE NARRATIVE 

Up to this point I have mainly discussed the way in which the ronggeng 
dance in the film provides us with a new paradigm for considering erotic 
spectacle. I now wish to ask the question: to what extent has conventional 
narrative organization been affected by the filmmakers' response to the 
dance? The answer is that the film's narrative is fairly unusual within the 
history of world cinema to 1969. In this film, the woman, Nji Sari, is not 
only endorsed unequivocally by the film, but she is also given discursive 
positions in the text in a way that is unusual both in the Indonesian cin
ema and in Hollywood cinema prior to the influence of feminism in the 
late I970s. In terms of the way the film interrogates the male spectator, 
The Ronggeng Dancer is comparable with a small number of relatively 
exceptional films that have achieved canonical status, among which are 
Dance, Girl, Dance (directed in Hollywood in 1940 by Dorothy Arzner) 
and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (directed by Howard Hawks in 1953). But 
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The Ronggeng Dancer is also significant in relation to the Hollywood 
melodrama tradition. 

In her article "Notes on Sirk and Melodrama," Laura Mulvey has writ
ten of the way in which often it is in popular melodramas that the contra
dictions of a woman's social position are explored. She argues that these 
films often give exceptional credence to the woman's point of view and 
sometimes even show that overvaluation of virility under patriarchy 
causes social and ideological problems. This is what she believes Douglas 
Sirk's major melodramas, made in Germany in the 1930S and in Holly
wood in the 1950S, achieved: 

Ideological contradiction is the overt mainspring and specific content of 
melodrama, not a hidden unconscious thread to be picked up by special crit
ical processes .... The workings of patriarchy, the mould of feminine 
unconscious it produces, have left women largely without a voice, gagged 
and deprived of outlets (of a kind supplied by male art), in spite of the cru
cial social and ideological functions women are called on to perform. In the 
absence of any coherent culture of oppression, the simple fact of recognition 
has aesthetic importance .... (Mulvey I987, 75) 

By exposing the contradictions inherent in the social position of rong
geng dancers in Islamic Java, and by showing Ohim's overvaluation of his 
own virility, The Ronggeng Dancer partakes of this stream of melodrama 
which recognizes and criticizes anomalies in the social position of women 
in a patriarchal society. But it does so in unusually sustained ways - and 
this is why it is comparable to a film by Douglas Sirk or Dorothy Arzner. 
Various feminist writers (Creed I978, I987, 290-291; Kaplan 1978) have 
shown how in many Hollywood women's melodramas (and even in some 
film noir), the "transgressive" heroine may for a time defy or live outside 
the roles designated as acceptable by the patriarchy, and this provides part 
of the pleasure of the text. But in these films, before the narrative con
cludes, the transgressive heroine is almost always "punished" for her 
transgressions, often through the intervention of some narratively unmoti
vated occurrence - the death of her child, her own death, the emergence 
of an evil side to her nature, imprisonment - or, as in Mildred Pierce, a 
combination of these terrible fates. So even women's melodramas, which 
criticize the social position of women and unveil male double standards, 
often end by "punishing" the woman who steps out of line in some way. 
To take one example from a genre film from the Indonesian cinema, the 
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remarkably energetic and pOSItiVe portrait of the young woman silat 
fighter, Cicih, in the silat action film The Tiger of Kemayoran - set in 
nineteenth-century Batavia - is marred by her death at the end of the film, 
because in terms of narrative causality it is unmotivated, except for the 
fact that she has stepped outside the customary female role; and in this 
very Islamic film, she is not a suitable partner for the hero Rousin, despite 
her loyalty to him. The more conventional Murti becomes Rousin's wife. 

But Nji Sari is not "punished" for being a ronggeng dancer. Moreover, 
as an analysis of the plot shows, she is not passive either, in the sense out
lined by Mulvey in her discussion of the active/passive split. She furthers 
the action in the film, refusing the attentions of Ohim, even defending her
self physically, and rescuing her father when he is abducted by Ohim. 
Moreover, it is she who holds the discourse of knowledge in the film. Her 
position in the argument about sexuality with Ohim is endorsed by what 
the film's narrative shows us as a whole, as seen in this speech she makes 
in the last scene in the film, standing between the ranked lines of opposing 
villagers: 

Right then! So it's I who am the cause of all the trouble! 
Kill me! Kill me! 
Don't say no-one is at fault - there are already too many victims. 
You, who are old, behave as if you want to stand up for your sons. 
It's a lie! 
You are already vying for public office. It's the unrestrained passion of 

you both that is making victims of your sons. 
Kill me! Kill me! ... Kill me! 
You're cowards! 
You say that I am the cause of the trouble - that I am the chief trouble

maker. Why don't you just get rid of me ... and when I'm no longer here 
will the enmity decrease? 

No! 
As long as you old men remain dominated by your passions it will con

tinue! 

In the context of assertions by feminists that women have no voice, this 
passage is striking and bears comparison with the scene toward the end of 
Arzner's Dance, Girl, Dance where the heroine addresses the male audi
ence in the burlesque show, accusing them of double standards. Effec
tively, Nji Sari articulates the way women are seen as the cause of all trou
bles, precisely because men cannot deal with their own emotions, but their 
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social power enables them to project this onto women. Thus she chal
lenges patriarchy in the widest and most general sense and at the same 
time sums up what the film has already shown us. 8 

If one asks from whence came the more progressive elements in the 
film, the answer is probably from the input provided by the scriptwriter 
Sjumandjaya - at that time director of film development and guidance -
who later became one of Indonesia's leading and most progressive direc
tors and who died in 1985. The final speech of Nji Sari (quoted above) has 
recently been unanimously identified - by some of Sjumandjaya's contem
poraries at a recent screening of the film - as almost certainly his work. 
Most of his later films are imbued with an unusual idealism. Many show 
the capacity not only to defend women, but to think empathetically into 
their situations and to see the oppression of women as arising from male 
attitudes and as endemic to predominating social structures. Moreover, 
many of his narratives are organized to generate the idea of freedom 
through change, brought about by questioning and by resistance rather 
than by portraying characters who deterministically succumb to a fate too 
large or complex for them to handle - a common theme in the Indonesian 
cinema, as it is in Indonesian literature. 

These larger structural changes within the discursive position of the 
woman in the narrative, however, are also related to smaller but consis
tent changes within other codes of the film. For example, the initial desire 
in the film is not that of Dadang for Nji Sari, but Nji Sari's desire for him 
- and this is signified, early during the first stick-fight dance, by a point of 
view construction in which she is shown looking at him. This structure 
whereby Nji Sari looks towards Dadang, rather than the viewer watching 
her from Dadang's point of view, is fairly consistently maintained in the 
film. Indeed, Dadang often displays embarrassment or frustration rather 
than desire, for he is not able to dance with her, nor can he display power 
through his gaze in the way that Ohim does. Moreover, conflict in the nar
rative develops when Ohim notices Nji Sari looking at Dadang, and it is 
this that leads Ohim to challenge Dadang in the stick-fight, the first of a 
series of competitive encounters. But while there is rivalry, and this is 
given a repetitive phallocentric dimension in the stick-fight dance and 
other contests, this is not simply that conventional structure of rivalry, 
found in so many films, wherein the most powerful man gains the right to 
the woman. Dadang gains Nji Sari primarily because she has chosen him, 
and it is possible that the importance of the woman's choice in the film is a 
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thematic counterstatement to Ohim's overvaluatiC''1 of the importance of 
his own desire. There is thus a certain kind of Islamic submission and 
patience in Dadang, which provides a space for Nji Sari and contrasts spe
cifically with the hedonistic overassertive Ohim. 

This is not to argue, of course, that the film is without contradiction or 
confusion. When Dadang takes Nji Sari to the rice fields to woo her, the 
visual codes of the film reiterate a cliche of cinematic representation that 
is as old as this century: the country represents innocence and rehabili
tation, in contrast to the vice of the cities and towns. Barbara Creed has 
argued: 

The structure of the woman's melodrama involves a pattern of female role 
transgression; the entry of an exceptional male; a marked change in the her
oine's point of view; suffering and sacrifice; and, finally, her acceptance of a 
more socially desirable role. (Creed 1977, 28). 

The Ronggeng Dancer manages to avoid many of these cliches. Nji Sari is 
not seen as a transgressor, neither does she undergo suffering and sacri
fice, nor experience a marked change in her point of view. But effectively 
she does take on "a more socially desirable role" at the end of the film, 
even if only for reasons of personal safety and "for love"; and Dadang, 
who represents rural values, is the means to effect this. And because 
Dadang always refuses to partner Nji Sari in any ronggeng dance, the film 
remains finally ambivalent about such dancing. Moreover, Dadang him
self is clearly a construction of male scriptwriters, and the film's view of 
him in no way represents an authentic female point of view. Thus Mul
vey's argument that there is a need for women to make films, and to struc
ture them in ways that do not simply reiterate the codes of patriarchal 
filmmaking, remains valid here. 

IDEOLOGICAL COMPLIANCE WITH THE NEW ORDER 

Further limitations in this film are seen clearly in the way the political 
issues are resolved by its conclusion. Nji Sari's challenge to the patriarchy 
at the end of the film is immediately taken up by the subdistrict head -
himself earlier depicted as having double standards in his attitude toward 
ronggeng dancers. He exploits her speech, using it as a reason to postpone 
the elections indefinitely, and the film appears to endorse this decision by 
concluding at this point: 
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Subdistrict Head: Aren't you ashamed at what Nji Sari has said? A ronggeng 
dancer understands the situation better than you who are old. What would 
be the fate of our people if they were led by the desire to put themselves 
before anything else? We announce that the election for the lurah of the vil
lage of Ciawi is postponed ... until there is a candidate who will defend 
the interests of the people, not when there are only those who seek office to 
fulfill personal ambition. 

Thus the truth that has been uttered by the woman about male-female 
relations is no sooner expressed than it is immediately appropriated by the 
patriarchy and used to endorse an aspect of Indonesian political ideology 
that has existed from Guided Democracy through to the New Order, 
namely, the need to reduce conflict in the face of the inflammatory pas
sions of the people by doing away with elections and with the parliamen
tary process. In New Order Indonesia elections promised for I969 were 
deferred until I97I, on advice from President Suharto's technocrat minis
ters (McDonald I98o, 98). There was even a move to have the elections 
postponed for a further two years. This was opposed by the People's Pro
visional Consultative Assembly despite heavy military pressure. The extra 
time gained before the elections allowed for Suharto's political strategy to 
be put in place, in particular, the establishment of the government party, 
Golkar. These political events occurred at the time the film was being pre
pared. 

An ideology of a lack of preparedness for democracy underlies the film. 
In the film it is presented in a gratuitous and schematic way, linking the 
"rivalry" between the two men for Nji Sari with the rivalry between their 
fathers in the elections and the tendency of villagers to enter into skir
mishes on the borders of villages, or in tournaments - as though political 
disagreements are to be imaged as having no more ideological significance 
than greasy pole-climbing competitions or goat-butting contests. Here 
dominant (if not archaic) film codification - which in the interest of 
drama tends to be inherently schismogenic anyway - converts political 
situations into action sequences that have no political meaning but only 
further emphasize the binary oppositions already stated. But insofar as the 
film's makers may be seen as allegorizing recent Indonesian political his
tory, they ignore the issues and debates that had already disappeared with 
political repression in I965. 

Ideological links with the New Order can also be seen even in the repre-
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sentation of women. Krishna Sen has described how much of New Order 
cinema simply reinforces an ideology of the sexual division of labor, in 
which the woman's role is to be wife, mother, and homemaker, leaving all 
other spheres of social action to men (Sen 1987, 168-212). She argues that 
the institutions spawned by the political changes of 1965 - particularly the 
wives' organizations - have reinforced those ideological strains in Indone
sian society which see women as subordinate to men. While The Rong
geng Dancer generally does not see women as subordinate to men, it can
not entirely escape Sen's arguments, in that at the end of the film, Nji Sari 
decides to become a homemaker. 

CONCLUSION 

In this article I have discussed the way in which the ronggeng dance in the 
film The Ronggeng Dancer provides a quite new and illuminating para
digm with which Western film theory can consider the issue of eroticism 
within spectacle: one in which erotic spectacle is interactive, involves the 
man in the spectacle, makes it a rule-governed activity in which the man's 
performance is subject to examination and in which, overall, eroticism is 
stimulated and heightened but controlled and acculturated. These charac
teristics are not only true of the dance created for the film but can be 
found in other dances in Indonesia. The film shows that, in some 
instances, new directions can be provided for Western society by texts 
from countries such as Indonesia, not because these texts are avant-garde 
or postmodernist, but because they confront us with structures that are 
very old and have evolved over a long period of time - possibly originat
ing in Hindu-Buddhist times but surviving and developing under Islam -
structures and possibilities that Western civilization has either forgotten or 
never discovered for itself. Despite the difficulties under which they work, 
many Indonesian filmmakers recognize the values of these structures and 
on occasions succeed in incorporating them in their films. 

David Hanan is a senior lecturer in the Department of Visual Arts at Monash 
University in Melbourne, Australia. 
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2. Sixteen-millimeter prints of Nji Ronggeng, in Cinemascope and color and 
with English subtitles, are held by Sinematek Indonesia (Jakarta Film Archive); 
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Sjumandjaya, Sihombing 1968). 
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the spectators are sufficiently keyed up the ronggengs throw a kerchief at the man 
of their choice, which means an invitation to join them in the dance. After this the 
dance changes to a common tayuban ... of a more or less sensual nature" 

(Kunst 1973 [19491,381). 
5. The shot table was derived from the completed film. Note cu = close-up, 
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martha. 
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Karl G. Heider. Indonesian Cin
ema: National Culture on Screen. 
Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1991. x, 154 pages. $28 hard
cover, $9.95 paperbound. 

As a consequence of the increasing 
influence of modern cultural studies, 
more students of cinema are being per
suaded that films need to be examined 
as significant cuitural practices; hence 
the complex ways in which cultural 
meanings are generated through films 
have been thrust to the fore of discus
sion. Films have become one of the 
most important and popular media of 
entertainment in the modern world, 
and therefore we need to map out the 
ways in which they have become a 
means of pleasure and significance to 
so many people living in diverse cul
tures. This means that it is imperative 
that we pay more attention to ques
tions of film as cultural practice and 
the complex interrelationships among 
art, industry, entertainment, modes 
of narrativity, cultural assumptions, 
discourse, and power. Indonesian Cin
ema: National Culture on Screen ex
emplifies the importance of this need. 

As Professor Heider points out, 
films are indissolubly linked to culture. 
They are cultural texts that embody 
within themselves the entire gamut of 
cultural behavior from artifacts to mo
tivations. This book constitutes a cul
tural reading of Indonesian cinema, 

and as with all cultural analyses, it is 
comparative in nature - that is to say, 
the author constantly compares Indo
nesian films with American and Euro
pean films to enforce his points. In the 
words of the author, "This book exam
ines Indonesian movies and Indonesian 
culture to show how cultural principles 
shape the movies and, sometimes, how 
the movies may influence the culture. 
This is as much an anthropological 
approach to cinema as a cinemato
graphic approach to culture" (p. 7). 

The book consists of eleven chap
ters. The opening chapter spells out the 
importance of cultural analysis of film 
as a mode of understanding, while the 
second chapter discusses the evolution 
of cinema in Indonesia. The next chap
ter deals with the patterns of Indone
sian culture in cinema. The fourth and 
fifth chapters explore questions of 
genres, plots, and narrative conven
tions. Modernization and the growth 
of cinema in Asia are vitally connected, 
and the sixth chapter is devoted to an 
examination of models of modernity as 
they relate to cinema. The rest of the 
chapters deal with issues representing 
history, folk ethnography, the images 
of women, the interplay between indi
viduals and groups, and the idea of a 
national cinema. This book, then, cov
ers a broad range of topics that are cen
tral to a proper understanding of Indo
nesian cinema and culture. 

I found this book to be extremely 



readable and useful. Heider presents 
his arguments lucidly and persuasively. 
He is an anthropologist who has long 
advocated the importance of studying 
cinema as a way of clearing a pathway 
to the inner recesses of a given culture, 
and this book admirably testifies to the 
importance of that conviction. In dis
cussing Indonesian cinema, the author 
often makes comparisons with other 
cinemas and cultures. Although, occa
sionally, these comparisons appear to 

be a little too neat and schematic, by 
and large, they work well. 

All in all, Indonesian Cinema: Na
tional Culture on Screen can be recom
mended as a welcome addition to the 
growing literature on Asian cinema. 
Karl Heider's new book should prove 
to be of value to film scholars, anthro
pologists, and Indonesianists as well as 
students of culture and communication 
in general. 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

East- West Center 

Slavoj Zizek. Looking Awry: An 
Introduction to Jacques Lacan 
through Popular Culture. October 
Books series. Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1991. 188 pages, $22.50 hard
cover. 

Slavoj Zizek. The Sublime Object 
of Ideology. London and New 
York: Verso, 1989. 240 pages, 
$18.95 paperbound. 

Whether rereading tracking shots, de
coding those uncanny hothouses of de-
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ception in Alfred Hitchcock or retheo
rizing Walter Benjamin's materialist 
moves through the everyday, "reality" 
implies the surplus energy of fantasy
space and ideological construction for 
Slavoj Zizek, the Slovenian psychoana
lyst cum journalist who burst upon 
the global cultural-theory scene with a 
stunningly fresh and cogent reading of 
"the sublime object" of aesthetic desire 
as recurring fantasy-construct of social 
ideology in The Sublime Object of Ide
ology. Tied to the interest in discursive 
subject-positions of Ernesto Laclau 
(who self-survivingly endorses and sit
uates this work in a useful, Eurocentric 
preface) as well as to the idealist narra
tives of Hegel and Lacan, Zizek's first 
work in English is one of the few 
studies I could refer to as fully able to 
reimagine and eloquently resituate the 
sublime, as object and narrative of de
sire/power, within the historical dy
namics and material ruses of cultural 
construction. 

That the desire-mechanisms of La
can's seminars and the power relation
ships of Hegel's master-and-slave dia
lectic everywhere underwrite Zizek's 
obsessive/hysterical readings of the 
subjectivities constructed within post
modern culture, high and low, massi
fied and demystified, nowhere detracts 
in Looking Awry and The Sublime 
Object of Ideology from the stunning, 
far-reaching originality of his multiple 
readings of Hitchcock's films, Marx 
Brothers jokes upon Marx, the sinking 
of the Titanic as the sinking of the 
romantic sublime, the fetish of money 
as disembodied abstraction of capital, 
Stalin as a sublime object of state-com
munist desire, Stephen King's Pet Cem
etery and Robocop as explorations of 
"resubjectivation" from drive to desire, 
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or desire become the hardness of drive 
in the cyborgian sublimity of Termina
tor. The second work, Looking Awry, 
is perhaps the place to begin with 
Zizek's recuperations of Lacan. Given 
the book's speculative thematics and 
stylistic risks, this study of Hitchcock 
(and much else) becomes that filmic 
and cultural object it would freshly the
orize: that is, a pleasure to read and 
consume as sublime object of "orga
nized enjoyment." In a structure that 
can get predictable, all-purpose, phal
locratic, and banal, desire for subli
me / erotic pleasure drives this political 
hermeneutic to interesting, impious 
ends. 

No less is power, that shibboleth of 
Late American Foucault, implicated 
deftly by Zizek (everywhere an imagi
native writer, too), in the agonistic 
ruses and recurring language-games of 
desire, that opaque (and communal) 
source for him of everyday politics and 
all art. In other words, given a post
Marxist context that calls much into 
question, Zizek succeeds where others 
have failed in recuperating his sublime 
hero, Lacan, from the phallocratic 
mumbo-jumbo of Lacanians (cine-fem
inist and otherwise) themselves, mak
ing his work seem fresh, necessary, and 
new, as a tool in the theory-kit of post
modern cultural criticism (something I, 
for one, no longer thought could be 
done). For once the sublime blurb by 
Frederic Jameson for Looking Awry is 
excessive but accurate as the critic of 
postmodernity as global consumption 
enthuses, "A Hegelian and Lacanian 
Hitchcock has my vote! [It] is a won
derful introduction to psychoanalysis; 
to a fresh approach to the subjectivities 
of mass culture .... " Film critics, de
vout Lacanians, as well as post-Marx-
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ist theorists and world-weary practi
tioners of global postmodernity will be 
no less rewarded, baffled, and, by 
turns, enthused. 

Bravely "looking awry" at what we 
thought we knew all too well, the 
uncanny sublime of Western Europe, 
Zizek emerges from the tormented ter
rains of Yugoslavia and psychosexual 
salons of Paris as a necessary theorist 
on the postmodern theory scene, an 
articulate and even prophetic expert on 
the national and ethnic workings of 
the political imaginary of Europe and 
America no less, whose works are im
possibly anchored in twin grounds of 
theory-high and culture-low and make 
both of these familiar worlds (of art 
and politics, of private subject and 
social habitus) seem interesting, sub
lime, and strange at a point when 
such aesthetic-political theorizing had 
seemed exhausted, glutted, commodi
fied, perverse. 

ROB WILSON 

University of Hawaii at Manoa 

Mas'ud Zavarzadeh. Seeing Films 
Politically. Albany: State University 
Press of New York, 1991. 267 
pages. $39.50 hardcover, $12.95 
paperbound. 

Politics has become central to a proper 
understanding of the filmic experience, 
and this book demonstrates the com
plex issues involved in any investiga
tion into the relationship between poli
tics and cinema. This book, as the 
author points out, constitutes more 
than a discussion of films; it is an 
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inquiry into the politics of cultural 
intelligibility and how it is inscribed in 
the dominant ideology of Western 
societies. He does this by examining 
some of the films made in the 1980s in 
terms of the filmic text, the spectator, 
and the wider cultural discourse in 
which they are embedded. The ways in 
which viewers position themselves, 
generate meaning, and construct sub
jectivities in terms of cinema are vital 
to the author's project. 

As Professor Zavarzadeh says, "My 
aim in this book has been to show how 
seemingly innocent films - which are 
usually taken to be neutral aesthetic 
acts of entertainment - are sites of 
such ideological investment" (p. I). 
The author challenges the now com
mon practice of ignoring the political 
economy of signification and dwelling 
on the formal and stylistic dimensions. 
He is most emphatic, throughout the 
book, in situating film analysis at the 
intersection of international econom
ics, political structures, and the local 
dynamics of signification. As he him
self admits, his book constitutes a "po
litical intervention" into modern film 
criticism and theory. 

Seeing Films Politically consists of 
eight persuasively argued chapters. 
They deal with questions of intelligibil
ity, pleasure and resistance, patterns of 
reality, cultural politics of intimacy, 
history and nostalgia, center and pe-
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riphery, ideology and gender, and the 
political economy of art. This is a 
closely argued book that urges us to see 
films in the light of the capitalist ideol
ogy according to which they are 
created and valorized. 

Mas'ud Zavarzadeh is particularly 
acute and insightful in demonstrating 
how cinema tends to situate the viewer 
within ideological frames of meaning 
and how these beguile him or her to 
accept filmic representations as trans
parent and natural. What he points out 
is the constant need to bear in mind the 
fact that films culturally and ideologi
cally mediate reality. 

The author has the perspicacity to 
ground his discussion of certain ab
stract concepts in concrete films that 
are sensitively analyzed. His readings 
of such films as The Big Chill, Terms of 
Endearment, Easy Rider, and Paris, 
Texas are cogent and thought-pro
voking. 

Seeing Films Politically is a book 
that merits close reading and reflec
tion. Its argument is compelling. Some 
would quarrel with the author for, at 
times, simplifying the views that he 
seeks to demolish. While using the 
vocabulary of postmodernist film theo
rists, the author quite convincingly 
points out the blind spots of postmod
ermsm. 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

East- West Center 
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- ---------------------------------------
The Velvet Light Trap is a journal featuring critical essays which 
explore alternative methodological approaches to the analysis of the 
American film. 

The 19808, #27, Spring 1991: 

Edward Buscombe, Film History in the 1980s 
Douglas Kellner, Film, Politics, and Ideology: Reflections on 

Hollywood Film in the Age of Reagan 
Chris Holmlund, Reading Character with a Vengeance: TheFatal 

Attraction Phenomenon 
Rodney Buxton, .. After It Happened ..... : The Battle to Present AIDS 

in Television Drama 
Steve Fore, The Same Old Others: The Western, Lonesome Dove, and 

the Lingering Difficulty of Difference 
Catherine Portuges, Retrospective Narratives in Hungarian 

Cinema: The 1980s Diary Trilogy of Marta Meszaros 
Alexis Krasilovsky, Woman Teaching Women: Teaching Film to 

Co-ed Classes in the 1980s 

Recent Issues: 

Sound Comedy, #26, Fall 1990 

Exhibition/Conditions of Reception, #25, Spring 1990 

Animation, #24, Fall 1989 

Hollywood Institutions, #28, Spring 1989 

-----------------------------------
Velvet Light Trap is published biannually in Spring and Fall. 

Single copy rates: Individual $9, Institution $17 
Outside USA, add $2 

Yearly subscription rates: Individual $17, Institution $32 
Outside USA, add $3.25 

University of Texas Press Journals, 
P.O. Box 7819,Austin, Texas 78713 

~ 



Subscribe to the 

Asian Studies Review. 

Recent issues h.\Ve examined topics as diverse 
as ecology and the economic history of Asia, 
China after Tiananmen, Asian immigration to 
Australia and the connection between Asian 
studies and Australian business. A large 
proportion of each issue is devoted to reviews 
of books chosen in light of their relevance to 
Asia, timeliness and significance- a particularly 
valuable resource for librarians. 

Please direct subscription enquiries 
to: 

Dr R. Jeffrey 
Treasurer, ASAA 
C/- Institute of Asian Studies 
La Trobe University 
Bundoora Vic 3083 

MEMBERSHIP AND SUBSCRIPTION RATES 

AUSTRALIAN OVERSEAS 
ADDRESS ADDRESS 

MEMBERSHIP 
° Ordinary members $A50.00 $A52.50 
° Pensioners or retirees $A30.00 $A32.50 
° Students $A20.00 $A22.50 

SUBSCRIPTIONS TO ASIAN STUDIES REVIEW 

° Primary or Secondary Schools 
° Institutions other than primary and secondary schools 

$A20.00 $A22.50 

Rate AO $A50.00 $A52.50 
° Institutions other than primary and secondary schools 

Rate Bt $A30.00 $A32.50 
° Individuals Rate A· Not available $A32.50 
° Individuals Rate Bt Not available $A22.50 

• Rate A applies to the following countries: Australia, Brunei, Canada, European countries, Hong 
Kong, Japan, New Zealand, Singapore, USA, USSR. 

t Rate B applies to all other countries. 



Subscribe Now To 

East-West Film Journal 
To subscribe to East-West Film Journal, or to extend your present 
subscription, please check the appropriate subscription category 
and fill out the form below. 

USA/Canada All Other 
Countries 

Institution 
Individual 

D US$25 
D US$15 

D US$30 
D US$17 

For airmail, add US$12 per volume 

This is a: D new subscription D renewal 

o Payment enclosed: US$ (Checks must be drawn on a 
U.S. bank and payable to University of Hawaii Press.) 

o Please charge my: 0 VISA 0 MasterCard 

Card no. __________ Expires ____ _ 

Signature _________________ _ 

Amt. charged: US$ ____ _ 

Name ____________________ _ 

Mailing Address ________________ _ 

City/State/Country /Code ____________ _ 

Please begin my subscription with Volume __ . 

Send orders to: 
University of Hawaii Press 

Journals Department 
2840 Kolowalu Street 

Honolulu, Hawaii 96822, USA 
Ph. (808) 956-8833 








