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Preface

Because of the wide-ranging critical concerns expressed in the study of melodrama, touching alt aspect of film study—history, genre, narrativity, style, rep​resentations of sexual difference, authorship, the nature and role of stars, spectatorship, audience response, and popular culture—a reader on melodrama is a timely and useful critical text, serving to bring together writings that until now have been scattered among various journals and books on the subject. The essays included in this volume are organized around current theoretical, historical, and methodological concerns. They represent contesting points of view and different historical moments in the history of cinema. Because of the range of concerns expressed by the authors, this book will be useful for classes in popular culture, genre, film and ideology, and women's studies. In teaching graduate and undergraduate courses, f felt the need of a text that would represent the best work to date on melodrama. This volume is my attempt to meet that need.

I would like especially to express my gratitude to Lucy Fischer for her invaluable comments on several versions of the book and for being an exemplar)' colleague. Busy as she is, she always finds time to support other people's scholarship. I would also like to thank Dana Polan for commenting on the preliminary manuscript. Patricia Krens, the general editor of the scries, offered helpful suggestions about format and style. My thanks to Jamie Shepherd, who, during a long hot summer, helped both with the correspondence concerning permissions and with proofreading the manuscript, and to Dr. Alberta Sbragia, Director of the Western European Program, and her assistant. Dr. Ursula Davis, for providing necessary funds for work in time of need. Above all, 1 am indebted to Stanley Shostak for his criticism and his friendship.
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Introduction

She took a deep, brave breath and told him. "My mother was a Frenchwoman. I only knew that her name was Solange Bertrand, a 'commoner' as you would put it. My father met her when he liberated Paris with the Allied forces. I know nothing more. My father was an actor, a well-known one, much re​spected, named Sam Walker. They were said to be very much in love, and they had three daughters, of which I am the second one. And then. ..." She al​most choked on her words as she told him, but in an odd way it was a relief to say the words. ". . . as a result of some madness he killed her. And when he was convicted of the crime, he committed suicide in his cell, leaving me and my sisters penniless and or​phaned. We were left with an aunt for a few months, and then a friend of the family, an attorney, found homes for us and got us adopted, two of us anyway. I was very fortunate in that I was given to Margaret and her first husband, a lawyer named George Gorham. I was five at the time. I was apparently four when my father killed my mother which is why I don't recall it. And I don't know anything about the man named George Gorham. Apparently six months later he died, and my mother. . . Margaret, that isr came to France to recover and met my father . . . Pierre. ... He adopted me as soon as he married my mother . . . and then you came along."

—Danielle Steele, Kaleidoscope

Things are like this throughout the film [Imitation of Life]. They are always making plans for happiness, for tenderness, and then the phone rings, a new part and Lana revives. The woman is a hopeless case. So is John Gavin. He should have caught on pretty soon that it won't work. But he pins his life on that woman just the same. For all of us it's the things that won't

work that keep our interest. 1 jna Turner's daughter then falls in low with |ohn, she is exactly what John would like Lana to be—but she's not Lana. This is understandable. Onlv Sandra Dec doesn't understand. It could be that when one is in love one doesn't under​stand too well. Annie, too, loves her daughter and doesn't understand her at all. Once, when Sarah Jane is still a child, it is raining and Annie takes her an umbrella at school. Sarah Jane has pretended at school that she is white. The truth comes out when her mother shows up with the umbrella. Sarah )anc will never forget. And when Annie, shortly before her death, wants to sec Sarah Jane for the last time, her love still prevents her from understanding. It seems to her to be a sin that Sarah Jane should want to lie taken for white. The most terrible thing about this scene is that the more Sarah Jane is mean and cruel the more her mother is poor and pathetic. But in ac​tual fact, exactly the reverse is true. It is the mother who is brutal, wanting to possess her child because she loves her. And Sarah Jane defends herself against her mother's terrorism, against the terrorism of the world. The cruelty is that we can understand them both, both arc right and no one will be able to help them. At this point all of us in the cinema cried. Because changing the world is so difficult. Then they come together again at Annie's funeral, and behave for a few minutes as though everything was all right. It's this "as though" that lets them carry on with the same old crap, underneath they have an inkling of what they are really after, but they soon forget it again.

—Raincr Werner Fassbinder, Douglas Sirk

The passage from Danielle Steele's Kaleidoscope and Fassbindcr's commentary on Douglas Sirk's film. Imitation of Life, expose the content of melodrama: a constant struggle for gratification and equally constant blockages to its attainment. Melodramatic narratives arc driven by the experience of one crisis after another, crises involving severed familial ties, separation and loss, misrecognition of one's place, person, and propriety. Seduction, betrayal, abandonment, extortion, murder, suicide, revenge, jealously, in​curable illness, obsession, and compulsion—these arc part of the familiar terrain of melodrama. The victims arc most often females threatened in their sexuality, their property, their very identity. Often orphaned, subjected to cruel and arbitrary treatment at the hands of domineering paternal and maternal figures or their surrogates, they experience a number of trials, until, if they are fortunate, they are rescued by a gentle and understanding lover, the "happy, unhappy ending" in Douglas Sirk's terms.

Illness and criminality are often the marks of the protagonist's inevitable transgression against societal expectations, and the presence of physicians, psychiatrists, and represen​tatives of the law is a commonplace. These figures serve a contradictory role in the narrative. They are agents for recuperation, helping the protagonists to take their appro​priate place in the social and domestic order, disciplining their unruly passions and desires, or reconciling them to their difference, in which case the resolution is not domestic containment but isolation or death. Their presence also provides a means for exposing how gender and sexuality are instruments of social power, ensuring compli​ance through both coercion and consent. The external landscape is a correlative for an internal landscape of hysteria, schizophrenia, depression, obsession-compulsion, and misdirected desire. In most instances, tensions in personal relationships are generated from power and domination which take the form of class, property, generational, sexual, and racial struggles. The narratives generate emotional intensity involving not only the figures within the melodrama but the external audience, and affect is conveyed primar​ily through gesture, music, and iconography which are indicative of the limitations of conventional verbal language to express the intense psychic and bodily pains or pleasures experienced by the characters.

Melodrama is not unique to the cinema but is deeply rooted in Western culture since the eighteenth century in prose fiction and in the theater. That the ideology it represents is alive and well within the culture can also be seen in the transference of the "melodramatic imagination" to television in the popular daytime soap operas as well as in such prime-time programs as "Dynasty," "Falcon Crest," and "Dallas." Some critics argue, though, that the impetus to melodrama is stronger during times of ideological crisis. For example, in the last years of Italian fascism, from 1939 to 1943, melodrama served to dramatize cultural conflicts. The films exploded with irresolvable contradictions involving tensions between the personal and the public spheres, within the family, and within the individual. Similarly, the Hollywood melodramas of the 1950s are intimately linked to the unsettled ideological milieu of post-World War II society and the Cold War in particular.

Melodramatic texts have constituted an important source of pleasure, learning, and even resistance to prevailing social attitudes. Yet, until recently, melodrama has suf​fered from either negative esteem or almost complete disregard by critics. With the assault on the hegemony of the classics and of high culture and with the feminist reevaluations of popular culture, critics have begun to recognize the importance of understanding how profoundly the popular theater, cinema, radio, and television have shaped modem society and how great a role the melodramatic imagination has played in these media. Melodrama traverses a number of genres—romances, narratives of crime and espionage, thrillers, and historical narratives. Moreover, the protagonists of melodrama vary. In the women's narratives such as the women's novel and film, as well as the soap opera, the protagonists are females, and the conflicts arc often seen from a woman's vantage point. In other genres ranging from the action-oriented westerns to the family melodramas, the perspective is more likely to be associated with conflicts involving male identity and power. In all cases, though, what is at stake are questions of personal and cultural identity, social power, and continuity. One can identify the strategies of melodrama in its dichotomizing of the world, its Mani​cheanism, its emphasis on sensibility and sentiment, its inflation of personal conflicts, and its internalization of external social conflicts.

Given the effectiveness of melodrama in exposing the mechanisms of power inher​ent in bourgeois representations, it is important to question why there have been so few studies of the genre until very recently. One reason for the low esteem in which melodrama has been held is its identification with mass, or what has been termed "low culture," in contrast to "high culture." l-ow culture has been identified with escapism, vulgarity, sensationalism, excess, and exaggeration, regarded as corrupting by critics who have upheld the values of high seriousness, universality, timclcssncss, and espe​cially realism. The separation between high and low cultures is tied to political and cultural struggles which took place in the last part of the nineteenth century and continued unabated through the early twentieth century, revealing sharp divergences concerning the impact of cultural artifacts on their audiences. For liberals such as Matthew Arnold, literature and theater, in order to maintain their high mission, must not pander to the masses but must seek to raise their intellectual level.

The bias against low culture, whether of an ethical or aesthetic cast, has generally been linked to a class and gender bias. 1Ъе audiences have been characterized in degraded intellectual terms as untutored and indicative of the debased tastes of the "masses.'" More particularly, as Andreas Huyssens writes. "Time and time again docu​ments from the nineteenth century ascribe pejorative feminine characteristics to mass culture." Moreover, he adds, "The fear of the masses in this age of declining liberal​ism is always a fear of woman, a fear of nature out of control, a fear of the uncon​scious, of sexuality, of the loss of identity and of stable ego boundaries in the mass."* The fear of the masses has therefore been instrumental in creating a resistance to

critically exploring the needs and desires which are deeply embedded in the mass culture.

Even in the examinations of critics committed to studies of social change and to an examination of mass culture, such as those of the Frankfurt school, assessments of the "culture industry" have been negative. 1Ъесх1ог W. Adorno wrote:

just as culture sprang up in the marketplace, in the traffic of trade, in communi​cation and negotiation, as something distinct from the immediate struggle for individual self-preservation, just as it was closely tied to trade in the era of mature capitalism, just as its representatives were counted among the class of "third persons" who supported themselves in life as middle men. so culture, considered "socially necessary" acording to classical rules, in the sense of repro​ducing itself economically, is in the end reduced to that as which it began, to mere communication. Its alienation from human affairs terminates in its abso​lute docility before a humanity which has been transformed into clientele by the suppliers. In the name of the consumer, the manipulators suppress everything in the culture which enables it to go beyond the total immanence in the existing society and allow only that to remain which serves society's equivocal purpose.1

The writings of Gyorgy Lukacs, too, concerned as they were to identify "progres​sive" cultural production reproduced the middle-class predilection for the classics and tended to regard mass culture (as well as avant-garde texts) as symptomatic of cultural decadence.4 However. Lukacs's linking of mass and modernist culture acknowledges the relationship between the two where other critics have tended to keep them apart. In more recent terms, both Fredric Jameson and Andreas Huyssens have argued for the ideological nature of these divisions and the relationship between "mass" and "elitist" cultures, the latter being a reaction to the former. High art has thus been seen as a purer expression of cultural values, untainted by the vulgar world of commerce. Yet in their reaction against mass culture, elitist works of art have been complicit in denying, if not censoring, knowledge about the culture. In the wholesale condemnation of mass culture, the opportunity for understanding the needs and desires of marginal groups within the culture has been retarded.

By the same token, the popular novel, cinema, and television are not devoid of their own complicity. They are not on the side of the angels but arc blatantly commercial. They appear to reinforce dominant values. Yet, like all forms of cultural expression, they are not monolithic. They, too, are rife with contradictions. In their seemingly seamless narratives, they reveal contradictions. Inevitably, contradictions surface in the texts' attempts to reconcile irreconcilable conflicts. Their "resolutions" are built on an edifice of opposing elements which on close examination reveal themselves to be in conflict not only with each other but with the events they seek to resolve. The study of popular narratives has become a laboratory for examining the persistence of dominant cultural attitudes. It has also become a way of exploring how narratives are also the locus for resistance to the status quo. Hence, forms of representation are not only the source of repetition; they are also the story of change, resistance, and even subversion.

The most persistent complaint about the media has been that they distort "reality," implying that they arc indicative of a "bread and circus" mentality and of a reproduc​tion of the meaningless consumption of capitalist society. Nowhere is this attitude more prevalent than in the treatment of mass cultural production. In the past, when culture critics referred to Hollywood as the "dream factory," they tended to use the term dream in a pejorative rather than a Freudian sense. In this context, dream and fantasy are insubstantial and vacuous. Escapism implies that the texts are removed from "reality" and have no contact with the needs, desires, or struggles of individuals. Melodrama has been high on the list of escapist worb, regarded as the consummate form of evasion.

Yet an examination of popular literature, cinema, and television challenges these attitudes, exposing them as judgments rather than analysis. First of all, the notion that the audiences for these texts are merely passive consumers has been questioned by contemporary critics who argue that these texts, by virtue of their longevity and phenomenal success, make contact with the audience and, as such, with immediate and everyday problems. Moreover, if the texts thrive on fantasies, then it is imperative to explore the possibility that these fantasies have substance, that they have, as Fredric Jameson says, "as their underlying impulse—albeit in what is often distorted and repressed, unconscious form—our deepest fantasies about the nature of social life; both as we live it now, and as we feel in our bones that it ought rather to be lived."

These fantasies are not alien to reality but are constituted within the culture. This is not to say, however, that the texts are not manipulative and exemplary of the fe-tishization of commodities but is rather a reminder that they are not total distortions of human needs and desires. The challenge is to understand how and why mass culture has been regarded as a monolith and as antithetical to reality. Some critics, such as Antonio Gramsci, have suggested that cultural worb are not monolithic, any more than individuals are, and that it is necessary to identify the nature of the mass culture in order to understand the ways that ideology, or common sense as he called it, is a pastiche of contradictory attitudes, geared toward survival. Cultural artifacts contain the marks of dominance and subordination in their strategies of containment, but they also provide the clues to opposition.6

The implications of such a position are crucial to the study of cultural texts, raising questions about how to trace the relationship between economic and social reality and cultural production. 'Yhe text is not merely a direct response to or reflection of social life; it is also a determinant of social reality. In an attempt to understand how form and meaning in a work are inextricably, though often indirectly, tied to their conditions of production, critics have turned their attention to the domain of ideology as the carrier of social values and attitudes. Ideological analysis is by no means new. What distin​guishes contemporary investigations of ideological operations is their refusal to assert a direct connection between social determinations, their relationship to the institutions of social power, and the nature of artistic representation.

Ideology is no longer regarded as false consciousness or the coercive imposition of values, attitudes, and beliefs on innocent victims by the apparatuses of power. Ideology is now assumed to be more pervasive and less obvious as such. In order to be effective, ideology has to function by consent; and in order to gain assent, it must be made to appear natural, inevitable, and personally enhancing. Above all, it does not appear as coercion. Rather, it appears as transparent, as consonant with the the way things arc or should be. One of the most transportable means of ideology is through myths, images, and symbols which arc deeply rooted in the culture. Specifically, these myths and symbols are linked to questions of class, gender, and racial identity; authority and power; and the family and private property. However, since these issues are clothed in the language of myth and fantasy, they do not immediately lend themselves to histori​cal analysis. The critic's work has thus become one of decipherment, of locating how the seemingly ahistorical narratives are, in fact, intimately linked to social experience.

A major complaint about melodrama has been its assumed antircalistic style. This assessment has been based on notions of realism which are derived from naturalism with its privileging of "objective" social reality and a fidelity to character and setting. *I1ic writings on realism in recent decades have suggested, however, that the assess​ments of cultural production are themselves ideological. What is realism in one era may become escapism in another. The criterion of fidelity to external reality is a latecomer in aesthetics and in no way need preclude other forms of representation. The concept of realism demands not only reexamination but the critique of realism as well. For example, the confusion over the nature and role of realism has been further compounded in critical theory with the introduction of the concept of the "classic realist text." This concept, as developed by the critics of Screen magazine in the last decade, is based on the nineteenth-century novel and its reproduction in the Holly​wood cinema of genres.

"A classic realist text," Colin MacCabc says, "may be defined as one in which there is a hierarchy of discourses which compose the text and this hierarchy is defined in terms of an empirical notion of truth."' MacCabc's notion of the unified text has been challenged by David Bordwcll, who finds that "Far from attempting to provide an unmcdiated literary representation of reality, the novel tends to criticize discourses which reduce reality in univocal ways." Following the work of Bakhtin. Bordwell finds a variety of discourses at work in the text which challenge the notion of a monolithic text Such a view raises the possibility of examining texts for their lapses, illogicalities, and contradictions, for the ways they can be read against the grain. Feminists in particular have found this way of reading films useful as they seek to locate alternative voices in the texts.

Melodrama, therefore, which seems so obviouslv to call attention to itself and its modes of construction to the point of ridicule, provides a test case for undermining the traditional critical predilection for the unified text. Us obvious strategics for polarizing issues, for fragmenting voices in the text, and for violating the language of rationality and empiricism call attention to the text's struggle with itself. Furthermore, the audi​ence is assigned a more active role in the process of engaging with the text as opposed to the traditional assumption of audience passivity. The notion of a more dynamic relationship to the text docs not, however, imply that melodrama is necessarily a progressive or revolutionary mode, but it does suggest that the text can be seen more clearly as negotiating in complex ways its relationship to the world and to its audience.

An examination of the popular literature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries exposes the ways in which melodramas are inextricable from social conflicts, revealing, obliquely or directly, class, gender, and generational conflicts. Even when the literature and drama appear to be reinforcing the values and attitudes of the class in ascendancy—the middle class—the works often betray their strategies, providing in​sights into the ways they deform and seek to contain culturally oppositional elements. Whether the works express a sense of conformity or opposition, it is clear that they contend with questions of social and class identity, and critics have increasingly been able to demonstrate the social basis of literature. In the case of the commercial cinema, an analysis of its social basis has been more problematic. On the one hand, reinforced by the existence of censorship, there has always been the assumption that cinema exerts a powerful role in the shaping of social values and attitudes. On the other hand, there has also been a resistance on the part of critics to exploring the specific social determinants of cinematic representation.

In the post-World War II cinema, as in literature, the predilection for realism obscured the importance of melodrama, suggesting that it, like so much of the genre work associated with the commercial cinema, was a retreat from politics, a form of expression that not only pandered to the popular taste but was responsible for corrupt​ing the hearts and minds of audiences. To the supporters of Italian neorealism, this type of cinema would be associated with fascism, while the realist aesthetic would be associated with the struggle against fascism. Because of the emphasis on location settings, the use of nonprofessional actors, and the use of loosely constructed plots, the concern with the present and with overtly political conflicts, neorealism appeared as a harbinger of the liberation of Western culture from the decadent forms that were closely integrated with the structures of domination.

In the cinemas of Western Europe, as well as in Hollywood, the realist aesthetic took hold, producing films that were social in nature, that appeared to address and redress the social issues that were considered to have been obscured by Hollywood, the "dream factory." With the reexamination of the genre films produced under fascism, it became obvious that the judgment of these films as escapist vehicles could not be sustained. In fact, critics began to recognize that the notion of escapism was itself ideologically based. ТЪе films were not merely a rubber stamp for prevailing political attitudes. The notion of escapism could no longer be regarded as a sign of vacuousness and absence of meaning. Rather, escapism would come to signify a retreat into the private sphere. The highly stylized form of representation characteristic of genre films dependent on set conventions and codes allowed for the entertainment of issues that were politically circumscribed in direct discourse. Moreover, the antirealist cast of the narratives allowed for more psychologically focused conflicts which touched at the heart of discontents concerning patriarchy, the family, and personal and sexual iden​tity. Couched in highly florid language and in terms of conflicts that seemed removed in time and space from the external appearances of everyday life, the film language ironically often came closer to dramatizing the contradictions of immediate life under fascism than many realist texts.

In general, the study of film genres has done much to redeem these texts from the charge of superficiality. Genre study has called attention to the reciprocal function of texts, that they are a contract between the audience and the film, thus challenging the notion that audiences are totally passive victims manipulated by the culture industry. Moreover, genres are not static. They make concessions to their changing audiences through the renewal and transformation of their filmic conventions. The assumption that audiences arc totally identified with the films and hence robbed of anv critical insights cannot be borne out by the role audiences play in the survival or demise of particular genres. Equally important is the long-held assumption that under the spell of cinema, spectators confuse reality and fiction. Just as texts are not monolithic, neither arc the responses of the audience. With the assistance of psychoanalytic theory, it is possible to speculate on the complex ways in which genres and their audiences negotiate orders of reality. For example, the style of genre films, like the language of dreams, is a collage of the real and the fantastic, of remote and the everyday experi​ence. Most often, threatening aspects of experience are concealed in order to be entertained. Conflicts that arc unresolvable in daily life are clothed in the form of wish-fulfillment. There are clues in the texts to their underlying conflicts, moments when the language of the text appears to be saying more than what it intends. It is possible to see what Freud termed ovcrdeterminations in his analysis of discourse, those heavily freighted moments that intentionally or unintentionally call attention to the nature of problems which are, within the context of the narration, unresolvable though the narrator has sought to disguise or overcome them.

Because of its highly affective nature, its specializing in psychological conflicts, the family melodrama has become an important site for investigating the properties of genre, the nature of audience involvement, and the psychosocial issues that underpin the films. '1Ъс study of genre has most often been associated with specific directors. For example, the impetus for the study of family melodrama was generated by the critical reexamination of the films of Douglas Sirk, along with other Hollywood directors such as Nicholas Ray and Vincente Minnelli. The examination of the stylistic excesses of Sirk's family melodramas led critics to assert that his films actively subvert conven​tional bourgeois values, attitudes, and beliefs. The analysis of Sirk's films served several important functions in film studies. First of all, these studies reinforced the critical work linking film production to ideological practices and, in particular, the tendency to see ideology in less monolithic terms. Narratives can thus be seen as a pastiche or collage of received knowledge, of strategies for survival, of idiosyncratic markings, and of conformity and resistance to prevailing ideas. Second, the criticism led to a his-toricizing of narrative. By focusing on the 1950s through Sirk's films, the critics could entertain questions about the convergence of the family melodrama and the social milieu which became a model for further studies of melodrama. The 1950s was a time of ideological crisis. Public issues such as the Korean War, the Cold War, and the dangers of nuclear holocaust paled alongside more immediate private concerns about the sanctity of the family as a haven from a threatening social environment. The family melodrama has been described as dramatizing the retreat into the private sphere. The films also dramatize the impossible burdens and expectations placed on the family. Most importantly, these films provide an example of how the seemingly escapist aspects of melodrama are intimately tied to pressing social concerns. More​over, the privileging of these films for study has motivated feminist critics to raise specific questions about how these films position women in contrast to the women's films of the 1930s and 1940s.

The essays in this book, though they may differ in point of view, are concerned with similar issues. The writers seek to identify the nature of melodrama from a number of perspectives. Is melodrama a genre like the detective narrative, the musical, the romance, or is it more all-embracing? Is there a way to identify* the appeal that the various fonns of melodrama exercise on the audience? Is melodrama an example of how the culture industry exercises a hold on the minds and hearts of the audience, serving to contain forces for social change, reproducing traditional attitudes which militate against alternative views of society, the family, sexual difference, personal identity, economic inequality? Or is it possible to locate in melodrama an expression of social discontents and of unresolvable conflicts in contemporary social life? Is it possi​ble to read these texts "against the grain," surfacing ways in which they subvert conventional notions of behavior and beliefs?

In addressing these questions, the writers inevitably become involved in questions of method. For example, is it enough to merely interpret a text? Arc there strategies of analyzing the texts that enable the texts to yield up their secrets? What is the role of film and television production in determining the nature of the text and the ways in which it seeks to garner audience involvement? What role do the screen and television writers play in these texts? What about studios, stars, sponsors of television programs, publicity, advertising? How sensitive are these films and programs to the flow of everyday life, to political and social changes? And, above all, what is the basis of pleasure in melodrama?

The essays are organized so as to provide a broad historical and theoretical context. There is by no means a consensus about any of these questions, though the writers seem to agree on the importance of reevaluating the productions of mass culture and removing the stigma placed on them. Moreover, they seem to agree that melodrama is one of the major modes of mass cultural expression. At the same time that the writers are attempting to develop a genealogy of melodrama, to account for its specific proper​ties and strategies, to situate it in relation to the particular media in which it appears, there is more disagreement about the nature of its impact on the audience.

Part 1 of this volume. The Melodramatic Context," addresses the cultural impor​tance of melodtama. The writers examine the history of melodrama. Unking that history to significant social developments. John G. Cawelti's 'The Evolution of Social Melodrama" is a major attempt to recuperate popular literary forms, to compensate for their neglect and somatization. Me examines the evolution of social melodrama, accounting for its historical appearance. He traces the formulaic elements of the social melodrama, identifying how the aesthetics of melodrama is closely intertwined with cultural values. '1Ъс appearances of Peter Brooks's 'The Melodramatic Imagination" and Thomas Elsaesser's 'Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family Melo​drama" were important moments in the move to take a popular form of representation and examine it seriously. Brooks characterizes melodrama as verbal and visual excess
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and traces its lineage to the eighteenth- 3nd nineteenth-century theater, to popular forms of literary and theatrical expression. He relates its appearance to historical events, providing a much-needed language to assess the workings of melodrama.

While Brooks traces the melodramatic imagination to the eighteenth-century novel, Elsaesser explores its cinematic expressions and probes its political and ideologi​cal underpinnings. A major strategy of melodrama resides in its mystification of social class and of political power and powerlessness. Since the film texts reveal a tendency to displace historical, political, and economic issues onto the private sphere and onto psychological conflict, critical analysis seeks to identity how ideological displacement can be exposed in the melodramatic text. Elsaesser tends to sec melodrama as dy​namic, altered in relation to differing historical situations. Differences in melodra​matic expression can be identified in the silent cinema, the pre-World War II cinema, the postwar cinema, and contemporary film and television. These differences can be linked to changing ideological imperatives. However, not all melodramas provide an auto-critique or contain subversive elements. Some melodramas, depending on histori​cal factors, may serve to recuperate cultural and social values and ideology.

"Genre, Style, and Affect," Part II of this volume, addresses the specific techniques and strategies through which melodramas generate response from audiences. Given the negative status of melodrama in the past and the tacit assumptions that the lan​guage of melodrama was obvious to all, very little study was devoted to exploring how melodrama is constructed. Moreover, the question of whether melodrama is a genre or

a style is contingent on being able to identify differences between style and genre. On the one hand, melodrama cuts across genres, appearing in different forms of narra​tives, thus suggesting that it is more akin to a worldview, a specific and pervasive mode of confronting social conflict. On the other hand, it is possible to identify specific melodramatic genres with their own stylistic properties.

Charles Affron's study of linkages between cinema and sentiment provides a lan​guage to describe the workings of melodrama, in particular how viewers are involved in narratives and "made to recognize their feelings in cinematic fictions as they now recognize them in life." With the aid of psychoanalytic and reader response theories, he explores the affective designs of the "tcarjerker." Daniel Gcrould's formalist exami​nation of melodramatic strategies draws on Russian formalist theories of melodrama to identify the techniques of the melodramatic text and its aesthetic principles. In "Ways of Melodrama," Raymond Durgnat examines the differing ways in which character, action, and emotion contribute to the workings of melodrama.

Much of the recent work on melodrama has been connected to the study of genre.

and the essays in this section also present different assessments of its generic characteris​tics. Thomas Schatz's "The Family Melodrama" describes the particular nature of that genre, distinguishing such subgenres as the family aristocracy variation, the male intruder-redeemer in the world of women, and the male wcepie. Schatz's discussion is sensitive to changes in style that relate to social and historical developments, though his specific focus is on the melodramatic texts of the 1950s. He does not, however, accord much attention to the women's film.

By contrast. Christian Vivian i in "Who is Without Sin: The Maternal Melodrama in American Film, 1930-1939," explores the genre of the women's film, a popular genre in the 1930s but largely neglected until resurrected by feminist theorists. These films center on a female protagonist and her conflicts with deviance and conformity. Viviani traces the rise, characteristics, transformation, and reception of the maternal melodrama, a genre common to both the European cinema and Hollywood. The essay provides an introduction to the psychoanalytic discussions of the women's film that are included in this volume. Moreover, Viviani's examination of the films treats the ideological implications of the genre delicately, refusing to indict them as mere examples of conformity and women's suppression.

Noel Carroll's essay provides an alternative example of genre analysis. His discus​sion of melodrama relies heavily on what he terms "the moral ecology of melodrama." He challenges those critics who read melodramas against the grain. Applying the methods of generic and stylistic analysis to Douglas Sirk's Magnificent Obsession, Carroll finds more evidence for reading the films as expressions of conformity rather than subversion. Hts essay crystallizes a dominant conflict in media analysis; namely, the possibility of recuperating popular and commercial texts.

Part III, "History and Ideology," addresses Carroll's reservations by attempting to move from a purely textual analysis to a consideration of the convergences between the text and social history. At stake are two questions: whether melodrama converges with social life, and whether melodrama is a reproduction of the dominant and traditional values within the culture or whether it is subversive, undermining prevailing attitudes through its deployment of genre strategics and its style. The essays in this section examine the melodramas of the 1940s and 1950s in relation to women's position, representations of the family, and notions of social class. Their analysis of the films' ideological impact leads the critics to see the films as exposing underlying social contradictions.

Chuck Kleinhans, in "Notes on Melodrama and the Family under Capitalism," identifies conjunctures between class relations, sexuality, and the positioning of the family as a way in which melodrama works on the audience. By linking melodramatic expression to the complex role of the family under capitalism, Kleinhans makes a case for melodramas as a response to complex social needs. The implications of his position are several. First of all, he sees the films as addressing pressing social problems rather than merely reproducing mindless conformity. Moreover, in his method, he demon​strates that texts are not one thing or another, not purely progressive or purely regres​sive, but that, like the social reality of which they are a part, they, too, are character​ized by conflicting attitudes.

Since the film texts reveal a tendency to displace historical, political, and economic issues onto the private sphere and onto psychological conflict, critical analysis seeks to identify the ways in which ideological displacement can be exposed in the melodra​matic text. Charles Eckert's study of Warner's A Marked Woman addresses a major dilemma of narrative analysis; namely, how to translate the static and seemingly unhis​torical aspects of genre into recognizable social conflicts. Through a close analysis of the text, Eckert exposes textual strategies which through melodrama mask the social and historical conflicts embedded in the text.

Focusing particularly on the immediate post-World War II cinema, Michael Renov, in his analysis of Leave Her to Heaven, examines how the film positions the woman in a double-bind situation which is exemplary of the conflicting and contradic​tory messages communicated to women immediately after the war. Examining the setting and in particular the representation of the family, Renov makes a case for the interface between women's representation and post-World War 11 ideology.

David N. Rodowick's essay, "Madness, Authority, and Ideology in the Domestic Melodrama of the 1950s," carefully and ambitiously orchestrates the formal, histori​cal, psychological, and social convergences in the Hollywood domestic melodramas of the 1950s. His study, like the others in this section, is exemplary for its attempt to open up the text to a number of social considerations. Unlike many studies that focus on the formal properties of a genre and exclude historical considerations. Rodowick's essay regards an understanding of social history and psychology as essential for understand​ing stylistic choices.

Pam Cook's "Melodrama and the Women's Picture" rehearses current definitions and theories of melodrama. In particular, following the work of Laura Mulvey, who is skeptical about the attempt to find the progressive elements in the women's picture. Cook seeks to distinguish two types of melodramas—the women's picture and the tragic melodrama. The women's picture (a term coined by Molly Haskell in From Reverence to Rape) addresses women and their problems. The tragic melodrama is associated with male identity conflicts, in particular with the conflict between fathers and sons. In the 1930s and during World War II in the United States and in Britain, the women's film flourished. Cook's essav focuses on that branch of British melodrama
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produced by the Cainsborough studios in the 1940s, its historical context, themes, and visual codes, and specifically how those melodramas produced contradictory represen​tations of sexual difference.

The essays in Part IV, "Psychoanalysis, Gender, and Race," are representative of critical work that is heavily dependent on psychoanalytic theory for developing con​cepts specifically related to the deciphering of film texts. In both current feminist and Marxist criticism, psychoanalytic theory has provided a way to get beneath the text's surface not only to explore the affective and stylistic aspects of melodramatic representa​tion but also to address specifically how texts have a knowledge of their audiences. In its emphasis on the unconscious and the mechanisms of repression, in its linking of repression and loss to the construction of the human subject and the mechanisms of desire, psychoanalysis redeems the ostensible banality of the melodramatic text.

Geoffrey Nowcll-Smith reads melodramatic excess in terms of the family romance, the construction of subjectivity, and the language of hysteria. He relates these to bourgeois ideology, not in a direct cause-effect relationship but as symptomatic of the positioning of the subject within bourgeois culture. Reading the melodramatic text in this fashion exposes expectations about the flow of narrativity, the unity of the text, and hence the unity of expectations relating to power, social class, sexuality, and sexual difference.

Because of its highly coded mode of representation, melodrama has been a conge​nial medium for testing psychoanalytic theory and the ways in which this theory can or cannot be historicized. Criselda Pollock's comments on the uses of psychoanalytic theory point to its deficiencies in historical analysis and in theorizing the nature of family in relation to the position of women. While psychoanalysis has aided in provid​ing feminist theory with a working model of subjectivity from which to explore the nature of sexual difference, while it has taken feminist theory beyond conventional sociological studies of women's image and "role,*' Pollock's essay points to difficulties of remaining too rigidly within a psychoanalytic model, especially when that model does not accommodate itself to the concerns of women.

Mary Ann Doane's "The Moving Im3ge: Pathos and the Maternal" draws on psychoanalytic theory to explore women's representation though she attempts to his-toricize her discussion of melodramas from the 1930s and 1940s. Rehearsing recent theoretical work on melodrama, she traces how melodrama and women's conflicts can be seen to coincide in the discourse of the mother and particularly in the pathetic affect so characteristic of melodrama. She describes the maternal melodrama as a drama of separation and return in which the mother is the site of multiple contradictions. The convergence of the maternal and the language of melodrama, Doane claims, arises in their "mutual reinforcement of certain semes: presence, immediacy, readability."

Through psychoanalysis and semiotics, feminist critics have sought to locate a female discourse in the women's films. Since many melodramas are either addressed to a female spectator or involve the issue of female sexuality, the issue of spectatorship has been central to exploring the ways in which the melodramatic text addresses female spectators and situates them within or against certain conceptions of sexuality, power, and even social class. Linda Williams's analysis of the maternal conflict in Stella Dallas outlines various theoretical aspects of the mother-daughter relationship. Wil​liams's reading of the language of melodrama in King Vidor's film identifies moments of resistance to the ideology of patriarchy. She finds that in certain melodramas of which Stella Dallas is a prime example, one can locate a female discourse.

Jane Gaines's discussion of The Scar of Shame introduces the question of race in relation to melodrama. Her essay raises questions about the ideology of films addressed to black audiences and containing black subjects. Unlike the maternal melodramas which appear to subvert the representations of women and allow for a female dis​course, The Scar of Shame is a closed text, inscribing the ideology of racism and only admitting of counterhegemonic positions on the part of the informed spectator. Gaines's interrogation of the strategies of the text also raises a question about the degree to which feminist theory in its quest for an alternative discourse needs further impetus from reception rather than from psychoanalytic theory.

Part V, "Directors and Stars," offers representative examples of autcur criticism, an examination of the limitations of such critical treatment, and samples of criticism that identify other elements in production such as the role of stars. Excepting studies of genre, the discussion of melodrama has been heavily dependent on the concept of the auteur, focusing on the "personal" styles of such directors as D. W. Griffith, Frank Borzage, King Vidor, Douglas Sirk, Vincente Minnelli, and Nicholas Ray. Hence, analyses of influences, studio production, and historical and social issues have been discussed within the context of a particular artist's oeuvre. Moreover, the role of the autcur has been central to discussions of melodrama. The films of D. W. Griffith are, therefore, an important moment not only in the development of narrative cinema but also in the development of cinematic melodrama, as A. Nicholas Vardac's examina​tion of Griffith's Rims indicates. Alan Casty examines Griffith's melodramas for the ways they represent a fusion of motion picture techniques, personal sensibility, and cultural assumptions. John Belton's study of Frank Borzage's films distinguishes Borzage's melodramas from Griffith's. Borzage avoids the extreme polarization so characteristic of Griffith's work. Moreover, his treatment of conflict tends to transpose events from the material onto the spiritual plane, focusing on the emotional states of his characters as opposed to their social contexts.

While studies of 1930s melodramas have increased, particularly those which deal with the woman's film and the treatment of gender in these films, much of the critical work has been generated by an examination of the films of the 1950s, including the works of such directors as Vincente Minnclli, Nicholas Ray, and Douglas Sirk. Their melodramas have been identified as self-consciously using style as a way of subversively probing and exposing the contradictions of social class, sexuality, and materialism in American culture. Sirk's films utilize color, music, choreography, costume, and mise-en-scene as a means of undercutting identification with the characters and their situations. Christopher Orr, in his study of Sirk's Written on the Wind, "Closure and Containment: Marylce Hadley in Wriffen on the Wind," takes a slightly different direction. While acknowledging the role of style as a means of undercutting the content, he also focuses on ways that content and style work together to provide a social critique. He examines the pivotal and excessive nature of Marylce Hadley as the disruptive force in the melodrama which undermines the legitimization and contain​ment of the bourgeois ideology that the film seeks to subvert.

As most studies of genre indicate, genre is not a static system but sensitive to historical and social changes. The work of Hollywood directors such as Francis Ford Coppola and Michael Cimino has introduced a different content and different stylistic approach to melodrama which Naomi Greene in her essay "Copola, Cimino: The Operatics of History" has described as operatic and historical. Greene links the work of these directors to the political, ideological, and stylistic concerns of the 1970s cinema, and, in particular, to the political and social climate of the post-Vietnam war era.

As these essays on various directors indicate, the search for a single voice in the text continues to animate film criticism, and in particular the position of the director has been considered preceminent Drawing on the work of Roland Barthes and John Caughie, Christine Saxton in her essay "The Collective Voice as Cultural Voice" takes issue with the search for a single voice and proposed to identify the text as a cultural collaboration between producers and consumers. She sees the text as a collection of voices, a "juncture of multiple codes," and her essay attempts to account for other voices in the text.

In the overwhelming critical preoccupation with the director as author of the film, the role of the star has been given scant attention. Yet an examination of particular melodramas, especially remakes of popular narratives, reveals significant differences in point of view based on performances by the films' stars. For example, though there are several versions of Stella Dallas, it is the Barbara Stanwyck version that is most examined. ТЪс presence of particular stars is crucial to an understanding of a Rim's melodramatic strategies, but what is necessary is a method for describing and analyzing the star's functions within the text. Richard Dyer's study of four Lana Turner films opens up ways of discussing how the star image is an important but neglected aspect of film language and how, in the case of the Turner melodramas he examines, her role is instrumental in providing for a certain ideological coherence, if not subversiveness, in the texts.

"Faces of the American Melodrama; Joan Crawford," by Jcan-Loup Bourget, offers a way of reading a cinematic text, in this instance melodrama and in particular women's films, through the perspective of the star's contribution to the (hematics of the text. Bourget contends that the distinct style of actresses like Crawford is part of the landscape and ideology of melodrama. The personality and physical appearance of Crawford are linked to the textual tensions between nature and culture so prevalent in the melodramas in which she stars. Bourget is trying not to invent a category of the star to replace that of auteurist criticism but rather to open up an area of study that has been only feebly investigated; namely, the filmic and extrafilmic contributions of the star to the style and meaning of melodrama.

If melodrama moved into the cinema from the theater and from prose fiction, becoming a dominant aspect of film narrative and style, it is now the case that television, which is the newest form of mass culture, has also found melodrama a profitable cultural item of consumption. The soap opera, originally a creation of radio, was transferred to daytime television and has gradually found its way in a new, more lavish format in prime-time television. The essays in Part VI examine the various forms of television melodrama.

In "The Search for 'tomorrow in Today's Soap Operas," Tania Modleski provides an unusually complex perspective on television. Her examination of soap operas addresses the characteristics of these programs as well as their specific terms of reception. In charting the strategies of the soap opera, Modleski is particularly concerned to position the female characters and the female spectator in relation not only to the programs themselves but to the historical and ideological imperatives that are an intrinsic part of the experience of the soap opera. Modleski does not regard the programs as tightly controlling the viewer's vision but sees them rather as offering a space for women's pleasure and addressing real needs and desires.

Like Modleski, Brunsdon questions whether the audience for soap operas is a gendered audience and whether this is a useful hypothesis. In her essay, "Crossroads: Notes on Soap Opera," she explores the context for the soap opera, its textual strate​gies, and its discontinuities, commenting particularly on the program's uses of space, the fractured framework in the form of a plurality of story lines, the role of interrup​tions and the deferment of knowledge and resolutions, and the importance of deceit in establishing a relationship between spectator and text. Brunsdon affirms Modleski's view that the form of soaps is particularly geared to female viewers, an issue that Robert C. Allen will challenge in his discussion of the soap opera.

While television studies of soap opera have concentrated on distinguishing the formal effects of television from those of cinema, critics have also concentrated on television treatments of genre. Ien Ang's study, "Dallas and the Melodramatic Imagina​lion," examines the prime-time soap opera within the context of recent theories of melodrama. Like Modleski and Brunsdon. Ang identifies how elements of continuity and discontinuity characteristic of serialization and the deployment of multiple narra​tives contribute to an inhibiting of identification with a single central character and to a diffusion of interest among several, creating a sense of community. It is the soap opera community that is the source of melodrama, not the individual characters. In "Dal​las," melodramatic conflict and excess is conveyed through the metaphors of alcohol​ism and illness, which present the nuclear family in terms of crisis and breakdown rather than idealization. For Ang, the "melodramatic imagination does not reside in great public tragedies but in the tragedies of daily life so congenial to prime time soap operas."

Ibo often, assumptions about responses to film narratives arc carried over to a discussion of television. Robert C. Allen's "A Reader-Oriented Poetics of the Soap Opera" distinguishes between cinematic and television style. In describing the textual system of soap operas, Allen pays particular attention to the codes that govern the television narratives. Moreover, his distinction between modes of viewing in cinema and television is useful for distinguishing different audience responses to the melodramatic. Adopting concepts from reader response theory, Allen attempts to account for the nature of audience responses to soap operas and for gendered responses, in particular.

Focusing on the late 1970s Ellen Seiter explores contemporary expressions of melodrama in both cinema and television in "Men, Sex, and Money in Recent Family Melodramas." Commenting on the resurgence of the family melodrama in the 1970s its popularity among audiences. Seiter addresses differences among daytime and prime time soap operas, and films. She finds that the cinema, in particular, has been most marked in moving away from an earlier emphasis in family melodrama on women and on class conflict and toward a concern with male issues and with upper-class charac​ters, a situation she regards as a loss for women, for whom melodrama had constituted a channel of expression in popular culture.

Most of the essays in this anthology arc concerned with Anglo-American melo​drama, since the preponderance of critical work has focused on it, but melodrama is also evident in European and Latin American cinema and television. Part VII. the final section, addresses the appearance of melodrama in the early French cinema and in the Italian cinema of the 1940s, the existence of modernist forms of melodrama exemplified in the European and Latin American cinema of the 1960s and 1970s, and popular expressions of melodrama in recent Latin American television.

Richard Abel's essay, "French Film Melodrama: Before and After the Great War," explores the connection between the first bourgeois film melodramas and the French theatre, The cinema soon supplanted the theatre as a source for melodrama, but it was the wartime melodramas, in particular, exemplified in such films as Abel Gance's Mater Dolorosa, that were a primary influence on the post World War 1 French avant-garde narrative cinema. My own discussion of the Italian film melodrama during the late 1930s and 1940s explores how the melodrama of the period can be read so as to shed light on fascist ideology. Visconti's Ossessione dissects the immediate and everydav structures of life under fascism, exploring familial relations and the violence they generate, a violence that converges with the more public aspects of fascist life.

In a contemporary context, the films of Rainer Werner Fassbindcr utilize melodra​matic narratives. Fassbindcr found Douglas Sirk's films influential in the development of his own attempt to create popular and political films that addressed the convergences of family, sexuality, social class, and history. Ruth McCormick's essay, "Fassbinder's Reality: An Imitation of Life," examines the thematics in Fassbinder's films and his struggle to develop a style that was capable of communicating how his characters are victimized by their own melodramatic scenarios. Katherine S. Woodward, in her essay "European Anti-Melodrama: Codard, Truffaut, and Fassbindcr," discusses modernist appropriations of melodrama. Calling the films of these directors "anti-melodramas," she examines how their work self-consciously and critically seeks to undermine tradi​tional melodramatic representation. Finally, Ana Lopez, in her essay, "The Melo​drama in Latin America: Films, Telenovelas, and the Currency of a Popular Form," discusses the popularity of melodrama in Latin American countries from the silent cinema to the present, with the exception of the sixties and seventies, when the New Latin American cinema rejected many of the popular melodramas as petit bourgeois and sought to create a new anti-bourgeois form. However, with the expansion of television, melodrama has reappeared as a popular form in the telenovelas which, unlike the American soap operas, are clearly demarcated narratives. Like the writers whose studies of American and British television are represented in this book, Lopez views the telenovelas as responding to certain needs of the audience which arc not purely regressive.

The essays in this volume were selected to represent some of the major concerns of film and television study over the past two decades. The writings testify to the intellec​tual ferment that characterizes contemporary media study. Above all, it should be apparent that the essays proceed from a position of active intellectual engagement in their concern not merely to characterize and describe the forms of melodrama but to analyze its impact on the audience. The role of the media in contemporary society is not a matter of indifference but a crucial factor in understanding social relationships and the potential for social change. By no means have the questions raised by these writers been definitively answered, but the essays challenge the reader to understand what is at stake in the study of melodrama.
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THE MELODRAMATIC CONTEXT

Until the last two decades, melodrama was regarded as a sensa​tional and theatrical form of manipulation of the audience's emotions. Little attention was paid to its genealogy, its particular stylistic properties, and its social significance. The essays in this section are characteristic of an attempt to correct this deficiency. They seek not only to identify- the specific features of melodramatic representation but to situate this mode of representation in a historical and social context. The melodra​matic imagination is a term that has become useful for signifying this broader ap​proach. The term suggests that melodrama is a way of perceiving the world, a response to specific social pressures which can be located in literature and drama as well as in the cinema. The term also suggests that the focus of critical work on melodrama extends beyond the study of an individual author or text, focusing rather on its general character and, above all, on its pervasiveness as a sociohistorical phenomenon.

John C. Cawelti's essay charts the evolution of melodrama in literature, beginning with Dickens's work in the nineteenth century and ending with the recent writings of Irving Wallace. He isolates and describes melodramatic conventions and suggests their connection to dominant social themes and conflicts which he finds inextricably tied to the essence of melodrama. He is concerned with the ways in which melodrama increasingly challenged traditional views of order and orthodoxy in society, noting changes in women's representation and the increasing introduction of issues of crimi​nality and the pursuit of success and of power. But certain formulas remain constant in social melodrama despite changing historical conditions: its middle-class orientation
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and its emphasis on romantic love, the monogamous family, and ethical consider​ations of power and success.

'Hie appearance in 1985 of Peter Brooks's The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac,

Henry James, and the Mode of Excess signaled changes in the traditional modes of literary study and the fact that the time had arrived for melodrama to be considered as a serious rather than pejorative treatment of literary and theatrical production. Brooks's analysis of the melodramatic imagination exposes how writers within the canon of high cultural production were drawn to melodrama as a way of expressing what seemed inexpressible within the realist mode, finding that a fundamental characteristic of melodrama is the tendency "to express all." to give utterance to those feelings that seem inaccessible within the ordinary modes of discourse. For Brooks, these feelings are tied to the moral occult, to a vision of the world as a scene of polarized moral conflict.

In effect, melodrama seems within this context to be a striving for a transcendent reality, an overcoming of the inertness of things, an expression of spirituality in the face of an increasingly meaningless, desacralized existence. Brooks identifies the language of melodrama as primarily gestural, related most particularly to the music with which it is associated, the melos of melodrama. Not only is music inextricably linked to the genealogy of the form, but it also is an essential ingredient in melodrama's straining to evoke the ineffable, to articulate that which seems inaccesible to verbal language. For Brooks, melodrama is an inescapable fact of modem life which he traces to a human need for meaning and significant action.

By contrast, Thomas Elsaesser's "Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family Melodrama" seeks to link the history of melodrama to periods of social and ideological crisis, in particular to the eighteenth century and the rise to power of the bourgeoisie. Elsaesser traces a transformation in melodrama from tragic to conformist representations that seem to converge with the rise and the later consolidation of bourgeois power. In the nineteenth century, with growing industrialization and class struggle, the melodrama thrived as a locus for the expression of social and political conflict, as exemplified in the novels of Dickens in England and Hugo in France. The crux of the melodrama as a vehicle of social expression lies in its tendency to fuse social and economic conflicts with psychological and spiritual intensity.

Elsaesser, like Brooks, extends the term melos to cover all the stylistic strategies of melodrama that create its expressivity and arc enhanced in the cinema by means of camera, lighting, mise-cn-sccne, the use of objects, montage, color, and, in the sound cinema, verbal and musical sound. The films of the 1950s, particularly those of Douglas Sirk and Vincente Minnclli, are exemplar)" of a tendency of some melodra​mas to allow themselves to be read against the grain, as subverting the very attitudes that they seem superficially to be endorsing. The handling of decor and the archi​tectonic use of people and objects produce a dramatic discontinuity, a jarring sense of excess, signaling class and sexual tensions that call attention to the elements of repres​sion, linking the personal to the political and inviting both Freudian and Marxian analysis. Many current studies of cinema melodrama have followed Elsaesser's lead in exploring the family melodrama as a crucial site for the convergence of aesthetics and ideology.
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The Evolution of Social Melodrama

JOHN G. CAWELTI

If he did not invent it, Charles Dickens developed the formula for social melodrama into one of the most successful fictional genres of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Dickens showed conclusively that a writer could represent society in a fairly complex and critical way yet still achieve tremendous popular success if he synthesized social criticism with the archetype of melodrama and thereby gave readers the pleasure of seeing the follies of men and institutions combined with the satisfaction of witnessing the triumph of virtue and the punishment of vice.

The melodramatic conventions on which Dickens drew were the product of earlier developments in both fiction and the theater. In the last decade of the eighteenth century, a new kind of melodrama had become increasingly popular with the growing public for books and theater. The central figure in this formulaic partem was usually a virtuous young lady of some lower or ambiguous status—village maiden, orphan, daughter of parents in reduced circumstances—who was pursued by a male character of higher status and dubious intentions, a figure of aristocratic, erotic, financial, and social power; in other words, some form of the stereotypical squire with curling mus​taches. The sorely beset heroine commonly loved a more worthy and innocent young man, who was himself enmeshed in status difficulties, often because his true parentage was concealed for one reason or another. This primary triangle was the essence of melodrama and was capable of two major permutations, corresponding loosely to comic and tragic modes of action. In the first case, the heroine resisted the entreaties

John Cawelti, "The Best-Selling Social Melodramas," from Adventure, Mystery, and Ro​mance: Formula Stories as Art and Poputat Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976). Reprinted by permission of the author and the University of Chicago Press.

and threats of the villain and was ultimately united in marriage with the noble young man. In Richardson's seminal Pamela, the villain and the good hero were combined as phases of a single character, but in most instances hero and villain exemplified moral principles in a more stereotypical fashion. In the tragic melodrama, the heroine succumbed to the villain's plots. "When this happened," as David Grimsted puts it,

repentance, madness, and death were all that awaited her, except in a few instances where after long suffering she was allowed a modicum of happiness. Such unhappy fate was inevitable even if the heroine had been "unfortunate, rather than guilty"—if she had been raped or deceived by a "false marriage." These were favorite plot devices because the woman's total purity of intent made her fall more pathetic, but no less inevitable.

This dramatic and narrative formula, which set a supreme symbol of virtue (the beleaguered village maiden) against a potent embodiment of evil (the wicked squire), and then arranged in a particularly suspenscful and exciting manner for the success of virtue and the punishment of evil, was a highly effective version of the archetype of melodrama. But in tracing the evolution of social melodrama we must also look at the particular social and cultural themes involved. Melodrama, as wc have seen, is particu​larly dependent on a sense of what is a proper, acceptable, and plausible means for insuring the triumph of virtue in spite of the terrible strength of vice. This sense of the proper order of things justifies the coincidences and accidents of melodramatic action and reveals, in a striking way, the conventional moral vision that a particular culture and period wishes to sec affirmed by the striking reversals of fortune that characterize the structure of melodrama.

In the melodramas of the early nineteenth century, the principle of proper order reflected an intertwining of religious and social values. The single most important outcome of any melodrama was the maniage of the virtuous heroine to the right man—or, in the tragic version of melodrama, the degradation and death of the fallen heroine. In general, the right man was somewhat above the virtuous heroine in social status, though at the beginning of the story he may have been poor or a lost heir. When a relationship developed between a poor young man and a woman above him in status, something unfortunate usually came of it, unless by the operation of melodramatic coincidence the noble hero turned out to be the rightful heir to a still larger fortune. If a wealthy girl became involved with a hero beneath her station she often exemplified one of the favorite secondary characters of the early nineteenth-century melodramatic formula, the "other woman," who was normally more like the villain than the heroine. In fact, the "other woman," wealthy, decadent, and lustful, increasingly took on the role of villain, as later melodramatists cast about for ways to give new vitality to what were, by midcentury, somewhat tired conventions.

These stereotypes of character and action indicate the degree to which social dominance, the ideas of middle-class domesticity, the dream of romantic love, and the drive for social mobility were unified in the popular moral vision of early nineteenth-century England and America. After being threatened with a fate worse than death by an upper-class villain, the virtuous heroine settled into happy domesticity with a solidly respectable young man with whom she also, coincidently, was in love, thus neatly

affirming in one stroke the nineteenth-century middle-class values of love, domestic​ity, social respectability, masculine dominance, and feminine purity. In the later nine​teenth century, this ideal union became increasingly precarious and melodrama began to change in relation to new cultural tensions.

The other basic principle of the melodramatic vision in this period was the primacy of religion. Religion was, in effect, the cement tying together the other social and moral ideas. The heroine's faith in Cod not only helps her to endure the trials and tribulations she is subjected to by the villain, but it also leads her to make the proper romantic choice of the good hero who can share her profound faith. Moreover, the hero and heroine's Christian dedication sanctifies their union and insures that it will be a truly proper and respectable one. Above all, it is the sense of divine providence operating in the world that insures that virtue and vice will achieve their appropriate rewards. In Mrs. Southworth's The Curse of Clifton, Archer Clifton is deceived by the wicked "other woman" into thinking that his wife has married him for his money. Driven by suspicion, he subjects his loving and virtuous helpmeet to two years of brutal indifference. His suspicions are finally cleared up (a) through an especially selfless and heroic act on the heroine's part, (b| through Clifton's chance encounter with an even wealthier gentleman she had earlier rejected, and (c) through a deathbed confession by the villainess. Somewhat embarrassed by his lack of trust, as well he might be, Archer Clifton laments to his wife,

"And, oh, Catherine to think that all this trouble I have suffered, and have inflicted upon you, should have been so unnecessary."

But she, knowing better, and deeper in her faith, replies,

"Oh, no! it was not unnecessary, God suffered it to be, and it was well—very well! All things work together for good, to them that love the Lord! And every pang that has ploughed our hearts in the past, will make them fruitful of good in the future. One fruit is, that the suffering of the last two years has drawn our hearts together as nothing else could have done."2

Thus, the murky melodramatic triangle of virtuous heroine, noble hero, and dastardly villain was a drama of providence in which suffering and doubt challenge the heroine's religious faith, but insure that, if she remains chaste and true and submits herself to God's will, not only will she become a respectable wife and the center of a happy domestic circle but this social and romantic achievement will be sanctified and blessed by the hand of Cod. Thus the melodramatic formula of this period dramatized the congruence between the social ideas of domesticity, romantic love, and respectable mobility and the religious faith in the divine governance of the world. In these stories, melodramatic coincidence and apparent chance take on a special emotional and moral force because they are understood to be results of Cod's operative providence. When rightly understood, they show us that every worldly event is controlled by His benevo​lent interest and power. Henry Nash Smith is right in calling this a "cosmic success story. "J

Beyond the basic formula of virtuous hero and heroine entangled in the toils of an aristocratic villain and saved by a providential series of revelations or happenstance*, the melodrama was fleshed out by a variety of minor figures:

The gallery of rogues was increased by such stock characters as the designing governess, preferably French; the hardhearted landlady, the cruel stepmother, the inhuman creditor, the flinty jailor, the vile procuress, and the mercenary wet nurse. Upon the side of the angels were to be found, with wearisome monotony, the noble soldier dispensing good cheer out of a meager pension, with a gesture or two borrowed from Uncle Toby; and the generous sailor endowed with some of the more genial characteristics of Smollett's seamen. The [melodramatist's] contention that sympathy is the mainspring of human nature was exemplified in numerous instances of the good apprentice, the philan​thropic merchant, the chivalrous rustic, the noble savage, the highborn benefactress, and the long-suffering wife.

Grimsted points out that the serious melodramatic triangle was often paralleled by a low comedy situation and characters whose attitudes and actions burlesqued and even sometimes cast an ironic light on the turbulent posturings of the major characters, as if, to achieve its highest effectiveness, melodramatic moralism had to be served up with a dash of comic realism. Indeed, the ideal vision of melodrama with its fundamental principle of a supremely just universe often seems a little too much for its audience to accept without some sense of basic evil or comic ridicule lurking in the wings.

Thus, from the very beginning of the nineteenth century, melodrama tended to add

at least a dash of spice to its portrayal of virtue triumphant and evil defeated. More sophisticated audiences were probably more responsive to the kind of story that could balance some of the satisfactions of melodrama against the claims of their sense of reality. The village virgin, her noble young swain, and the mustachioed villain may have been satisfying enough for the simpler audiences of the popular theater, but for melodrama to reach out to the more educated public as well it had to find ways of setting its stories of virtue versus vice in a context of more plausibly complex representa​tions of the world. The result was the emergence, first in Dickens6 and then in an almost unbroken tradition of best-sellers since his time, of what I have called social melodrama, with its basic structure of a melodramatic inner plot embodied in a more or less complex and critical treatment of society.

Perhaps because of the way in which it depends on a complex balancing of quite disparate perceptions of the world, social melodrama shades over on one side into the no n melodrama tic novel as when, in some of the novels of Dickens and almost all of Dostoevsky, strongly melodramatic elements are overpowered by a nonmclodramatic social vision. On the other side, social melodrama is closely related to other melodra​matic formulas of similar character: the historical, the gothic, the religious, or the sensation melodramas. These other modes of melodramatic expression share with social melodrama the structure of a melodramatic action embedded in a more complex imaginative vision, but the nature and source of that vision reflect a religious or historical rather than a primarily social concern. Thus a truly adequate treatment of the evolution of melodrama in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is a task of great complexity. Here I can only make a few observations about major changes in the complex of moral attitudes underlying the development of social melodrama by analyz​ing some exemplary works.

The basic combination of social criticism and melodramatic plot that Dickens so brilliantly articulated was embodied in hundreds of novels and plays in mid-nineteenth-ccntury England and America. None was more powerful and striking than Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, which in both printed and theatrical form was the greatest nineteenth-century best-seller.

Hie extraordinary impact of Uncle Tom's Cabin—perhaps the only book other than the Bible that has been held responsible for a major war—was a testimony to Mrs. Stowe's ability to express her sense of deeply felt social wrongs in terms of the melodra​matic conventions her readers were predisposed to respond to. Most important, she extended these melodramatic conventions to cover black characters as well as white and thereby accomplished one of the first major acts of racial integration on the imaginative level, fust as Dickens forced his audience to a new awareness of the urban poor by cutting through the class separation between high and low character stereo​types that had been the rule in early melodrama, Mrs. Stowe took the even more daring imaginative step of treating black characters as high melodramatic heroes and heroines. Her carefully documented account of the system of slavery and its outrages against human decency and the Christian faith was given added force by her insistence on presenting black characters as serious melodramatic protagonists. Her characteriza​tion of Eliza drew upon two of the strongest melodramatic traditions, the virtuous heroine persecuted by the brutal seducer and the suffering mother. George Harris was the noble upwardly mobile hero suddenly confronted with a dastardly plot against the woman he loved and prevented by his situation from going to her aid until it was almost too late. Uncle Tom himself embodied the convention of the benevolent father and moral spokesman who suffered and died as a martyr to the cause of Christian faith and feminine purity. Mrs. Stowe's white characters also grew out of melodramatic stereotypes: the dastardly, lascivious, mustache-twirling villain, Simon Legree; the pure and innocent young girl; the peevish spinster.

The action, too, was of the essence of melodrama. Specific scenes like Eliza's flight across the frozen river, the death of Little Eva, the sudden attack on Augustine St. Clare and the ultimate confrontation of Uncle Tom and Simon Legree possessed those qualities of suspenseful excitement, seemingly miraculous coincidence, and intensity of emotion that are essential to melodramatic incident. The overall action of Uncle Tom's Cabin was constructed of two large movements: the daring flight, pursuit, and eventual escape of George and Eliza Harris to the North, and the bondage, suffering, and martyrdom of Uncle Tom as he moved deeper and deeper into the hell of the slavery system of the plantation South. The happy outcome of the trials of George and Eliza obviously demonstrated the operation of providence. Not only did they escape

from bondage, but they kept encountering kindly and decent people who, as agents of a higher plan, helped them on their way to freedom. The martyrdom of Uncle Tom was a less obvious but deeper portrayal of the divine governance of the world, for, in his hopeless suffering, Tom's Christian resignation to the will of God insured that he would meet his terrible fate with dignity, faith, and a growing certainty of his eternal salvation. Tom's victory was substantiated by the narrator's frequent and explicit com​ments on the subject, and by the two major incidents that marked important stages in the process of Tom's martyrdom: the death of Little Eva and the degeneration and damnation of Simon Legree. The manner of Little Eva's demise perfectly exemplified

the striking change of tears resolved in ultimate joy that was the essence of nineteenth-century melodrama. Eva's translation to heaven—an episode that later generations with different moral and religious attitudes would see as the quintessence of archaic melodramatic absurdity—was a scene that deeply moved nineteenth-century readers and theatrical audiences who were evidently supersensitive to the combination of childhood innocence and purity with suffering, death, and the certainty of heaven. But it also played a vital symbolic role in Tom's story, assuring us that whatever his temporal suffering might be, he was certain to join his beloved little mistress in eternal bliss. Legrce's progressive deterioration was lovingly detailed by Mrs. Stowe. After 'lorn's death, Lcgrcc sees a diabolical figure of death beckoning to him, a vision that we arc certainly intended to take as the sign of God's justice striking down the guilty.

Mrs. Stowe's work was unique in its power and impact because she integrated her attack on the social evil of slavery with the prevailing melodramatic vision of the world. Yet Uncle Tom's Cabin was typical of mid-nineteenth-century social melodrama in its emphasis on divine providence as the agency of a benevolent moral order that rewards the good and punishes the wicked, bringing about the melodramatic triumph. The mid-ninetcenth-century vision of я Christian, providential world implied several other themes. It meant that feminine purity and the ideal of motherhood were dominant symbols of virtue, the chief objects of the noble hero's protection and the villain's attack. Closely associated with the ideal of purity was the value of Christian resignation and submission to God's will. Heroine and hero both had to learn faith in God's operative providence in order to be assured of a happy resolution to their problems. The central role of the villain as seducer also grew out of this complex of values. The ideal moral order that God's providence ultimately established for the virtuous and denied to the wicked was a happy synthesis of traditional Protestant religious ideals and the middle-class social values of domesticity and respectability. The proper fate for the melodramatic hero or heroine was to learn Christian resignation by preserving moral purity in the face of great trials and temptations, with the assurance that this would lead to a happy and respectable marriage as a temporal prelude to eternal salvation in the afterlife.'

This divinely appointed moral order had many worldly enemies. Their attempts to draw the hero and heroine from the proper path constituted the major source of suspenscful excitement and virtuous suffering. Moreover, in social melodrama, the plots of the aristocratic rake were often supplemented or even replaced by the pressure of bad social institutions. Mrs. Stowe's analysis of the way in which the social system of slavery had corrupted government, the church, and the family was comparable to Dickens's attack on the Court of Chancery, the system of debtor's prison, the social treatment of the poor, and other institutions. These heavy indictments were echoed more thinly in Mrs. Southworth's attacks on aristocratic social prejudice and Susan Warner's pale criticisms of the worldliness and materialism of city society. It was also an important article of melodramatic faith that people were generally good when their hearts were simple and open to God's word and to love for their neighbor. Invariably the suffering, melodramatic protagonist found assistance and support among children, rural people, and the lowly, those yet uncorrupted by the artifices of society. Yet, at the same time, the successful hero or heroine was hardly fated to remain in lowly obscu​rity. On the contrary, having faced the dangers of social worldlincss and corruption with moral purity and Christian resignation, the melodramatic protagonist typically achieved a marriage that placed him or her firmly within the genteel and respectable classes. Or, if the heroine ultimately succumbed to her trials, the result was a lingering death, usually among lowly, simple people who offered a final protection. If, like Uncle Tom, the tragic melodramatic protagonist had learned to accept martyrdom, the reader was usually assured in some fashion that the protagonist's death was only the prelude to a more glorious resurrection.

Culturally, the social melodrama of the mid-nineteenth century can best be inter​preted as an attempt to reconcile the increasing conflict between traditional Christian views of the world and the secular values of a rapidly changing society. The formula that dominated the period's social melodrama resolved the tension between religion and the values of mobility and success by making its virtuous protagonists examples of both and by asserting a fundamental unity between the operation of God's providence and the creation of happy, prosperous, and respectable middle-class families. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, this equation of traditional religious attitudes and middle-class social values was no longer viable in the social melodrama. In the number one best-seller of 1913, Winston Churchill's The Inside of the Cupt the story begins with an apparent affirmation of the social and moral vision that we have just described, but the ironic tone of the narrative indicates that the traditional melodra​matic version of the moral order has broken down:

[Our story begins in] a city overtaken, in recent years, by the plague which has swept our country from the Atlantic to the Pacific—prosperity. Before its advent the [respectable families] lived leisurely lives in a sleepy quarter of shade trees and spacious yards and muddy macadam streets, now passed away forever. Existence was decorous, marriage an irrevocable step, wives were wives, and the Authorized Version of the Bible was true from cover to cover. So Dr. Gilman preached and so they believed.

In this novel, the profession of religious piety represents a residue of stultifying ortho​doxy and large-scale social hypocrisy. There is a deadening separation between religion and society: "[On Sundays] the city suddenly became full of churches, as though they had magically been let down from Heaven during Saturday night. They must have been there on weekdays, but few persons even thought of them."

Increasing ambivalence about divine providence as the cornerstone of society was accompanied by doubts about the two other value complexes that were basic to the earlier melodramatic vision: the purity and domestic submissiveness of women and the ideal of the respectable, middle-class family. If feminine purity, piety, and submissive​ness were no longer felt to be so important as to evoke the hand of God in their defense; if the direct operation of Cod's providence in worldly affairs was no longer felt as an imaginative reality; if the attainment of Christian resignation in a life of domestic piety and respectability was no longer conceived to be the highest ideal; then it was not possible for melodramatists to continue writing stories in which virtuous maidens were pursued by lascivious and aristocratic rakes, saved at the last minute by providential interventions, and happily married to a lost heir of the respectable gentry. Nor could they depend on stones in which Christian innocents accepted martyrdom in the assurance of eternal happiness in a palpable heaven.

The increasing pressure on the traditional vision was reflected in two significant late nineteenth-century developments in the formulas of social melodrama. One consisted of attempts to revitalize the traditions by expressing them in more modem terms. An example is what James Hart calls the "Gates Ajar** school in which writers tried to integrate the traditional view of divine providence and the conception of heaven and hell with contemporary social values. Even more striking was a transformation of the virtuous Christian heroine by writers like Augusta Jane Evans, whose Beulah (1859) and St. Elmo (1867) were runaway best-sellers in the 1860s and early 1870s. In these stories, the heroine retained her Christian purity and faith, but, in contrast to the early nineteenth-century image of a meek and submissive female, became a veritable tigress in the defense of her religion against aggressive and agnostic men.10 The typical plot pattern of Miss Evans's novels restructured the traditional melodramatic triangle by setting a virtuous and dominant heroine against an aristocratic but weak male, who, converted to Christian faith by the heroine's indomitable force of will, was miracu​lously transformed into a noble but submissive hero. St. Elmo, for example, began as a sort of Byronic decadent, but under the avalanche of heroine Edna Earl's purity and faith was eventually converted into a pious minister and devoted husband. E. P. Roe, a best-seller in the 1870s and one of the last major social melodramatists in the earlier tradition, updated his worb by giving a greater topicality to his treatment of the contemporary social scene and by inverting the traditional moral roles of men and women. In his popular Barriers Burned Away (1872) the heroine, initially a high-living wealthy young lady, was eventually converted to virtue and purity by her love for the noble young hero. This happy event was brought about by the great conflagration of the Chicago fire.

A second major development was the emergence of new forms of melodramatic action, and of new ways of treating society. Most important, social change and up​heaval became a primary background for melodramatic action. The earlier melo​drama, however much it may have advocated some kind of social reform such as the abolition of slavery in UncleTom's Cabin, tended to portray society within the story as static. Individuals rose and fell, but society went on in much the same way. This is true of the earlier novels of Dickens as it is of mid-nineteenth-centurv American social melodramas like those of Mrs. Southworth. For Dickens, a growing sense of social upheaval meant that his later novels would become less melodramatic, and increas​ingly dominated by a dark sense of social chaos. Later melodramatists concerned with social change developed stories in which the protagonist was morally regenerated by a new and better understanding of what was happening to society. By the end of the nineteenth century, this had become one of the standard patterns of social melodrama. The protagonist, faced with a rapidly changing society, finds his traditional religious and moral orthodoxy inadequate and finally wins through to a better relationship to the world around him. Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century social melodramas are full of ministers who are converted from a narrow orthodoxy to a new and more humane social gospel, capitalists who recognize the narrow materialism of their goals and discover a new fullness of spirit in service to mankind, of tired and jaded aristocrats who sense the emptiness and futility of their lives and go west to become part of a new life.

The best-selling social melodramatists of the early twentieth century—writers like Harold Bell Wright and Winston Churchill—evolved a new melodramatic synthesis to deal with tensions between the traditional Christian moral universe and the new sense of social change. Their works are a melange of the leading social and philosophical currents of the time—Spencerian Social Darwinism, the social gospel, political re​formism and progressivesm, the institutional church, the new sociology of environmen-talism, even, in some writers, the intellectual and philosophical racism of the period— all stated in such a way that they can be ultimately harmonized with a more socially oriented Christianity. For these writers the traditional orthodoxies of Christian thought had to be revitalized to correspond with new realities, but they see no fundamental conflict between a religious view of the world and the new social currents. Indeed, their stories show that a regenerated religious perspective can bring about a meaningful understanding of social change. Thus Harold Bell Wright wrote in his enormously popular Shepherd of the Hills (1907) about a minister who had lost touch with his faith in the increasing swirl of materialism and change that characterized his fashionable urban world. His quest for regeneration takes him to the primitive Ozarks, where he learns to reaffinn his faith in a newly virile and passionate manner, freed from the sterile orthodoxies of the past. Winston Churchill's The Inside of the Cup (1913) told the same basic story, except that his ambivalent minister found a vital social gospel among the urban poor who lived on the margins of his upper-class parish. With his newfound strength, Churchill's John Hodder is able to confront his wealthy congrega​tion with their selfishness and materialism while winning the love of the rebellious daughter of the city's wealthiest capitalist. In the social melodramas of the early twentieth century, the traditional plot of the embattled virgin and the lascivious se​ducer was typically replaced by the story of the young man or woman who recognizes the failure of success and seeks a higher ideal than material wealth and power. The aristocratic seducer was transformed into the figure of the selfish capitalist or the corrupt political boss who seeks to persuade the protagonist to give up the quest for a more humane religion and a higher concept of service to suffering mankind. The extent to which the novels of Wright and Churchill remained within the orbit of melodrama is evident by comparison with such contemporaries as Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser, in whose works there is no possible resolution between the traditions of Christianity and the new naturalistic determinism. Even William Dean Howells, close as he sometimes comes to social melodrama in his attempts to balance an increasingly critical view of contemporary society with a due representation of "the smiling aspect of life," cannot bring himself to the melodramatic reaffirmation of a benevolent moral order. For example, his novel The Minister's Charge (1887) deals like Wright's Shepherd of the Hills and Churchill's The Inside of the Cup with a minister's attempt to revitalize his faith by a concern for human suffering in the midst of social change, but ends up in a much more ambiguous sense of genteel futility. One might also compare Howells's A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) with Wright's Winning of Barbara Worth (1911) as stories about the failure of capitalistic selfishness. Where Howells's Dryfoos comes to recognize an irreconcilable

conflict between the power of wealth and his human needs, Wright's Jefferson Worth establishes a higher harmony between the service of God and Mammon in the gospel of the social ministry of capital.

Just as the melodramatists of the early twentieth century found ways of dramatizing the harmony between social change and Christian tradition in a vision of Christian progressivism, they also worked out new patterns for resolving the tensions created by changing conceptions of the feminine character and of relations between the sexes. In place of the traditional melodramatic incarnation of feminine purity and submissive-ncss, the social melodramatists of the later nineteenth century gradually evolved a morally sympathetic portrait of the new woman. While the divorcee, the promiscuous, and the prostitute remained beyond the pale and were still usually allocated an unfortu​nate fate, they were often treated with considerable sympathy and understanding and sometimes were even allowed to take a role as secondary heroine until their tragic fate caught up with them. 1Ъс official heroine, though still usually characterized by sexual purity, gradually lost much of her submissiveness and was even granted a certain degree of wildness. One of the most popular heroines of the early twentieth century, Wright's Barbara Worth, was a vigorous horsewoman and the companion of rugged cowboys and railroad workers. Much of the drama of her romance with the upper-class eastern engineer Willard Holmes derived from the conflict between his love for her and his feeling that she was not quite respectable enough to bring home to his snobbish family, a conflict that was easily overcome when he recognized her true purity and moral worth as well as her vigor and courage. Winston Churchill went even further in the treatment of independent and self-reliant heroines. Some of his leading women were in their early thirties and had already achieved a degree of professional accom​plishment before they met and fell in love with their future husbands.

Despite the greater vigor and force of the new melodramatic heroine and an increasing physicality and sensuality in her makeup, the social melodramatists of the early twentieth century strove mightily to balance these new feminine qualities with a residue of the purity and gentility so important to the traditional feminine ideal. In Shepherd of the Hills, Wright drew a much-loved portrait of Sammy Lane, the wild mountain girl, who, underneath her primitive and passionate exterior, has a deep desire to be a cultivated Christian lady. Before her marriage she achieves this goal under the Shepherd's tutelage. Even the free and easy Barbara Worth has a fundamen​tal substructure of instinctive feminine modesty. Her first meeting with the man she will eventually marry goes like this:

It was no flimsy, two-fingered ceremony, but a whole-hearted, whole-handed grip that made the man's blood move more quickly. Unconsciously, as he felt the warm strength in the touch of the girl's hand, he leaned towards her with quick eagerness. And Barbara, who was looking straight into his face with the open frankness of one man to another, started and drew back a little, turning her head aside.1

Zane Grey, who would carry the early twentieth-century tradition of social melodrama forward into the twenties and thirties, elaborated still further on this combination of wildness and femininity in his heroines. For example, in his Code of the West (1934) the heroine is a flapper from the Blast who is visiting her married sister in the Tonto

Basin in Arizona. Her high jinks and flirtations nearly lead to tragedy until she falls deeply in love with a young westerner and changes her attitudes toward life. Yet her original wildness is only sublimated into a new and more proper form, for in the novel's climactic scene this regenerated flapper faces down the villain and so shames him that he is forced to leave the territory. In general, the melodramatic heroine of the early twentieth century was clearly evolving in the direction of what would become a favorite feminine stereotype in the novels and films of the thirties and forties: what has been labeled the "good-bad girl," a heroine who appears at the beginning of the story to be wild and even immoral but who is eventually revealed to be a truly chaste and loving woman.

In addition to its emphasis on social change, a new heroine, and the regeneration of traditional values, the early twentieth-century social melodrama explored a variety of new subjects, the most important of which were various forms of sensational crime and scandals, particularly among the upper classes, as well as the material that had been made available through the evolution of the western formula. Wistcr, Emerson Hough, and Zanc Grey made a great success out of the western formula in the early twentieth century by giving it some important elements of social melodrama such as the multiple plot, the complex analysis of society, and an elaborate treatment of the romance between hero and heroine, qualities that were not an indispensable part of the western formula but, in this period, helped writers like Wright and Grey to achieve best-seller status. The melodramatic vision of the early twentieth century with its concern for the regeneration of traditions in the midst of a changing conception of society and sexuality was made to order for the western setting. Here it seemed appropri​ate that the heroine should be a more vigorous and openly aggressive type than the traditional heroine. Similarly, the portrayal of a jaded, overly genteel easterner revital​ized into true manliness (or womanliness) by an encounter with the simpler and more "natural" society of the West was one effective way of dramatizing the theme of regeneration.

To sum up, the prevailing formula of social melodrama in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was based on the representation of social and moral regenera​tion. Whether fairly conservative and orthodox in inclination like Harold Bell Wright or liberal like Winston Churchill, the social melodramatists portrayed a society that had moved from the proper course and needed to rediscover what was most important about life. In this society religion had become a sterile orthodoxy. The leading citizens had lost their humanity in the pursuit of wealth and power. Yet, underneath it all, there was an evolutionary force working to bring about a truer spirituality and a more direct and loving relationship between people. Those who discovered and aligned themselves with this deeper force were sure to become spiritually regenerated and And happiness. As a dramatization of cultural ideologies, this formula can be interpreted as a way of resolving the conflict between social and religious traditions and the new intellectual and social currents of the later nineteenth century. The social melodramas of Wright, Churchill, and many of their contemporaries were expressions in fictional form of some of the same impulses behind the more popular forms of the social gospel and the moralistic aspects of Progressive reformism. Indeed, the same emphasis on the rediscovery and revitalization of Christian ideals that we find in the social melodramas of this period is also central in the enormously popular religious best-seller of 1897,

Charles Sheldon's In His Steps, which told the story of a group of people who sought to transcend the sterility and hypocrisy of the traditional Christian orthodoxies by apply​ing basic Christian principles to modern social life. This was essentially the moral vision of the leading social melodramatists of the early nineteenth century' the affirma​tion of a new and vital social Christianity based on the spirit of love and service rather than on submission to God's will. The new vision also attempted to resolve increasing anxieties and ambiguities about the moral nature and proper social role of women by creating an active and even aggressive heroine who discovered her rightful place in a passionate and deep attachment to a morally revitalized and loving man.

To discuss the complex developments of social melodrama in the twentieth century even in the most general terms is beyond my present intention. Instead, to complete this tentative analysis of the changing formulas of social melodrama, I will consider the social melodramas of a group of writers who have dominated the best-seller lists since the mid-1960s: Irving Wallace, Harold Robbins, Arthur Hailey, and Jacqueline Su-sann. These writers are clearly in the tradition of social melodrama, since they typi​cally combine a detailed and often critical analysis of contemporary society with a melodramatic plot full of surprise and suspense that brings a group of characters through a series of trials and tribulations to their appropriate rewards. Indeed, the continuity between these writers and such earlier social melodramatists as Winston Churchill and even Charles Dickens goes beyond the general synthesis of social real​ism and melodramatic action to specific types of melodramatic plot. Jacqueline Su-sann's most recent novel Once Is Nat Enough (1973) is a classic tragic melodrama in

modem dress where a heroine is "seduced" (i.e., unable to make a proper sexual adjustment because of a perverse love for her father) and goes to a lingering degrada​tion and death, a mid-twentieth-century Charlotte Temple or Clarissa Harlowe. Irving Wallace specializes in the regeneration plot in which a hero is revitalized by new moral discoveries. Harold Robbins tends to write stories of the failure of success. His central characters pursue the phantoms of wealth and power only to discover that true fulfill​ment can only come through love, loyalty, and compassion. Arthur Hailey usually combines a number of these basic melodramatic plots in multiple subplots growing out of the various characters involved in the institutions his novels center upon: a hotel, an airport, a large automobile corporation.

Despite these formulaic continuities, the social melodrama of the 1960s depends upon a very different conception of the moral universe than its early twentieth-century predecessors. First of all, the religious concerns so prominent in earlier periods are almost totally absent from the contemporary best-selling blockbuster. Neither the traditional vision of God's providence nor the early twentieth century's sense of har​mony between the evolution of society and the manifestation of God's will is embodied in the current formulas. God seems to have been largely banished from the world of Robbins, Wallace, and their colleagues. This does not mean that these writers have no conception of a moral order. Melodrama would be impossible without some vision of poetic justice shaping the development of the story. But for the contemporary melodra​matic, the assumption that faith in God is the ultimate test of virtue and the means by which worldly problems can be resolved is no longer tenable. Indeed, the central problem that these writers dramatize over and over again is whether modern secular man is doomed to a life without transcendent meaning or whether there is something on the human level that can offer the same sense of ultimate significance as the conception of God's providence gave to earlier generations. One of the most interesting recent social melodramas, Irving Wallace's The Word (1972), offered a fairly complex exploration of the meaning of religion in the modem world by confronting a representa​tive group of modem men and women with a new gospel supposedly written by a brother of Christ. Some choose only to exploit the new gospel as a highly profitable publishing enterprise, but many people's lives are transformed by the way in which the new gospel seemingly substantiates both the historicity and the divinity of Christ. The protagonist encounters inconsistencies and anachronisms that lead him to a bitter old man who claims to have forged the document for revenge upon the church. Mysteri​ously, the old man dies in an accident—possibly murdered by the publishing syndicate to protect their profits—before he can give the protagonist definitive proofs of the forgery. The protagonist, a successful but frustrated public relations man who has been commissioned to direct the publicity for the new gospel, must finally decide whether to seek the truth about the forgery or to accept the fact that belief in the new gospel—even if false—has benefited many people. That he chooses in the end to commit himself to the hard road of truth is a sign both of his personal regeneration and of the ultimate inadequacy of unquestioning religious faith as a basic principle of moral order.

The Word has an unusual philosphical depth and articulateness as well as a compel​ling melodramatic plot. It may be Wallace's best work to the present time and the outstanding example of contemporary social melodrama. The novel illustrates the quest for order that dominates the contemporary formula: a search for transcendent significance in a secular, naturalistic age when religious faith has lost its power to inspire a basic belief in the benevolence of the world order and has come to seem only a complex psychological phenomenon. In order to fulfill the archetype of melodrama with its basic affirmation of moral significance and order in the universe, the contempo​rary social mclodramatist has had to turn to other sources of transcendence. The most important area he looks to is that of human relations and sexuality.

It has been often observed of the writings of Wallace, Robbins, Susann, et al., that they exemplify a contemporary obsession with sexuality, and this is true. Sexual rela​tionships of all sorts constitute the primary narrative interest in their works to the degree that one is partly constrained to agree with the critics who see such novels as The Love Machine (1969), The Carpetbaggers (1961), and ТЛе Seven Minutes (1969) as elaborate exercises in soft-core pornography.12 Certainly, there is a connection between the emphasis on sexuality in these contemporary social melodramas and the flourish​ing in the sixties and seventies of many different kinds of pornography. Yet there is a great difference between a straight work of pornography with its primary purpose of sexual excitement and the novels of Wallace, Susann, Robbins, and Hailey where sexuality is part of a larger moral context. The contemporary social melodramatists seek to integrate new ideas of sexual liberation with traditional conceptions of romantic love and monogamy. The ideal of a lull and satisfying sexuality based on a deep and lasting romantic relationship is one moral cornerstone of the new melodramatic vi​sion. Those characters who seek and achieve this kind of experience are contemporary analogues of the pure young women and virtuous heroes who found happiness in Christian piety and faith. But those who exploit sexuality as a means to power, who deny sexual fulfillment to others, or who tail to understand the necessary relationship
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between sex and love are doomed to failure as contemporary incarnations of the impure heroine who yields to seductive temptation, or as melodramatic villains. In this moral universe, purity may be a form of repression, but promiscuity is still the prim​rose path to unhappincss. The truly virtuous arc those who, like the heroine of The Seven Minutes, realize that happiness lies in a synthesis of full sexuality and deep love. Those who fail to find the fullness of human love and sexuality either because thev arc repressed or because they seek for false goals like fame, wealth, and power arc on their wav to 'The Vallev of the Dolls."

The union of romantic love and sexuality is one source of transcendent moral order in the contemporary' social melodrama. The other is a concept of true success and integrity set against the evils of the unrestrained pursuit of wealth and power in the glamorous and exciting world of modern business, advertising, and the media. The novels of Wallace, Robbins, llailey, and Susann teem with men and women who have achieved a brilliant success in glamorous careers but have not found that their accomplishment is either morally satisfying or responsive to their real human needs. Robin Stone, the hero of Susann s The Love Machine, rises to the top of the television industry and has innumerable casual affairs, but he does not find happiness until he gives up his position of power to become a writer and accepts his need for a woman who truly loves him. Essentially the same thing is true of the heroes of Robbins's The Carpetbaggers and The Adventurers. The lawyer protagonist of Wal​lace's The Seven Minutes is tempted by the offer of a lucrative corporate legal post and the empty and repressive sexual beauty of the tycoon's daughter, but his coura​geous defense of a controversial erotic novel makes him realize that he is on the path to degradation:

For Barrett (the novel) had exposed to him the ugly truth that in (the tycoon's daughter] he had sought not love but success, and the uglier truth that his goals in life were empty and that by achieving them he would find nothing that could sustain a lifetime of remaining years.

True success, as opposed to the pursuit of wealth and power for their own sake, is marked by personal integrity, satisfying human relationships, and the opportunity to be of service to others. It also usually involves a fulfilling romantic sexual relationship with a loving partner. In the world of the contemporary social melodrama, those who come to realize the meaning of true success and seek wholeheartedly usually become regenerated and their lives take on a new significance and meaning. The central antagonist, contemporary* analogue to the traditional melodramatic villain, is usually not a person but the soulless modern corporation that seduces the protagonist with false ambitions and then turns him into an ulcer-ridden manipulator without the capacity for human feeling, until he has the good fortune to realize the error of his ways and turn toward a true ideal of success. No doubt the public for the contemporary melo​drama takes some pleasure in vicarious participation in the protagonist's wheeling and dealing, but it has the additional satisfaction of discovering that only by a return to the basic human values of romantic love and true success that are available to evervonc
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can the protagonist finally gain happiness.

In many ways this contemporary parable of regeneration is similar to the quest for a new sense of morality in the early twentieth-century social melodramas of Harold Bell

Wright and Winston Churchill without the lattcr's attempt to integrate the new ideals with a revitalized sense of religious meaning. But from another point of view the novels of Robbins, Wallace, and Susann might be seen as melodramatic transformations of the naturalistic muckraking novel, as attempts to domesticate or conventionalize the naturalistic view of social, economic, and sexual determinism by leaving out its pessi​mistic vision and its tendency toward a radical critique of the inequities and contradic​tions of "the system." In general, the contemporary social melodrama arrives at its vision of a meaningful moral order by resolving the conflict between secular natural​ism and the traditional faith in transcendent verities by dramatizing the process through which protagonists arrive at regeneration and happiness by discovering ulti​mate significance in a totally fulfilling love and a true ideal of success, both of which arc viewed as possible despite the disorder, unhappiness, and corruption of modern American society. Because writers like Wallace, Robbins, Susann, and Hailey can provide this assurance and reaffirm this ultimate sense of moral order and significance in the context of what appears to be a realistic portrayal of society with all its injustices and frustrations, its glittering temptations and overwhelming constellations of wealth, power, and corruption, they have been able to hold the high but probably ephemeral place on the best-seller lists that effective social melodramatists have been able to command since the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Looking back over the evolution of the best-selling social melodrama, it appears that the type gradually shifts its formulas as each generation seeks its own means of resolving the tension between changing perceptions of the social scene and the moral ideals that define what is right and significant in life. Thus, in the mid-nineteenth century the formula of social melodrama dramatized the operation of Cod's provi​dence as the primary means through which the virtuous found happiness and the evil were punished. By the beginning of the twentieth century, a new formula of social melodrama had developed emphasizing the protagonist's discovery of a revitalized Christianity that could encompass the drastic social changes threatening the religious and moral tradition. Finally, in the mid-twentieth century, the prevailing formula of social melodrama has turned away from religion to seek for other means of affirming transcendent moral truths in a secular, naturalistic world.

Despite these considerable changes in the formulas of social melodrama, there are certain basic continuities of theme and structure such as the emphasis on romantic love as an ultimate value, the defense of monogamous, family-oriented relationships between men and women, and the attempt to define true and false conceptions of success and status. These themes, which seem to prevail through the whole period of the nineteenth and twentieth century, suggest, I think, that social melodrama is primar​ily a genre of the well-established middle class for whom these particular values are of most importance. If this speculation is correct, then the essential social-psychological dynamic of social melodrama is one of continually integrating new social circum​stances and ideas to the developing middle-class sense of social value. Perhaps, then, the social melodrama has been one of the means by which the American and English middle classes have so successfully adjusted themselves to the drastic social and cul​tural changes of the last century and a half. If so, it will be interesting to see how the formulas of social melodrama evolve to confront the enormous changes that will face our society in the future.
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The Melodramatic Imagination

PETER BROOKS

Qu'on n'aillc pas s'y trompcr, ce n'ctait pas pcu dc chose que 1c melodrame; cetait la moralite de la Revo​lution!

—Charles Nodier

Overture

There is at the start of Balzac's first major novel. La Peau de chagrin, a passage that indicates how we should read Balzac, how he locates and creates his drama, and, more generally, how the melodramatic imagination conceives its represen​tations. When Raphael de Valentin enters a gambling house to play roulette with his last franc, a shadowy figure crouched behind a counter rises up to ask for the young man's hat. The gesture of surrendering one's hat forthwith elicits a series of questions from the narrator:

Is this some scriptural and providential parable? Isn't it rather a way of conclud​ing a diabolical contract by exacting from you a sort of security? Or may it be to oblige you to maintain a respectful demeanour toward those who are about to win your money? Is it the police, lurking in the sewers of society, trying to find out your hatter's name, or vour own. if vou've inscribed it on the headband? Or is it, finally, to measure your skull in order to compile an instructive statistic on the cranial capacity of gamblers?

Peter Brooks, "The Melodramatic Imagination/ from The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry fames. Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), Reprinted by permission of the author.

The gestures of life call forth a series of interrogations aimed at discovering the meanings implicit in them. The narrative voice is not content to describe and record gesture, to see it simply as a figure in the interplay of persons one with another. Rather, the narrator applies pressure to the gesture, pressure through interrogation, through the evocation of more and more fantastic possibilities, to make it yield meaning, to make it give up to consciousness its full potential as "parable."

Throughout these opening pages of La Peau de chagrin, we can observe the narra​tor pressuring the surface of reality (the surface of his text) in order to make it yield the full, true terms of his story. In the face of the old man who takes the hat, we are told we can read "the wretchedness of hospital wards, aimless wanderings of ruined men, inquests on countless suicides, life sentences at hard labor, exiles to penal colonics." The gambling house itself elicits a contrast between the "vulgar poetry" of its evening denizens and the "quivering passion" of daytime gamblers. The crowd of spectators is like the populace awaiting an execution at the Place de Crcve. Finally wc reach this judgment: "Each of the spectators looked for a drama in the fate of this single gold piece, perhaps the final scene of a noble life" (9:17).

Use of the word drama is authorized here precisely by the kind of pressure which the narrator has exerted upon the surface of things. We have in fact been witnesses to the creation of drama—an exciting, excessive, parabolic story—from the banal stuff of reality. States of being beyond the immediate context of the narrative, and in excess of it, have been brought to bear on it, to charge it with intenser significances. The narrative voice, with its grandiose questions and hypotheses, leads us in a movement through and beyond the surface of things to what lies behind, to the spiritual reality which is the true scene of the highly colored drama to be played out in the novel. We have entered into the drama of Raphael's last gold piece: that coin has become the token of a supcrdrama involving life and death, perdition and redemption, heaven and hell, the force of desire caught in a death struggle with the life force. The novel is constantly tensed to catch this essential drama, to go beyond the surface of the real to the truer, hidden reality, to open up the world of spirit.

One could adduce a multitude of other examples. There is always a moment in Balzac's descriptions of the world where the eye's photographic registration of objects yields to the mind's effort to pierce surface, to interrogate appearances. In Le Perc Goriot, after a few initial lines of description of Mile Michonncau, the narrator shifts into the interrogatory: "What acid had stripped this creature of her female forms? She must once have been pretty and well-built: was it vice, sorrow, greed? Had she loved too much, been a go-between, or simply a courtesan? Was she expiating the triumphs of an insolent youth?** (2:855). Reality is for Balzac both the scene of drama and mask of the true drama that lies behind, is mysterious, and can only be alluded to, ques​tioned, then gradually elucidated. His drama is of the true, wrested from the real; the streets and walls of Paris, under pressure of the narrator's insistence, become the elements of a Dantesque vision, leading the reader into infernal circles: "as, step by step, daylight fades, and the song of the guide goes hollow when the visitor descends into the catacombs" (2:848).

The same process may be observed in Balzac's dramatizations of human encoun​ters. They tend toward intense, excessive representations of life which strip the facade of manners to reveal the essential conflicts at work—moments of svmbolic confronta​tion which fully articulate the terms of the drama. In Qobseck, for instance, the sinning Conitessc de Restaud, struggling to preserve an inheritance for her two illegiti​mate children, is caught in the act of trying to extort her husband's secrets from the oldest son {the legitimate child) when the comte rises from his deathbed:

"Ah!" cried the comte, who had opened the door and appeared suddenly, almost naked, already as dried and shriveled as a skeleton. . . . "You watered my life with sorrows, and now you would trouble my death, pervert the mind of my own son, turn him into a vicious person," he cried in a rasping voice.

The comtesse threw herself at the feet of this dying man, whom the last emotions of life made almost hideous, and poured out her tears. "Pardon, pardon!" she cried.

"Had you any pity for me?" he asked. "I let you devour your fortune, now you want to devour mine and ruin my son."

"All right, yes, no pity for me, be inflexible," she said. "But the children! Condemn your wife to live in a convent, I will obey; to expiate my faults toward you 1 will do all you command; but let the children live happily! Oh, the children, the children!"

"I have only one child," answered the comte, stretching his shriveled arm toward his son in a gesture of despair. (2:665]

I have deliberately chosen an extreme example here, and in quoting it out of its context, I run the risk of simply confirming the view, popularized by Martin Turnell and others, that Balzac is a vulgar melodramatist whose versions of life are cheap, overwrought, and hollow. Balzac's use of hyperbolic figures, lurid and grandiose events, masked relationships and disguised identities, abductions, slow-acting poisons, secret societies, mysterious parentage, and other elements from the melodramatic repertory has repeatedly been the object of critical attack, as have, still more, his forcing of narrative voice to the breathless pitch of melodrama, his insistence that life be seen always through highly colored lenses. "His melodrama," Turnell comments, "reminds us not so much of Simenon or even Mrs. Christie as of the daily serial in the BBC's Light Programme." In his most waspish Scrutiny manner, Turnell adds, "It must be confessed that our experience in reading Balzac is not always very elevated and that his interests arc by no means those of the adult,"

'Го the extent that the "interests of the adult" imply repression, sacrifice of the pleasure principle, and a refusal to live beyond the ordinary, Turnell is right, but his terms of judgment blind him to Balzac's characteristic drive to push through manners to deeper sources of being. Such representations as the scene I quoted from Gobseck are necessary culminations to the kind of drama Balzac is trying to evoke. The progress of the narrative elicits and authorizes such terminal articulations. The scene represents a victory over repression, a climactic moment at which the characters are able to confront one another with full expressivity, to fix in large gestures the meaning of their relations and existence. As in the interrogations of La Peau de chagrin we saw a desire to push through surface to a "drama" in the realm of emotional and spiritual reality, so in the scene from Gobseck we find a desire to make starkly articulate all that this family conflict has come to be about.

The desire to express all seems a fundamental characteristic of the melodramatic mode. Nothing is spared because nothing is left unsaid; the characters stand on stage and utter the unspeakable, give voice to their deepest feelings, dramatize through their heightened and polarized words and gestures the whole lesson of their relationship. They assume primary psychic roles, father, mother, child, and express basic psychic conditions. Life tends, in this fiction, toward ever more concentrated and totally expressive gestures and statements. Raphael de Valentin is given a lesson by the old antiques dealer: "Desire sets us afire, and power destroys us"—terms which reveal the true locus and the stakes of his drama. Eugene dc Rastignac, in Le Pere Goriot, is summoned to choose between Obedience, represented by the family, and Revolt, represented by the outlaw Vautrin. The metaphoric texture of the prose itself suggests polarization into moral absolutes: Rastignac s "last tear of youth," shed over Cor lot's grave, from the earth where it falls "rebounds into heaven." The world is subsumed by an underlying manichaeism, and the narrative creates the excitement of its drama by putting us in touch with the conflict of good and evil played out under the surface of things—just as description of the surfaces of the modern metropolis pierces through to a mythological realm where the imagination can find a habitat for its play with large moral entities. If we consider the prevalence of hidden relationships and masked personages and occult powers in Balzac, we find that they derive from a sense that the novelist's true subject is hidden and masked. The site of his drama, the ontology of his true subject, is not easily established: the narrative must push toward it, the pressure of the prose must uncover it. We might say that the center of interest and the scene of the underlying drama reside within what wc could call the "moral occult," the domain of operative spiritual values which is both indicated within and masked by the surface of reality. The moral occult is not a metaphysical system; it is rather the repository of the fragmentary and desacralized remnants of sacred myth. It bears comparison to uncon​scious mind, for it is a sphere of being where our most basic desires and interdictions lie, a realm which in quotidian existence may appear closed off from us, but which we must accede to since it is the realm of meaning and value. The melodramatic mode in large measure exists to locate and to articulate the moral occult.

We shall return to these summary formulations. It is important first to extend our understanding of the kind of representation of social life offered by melodrama of manners, and to extend the demonstration beyond Balzac by calling upon his greatest admirer among subsequent novelists, Henry James. The melodramatic tenor of James's imagination was beautifully caught by his secretary, Theodora Bosanquct:

When he walked out of the refuge of his study into the world and looked about him, he saw a place of torment, where creatures of prey perpetually thrust their claws into the quivering flesh of the doomed, defenseless children of light. *

James's moral manichaeism is the basis of a vision of the social world as the scene of dramatic choice between heightened moral alternatives, where every gesture, however frivolous or insignificant it may seem, is charged with the conflict between light and darkness, salvation and damnation, and where people's destinies and choices of life seem finally to have little to do with the surface realities of a situation, and much more to do with an intense inner drama in which consciousness must purge itself and assume the burden of moral sainthood. The theme of renunciation which sounds through James's novels—Isabel Archer's return to Gilbert Osmond, Strether's return to Woollett, Densher's rejection of Kate Croy—is incomprehensible and unjustifiable except as a victory within the realm of a moral occult which may be so inward and

personal that it appears restricted to the individual's consciousness, predicated on the individual's "sacrifice to the ideal."

As Jacques Barzun has emphasized, James always creates a high degree of excite-mcnt from his dramatized moral dilemmas, partly because of his preoccupation with evil as a positive force ever menacing violent conflict and outburst.4 Balzac did an apprenticeship in the roman noir, nourished himself with Gothic novel, melodrama, and frenetic adventure story, and invented cops-and-robbers fiction. These arc modes which insist that reality can be exciting, can be equal to the demands of the imagina​tion, which in Balzac's case means primarily the moral imagination, at play with large and basic ethical conflicts. With James, the same insistence has been further trans​posed into the drama of moral consciousness, so that excitement derives from the characters' own dramatized apprehension of clashing moral forces. A famous sentence from the preface to The Portrait of a Lady suggests James's intent. He is describing Isabel's vigil of discover); the night she sits up and makes her mind move from discoven- to discovery about Gilbert Osmond. "It is," says James, "a representation simply of her motionlcssly seeing, and an attempt withal to make the mere still lucidity of her act as 'interesting* as the surprise of a caravan or the identification of a pirate."5 The terms of reference in the adventure story are mocked; yet they remain the terms of reference: moral consciousness must be an adventure, its recognition must be the stuff of a heightened drama.

The excitement and violence of the melodrama of consciousness arc obviouslv and derivatively Balzacian in such an early novel as The American. Christopher New-man's initiation into the episternology of good and evil is represented through a dark ancestral crime hidden beneath, and suggested by, the gilded surface of Faubourg Saint-Ccrmain society: depths open beneath the well-guarded social image of the Bcllcgarde family; crisis is revelation of sin, and Newman's consciousness must open to receive the lurid, flashing lights of melodrama. But even in James's latest and most subtle fiction—probably most of all in this fiction—the excitement of plot is generated almost exclusively from melodramatic conflict within the realm of the moral occult. There is a pressure similar to Balzac's on the textual surface, to make reality yield the terms of the drama of this moral occult. To take this time deliberately a low-keyed example— standing in apparent opposition to the quotation from Gobseck and thereby suggesting the range of the mode—from The Ambassadors; following the revelation of Mmc de Vionnet's relationship with Chad, Strether goes to pay her a final visit. He stands for the last time in her noble apartment:

From beyond this, and as from a great distance—beyond the court, beyond the corps de logis forming the front—came, as if excited and exciting, the vague voice of Paris. Strether had all along been subject to sudden gusts of fancy in connexion with such matters as these—odd starts of the historic sense, supposi​tious and divinations with no warrant but their intensity. Thus and so, on the eve of the great recorded dates, the days and nights of revolution, the sounds had corn с in, the omens, the beginnings broken out. They were the smell of revolu​tion, the smell of the public temper—or perhaps simply the smell of blood.fi

'lliat this vision is ascribed to Strethcr's "gusts of fancy" does not really hedge the bet. James makes the "unwarranted" vision exist, wrests forth from "beyond" the facades of

Paris sinister implications of impending disaster and chaos, and pervades the final encounter of Strether and Mme de Vionnet with "the smell of blood." Their relation has all along been based on Strether's "exorbitant" commitment to "save her" if he could. Here, the evocation of bloody sacrifice, eliciting a state of moral exorbitance, authorizes the intensity of the encounter, where Strether sees Mme de Vionnet as resembling Mme Roland on the scaffold, and where he moves to his most penetrating vision of the realm of moral forces in which she struggles. "With this sharpest percep​tion yet, it was like a chill in the air to him, it was almost appalling, that a creature so fine could be, by mysterious forces, a creature so exploited" (2:284). Strether, and James, have pierced through to a medium in which Mme de Vionnet can be seen as a child of light caught in the claws of the mysterious birds of prey. After this perception, when Strether speaks it is to say, "You're afraid for your life!"—an articulation that strikes home, makes Mme de Vionnet give up "all attempt at a manner," and break down in tears. This stark articulation, which clarifies and simplifies Mme de Vionnet's position and passion, which puts her in touch with elemental humanity ("as a maidser​vant crying for her young man," thinks Strether) and with the ravages of time, finally differs little from the exchanges of the Comte and Comtesse de Rcstaud in Gobseck. The Jamesian mode is subtler, more refined, but it aims at the same thing: a total articulation of the grandiose moral terms of the drama, an assertion that what is being played out on the plane of manners is charged from the realm of the moral occult, that gestures within the world constantly refer us to another, hyperbolic set of gestures where life and death are at stake.

There is a passage from James's 1902 essay on Balzac (he wrote five in all) that touches closely on the problem of melodramatic representation. A notable point about the passage is that it constitutes a reparation, for in his 1875 essay, in French Poets and Novelists, James had singled out, as an example of Balzac's ineptitude in portrayal of the aristocracy, the episode in Illusions perdues where Mme de Bargeton, under the influence of her Parisian relation the Marquise d'Espard, drops her young provincial attachment, Lucien de Rubempre\ The two women desert Lucien, whose dress is ridiculous and whose plebeian parentage has become public knowledge, in the middle of the opera and sneak out of the luge. Aristocratic ladies would not so violate man​ners, James argues in the earlier essay, would not behave in so flustered and overly dramatic a fashion. His view in 1902 is more nuanced and marks an effort to come to terms with those features of Balzacian representation that he had previously criticized:

The whole episode, in "Les Illusions perdues," of Madame de Bargcton's "chucking" Lucien de Rubempre, on reaching Paris with him, under pressure of Madame d'Espard's shockability as to his coat and trousers and other such matters, is either a magnificent lurid document or the baseless fabric of a vision. The great wonder is that, as I rejoice to put it, we can never really discover which, and that we feel as we read that we can't, and that we suffer at the hands of no other author this particular helplessness of immersion. It is done—we arc always thrown back on that; we can't get out of it; all we can do is to say that the true itself can't be more than done and that if the false in this way equals it we must give up looking for the difference. Alone among novelists Balzac has the secret of an insistence that somehow makes the difference nought. He warms his facts into life—as witness the certainty that the episode I just cited has absolutely as much of that property as if perfect matching had been achieved. If the great ladies in question didn't behave, wouldn't, couldn't have behaved, like a pair of nervous snobs, why so much the worse, we say to ourselves, for the great ladies in question. We know them so—they owe their being to our so seeing them; whereas we never can tell ourselves how we should otherwise have known them or what quantitv of being thev would on a different footing have been able to put forth.7

James's somewhat baffled admiration here seems to arise from a perception of "sur-rcality" in Balzac's representation of the episode: the fact that its hyperbolic mode and intensity make it figure more perfectly than would an accurate portrayal of manners what is really at stake for the characters and in their relationships. If reality does not permit of such self-representations, he seems to say, then so much the worse for reality. By the manner in which the thing is "done"—by the quality of the narrative performance—we know the characters essentially; we are, if not in the domain of reality, in that of truth.

James poses the alternative of judging Balzac's episode to be "cither a magnificent lurid document or the baseless fabric of a vision," only to conclude that we cannot tell which it is. This alternative, and the admission of defeat in the attempt to choose, strikes close to the center of the problem of melodrama. The melodramatic imagina​tion needs both document and vision, and it is centrally concerned with the extrapola​tion from one to another. When the Balzacian narrator pressures the details of reality to make them yield the terms of his drama, when he insists that Raphael's gestures refer to a parabolic story, or when he creates a hyperbolic scene of Lucien de Rubempre's social defeat, he is using the things and gestures of the real world, of social life, as kinds of metaphors that refer us to the realm of spiritual reality and latent moral meanings, 'tilings cease to be merely themselves, gestures cease to be merely tokens of social intercourse whose meaning is assigned by a social code; they become the vehicles of metaphors whose tenor suggests another kind of reality. In The Ambassadors, Strethcr's discoverv of Mme de Vionnet's affair with Chad is essentially a vehicle for discovery of
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her entrapment and exploitation by "mysterious forces."

1. A. Richards has given an encompassing definition of metaphor as a "transaction between contexts," and in all these cases there is such a transaction: pressure on the primary context is such that things and gestures are made to release occult meanings, to transfer significance into another context. Both Balzac and James weave a rich texture of metaphor in their prose, and the metaphors most often create an expanded moral context for the narrative. But it is not a question of metaphoric texture alone; it is rather that, to the melodramatic imagination, significant things and gestures arc necessarily metaphoric in nature because they must refer to and speak of something else. Everything appears to bear the stamp of meaning, which can be expressed, pressed out, from it. The dandy de Marsav, refusing to recognize Lucien de Rubempre in Illusions perdues, lets his lorgnon fall "so singularly it seemed the blade of the guillotine" (4:624). In Le Lys dans la valine, the narrator reads in the "forced smile" of the dying Mme de Mortsauf "the irony of vengeance, the anticipation of pleasure, the intoxication of the soul and the rage of disappointment" {8:1003). If with James we are tempted to believe that gestures receive their charge from social manners—this is after all the classic view of James—we find that, on the contrary, social signification is only the merest starting point for an immense construction of connotation. One could adduce this moment in The Wings of the Dove when Mcrton Dcnsher learns from Milly 7Ъеа1с's servant that Milly can't receive him—his, and our, first indication that crisis is at hand:

(Eugcnio] now, as usual, slightly smiled at him in the process—hut ever so slightly, this time, his manner also being attuned, our young man made out, to the thing, whatever it was, that constituted the rupture of peace.

This manner, while they stood for a long minute facing each other over all they didn't say, played a part as well in the sudden jar to Densher's protected state. It was a Venice all of evil that had broken out for them alike, so that they were together in their anxiety, if they really could have met on it; a Venice of cold, lashing rain from a low black sky, of wicked wind raging through narrow passes, of general arrest and interruption, with the people engaged in all the water-life huddled, stranded and wagclcss, bored and cynical, under archways and bridges.

The Jamesian prestidigitation is in full evidence here. Eugenio's slight, too slight smile is the detailed token which indicates a larger manner which in turn indicates a "rupture of peace"—already the vocabulary is taking on strong coloration—and this rupture then becomes the passageway for a flood of evil, conjuring into existence a new Venice of storm, darkness, and suppressed violence.

We will later pursue in more detail the questions posed by this metaphoricity of gesture that evokes meanings beyond its literal configuration. We may already be struck by the seeming paradox that the total expressivity assigned to gesture is related to the ineffability of what is to be expressed. Gesture is read as containing such meanings because it is postulated as the metaphorical approach to what cannot be said. If we often come perilously close, in reading these novelists, to a feeling that the represented world won't bear the weight of the significances placed on it, this is because the represented world is so often being used metaphorically, as sign of something else. If we consider in this light the implications of works like The Beast in the Jungle and The Sacred Fount, we find that the more elusive the tenor of the metaphor becomes—the more difficult it becomes to put one's finger on the nature of the spiritual reality alluded to—the more highly charged is the vehicle, the more strained with pressure to suggest a meaning beyond. The violence and extremism of emotional reaction and moral implication that we find in the prose of both James and Balzac may in part derive from their lack of clear foundation, their location in an ethical consciousness that cannot be shown to correspond evidently and necessarily to the way life is lived by most people. To the uncertainty of the tenor corresponds the exaggeration, the height​ening of the vehicle. The heightening and hyperbole, the polarized conflict, the menace and suspense of the representations may be made necessary by the effort to perceive and image the spiritual in a world voided of its traditional Sacred, where the body of the ethical has become a sort of deus absconditus which must be sought for, postulated, brought into man's existence through the play of the spiritualist imagina​tion. We cannot, however, go farther without saying more about melodrama, our understanding of the concept and use of the word, its historical and ideological situa​tion, and its nature.

The Uses of Melodrama

1 have tried, in the opening pages, to suggest the pervasive melo-dramatism of two such important novelists as Balzac and James—-the very consub-stantialitv of melodrama with the mode and vision of their fiction. But 1 have not vet said anything in explication or justification of the word melodrama, its appropriateness as a critical term, the reasons for choosing a label that has a bad reputation and has usually been used pejoratively. The connotations of the word are probably similar for us all. They include: the indulgence of strong emotionalism; moral polarization and schematization; extreme states of being, situations, actions; overt villainy, persecution of the good, and final reward of virtue; inflated and extravagant expression; dark plottings, suspense, breathtaking pcripety. The few critics who have given serious attention to melodrama have noted its psychological function in allowing us the pleasures of self-pity and the experience of wholeness brought by the identification with "monopathic" emotion, in Robert Heilman's phrase.IU Eric Bentley in particular гш argued the importance of melodrama as a concept opposed to naturalism, its expression of emotion in the pure histrionic form of dreams, its representation of the quintessential!)/ dramatic." In his discussion of four dramatic types (melodrama, farce, tragedy, comedy), Bentley sets melodrama first, because it embodies the root impulse of drama—the need for dramatization, we might say, for acting out. The term seems useful, even necessary, because it points, as no other word quite docs, to a mode of high emotionalism and stark ethical conflict that is neither comic nor tragic in persons, structure, intent, effect. That the term covers and, in common usage, most often refers to a cheap and banal melodrama—to soap opera—need not decrease its usefulness: there is a range from high to low examples in any literary field, and the most successful melodrama belongs to a coherent mode that rewards attention, in its literal as well as in its "extrapolated" forms. What I will say about melodrama in general will, 1 think, be relevant to the low examples as well as the high, with the difference that, as in all art, the low is attempting less, risking less, is more conventional and less self-conscious. At its most ambitious, the melodramatic mode of conception and representation may appear to be the very process of reaching a fundamental drama of the moral life and finding the terms to express it.

It might be idle to use the term melodrama were not the literal reference of the word also relevant to our critical perspective. Working back from the adjective melodra​matic, used to describe such novelists as Balzac and James, one finds that melodrama proper, stage melodrama, constitutes a viable and important context. Considering mainlv the "classical" melodrama as it was first established in France at the dawn of the
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nineteenth century, we find a fully realized, coherent theatrical mode whose structures and characteristics, in their very purity and even crudity, can teach us to read a whole body of modem literature with a finer perception of its project. Without now entering into the characteristics of stage melodrama we can note that we find there an intense emotional and ethical drama based on the manichaeistic struggle of good and evil, a world where what one lives for and by is seen in terms of, and as determined by, the most fundamental psychic relations and cosmic ethical forces. The polarization of good and evil works toward revealing their presence and operation as real forces in the world. Their conflict suggests the need to recognize and confront evil, to combat and expel it, to purge the social order. Man is seen to be, and must recognize himself to be, playing on a theater that is the point of juncture, and of clash, of imperatives beyond himself that are non-mediated and irreducible. This is what is most real in the uni​verse. The spectacular enactments of melodrama seek constantly to express these forces and imperatives, to bring them to striking revelation, to impose their evidence.

In considering melodrama, we are in a sense talking about a form of theatricality which will underlie novelistic efforts at representation—which will provide a model for the making of meaning in fictional dramatizations of existence. The nineteenth-century novel needs such a theatricality, as we shall see, to get its meaning across, to invest in its renderings of life a sense of memorability and significance. With the rise of the novel and of melodrama, we find the entry into literature of a new moral and aesthetic category, that of the "interesting." Its first theoretician may be Diderot, in his effort to establish the new genre of drame, which owes much to the novels of Richard​son and in some ways prefigures melodrama. Diderot's definition of le genre serieux, intermediate between tragedy and comedy—but explicitly not a mixture of the two— addresses itself to the "interesting" in life. What he proposes is a serious attention to the drama of the ordinary; the "picture of the misfortunes that surround us," the representa​tion of "dangers concerning which you must have trembled for your parents, your friends, yourselves."1 This should not be read as a recommendation of naturalistic "realism." On the contrary, Diderot wants to exploit the dramatics and excitement discoverable within the real, to heighten in dramatic gesture the moral crises and peripeties of life. The drame is characterized by its specific form of the sublime, which Diderot defines through examples of hypothetical speeches: the father who has been nursed by his son in old age pronounces, "My son, we are even. I gave you life, and you have restored it to me"; or again, "Always tell the truth. ... I so beg you by these feet that I warmed in my hands when you were in the cradle."" These enunciations, like the situations that frame them, possess the precise "sublimity" of melodramatic rhetoric: the emphatic articulation of simple truths and relationships, the clarification of the cosmic moral sense of everyday gestures. We are near the beginnings of a modern aesthetic in which Balzac and James will fully participate: the effort to make the "real" and the "ordinary" and the "private life" interesting through heightened dramatic utterance and gesture that lay bare the true stakes.

The word melodrama means, originally, a drama accompanied by music. It ap​pears to have first been used in this sense by Rousseau, to describe a play in which he sought a new emotional expressivity through the mixture of spoken soliloquy, panto​mime, and orchestral accompaniment.14 The word then came to characterize a popu​lar drama derived from pantomime (itself accompanied by music) that did not fit within any of the accepted genres. Music was an important element in Diderot's aesthetics; it was given a durable role in nineteenth-century theatre and then became a staple in the contemporary form that most relayed and supplanted melodrama, the cinema. Jean-Paul Sartre has welt described the effect of musical accompaniment in the silent film, the kind of clear identity it provided for character and incident, the rigorous necessity it conferred on plot; and we are aware of how in the speaking film it still determines mode and meaning. Even though the novel has no literal music, this connotation of the term melodrama remains relevant. The emotional drama needs the descmanticized language of music, its evocation of the "ineffable," its tones and registers. Style, thematic structuring, modulations of tone and rhythm and voice— musical patterning in a metaphorical sense—arc called upon to invest plot with some of the inexorability and necessity that in prc-modern literature derived from the substra​tum of mvth.
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One might be tempted to consider melodrama as a constant of the imagination and a constant among literary' modes: it could be (as some critics have proposed for the terms baroque and romanticism) one typological pole, detectable at all epochs, as Hcilman suggests in his discussions of Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists. Such a conception of the term is no doubt valid; one could reasonably, for instance, talk of the melodramatic in Euripides in distinction to the tragic in Sophocles.16 But melodrama as we need the term—as it demonstrates its usefulness—appears to be a peculiarly modern form, and there is a specific relevance in the genre labeled melodrama as it comes into being in an historical context. The origins of melodrama can be accurately located within the context of the French Revolution and its aftermath. This is the epistemological moment which it illustrates and to which it contributes: the moment that symbolically, and really, marks the final liquidation of the traditional Sacred and its representative institutions (Church and Monarch), the shattering of the myth of Christendom, the dissolution of an organic and hierarchically cohesive society, and the invalidation of the literary forms—tragedy, comedy of manners—that depended on such a society. Melodrama does not simply represent a "fall" from tragedy, but a response to the loss of the tragic vision. It comes into being in a world where the traditional imperatives of truth and ethics have been violently thrown into question, yet where the promulgation of truth and ethics, their instauration as a way of life, is of immediate, daily, political concern. When the revolutionary Saint-just exclaims, "Re​publican government has as its principle virtue; or if not, terror,"1' he is using the manichaeistic terms of melodrama, arguing its logic of the excluded middle, and imaging a situation—the moment of revolutionary suspension—where the word is called upon to make present and to impose a new society, to legislate the regime of virtue. A new world, a new chronology, a new religion, a new morality lay within the grasp of the revolutionary legislator and, particularly, in the power of his verbal repre​sentations. The Revolution attempts to sacralize law itself, the Republic as the institu​tion of morality. Yet it necessarily produces melodrama instead, incessant struggle against enemies, without and within, branded as villains, suborners of morality, who must be confronted and expunged, over and over, to assure the triumph of virtue. Like the oratory of the Revolution, melodrama from its inception takes as its concern and raison d'etre the location, expression, and imposition of basic ethical and psychic truths. It says them over and over in clear language, it rehearses their conflicts and combats, it reenacts the menace of evil and the eventual triumph of morality made operative and evident. While its social implications may be variously revolutionary or conservative, it is in all cases radically democratic, striving to make its representations clear and legible to everyone. We may legitimately claim that melodrama becomes the principal mode for uncovering, demonstrating, and making operative the essential moral universe in a post-sacred era.

Ibis claim needs further attention. The Revolution can be seen as the convulsive last act in a process of desacralization that was set in motion at the Renaissance, passed through the momentary compromise of Christian humanism, and gathered momen​tum during the Enlightenment—a process in which the explanatory and cohesive force of sacred myth lost its power, and its political and social representations lost their legitimacy. In the course of this process, tragedy, which depends on the communal partaking of the sacred body—as in the mass—became impossi ble.10 The crucial moment of passage could no doubt be located somewhere in the seventeenth century. Racine stands emblematically as the last tragic playwright (Milton as the last epic poet) and his career has much to tell us about the increasing difficulties encountered in the apprehension and representation of communal sacred imperatives. The Quarrel of the Ancient and the Moderns, at the close of the seventeenth century, was the symbolic annunciation of literature's divorce from the mythic substratum that had sustained it, its incipient privatization and desacralization.

Yet by the end of the Enlightenment, there was clearly a renewed thirst for the Sacred, a reaction to desacralization expressed in the vast movement wc think of as Romanticism. The reaction both reasserted the need for some version of the Sacred and offered further proof of the irremediable loss of the Sacred in its traditional, categorical, unifying form. Mythmaking could not only be individual, personal; and the promulgation of ethical imperatives had to depend on an individual act of self-understanding that would then—by an imaginative or even a terroristic leap—be offered as the foundation of a general ethics. In fact, the entity making the strongest claim to sacred status tends more and more to be personality itself. From amid the collapse of order principles and criteria, the individual ego declares its central and overriding value, its demand to be the measure of all things. The incipit of modernity is the first page of Rousseau's Confessions, with its insistence on the uniqueness of his individual inner being, his difference from all other men, and on the necessity of expressing that being in its totality. The importance attached by Rousseau to his decision to "say all,4 tout dire, is a measure of the personalization and inwardness of post-sacred ethics, the difficulty of their location and expression.1 A manic analogue can be found in Sade's effort to "say а!Г the possible crimes that are permitted in nature, in order to prove that the only principle to be observed is that of the individual's totalistic pleasure. Melodrama represents both the urge toward resacralization and the impossibility of conceiving sacralization other than in personal terms. Melodramatic good and evil are highly personalized: they are assigned to, they inhabit persons who indeed have no psychological complexity but who arc strongly characterized. Most notably, evil is villainy; it is a swarthy, cape-enveloped man with a deep voice. Good and evil can be named as persons are named—and melodramas tend in fact to move toward a clear nomination of the moral universe. The ritual of melodrama involves the confrontation of clearly identified antagonists and the expulsion of one of them. It can offer no terminal reconciliation, for there is no longer a clear transcendent value to be reconciled to. There is, rather, a social order to be purged, a set of ethical imperatives to be made clear.

Of particular pertinence in any discussion of desacralization and the response to it are two early Romantic ("pre-Romantic") forms that in fact nourish one another, melodrama and the Gothic novel. 1Ъе Gothic novel stands most clearly in reaction to desacralization and the pretensions of rationalism; it represents, in D. P. Varma's phrase, a "quest for the numinous."20 It reasserts the presence, in the world, of forces that cannot be accounted for by the daylight self and the self-sufficient mind. Yet the Gothicists typically discover that this reassertion of spiritual forces and occult issues hidden in the phenomenal world cannot lead to the resacralization of experience. The status of the Sacred as "wholly other"'—in Rudolf Otto's phrase—as a realm of being and value recognized to be apart from and superior to man, is gone and is irrecover​able. Of the mystehum tremendum, which Otto defines as the essence of the Holy, only the tremendum can be convincingly revived. 1 This issue, in fact, is given a dramatization in M. G. Lewis' The Monk (along with Mary Shelley's Frankenstein the most interesting and intelligent of the Gothic novels) in relation to the problem of guilt and its definition. The monk's temptress, Matilda, proposes to call upon diabolical aid in the seduction of the virginal Antonia; and Ambrosio, who still retains vestigial belief in the Christian paradox of salvation, resists: "No, no. Matilda. I will not ally myself with God's enemy." In reply, Matilda is fiercely logical in her description of the changed ontology of the supernatural and Ambrosio's altered relationship to it:

Are you then God's friend at present? . . . Are you not planning the destruction of innocence, the ruin of a creature whom he formed in the mould of angels? If not of daemons, whose aid would you invoke to forward this laudable design? Will the scraphims protect it, conduct Antonia to your arms, and sanction with their ministry your illicit pleasures? Absurd! But I am not deceived. Ambrosio! It is not virtue which makes you reject my offer; you would accept it, but you dare not. Tis not the crime which holds your hand, but the punishment; 'tis not respect for God which restrains you, but the terror of his vengeance!"*

In her logic of the excluded middle (the very logic of melodrama), Matilda demon​strates that Ambrosio has moved out from under the mantle of the Sacred, and that ethics are now determined, not by virtue, but by terror. Her argument images a world in which God exists still, but no longer as holy mystery and as moral principle eliciting love, worship, and respect. No longer the source and guarantor of ethics, "God" has become an interdiction, a primitive force within nature that strikes fear in men's hearts but does not move them to allegiance and worship. Guilt, in the largest sense, may itself derive from an anxiety produced by man's failure to have maintained a relation to the Sacred; it must now be redefined in terms of self-punishment, which requires terror, interdiction of transgression, retribution. As with the revolutionary legislator Saint-Just, we have a new alternative basis for the ethical community: a sentimental virtue (of the type often urged in Diderot's aesthetics) or else a retributive, purgative terror.

The nature of the traditional idea of the Sacred is clarified in Clifford Gccrtz' definition of the status it maintains in "primitive" cultures: "The holy bears within it everywhere a sense of intrinsic obligation: it not only encourages devotion, it demands it; it not only induces intellectual assent, it enforces emotional commitment."*1 A true Sacred is evident, persuasive, and compelling, a system both of mythic explanation and implicit ethics. The traditional conception of the mysterium tremendum requires man's sense of dependence in relation to a "wholly other," and his feeling of being covered by it. The origin of religious feeling, according to Otto, lies in the "primal numinous awe," in a religious dread that may have at its root "demonic dread." The radical emotion is a feeling of the "eerie" and "uncanny," then elaborated into a concept in which the idea of awfulncss and majesty exists in relation to the numen. Matilda's theology starts from the same point, but then evolves toward what a Christian theologian would see as a perversion, the belief in spooks and spirits, where "God" is merely one figure in a manichaeistic dcmonology. It is as if, coming out of the Enlightenment, man had to reinvent the sense of the Sacred from its source—but discovered it now skewed and narcissistically fascinated by its point of origin. There is a reasscrtion of magic and taboo, a recognition of the diabolical forces which inhabit our world and our inner being. Since these forces achieve no sacred status as wholly other, they appear, rather, to abide within nature and, particularly, within nature's creature, man. If the tremendum has reasserted its presence and force against the reductions of rationalism, the mysterium that it should modify has been displaced from without to within. We are led back to the sources of the "uncanny" in the processes of desire and repression analyzed by Freud.24 The dcsacralization and sentimentalization of ethics leads us—as Diderot discovered in reading Richardson—into "the recesses of the cavern," there to discover "the hideous Moor" hidden in our motives and desires. 5

The Gothic castle, with its pinnacles and dungeons, crenellations, moats, draw​bridges, spiraling staircases and concealed doors, realizes an architectural approxima​tion of the Freudian model of the mind, particularly the traps laid for the conscious by the unconscious and the repressed. The Gothic novel seeks an epistcmology of the depths; it is fascinated by what lies hidden in the dungeon and the sepulcher. It sounds the depths, bringing to violent light and enactment the forces hidden and entrapped there. The Monk—in which all the major characters are finally compelled to descend into the sepulcher of St. Clare, there to perform their most extreme acts—belongs to a moment of "claustral" literature, fascinated by the constrained and hidden, determined to release its energies.26 The content of the depths is one version of the "moral occult," the realm of inner imperatives and demons, and the Gothic novel dramatizes again and again the importance of bringing this occult into man's waking, social existence, of saying its meaning and acting out its force. The frenzy of the Gothic, the thunder of its rhetoric, and the excess of its situations image both the difficulty and the importance of the breaking through of repression, where victory is achieved, as in melodrama, by finding the true stakes of the drama.

The Monk, this exemplary Gothic novel written at the dead end of the Age of Reason, at the intersection of revolution and reaction, offers a particularly forceful dramatization of passage into an anxious new world where the Sacred is no longer viable, yet rediscovery of the ethical imperatives that traditionally depended on it is vital. Rediscovery would then be the task of the individual ethical consciousness in struggle with an occult domain. Melodrama shares many characteristics with the Gothic novel, and not simply in the subjects that were traded back and forth between the two genres. It is equally preoccupied with nightmare states, the claustration and thwarted escape, with innocence buried alive and unable to voice its claim to recogni​tion. Particularly, it shares the preoccupation with evil as a real, irreducible force in the world, constantly menacing outburst. Melodrama is less directly interested in the reassertion of the numinous for its own sake than in its ethical corollaries. Melodrama starts from and expresses the anxiety brought by a frightening new world in which the traditional patterns of moral order no longer provide the necessary social glue. It plays out the force of that anxiety with the apparent triumph of villainy, and it dissipates it with the eventual victory of virtue. It demonstrates over and over that the signs of ethical forces can be discovered and can be made legible. It tends to diverge from the Gothic novel in its optimism, its claim that the moral imagination can open up the angelic spheres as well as the demonic depths and can allay the threat of moral chaos. Melodrama is indeed, typically, not only a moralistic drama but the drama of morality: it strives to find, to articulate, to demonstrate, to "prove" the existence of a moral universe which, though put into question, masked by villainy and perversions of judgment, does exist and can be made to assert its presence and its categorical force among men.

I am not making an argument for the direct influence of melodrama proper on novelists like Balzac and James (though this influence is in fact discernible), 1 am rather suggesting that perception of the melodramatic in their work can usefully be grounded and extended through reference to melodrama. Melodrama is the reductive, literalistic version of the mode to which they belong. 1Ъе world of melodrama consti​tutes a temptation for such as Balzac and James because it offers a complete set of attitudes, phrases, gestures coherently conceived toward dramatization of essential spiritual conflict. It provides the expressive premises and the clear set of metaphors that they will exploit in extrapolated form, with a more problematical sense of the relation between vehicle and tenor.

Such writers as Balzac and James need melodrama because their deep subject, the locus of their true drama, has come to be what we have called the "moral occult": the domain of spiritual forces and imperatives that is not clearly visible within reality, but which they believe to be operative there, and which demands to be uncovered, regis​tered, articulated. In the absence of a true Sacred (and in the absence indeed of any specific religious belief of their own) they continue to believe that what is most important in a man's life is his ethical drama and the ethical implications of his psychic drama. Yet here they arc dealing in quantities and entities that have only an uncertain ontology and, especially, an uncertain visibility: they are not necessarily seen in the same manner, if perceived at all, by an audience, since the social cohesion of an earlier society with a greater community of belief no longer obtains. In the manner of the melodramatist, such writers must locate, express, demonstrate, prove the very terms in which they are dealing. They must wrest them forth from behind the facades of life, show their meaning and their operation. Precisely to the extent that they feel themselves dealing in concepts and issues that have no certain status or justification, they have recourse to the demonstrative, heightened representations of melodrama.

We might, finally, do well to recognize the melodramatic mode as a central fact of the modern sensibility (1 take Romanticism to be the genesis of the modern, of the sensibility within which we are still living), in that modern art has typically felt itself to be constructed on, and over, the void, postulating meanings, and symbolic systems which have no certain justification because they are backed by no theology and no universally accepted social code. The mad quest of Mallarme for a Book that would be

"the Orphic explication of the earth," of Yeats for a synthetic mythology which would enable him to hold "in a single thought reality and justice," of Norman Mailer for dreams adequate to the moon—these are all versions of a reaction to the vertiginous feeling of standing over the abyss created when the necessary center of things has been evacuated and dispersed. Starting perhaps from Rousseau's decision that he must "say all" in his "enterprise without example," there is a desperate effort to renew contact with the scattered ethical and psychic fragments of the Sacred through the representa​tion of fallen reality, insisting that behind reality, hidden by it yet indicated within it, there is a realm where large moral forces are operative, where large choices of ways of being must be made. The Promethean search to illuminate man's quotidian existence by the reflected flame of the higher cosmic drama constitutes one of the principal quests of the modem imagination. The melodramatic mode can be seen as an intensi​fied, primary, and exemplary version of what the most ambitious art, since the begin​nings of Romanticism, has been about.

What seems particularly important in the enterprise of the social melodramatists— and here one should include, beyond Balzac and James, Dickens, Cogol, Dostocvsky, Proust, Lawrence, to name only the most important—is their dual engagement with the representation of man's social existence, the way he lives in the ordinary, and with the moral drama implicated by and in his existence. 1Ъеу write a melodrama of manners. On the one hand, they refuse any metaphysical reduction of experience and refuse to reduce their metaphorical enterprise to the cold symbolism of allegory. They recognize, with Isabel Archer during her intense vigil, that "this base, ignoble world, it appeared, was after all what one was to live for" (2:197). On the other hand, they insist that life does make reference to a moral occult that is the realm of eventual value, and this insistence makes them more interesting and ambitious than more "bchavioristic" novelists who, from Flaubert onwards, have suggested that there are not more things on earth than can be represented exclusively in terms of the material world. The melodramatists refuse to allow that the world has been completely drained of transcen​dence; and they locate that transcendence in the struggle of the children of light with the children of darkness, in the play of ethical mind.

It comes back, once again, to that alternative posed by James in reading Balzac, between the "magnificent lurid document" and the "baseless fabric of a vision." To make the fabric of vision into a document, to make the document lurid enough so that it releases the vision, to make vision document and document vision, and to persuade us that they cannot be distinguished, that they are necessarily interconnected through the chain of spiritual metaphor, that resonances are set up, electrical connections established whenever we touch any link of the chain, is to make the world we inhabit one charged with meaning, one in which interpersonal relations are not merely con​tacts of the flesh but encounters that must be carefully nurtured, judged, handled as if they mattered. It is a question, finally, of that attention to the significant in life that James captured in a famous line of advice to young novelists: Try to be one of the people on whom nothing is lost."27 To be so sensitized an instrument, one upon whom everything leaves a mark, with whom everything sets up a correspondence, is not simply to be an observer of life's surface, but someone who must bring into evidence, even into being, life's moral substance. So that the task of the writer is like that assigned by Balzac to the exiled Dante, in his tale Les Proserin: "He closed himself in
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his room, tit his lamp of inspiration, and surrendered himself to the terrible demon of

work, calling forth words from silence, and ideas from the night" (10:344).
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Tales of Sound and Fury:

Observations on the Family Melodrama

THOMAS ELSAESSER

How to Make Stones Weep

Asked about the colour in Written on the Wind, Douglas Sirk re​plied: "Almost throughout the picture I used deep-focus lenses, which have the effect of giving a harshness to the objects and a kind of enamelled, hard surface to the colours. ! wanted this to bring out the inner violence, the energy of the characters, which is all inside them and can't break through." It would be difficult to think of a better way of describing what this particular movie and indeed most of the best melodra​mas of the fifties and early sixties are about. Or for that matter, how closely, in this film, style and technique is related to theme.

In this article I want to pursue an elusive subject in two directions: to indicate the development of what one might call the melodramatic imagination across different artistic forms and in different epochs; secondly, Sirk's remark tempts one to look for some structural and stylistic constants in one medium during one particular period (the Hollywood family melodrama between roughly 1940 and 1963) and to speculate on the cultural and psychological context which this form of melodrama so manifestly reflected and helped to articulate. Nonetheless this isn't a historical study in any strict sense, nor a catalogue raisonne of names and titles, for reasons that have something to do with my general method as well as with the obvious limitation imposed on film research by unavailability. As a consequence 1 lean rather heavily on half a dozen

Thomas Elsaesser, "Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family Melodrama," origi​nally published in Monogram, no. 4 (1972), pp. 2-15. Reprinted by permission of the author and the British Film Institute.

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

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

The first thing one notices is that the media and literary forms which have habitu​ally embodied melodramatic situations have changed considerably in the course of history, and, further, they differ from country to country; in England, it has mainly been the novel and the literary gothic where melodramatic motifs persistently crop up (though the Victorian stage, especially in the 1880s and 1890s, knew an unprece​dented vogue for the melodramas of R. Buchanan and G. R. Sims, plays in which "a footbridge over a torrent breaks under the steps of the villain; a piece of wall comes down to shatter him; a boiler bursts, and blows him to smithereens");1 in France, it is the costume drama and historical novel; in Germany "high" drama and the ballad, as well as more popular forms like Moritat (street songs); finally, in Italy the opera rather than the novel reached the highest degree of sophistication in the handling of melodra​matic situations.

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

Yet, what particularly marks the ballad or the Bdnkellied, i.e., narratives accompa​nied by music, is that the moral/moralistic pattern which furnishes the primary content (crimes of passion bloodily revenged, murderers driven mad by guilt and drowning themselves, villains snatching children from their careless mothers, servants killing their unjust masters) is overlaid not only with a proliferation of "realistic" homey detail, but also "parodied" or relativised by the heavily repetitive verse-form or the mechanical up-and-down rhythms of the barrel organ, to which the voice of the singer adapts itself (consciously or not), thereby producing a vocal parallelism that has a distancing or ironic effect, to the extent of often criss-crossing the moral of the story by a "false," i.e., unexpected emphasis. Sirk's most successful German melodrama, Zu Neuen Ufem,

makes excellent use of the street ballad to bring out the tragic irony in the court-room scene, and the rune which Walter Brennan keeps playing on the harmonica in King Vidor's Ruby Gentry works in a very similar way. A variation on this is the use of fairgrounds and carousels in films like Some Came Running and Tarnished Angels, or more self-consciously in Hitchcock (Strangers on a Train, Stage Fright) and Welles {Lady from Shanghai and The Stranger) to underscore the main action and at the same time "ease" the melodramatic impact by providing an ironic parallelism. Sirk uses the motif repeatedly in, for instance, Scandal in Paris and Take Me to Town. What such devices point to is that in the melodrama the rhythm of experience often establishes itself against its value (moral, intellectual).

Perhaps the current that leads more directly to the sophisticated family melo​drama of the 40's and 50's, though, is derived from the romantic drama, which had its heyday after the French Revolution and subsequently furnished many of the plots for operas, but which is itself unthinkable without the 18th-century sentimental novel and the emphasis put on private feelings and interioriscd (puritan, pietist) codes of morality and conscience. Historically, one of the interesting facts about this tradi​tion is that its height of popularity seems to coincide (and this remains true through​out the 19th century) with periods of intense social and ideological crisis. The pre-rcvolutionary sentimental novel—Richardson's Clarissa or Rousseau's Nouvelle Heloise, for example—go out of their way to make a case for extreme forms of behaviour and feeling by depicting very explicitly certain external constraints and pressures bearing upon the characters, and by showing up the quasi-totalitarian violence perpetrated by (agents of) the "system" (Lovelace who tries everything, from bribing her family to hiring pimps, prostitutes and kidnappers in order to get Clarissa to become his wife, only to have to rape her after all). The same pattern is to be found in the bourgeois tragedies of l^essing {Emilia Galotti, 1768) and the early Schiller {Kabate und Liebe, 1776), both deriving their dramatic force from the conflict between an extreme and highly individualised form of moral idealism in the heroes (again, non-psychological on the level of motivation) and a thoroughly cor​rupt yet seemingly omnipotent social class (made up of feudal princes and petty state functionaries). The melodramatic elements are clearly visible in the plots, which revolve around family relationships, star-crossed lovers and forced marriages. The villains (often of noble birth) demonstrate their superior political and economic power invariably by sexual aggression and attempted rape, leaving the heroine no other way than to commit suicide or take poison in the company of her lover. The ideological "message" of these tragedies, as in the case of Clarissa, is transparent: they record the struggle of a morally and emotionally emancipated bourgeois conscious​ness against the remnants of feudalism. ТЪеу pose the problem in political terms and concentrate on the complex interplay of ethical principles, religious-metaphysical polarities and the idealist aspirations typical of the bourgeoisie in its militant phase, as the protagonists come to grief in a maze of economic necessities, realpotitik, family loyalties, and through the abuse of aristocratic privilege from a still divinely ordained, and therefore doubly depraved, absolutist authority.

Although these plays and novels, because they use the melodramatic-emotional plot only as their most rudimentary structure of meaning, belong to the more intellec​tually demanding forms of melodrama, the element of interiorisation and per​sonalisation of primarily ideological conflicts, together with the metaphorical interpre​tation of class conflict as sexual exploitation and rape, is important in all subsequent forms of melodrama, including that of the cinema. (The latter in America, of course, is a stock theme of novels and movies with a "Southern" setting.)

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

What before the Revolution had served to focus on suffering and victimization— the claims of the individual in an absolutist society—was reduced to ground-glass-in-the-porrtdge, poisoned handkerchiefs and last-minute rescues from the dungeon. The sudden reversals of fortune, the intrusion of chance and coincidence had originally pointed to the arbitrary way feudal institutions could ruin the individual unprotected by civil rights and liberties. The system stood accused of greed, wilfulness and irratio​nality through the Christ-like suffering of the pure virgin and the selfless heroism of the right-minded in the midst of court intrigue and callous indifference. Now, with the bourgeoisie triumphant, this form of drama lost its subversive charge and functioned more as a means of consolidating an as yet weak and incoherent ideological position. Whereas the prerevolutionary melodramas had often ended tragically, those of the Restoration had happy endings, they reconciled the suffering individual to his social position, by affirming an "open" society, where everything was possible. Over and over again, the victory of the "good" citizen over "evil" aristocrats, lecherous clergymen and the even more conventional villains drawn from the lumpenproletariat, was re-enacted in sentimental spectacles full of tears and high moral tones. Complex social processes were simplified either by blaming the evil disposition of individuals or by manipulating the plots and engineering coincidences and other dei ex machine, such as the instant conversion of the villain, moved by the plight of his victim, or suddenly struck by Divine Grace on the steps of Ndtrc-Dame.

Since the overtly "conformist" strategy of such drama is quite evident, what is interesting is certainly not the plot structure, but whether the conventions allowed the author to dramatize in his episodes actual contradictions in society and genuine clashes of interests in the characters. Already during the Revolution plays such as Monvel's Les Victimes cloitrees or Laya's L'Ami des his, though working with very stereotyped plots, conveyed quite definite political sympathies (the second, for instance, backed the Girondist moderates in the trial of Louis XIV against the Jacobites) and were under​stood as such by their public.2

Even if the form might act to reinforce attitudes of submission, the actual working out of the scenes could nonetheless present fundamental social evils. Many of the pieces also flattered popular sympathies by giving the villains the funniest lines, just as Victorian drama playing east of Drury Lane was often enlivened by low comedy burlesque put on as curtain raisers and by the servants' farces during the intermission.

All this is to say that there seems a radical ambiguity attached to the melodrama, which holds even more for the film melodrama. Depending on whether the emphasis fell on the odysscy of suffering or the happy ending, on the place and context of rupture (moral conversion of the villain, unexpected appearance of a benevolent Capuchin monk throwing off his pimp's disguise), that is to say, depending on what dramatic mileage was got out of the heroine's perils before the ending (and one only has to think of Sade's Justine to see what could be done with the theme of innocence unprotected), melodrama would appear to function either subversively or as escapism—categories which are always relative to the given historical and social context.5

In the cinema, Griffith is a good example. Using identical dramatic devices and cinematic techniques, he could, with Intolerance, Way Down East or Broken Blos​soms, create, if not exactly subversive, at any rate socially committed melodramas, whereas Birth of a Nation or Orphans of the Storm are classic examples of how melodramatic effects can successfully shift explicit political themes onto a personalised plane. In both cases, Griffith tailored ideological conflicts into emotionally loaded family situations.

The persistence of the melodrama might indicate the ways in which popular culture has not only taken note of social crises and the fact that the losers are not always those who deserve it most, but has also resolutely refused to understand social change in other than private contexts and emotional terms. In this, there is obviously a healthy

distrust of intcllectualisation and abstract social theory—insisting that other structures of experience (those of suffering, for instance) are more in keeping with reality. But it has also meant ignorance of the properly social and political dimensions of these changes and their causality, and consequently it has encouraged increasingly escapist forms of mass entertainment.

However, this ambivalence about the "structures" of experience, endemic in the melodramatic mode, has served artists throughout the 19th century for the depiction of a variety of themes and social phenomena, while remaining within the popular idiom. Industrialisation, urbanisation and nascent entrepreneurial capitalism have found their most telling literary embodiment in a type of novel clearly indebted to the melodrama, and the national liberals in Italy during the Risorgimento, for example, saw their political aspirations reflected in Verdi's operas (cf. the opening of Visconti's Senso). In England, Dickens, Collins and Reade relied heavily on melodramatic plots to sharpen social conflicts and portray an urban environment where chance encoun​ters, coincidences, and the side-by-side existence of extreme social and moral contrasts were the natural products of the very conditions of existence—crowded tenement houses, narrow streets backing on to the better residential property, and other facts of urban demography of the time. Dickens in particular uses the element of chance, the dream/waking, horror/bliss switches in Oliver Twist or Tale of Two Cities partly to feel his way towards a portrayal of existential insecurity and moral anguish which fiction had previously not encompassed, but also to explore depth-psychological phenomena, for which the melodrama—as Freud was later to confirm—has supplied the dynamic motifs and the emotional-pictorial decor. What seems to me important in this form of melodrama (and one comes across a similar conception in the sophisticated Hollywood melodramas) is the emphasis Dickens places on discontinuity, on the evidence of
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fissures and ruptures in the fabric of experience, and the appeal to a reality of the psyche—to which the notions of sudden change, reversal and excess lend a symbolic plausibility.

In France it is the works of Sue, Hugo and Balzac that reflect most closely the relation of melodrama to social upheaval. Sue, for example, uses the time-worn trap​door devices of cloak and dagger stage melodrama for an explicitly sensationalist, yet committed journalism. In a popular form and rendered politically palatable by the fictionalized treatment, his Mysteres de Paris were intended to crusade on such issues as public heallth, prostitution, overcrowding and slum housing, sanitation, black-market racketeering, corruption in government circles, opium smoking and gambling. Sue exploited a "reactionary" form for reformist ends, and his success, both literary and practical, proved him right. Twenty years later Victor Hugo, who had learnt as much from Sue as Sue had picked up from N6tre-Dame de Paris, produced with Les Misera-bles a super-melodrama spectacular which must stand as the crowning achievement of the genre in the novel. The career of Jean Valjcan, from convict and galley slave to factory owner and capitalist, his fall and literal emergence from the sewers of Paris to become a somewhat unwilling activist in the 1848 Revolution, is staged with the help of mistaken identities, orphans suddenly discovering their noble birth, inconvenient reappearance of people long thought dead, hair-breadth escapes and rescues, multiple disguises, long-suffering females dying of consumption or wandering for days through the streets in search of their child—and yet, through all this, Hugo expresses a halluci​nating vision of the anxiety, the moral confusion, the emotional demands, in short, the metaphysics of social change and urban life betwween the time of Waterloo and 1848. Hugo evidently wanted to bring together in a popular form subjective experiences of crises, while keeping track of the grand lines of France's history, and he succeeds singularly well in reproducing the ways individuals with different social backgrounds, levels of awareness and imaginations, respond to objective changes in the social fabric of their lives. For this, the melodrama, with its shifts in mood, its different tempi and the mixing of stylistic levels, is ideally suited: Les Miserables, even more so than the novels of Dickens, lets through a symbolic dimension of psychic truth, with the hero in turn representing very nearly the id, the superego and finally the sacrificed ego of a repressed and paranoid society.

Balzac, on the other hand, uses melodramatic plots to a rather different end. Many of his novels deal with the dynamics of early capitalist economics. The good/evil dichotomy has almost disappeared, and the Manichean conflicts have shifted away from questions of morality to the paradoxes of psychology and economics. What we see is a Schopenhaucrian struggle of the will: the ruthlessness of industrial entrepre​neurs and bankers, the spectacle of an uprooted, "decadent" aristocracy still holding tremendous political power, the sudden twists of fortune with no-good parasites becom​ing millionaires overnight (or vice versa) through speculation and the stock exchange, the antics of hangers-on, parvenus and cynical artist-intellectuals, the demonic, spell​binding potency of money and capital, the contrasts between abysmal poverty and unheard-of affluence and waste which characterized the "anarchic" phase of industrial​isation and high finance, were experienced by Balzac as both vital and melodramatic. His work reflects this more in style than through direct comment.

To sum up: these writers understood the melodrama as a form which carried its own values and already embodied its own significant content: it served as the literary equiva​lent of a particular, historically and socially conditioned mode of experience. Even if the situations and sentiments defied all categories of versimilitudc and were totally unlike anything in real life, the structure had a truth and a life of its own, which an artist could make part of his material. This meant that those who consciously adopted melodramatic techniques of presentation did not necessarily do so out of incompetence nor always from a cynical distance, but, by turning a body of techniques into a stylistic principle that carried the distinct overtones of spiritual crisis, they could put the finger on the texture of their social and human material while still being free to shape this material. For there is little doubt that the whole conception of life in 19th-century Europe and England, and especially the spiritual problems of the age, were often viewed in categories we would today call melodramatic—one can sec this in painting, architecture, the ornamentation of gadgets and furniture, the domestic and public misc-en-scene of events and occa​sions, the oratory in parliament, the tractarian rhetoric from the pulpit as well as the more private manifestations of religious sentiment. Similarly, the timeless themes that Dostoyevsky brings up again and again in his novels—guilt, redemption, justice, inno​cence, freedom—are made specific and historically real not least because he was a great writer of melodramatic scenes and confrontations, and they more than anything else define that powerful irrational logic in the motivation and moral outlook of, say, Raskolnikov, Ivan Karamazov or Kirilov. Finally, howdifferent Kafka's novels would be, if they did not contain those melodramatic family situations, pushed to the point where they reveal a dimension at once comic and tragically absurd—perhaps the existential undertow of all genuine melodrama.

Putting Melos into Drama

In its dictionary sense, melodrama is a dramatic narrative in which musical accompaniment marks the emotional effects. This is still perhaps the most useful definition, because it allows melodramatic elements to be seen as constitu​ents of a system of punctuation, giving expressive colour and chromatic contrast to the storyline, by orchestrating the emotional ups and downs of the intrigue. The advantage of this approach is that it formulates the problems of melodrama as problems of style and articulation.

Music in melodrama, for example, as a device among others to dramatize a given narrative, is subjective, programmatic. But because it is also a form of punctuation in the above sense, it is both functional (i.e., of structural significance) and thematic (i.e., belonging to the expressive content) because used to formulate certain moods— sorrow, violence, dread, suspense, happiness. The syntactic function of music has, as is well known, survived into the sound film, and the experiments conducted by Hanns Eisler and T. W. Adorno arc highly instructive in this respect.4 A practical demonstra​tion of the problem can be found in the account which Lilian Ross gives of how Gottfried Reinhard and Dore Shary reedited John Huston's Red Badge of Courage to give it a smooth dramatic shape, with build-ups and climaxes in the proper order, which is exactly what Huston had wanted to avoid when he shot it.5

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

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

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

That the plasticity of the human voice is quite consciously employed by directors for what are often thematic ends is known: Hawks trained Lauren Bacall's voice so that she could be given "male" lines in To Have and Have Not, an effect which Sternberg anticipated when he took great care to cultivate Marlene Dietrich's diction, and it is hard to miss the psychoanalytic significance of Robert Stack's voice in Written on the Wind, sounding as if every word had to be painfully pumped up from the bottom of one of his oil-wells.

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

For example, when in ordinary language we call something melodramatic, what we often mean is an exaggerated risc-and-fall pattern in human actions and emotional responses, a from-the-sublime-to-the-ridiculous movement, a foreshortening of lived time in favour of intensity—all of which produces a graph of much greater fluctuation, a quicker swing from one extreme to the other than is considered natural, realistic or in conformity with literary standards of versimilitude: in the novel we like to sip our pleasures, rather than gulp them. But if we look at, say, Minnelli, who has adapted some of his best melodramas {The Cobweb, Some Came Running, Home from the Hill, Two Weeks in Another Town, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse) from generally

extremely long, circumstantially detailed popular novels (by James Jones, Irving Shaw et ai), it is easy to see how in the process of having to reduce 7 to 9 hours* reading matter to 90-odd minutes, such a more violent "melodramatic" graph almost inevita​bly produces itself, short of the narrative becoming incoherent. Whereas in novels, especially when they are staple pulp fare, size connotes solid emotional involvement for the reader, the specific values of the cinema lie in its concentrated visual metaphors and dramatic acceleration rather than in the fictional techniques of dilation. The commercial necessity of compression (being also a formal one) is taken by Minnelli into the films themselves and developed as a theme—that of a pervasive psychological pressure on the characters. An acute sense of claustrophobia in decor and locale translates itself into a restless and yet suppressed energy surfacing sporadically in the actions and the behaviour of the protagonists—which is part of the subject of a film like Two Weeks in AnotherTawn, with hysteria bubbling all the time just below the surface. The feeling that there is always more to tell than can be said leads to very consciously elliptical narratives, proceeding often by visually condensing the characters' motiva​tion into sequences of images which do not seem to advance the plot. The shot of the Trevi fountain at the end of a complex scene where Kirk Douglas is making up his mind in Two Weeks is such a metaphoric condensation, and so is the silent sequence, consisting entirely of what might appear to be merely impressionistic dissolves, in the

Four Horsemen, when Glenn Ford and Ingrid Thulin go for a ride to Versailles, but which in fact tells and foretells the whole trajectory of their relationship.

Sirk, too, often constructs his films in this way: the restlessness of Written on the Wind is not unconnected with the fact that he almost always cuts on movement. His visual metaphors really ought to have a chapter to themselves: a yellow sports-car drawing up the gravelled driveway to stop in front of a pair of shining white Doric columns outside the Hadley mansion is not only a powerful piece of American iconog​raphy, especially when taken in a plunging high-angle shot, but the contrary associa​tions of imperial splendour and vulgar materials (polished chrome-plate and stucco plaster) create a tension of correspondences and dissimilarities in the same image, which perfectly crystallizes as the decadent affluence and melancholy energy that give the film its uncanny fascination. Sirk has a peculiarly vivid eye for the contrasting emotional qualities of textures and materials, and he combines them or makes them clash to very striking effect, especially when they occur in a non-dramatic sequence: again in Written on the Wind, after the funeral of Hadley Sr., a black servant is seen taking an oleander wreath off the front gate. A black silk ribbon gets unstuck and is blown by the wind along the concrete path. The camera follows the movement, dissolves and dollies in on a window, where Lauren Bacall, in an oleander-green dress, is just about to disappear behind the curtains. The scene has no plot significance whatsoever. But the colour parallels black/green, green/green, white concrete/white lace curtains provide an extremely strong emotional resonance in which the contrast of soft silk blown along the hard concrete is registered the more forcefully as a disquieting visual association. The desolation of the scene transfers itself onto the Bacall character, and the traditional fatalistic association of the wind reminds us of the futility implied in the movie's title.

These effects, of course, require a highly self-conscious stylist, but they are by no means rare in Hollywood. The fact that commercial necessities, political censorship and the various morality codes restricted directors in what they could tackle as a subject has entailed a different awareness of what constituted a worthwhile subject, a change in orientation from which sophisticated melodrama benefited perhaps most. Not only did they provide a defined thematic parameter, but they encouraged a conscious use of style-as-meaning, which is a mark of what I would consider to be the very condition of a modernist sensibility working in popular culture. To take another example from Minnclli: his existential theme of a character trying to construct the world in the image of an inner self, only to discover that this world lias become uninhabitable because it is both frighteningly suffocating and intolerably lonely {The Long, Long Trailer, The Cobweb) is transformed and given social significance in the stock melodrama theme of the woman who, having railed to make it in the big city, comes back to the small-town home in the hope of finding her true place at last, but who is made miserable by mean-mindedness and bigotry and then suffocated by the sheer weight of her none-too-glorious, still ruefully remembered past {Hilda Crane, Beyond the Forest, All I Desire).6 But in Minnelli, it becomes an opportunity to explore in concrete circumstances the more philosophical questions of freedom and determinism, especially as they touch the aes​thetic problem of how to depict a character who is not constantly externalising himself into action, without thereby trapping him in an environment of ready-made symbolism.

Similarly, when Robert Stack shows l.auren Bacall her hotel suite in Written on the Wind, where everything from flowers and pictures on the wall to underwear, nailpolish and handbag is provided, Sirk not only characterizes a rich man wanting to take over the woman he fancies body and soul, or the oppressive nature of an unwanted gift. He is also making a direct comment on the Hollywood stylistic technique that "creates" a character out of the elements of the decor, and that prefers actors who can provide as blank a facial surface and as little of a personality as possible.

Everyone who has at all thought about the Hollywood aesthetic wants to formulate one of its peculiar qualities: that of direct emotional involvement, whether one calls it "giving resonance to dramatic situations" or "fleshing out the cliche" or whether, more abstractly, one talks in terms of identification patterns, empathy and catharsis. Since the American cinema, determined as it is by an ideology of the spectacle and the spectacular, is essentially dramatic (as opposed to lyrical, i.e., concerned with mood or the inner self I and not conceptual (dealing with ideas and the structures of cognition and perception), the creation or recnactmcot of situations which the spectator can identify with and recognise (whether this recognition is on the conscious or uncon​scious level is another matter) depends to a large extent on the aptness of the iconogra​phy (the "visualisation") and on the quality (complexity, subtlety, ambiguity) of the orchestration for what are trans-individual, popular mythological (and therefore gener​ally considered culturally 'lowbrow") experiences and plot structures. In other words, this type of cinema depends on the ways "melos"' is given to "drama" by means of lighting, montage, visual rhythm, decor, style of acting, music—that is, on the ways the misc-en-sccnc translates character into action (not unlike the prc-Jamesian novel) and action into gesture and dynamic space (comparable to 19th-century opera and ballet).

This granted, there seems to be a further problem which has some bearing on the question of melodrama: although the techniques of audience orientation and the possibility of psychic projection on the part of the spectator are as much in evidence in a melodrama like Home from the Hill or Splendor in the Crass as they arc in a Western or adventure picture, the difference of setting and milieu affects the dynamic of the action. In the Western especially, the assumption of "open" spaces is virtually axio​matic; it is indeed one of the constants which makes the form perennially attractive to a largely urban audience. This openness becomes problematic in films that deal with potential "melodrama" themes and family situations. The complex father-son relation​ships inTAe Le/f-/funded Gun, the Cain-Abel themes of Mann's Westerns {Winchester 73, Bend о/ the River), the conflict of virility and mother-fixation in some of Iour-neur's Westerns {Great Day in the Morning, Wichita) or the search for the mother (-country) in Fuller's Run of the Arrow seem to find resolution because the hero can act positively on the changing situations where and when they present themselves. In Raoul Walsh's adventure pictures, as Peter Lloyd has shown, identity comes in an often paradoxical process of self-confirmation and overreaching—but always through direct action, while the momentum generated by the conflicts pushes the protagonists forward in an unrelentingly linear course.

The family melodrama, by contrast, though dealing largely with the same Ocdipal themes of emotional and moral identity, more often records the failure of the protago​nist to act in a way that could shape the events and influence the emotional environ​ment, let alone change the stifling social milieu. The world is closed, and the charac​ters are acted upon. Melodrama confers on them a negative identity through suffering, and the progressive self-immolation and disillusionment generally ends in resignation: they emerge as lesser human beings for having become wise and acquiescent to the ways of the world.

The difference can be put in another way. In one case, the drama moves towards its resolution by having the central conflicts successively externalised and projected into direct action. A jail-break, a bank robbery, a Western chase or cavalry charge, and even a criminal investigation lend themselves to psychologized, thcmatised representations of the heroes' inner dilemmas and frequently appear that way (Walsh's White Heat or TAey Died with Their Boots On, Loscy's The Criminal, Preminger's Where the Side​walk Ends). The same is true of the melodrama in the serie noire tradition, where the hero is egged on or blackmailed by the femme fatale—the smell of honeysuckle and death in Double Indemnity, Out of the Past or Detour—into a course of action which pushes him further and further in one direction, opening a narrowing wedge of equally ineluctable consequences, that usually lead the hero to wishing his own death as the ultimate act of liberation, but where the mechanism of fate at least allows him to express his existential revolt in strong and strongly anti-social behaviour.

Not so in the domestic melodrama: the social pressures arc such, the frame of respectability so sharply defined that the range of "strong" actions is limited. The tellingly impotent gesture, the social gaffe, the hysterical outburst replaces any more directly liberating or self-annhilating action, and the cathartic violence of a shoot-out or a chase becomes an inner violence, often one which the characters turn against themselves. The dramatic configuration, the pattern of the plot makes them, regardless of attempts to break free, constantly look inwards, at each other and themselves. The characters are, so to speak, each others' sole referent, there is no world outside to be acted on, no reality that could be defined or assumed unambiguously. In Sirk, of course, they are locked into a universe of real and metaphoric mirrors, but quite generally, what is typical of this form of melodrama is that the characters' behaviour is often pathetically at variance with the real objectives they want to achieve. A sequence of substitute actions creates a kind of vicious circle in which the close nexus of cause and effect is somehow broken and—in an often overtly Freudian sense—displaced, fames Dean in Blast of Eden thinks up a method of cold storage for lettuce, grows beans to sell to the Army, falls in love with Julie Harris, not to make a pile of money and live happily with a beautiful wife, but in order to win the love of his father and oust his brother—neither of which he achieves. Although very much on the surface of Kazan's film, this is a conjunction of puritan capitalist ethic and psychoanalysis which is sufficiently pertinent to the American melodrama to remain exemplary.

The melodramas of Ray, Sirk or Minnelli do not deal with this displacement-by-substitution directly, but by what one might call an intensified symbolisation of every​day actions, the heightening of the ordinary gesture and a use of setting and decor so as to reflect the characters' fetishist fixations. Violent feelings are given vent on "overdeter-mined" objects (James Dean kicking his father's portrait as he storms out of the house in Rebel Without a Cause), and aggressiveness is worked out by proxy. In such films, the plots have a quite noticeable propensity to form a circular pattern, which in Ray involves an almost geometrical variation of triangle into circle and vice versa, whereas Sirk {nomen est omen) often suggests in his circles the possibility of a tangent detaching itself—the full-circle construction of Written on the Wind with its linear coda of the Hudson-Bacall relationship at the end, or even more visually apparent, the circular race around the pylons in Tarnished Angets broken when Dorothy Malone's plane in the last image soars past the fatal pylon into an unlimited sky.

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

As 1 have tried to show in an earlier article (Monogram, no. I), one of the typical features of the classical Hollywood movie has been that the hero was defined dvnami-cally, as the centre of a continuous movement, often both from sequence to sequence as well as within the individual shot. It is a fact of perception that in order to get its bearing, the eye adjusts almost automatically to whatever moves, and movement, together with sound, completes the realistic illusion. It was on the basis of sheer physical movement, for example, that the musicals of the 30's (Lloyd Bacon's 42nd Street being perhaps the most spectacular example), the gangster movie and the B-thrillcr of the 40's and early 50's could subsist with the flimsiest of plots, an almost total absence of individual characterisation and rarely any big stars. These deficiencies were made up by focusing to the point of exaggeration on the drive, the obsession, the idee fixe, that is to say, by a concentration on the purely kinetic-mechanical elements of human motivation. The pattern is most evident in the gangster genre, where the single-minded pursuit of money and power is followed by the equally single-minded and peremptory pursuit of physical survival, ending in the hero's apotheosis through violent death. This curve of rise and fall—a wholly stylised and external pattern which takes on a moral significance—can be seen in movies like Underworld, Little Caesar, The Roaring Twenties, Ijigs Diamond and depends essentially on narrative pace, though it permits interesting variations and complexities, as in Fuller's Underworld USA. A sophisticated director, such as Hawks, has used speed of delivery and the pulsating energy of action to comic effect (Scarface, 20th Century) and has even applied it to films whose dramatic structure did not naturally demand such a treatment (notably His Girt Friday). In fact, Hawks's reputed stoicism is itself a dramaturgical device, whereby sentimentality and cynicism are played so close together and played so fast that the result is an emotional hot-cold shower which is apt to numb the spectator's sensibility into feeling a sustained moral charge, where there is more often simply a very skilled switchboard manipulation of the same basic voltage. (1 am thinking espe​cially of films like On/у Angels Have Wings).

This unrelenting internal combustion engine of physical and psychic energy, generi-cally exemplified by the hard-boiled, crackling aggressiveness of the screwball comedy, but which Walsh diagnosed in his Cagncy heroes as psychotic (White Heat) and a vehicle for extreme redneck republicanism (A Lion in the Streets), shows signs of a definite slowing-down in the 50's and early 60*s, where raucous vitality and instinctual "lust for life" is deepened psychologically to intimate neuroses and adolescent or not so adolescent maladjustments of a wider social significance. Individual initiative is per​ceived as problematic in explicitly political terms {All the King's Men), after having previously been merely stoically and heroically anti-social, as in the film noir. The external world is more and more riddled with obstacles which oppose themselves to personal ambitions and are not simply overcome by the hero's assertion of a brawny or brainy libido. In Mann's Westerns the madness at the heart of the James Stewart character only occasionally breaks through an otherwise calm and controlled surface, like a strong subterranean current suddenly appearing above ground as an inhuman and yet somehow poetically apt thirst for vengeance and primitive Biblical justice, where the will to survive is linked to certain old-fashioned cultural and moral values— of dignity, honour and respect In the films of Sirk, an uncompromising fundamentally innocent energy is gradually turned away from simple, direct fulfillment by the emer​gence of a conscience, a sense of guilt and responsibility, or the awareness of moral complexity, as in Magnificent Obsession, Sign of the Pagan, All That Heaven Allows and even Interlude—a theme which in Sirk is always interpreted in terms of cultural decadence.

Where Freud Left His Marx in the American Home

There can be little doubt that the postwar popularity of the family melodrama in Hollywood is partly connected with the fact that in those years America discovered Freud. This is not the place to analyse the reasons why the United States should have become the country in which his theories found their most enthusiastic reception anywhere, or why they became such a decisive influence on American culture, but the connections of Freud with melodrama arc as complex as they are undeniable. An interesting fact, for example, is that Hollywood tackled Freudian themes in a particularly "romantic" or gothic guise, through a cycle of movies inaugu​rated possibly by Hitchcock's first big American success, Rebecca. Relating his Victori-anism to the Crawford-Stanwyck-Davis type "women's picture," which for obvious reasons became a major studio concern during the war years and found its apotheosis in such movies as John Cromwell's Since You Went Away (to the front, that is), Hitchcock infused his film, and several others, with an unique intimation of female frigidity producing strange fantasies of persecution, rape and death—masochistic rever​ies and nightmares, which cast the husband into the role of the sadistic murderer. This projection of sexual anxiety and its mechanisms of displacement and transfer is trans​lated into a whole string of movies often involving hypnosis and playing on the ambiguity and suspense of whether the wife is merely imagining it or whether her husband really does have murderous designs on her: Hitchcock's Notorious and Suspi​cious, Minnelli's Undercurrent, Cukor's Gaslight, Sirk's Sleep My Love, Tourneur's Experiment Perilous, Lang's Secret Beyond the Door all belong in this category, as does Preminger's Whirlpool, and in a wider sense Renoir's Woman on the Beach. What strikes one about this list is not only the high number of European emigres entrusted with such projects, but that virtually all of the major directors of family melodramas (except Ray)9 in the 50's had a (usually not entirely successful) crack at the Freudian feminist melodrama in the 40's.

More challenging, and difficult to prove, is the speculation that certain stylistic and structural features of the sophisticated melodrama may involve principles of sym-bolisation and coding which Freud conceptualised in his analysis of dreams and later also applied in his Psychopathology of Everyday Life. I am thinking less of the preva​lence of what Freud called Symptomhandhtngen or Fehlhandlungen, that is, slips of the tongue or other projections of inner states into interpretable overt behaviour. This is a way of symbolising and signalling attitudes common to the American cinema in virtually every genre. However, there is a certain refinement in the melodrama—it becomes part of the composition of the frame, more subliminal!)' and unobtrusively transmitted to the spectator. When Minnelli's characters find themselves in an emo​tionally precarious or contradictory situation, it often affects the "balance" of the visual composition—wine glasses, a piece of china or a trayful of drinks emphasize the fragility of their situation—e.g., Judy Garland over breakfast in The Clock, Richard Widmark in The Cobweb explaining himself to Gloria Grahame, or Gregory Peck trying to make his girlfriend sec why he married someone else in Designing Women. When Robert Stack in Written on the Wind, standing by the window he has just opened to get some fresh air into an extremely heavy family atmosphere, hears of Lauren Bacall expecting a baby, his misery becomes eloquent by the way he squeezes himself into the frame of the half-open window, every word his wife says to him bringing torment to his lacerated soul and racked body.

Along similar lines, I have in mind the kind of "condensation" of motivation into metaphoric images or sequences of images mentioned earlier, the relation that exists in Freudian dream-work between manifest dream material and latent dream content. Just as in dreams certain gestures and incidents mean something by their structure and sequence, rather than by what they literally represent, the melodrama often works, as I have tried to show, by a displaced emphasis, by substitute acts, by parallel situations and metaphoric connections. In dreams one tends to "use" as dream material incidents and circumstances from ones waking experience during the previous day, in order to "code" them, while nevertheless keeping a kind of emotional logic going, and even condensing their images into what, during the dream at least, seems an inevitable sequence. Melo​dramas often use middle-class American society, its iconography and the family experi​ence in just this way as their manifest "material," but "displace" it into quite different patterns, juxtaposing stereotyped situations in strange configurations, provoking clashes and ruptures which not only open up new associations but also redistribute the emo​tional energies which suspense and tensions have accumulated, in disturbingly different directions. American movies, for example, often manipulate very shrewdly situations of extreme embarrassment (a blocking of emotional energy) and acts or gestures of violence (direct or indirect release) in order to create patterns of aesthetic significance which only a musical vocabulary might be able to describe accurately, and for which a psychologist or anthropologist might offer some explanation.

One of the principles involved is that of continuity and discontinuity (what Sirk has called the "rhythm of the plot"). A typical situation in American melodramas has the plot build up to an evidently catastrophic collision of countcrrunning sentiments, but a string of delays gets the greatest possible effect from the clash when it does come. In Minnelli's The Bad and the Beautiful Lana Turner plays an alcoholic actress who has been "rescued" by producer Kirk Douglas giving her a new start in the movies. After the premier, flushed with success, self-confident for the first time in years, and in happy anticipating of celebrating with Douglas, with whom she has fallen in love, she drives to his home armed with a bottle of champagne. However, we already know that Douglas isn't emotionally interested in her ("1 need an actress, not a wife," he later tells her) and is spending the evening with a "broad" in his bedroom. Lana Turner, suspect​ing nothing, is met by Douglas at the foot of the stairs, and she, at first too engrossed in herself to notice how cool he is, collapses when the other woman suddenly appears at the top of the stairs in Douglas's dressing gown. Her nervous breakdown in the car is conveyed by headlights flashing against her windscreen like a barrage of foot-lights and arc-lamps.

This letting the emotions rise and then bringing them suddenly down with a thump is an extreme example of dramatic discontinuity, and a similar, vertiginous drop in the emotional temperature punctuates a good many melodramas—almost invariably played out against the vertical axis of a staircase.10 In one of the most paroxysmic montage sequences that the American cinema has known, Sirk has Dorothy Malonc in Written on the Wind dance on her own, like some doomed goddess from a Diony-sian mystery, while her father is collapsing on the stairs and dying from a heart-attack. Again, in Imitation of Life, John Gavin gets the brush-off from Lana Turner as they are going down the stairs, and in All I Desire Barbara Stanwyck has to disappoint her daughter about not taking her to New York to become an actress, after the girl has been rushing downstairs to tell her father the good news. Ray's use of the staircase for similar emotional effects is well known and most spectacular in Bigger than Life, but to give an example from another director, Henry King, I'd like to quote a scene from Margie, a film following rather closely Minnelli's Meet Me in St. Lours, where the heroine, Jeanne Grain, about to be taken to the graduation ball by a blind date (whom we know to be her father) since her poetry-loving bespectacled steady has caught a cold, comes tearing down from her bedroom when she hears that the French master, on whom she has a crush, has dropped in. She virtually rips the bouquet of flowers out of his hands and is overwhelmed by joy. With some embarrassment, he has to explain that he is taking somebody else to the ball, that he only came to return her papers, and Margie, mortified, humiliated and cringing with shame, has just enough time to get back upstairs before she dissolves in tears.

While this may not sound terribly profound on paper, the visual orchestration of such л scene can produce some rather strong emotional effects and the strategy of building up to a climax so as to throttle it the more abruptly is a form of dramatic reversal by which Hollywood directors have consistently criticised the streak of incur​ably naive moral and emotional idealism in the American psyche, first by showing it to be often indistinguishable from the grossest kind of illusion and self-delusion, and then by forcing a confrontation when it is most wounding and contradictory. The emotional extremes are played off in such a way that they reveal an inherent dialectic, and the undeniable psychic energy contained in this seemingly so vulnerable sentimentality is utilised to furnish its own antidote, to bring home the discontinuities in the structures of emotional experience which give a kind of realism and toughness rare if not unthink​able in the European cinema.

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

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

It is again an instance of Hollywood stylistic devices supporting the themes, or commenting on each other. Melodrama is iconographically fixed by the claustro​phobic atmosphere of the bourgeois home and/or the small-town setting, its emotional pattern is that of panic and latent hysteria, reinforced stylistically by a complex han​dling of space in interiors (Sirk, Ray and Loscy particularly excel in this) to the point where the world seems totally predetermined and pervaded by "meaning** and interpret-able signs.

This marks another recurrent feature, already touched on, that of desire focusing on the unobtainable object. The mechanisms of displacement and transfer, in an enclosed field of pressure, open a highly dynamic yet discontinuous cycle of non-fulfilment, where discontinuity creates a universe of powerfully emotional but obliquely related fixations. In melodrama, violence, the strong action, the dynamic movement, the full articulation and the fleshed-out emotions—so characteristic of the American cinema—become the very signs of the characters' alienation, and thus serve to formulate a devastating critique of the ideology that supports it.

Minnelli and Sirk are exceptional directors in this respect not least because they handle stories with four, five or sometimes six characters all tied up in a single configura​tion, and yet give each of them an even thematic emphasis and an independent point of view. Such skill involves a particular "musical" gift and a very sensitive awareness of the harmonising potential contained in contrasting material and the structural implications of different characters' motives. Films like Home from the Hill, The Cobweb, Tarnished Angels or Written on the Wind strike one as "objective" films, since they do not have a central hero (even though there may be a gravitational pull towards one of the protago​nists) and nonetheless they cohere, mainly because each of the characters' predicaments is made plausible in terms that relate to the problems of the others. The films are built architecturally, by a combination of structural tensions and articulated parts, and the overall design appears only retrospectively, as it were, when with the final coda of appeasement the edifice is complete and the spectator can stand back and look at the pattern. But there is, especially in the Minnelli movies, also a wholly "subjective" dimension. The films (because the parts are so closely organised around a central theme or dilemma) can be interpreted as emanating from a single consciousness, which is testing or experiencing in dramatic form the various options and possibilities flowing from an initially outlined moral or existential contradiction. In The Cobweb John Kerr wants both total self-expression and a defined human framework in which such freedom is meaningful, and George Hamilton in Home from the Hill wants to assume adult responsibilities while at the same time he rejects the standards of adulthood implied in his father's aggressive masculinity. In the latter the drama ends with a "Freudian" resolution of the father being eliminated at the very point when he has resigned himself to his loss of supremacy, but this is underpinned by a "Biblical" one which fuses the mythology of Cain and Abel with that of Abraham blessing his first-born. The interweav​ing of motifs is achieved by a scries of parallels and contrasts. Set in the South, the story concerns the relations of a mother's boy with his tough father, played by Robert

Mitchum, whose wife so resents his having a bastard son (George Pcppard) that she won't sleep with him again. The plot progresses through all the possible permutations of the basic situation: lawful son/natural son, sensitive George Hamilton/hypochondriac mother, tough Ccorge Pcppard/tough Robert Mitchum, both boys fancy the same girl, Hamilton gets her pregnant, Peppard marries her, girl's father turns nasty against the lawful son because of the notorious sex-life of his father, etc. However, because the plot is structured as a series of mirror-reflections on the theme of fathers and sons, blood ties and natural affinities, Minnelli's film is a psychoanalytical portrait of the sensitive adolescent—but placed in a definite ideological and social context. The boy's conscious​ncss, wc realise, is made up of what arc external forces and circumstances, his dilemma the result of his social position as heir to his father's estate, unwanted because thought to be undeserved, and an upbringing deliberately exploited by his mother in order to get even with his father, whose own position as a 'lexan land-owner and local big-shot forces him to compensate for his wife's frigidity by proving his virility with other women. Melodrama here becomes the vehicle for diagnosing a single individual in ideological terms and objective categories, while the blow-by-blow emotional drama creates the second level, where the subjective aspect (the immediate and necessarily unreflected experience of the characters) is left intact. The hero's identity, on the other hand, emerges as a kind of picture-puzzle from the various pieces of dramatic action.

Home from the Hill is also a perfect example of the principle of substitute acts, mentioned earlier, which is I lollywood's way of portraying the dynamics of alienation. The story is sustained by pressure that is applied indirectly, and by desires that always chase unattainable goals; Mitchum forces George Hamilton to "become a man" though he is temperamentally his mother's son, while Mitchum's "real" son in terms of attitudes and character is George Pcppard, whom he cannot acknowledge for social reasons. Likewise, Eleanor Parker puts pressure on her son in order to get at Mitchum, and Everett Sloanc {the girl's father) takes out on George Hamilton the sexual hatred he feels against Mitchum. Finally, after his daughter has become pregnant he goes to see Mitchum to put pressure on him to get his son to marry the girl, only to break down when Mitchum turns the tables and accuses him of blackmail. It is a pattern which in an even purer form appears in Written on the Wind. Dorothy Malone wants

Rock Hudson who wants Lauren Bacall who wants Robert Stack who just wants to die. La nmde d I'americaine. The point is that the melodramatic dynamism of these situations is used by both Sirk and Minnelli to make the emotional impact "carry over" into the very subdued, apparently neutral, sequences of images that so often round off a scene and which thereby have a strong lyrical quality.

One of the characteristic features of melodramas in general is that they concentrate on the point of view of the victim: what makes the films mentioned above exceptional is the way they manage to present all the characters convincingly as victims. '1Ъе critique—the questions of "evil," of responsibility—is firmly placed on a social and existential level, away from the arbitrary and finally obtuse logic of private motives and individualised psychology. This is why the melodrama, at its most accomplished, seems capable of reproducing more directly than other genres the patterns of domina​tion and exploitation existing in a given society, especially the relation between psychol​ogy, morality and class-consciousness, by emphasizing so clearly an emotional dy​namic whose social correlative is a network of external forces directed opprcssingly inward, and with which the characters themselves unwittingly collude to become their agents. In Minnelli, Sirk, Kay, Cukor and others, alienation is recognised as a basic condition, fate is secularised into the prison of social conformity and psychological neurosis, and the linear trajectory of self-fulfilment so potent in American ideology is twisted into the downward spiral of a self-destructive urge seemingly possessing a whole social class.

This typical masochism of the melodrama, with its incessant acts of inner violation, its mechanisms of frustration and over-compensation, is perhaps brought most into the open through characters who have a drink problem (cf. Written on the Wind, Hilda

Crane, Days of Wine and Roses). Although alcoholism is too common an emblem in films and too typical of middle-class America to deserve a close thematic analysis, drink does become interesting in movies where its dynamic significance is developed and its qualities as a visual metaphor recognised: wherever characters are seen swallow​ing and gulping their drinks as if they were swallowing their humiliations along with their pride, vitality and the life force have become palpably destructive, and a phoney libido has turned into real anxiety. Written on the Wind is perhaps the movie that most consistently builds on the metaphoric possibilities of alcohol (liquidity, potency, the phallic shape of bottles). Not only is its theme an emotional drought that no amount of alcohol, oil pumped by the derricks, or petrol in fast cars and planes can mitigate, it also has Robert Stack compensate for his sexual impotence and childhood guilt feel​ings by hugging a bottle of raw corn every time he feels suicidal, which he proceeds to smash in disgust against the paternal mansion. In one scene, Stack is making unmistakeable gestures with an empty Martini bottle in the direction of his wife, and an unconsummated relationship is visually underscored when two brimful glass:s remain untouched on the table, as Dorothy Malone does her best to seduce an unresponsive Rock Hudson at the family party, having previously poured her whiskey into the flower vase of her rival, Lauren Bacall.

Melodrama is often used to describe tragedy that doesn't quite come off: either because the characters think of themselves too self-consciously as tragic or because the predicament is too evidently fabricated on the level of plot and dramaturgy to carry the kind of conviction normally termed "inner necessity." Now, in some Ameri​can family melodramas the inadequacy of the characters' responses to their predica​ment becomes itself part of the subject. In Cukor's The Chapman Report and Minnelli's The Cobweb—two movies explicitly concerned with the impact of Freud​ian notions on American society—the protagonists' self-understanding as well as the doctors* attempts at analysis and therapy are shown to be either tragically or comically inadequate to the situations that the characters are supposed to cope with in everyday life. Pocket-size tragic heroes and heroines, they are blindly grappling with a fate real enough to cause intense human anguish, which as the spectator can see, however, is compounded by social prejudice, ignorance, insensitivity on top of the bogus claim to scientific objectivity by the doctors. Claire Bloom's nymphomania and Jane Fonda's frigidity in the Cukor movie are seen to be two different but equally hysteri​cal reactions to the heavy ideological pressures which American society exerts on the relations between the sexes. The Chapman Report, despite having apparently been cut by Darryl F. Zanuck Jr., remains an extremely important film partly because it treats its theme both in the tragic and the comic mode without breaking apart, underlining thereby the ambiguous springs of the discrepancy between displaying intense feelings and the circumstances to which they are inadequate—usually a comic motif but tragic in its emotional implications.

Both Cukor and Minnelli, however, focus on how ideological contradictions are reflected in the characters' seemingly spontaneous behaviours—the way self-pity and self-hatred alternate with a violent urge towards some form of liberating action, which inevitably fails to resolve the conflict. The characters experience as a shamefully personal stigma what the spectator (because of the parallelisms between the different episodes in The Chapman Report, and the analogies in the fates of the seven principal figures of The Cobweb) is forced to recognise as belonging to a wider social dilemma. The poverty of the intellectual resources in some of the characters is starkly contrasted with a corresponding abundance of emotional resources, and as one sees them help​lessly struggling inside their emotional prisons with no hope of realising to what degree they are the victims of their society, one gets a clear picture of how a certain individual​ism reinforces social and emotional alienation, and of how the economics of the psyche are as vulnerable to manipulation and exploitation as is a person's labour.

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

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

If pathos is the result of a skilfully displaced emotional emphasis, it is frequently used in melodramas to explore psychological and sexual repression, usually in conjunction with the theme of inferiority; inadequacy of response in the American cinema often has an explicitly sexual code: male impotence and female frigidity—a subject which allows for the realisation in various directions, not only to indicate the kinds of psychological anxiety and social pressures which generally make people sexually responsive, but as metaphors of unfrecdom or a quasi-metaphysical "overreaching" (as in Ray's Bigger Than Life). In Sirk, where the theme has an exemplary status, it is treated as a problem of "decadence"—where intention, awareness, yearning, outstrip performance—sexual, social, moral. From the Willi Birgel character in 7м Neuen Ufcm onwards, Sirk's most impressive characters are never up to the demands which their lives make on them, though some are sufficiently sensitive, alive and intelligent to feel and know about this inadequacy of gesture and response. It gives their pathos a tragic ring, because they take on suffering and moral anguish knowingly, as the just price for having glimpsed a better world and having failed to live it. A tragic self-awareness is called upon to compensate for lost spontaneity and energy, and in films like All I Desire or There's Always Tomorrow, where, as so often, the fundamental irony is in the titles themselves, this theme, which has haunted the European imagination at least since Nietzsche, is absorbed into an American small-town atmosphere, often revolving around the questions of dignity and responsibility, how to yield when confronted with true talent and true vitality—in short, those qualities that dignity is called upon to make up for.

In the Hollywood melodrama characters made for operettas play out the tragedies of humankind, which is how they experience the contradictions of American civilization. Small wonder they are constantly baffled and amazed, as Lana Turner is in Imitation of Life, about what is going on around them and within them. The discrepancy between seeming and being, of intention and result, registers as a perplexing frustra​tion, and an ever-increasing gap opens between the emotions and the reality they seek to reach. What strikes one as the true pathos is the very mediocrity of the human beings involved, putting such high demands upon themselves, trying to live up to an exalted vision of man, but instead living out the impossible contradictions that have turned the American dream into its proverbial nightmare. It makes the best American melodramas of the fifties not only critical social documents but genuine tragedies, despite, or rather because of, the "happy ending": they record some of the agonies that have accompanied the demise of the "affirmative culture." Spawned by liberal ideal​ism, they advocate with open, conscious irony that the remedy is to apply more of the same. But even without the national disasters that were to overtake America in the 1960s, this irony, too, almost seems to belong to a different age.

Notes

1. A. Filon, The English Stage, London, 1897. Filon also offers an interesting definition of melodrama: "When dealing with Irving, 1 asked the question, so often discussed, whether wc go to the theatre to sec a representation of life, or to forget life and seek relief from it. Melodrama solves this question and shows that both theories are right, by giving satisfaction to both desires, in that it offers the extreme of realism in scenery and language together with the most uncommon sentiments and events."
2. See J. Duvignaud, Sociologie du theatre, Paris, 1965, IV, 3, TheStre sans revolution, revolution sans theatre."
5. About the ideological function of 19th-century Victorian melodrama, see M. W. Disher: "Even in gaffs and saloons, melodrama so strongly insisted on the sure reward to be bestowed in this life upon the law-abiding that sociologists now see in this a Machiavellian plot to keep democracy servile to Church and State. . . . There is no parting the two strains, moral and political, in the imagination of the nineteenth-century masses. They are hopelessly entangled. Democracy shaped its own entertainments at a time when the vogue of Virtue Triumphant was at its height and they took their pattern from it . . . Here are Virtue Triumphant's attendant errors: confusion between sacred and profane, between worldly and spiritual advancement, between self-interest and self-sacrifice" (Blood and Thunder, London, 1949, pp. 13-14). However, it ought to be remembered that there are melodramatic traditions outside the puritan-democratic world view. Catholic countries, such as Spain, Mexico (ef. BuAucl's Mexi​can films) have a very strong line in melodramas, based on the themes of atonement and redemption. Japanese melodramas have been "highbrow" since the Monogatari stories of the 16th century and in Mizoguchi's films (OHara, Shinheike Monogatari) they reach a transcen​dence and stylistic sublimation rivalled only by the very best Hollywood melodramas.

4. Hans Eisler, Composing for Film, London, 1951.
5. Lilian Row, Picture* London, 1958.
6. The impact of Madame Bovary via Willa Gather on the American cinema and the popular imagination would deserve a closer look.
7. Brighton Film Review, no*. 14, 15, 21.
8. totd.,nos. 19, 20.
9. I have not seen A Woman's Secret (1949} or Born to Be Bad (1950)t either of which might include Ray in this category, and the Ida Lupino character in On Dangerous Ground (1952)—blind, living with a homicidal brother—is distinctly reminiscent of this masochistic strain in Hollywood feminism.
10. As a principle of misc-cn-scdnc the dramatic use of staircases recalls the famous Jessnertteppe of German theatre. The thematic conjunction of family and height/depth symbolism is nicely described by Max Tester; "le htros ou I'heroine sont balloics dans uns veritable scenic-railway social, ou les classes sont rigoureusement compartimentees. Lcur ambition est de quitter i jamais un milieu moralcment d£prav6, physiquemcnt (prouvant, pour acctdcr au Nirvana dc la grandc bourgeoisie. ... Pas de famille, pas de melo! Pour qu'il у ait melo, il faut avant tout quil у ait faute, p£che, transgression sociale. Or, quel est le milieu ideal pour que sc devcloppc cette gangrene, sinon cettc cellule familiale, tiee d une conception hifrarchiquc de la socift*?* {Cinema 7Jt no. 161, p. 46)-
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GENRE, ST ЪЕ, AND AFFECT

There is no disagreement among critics about the affective nature of the melodramatic text, though there are still those who view its strong emotionalism as an indication of aesthetic and ideological backwardness. To the seri​ous students of melodrama, the emotive basis of melodrama constitutes a challenge. The emotional language conveyed through gesture, iconography, and music is not vacuous but is a register to articulate profound personal and social conflicts. Conse​quently, critics have sought to provide a systematic description and analysis of the specific strategies employed by melodrama. Through an examination of its formal properties, they have attempted to identify the "emotional teleology" of the form and hence to articulate its impact on the audience.

Charles Affron's discussion of the "tearjerker" addresses the negative connotations of pathos. While critics are uncomfortable in confronting works that call forth sentiment, the fact remains that pathetic fiction has been extremely popular from the earliest cinema to the present. Affron, like Peter Brooks, argues for the meaningful connection between affect and meaning in melodrama. He finds that viewers' responses are not arbitrary but are generated from experiences in their own lives which the texts call forth. The seemingly simple and transparent texls are neither simple nor transparent, and, applying methods from structuralism, narrative theory, and reception theory, Affron attempts to locate the basis of the spectator's involvement in melodrama.

By invoking the concept of identification, Affron probes the strategies involved in producing the spectator's sense of a consonance between representation and experi​ence. Through the process of imaging and through the various ways in which the

93

image is projected and received, spectators locate their own subjectivity. Affron applies a psychoanalytic model of the construction of the individual's subjectivity and uses Christian Metz's application of this process to spectatorship in the cinema. The viewer's experience of loss and struggle for identification is the basis for all experience. The cinema promises the spectator the illusory satisfaction of finding wholeness and is predicated on the constant interplay between possession and lack. In the viewing experience which is akin to the dream state, inducing a reduction in reality testing, the spectator is free to contemplate fiction as reality. Affron docs not regard this process as one of passivity* in the conventional sense. Watching a film produces a fluid state where the viewer is free to entertain a fusion of reality and dream state. The conditions of sedentary viewing in the dark arc regressive, and the regression generates affect. The viewer is free to indulge in the interplay of fantasy and reality.

With the assistance of reader response theory, Affron examines how the viewer's responses to film are geared toward involvement, comprehension, and satisfaction. The experience of the film thus liberates spectators from the constraints of ideology. Following Peter Brooks, Affron regards melodrama as a challenge to the reality princi​ple. Melodrama articulates the unsaid. However, going beyond Brooks, Affron insists on distinguishing cinematic melodrama from the novelistic and dramatic. Cinema, because it is a visual medium, requires attention to specular activity. The Italian opera offers a better analogy with film in its solo/choral emphasis, uses of ensemble, combin​ing of action and spectacle, and hyperbolic performance. Affron finds the term melo​drama too constraining and reductive to account for cinematic affect. For example, the typification characteristic of melodrama is subverted through the individuating quali​ties of the close-up. Moreover, there is for Affron a significant difference between the generality of a victimized melodramatic protagonist and the specificity of Lillian Gish as actress. In general, he finds generic considerations problematic for an understanding of the cinematic affect.

Daniel Geruuld takes a more strictly generic approach to melodrama. For his discussion, he draws on the work of the Russian formalist critics who had analyzed the techniques and principles of melodrama long before other European and American critics. Formalist critics had located the basic principles of melodrama in its calling forth of intense feeling, what Gcrould calls its "emotional teleology." The melodra​matic plots appear to be violations of everyday experience in their use of material that produces an emotional shock for the audience, in their deployment of reversals and twists of the narrative line, alternating between success and failure, misery and good fortune. Among the technical strategies of melodrama, Gerould identifies the princi​ple of relief, the isolation of intense narrative moment, the strategy of stark contrast in character and situation, and the creation of a dvnamic wherebv the characters and the spectator are constantly thrown off balance. The use of secrets is fundamental for providing tensions in melodramatic composition.

In the construction of the melodramatic narrative, Gerould identifies the impor​tance of the prologue in containing the initial dramatic knot, open exposition by the characters, multiplicity of actions, dramatically expressive endings, indirect movement toward a denouement, a nonindividuated sense of character as well as character reversibility, the role of chance in providing new narrative twists, and the presence of a "thing" (like Hitchcock's McGuffin) which serves as a means of recognition in the final moment Gerould's discussion of these techniques is particularly effective for an under​standing of literary melodrama. To be effective for an analysis of cinema, his work would have to address the specific visual properties of the medium. Moreover, his work needs to be accommodated to the specific role of auteur, actresses, and changing historical contexts.

Raymond Durgnat's discussion of melodrama acknowledges the relationship be​tween dramatic action and the calling forth of emotion. Drama is dependent on action and movement that are motivated, but drama becomes melodrama when emotions are invoked and when actions or threatened actions produce emotions that provide a test of character. The relationship between drama and melodrama is fluid. Melodrama may become drama, and drama may become melodrama. They are not clearly demarcated entities but often coexist. Melodrama is to drama as slapstick is to comedy. Emotional melodrama is the term Durgnat applies to films that subordinate action to emotion. Hollywood is most adept at this kind of melodrama. When the emotional melodrama begins to explore character, the films move toward drama. In John Huston's films, for example, there is a purposeful subduing of affect in the interests of character and action. Pure melodrama consists in the chase, in actions that involve threat and self-preservation, in minimal characterization, but these are only effective insofar as the events can be convincing. The perfect balance in melodrama consists in the film's ability to fuse dramatic episodes with emotional subtlety. Ultimately, Durgnat asserts that any formula is only as effective as the controlling vision of the creator. The problems that arise in melodrama are not related to its techniques but to the failure of the artist, to an uninteresting, banal, and conventional perception of the world.

There is by no means unanimity about the distinctive properties of melodrama as a genre, though most critics would agree that an alternating pattern of equilibrium and disequilibrium is characteristic of melodrama as it is of all genres. An emphasis on internal conflict, a heightened emotional response to events, a polarized representa​tion of character and situation, and a tension between the personal and the social, the conventional and the deviant or marginal, may also demarcate melodrama from other genres. Beyond these general characteristics, critics would part company. The essays in this section represent different ways of considering the specific features of melodrama. It should become clear that discussions of genre are not merely descriptive but are inextricably tied to ideological issues.

Following Thomas Elsaesser's lead, Thomas Schatz's discussion of the genre privi​leges the family melodrama. While the 1930s and 1940s witnessed the florescence of romantic melodramas in the films of such directors as Frank Borzage and John Stahl, Schatz argues that the expressive potential of film melodrama was not fully exploited until the post-World War II era, associated particularly with the stylized techniques of the European director Max Ophuls and with the early films of Vincente Minnelli. In the 1950s, a time of ideological crisis as witnessed in the Cold War, the rise of suburban life, and the loss of faith in the "American Dream," the melodrama became a critical vehicle, exposing the underlying tensions and contradictions of American society.

Schatz focuses on the centrality of the American family in these melodramas, asserting that the family as the cornerstone of American society, upholding the values of patriarchy, upward mobility, and private property, was endangered. And the varia​tions of the 1950s melodramas all seem to revolve around the various threats to familial stability. Schatz identifies these variations as the male intruder in a world of women of which he takes Picnic to be exemplary, the widow-lover variation as in All That Heaven Allows, the family aristocracy variation in Giant, the "male weepie" as exemplified in Nicholas Ray's Bigger Than Life. Like Elsaesser, Schatz sees the style of the films as working against the grain self-consciously to expose social, class, and sexual contradic​tions, and he finds that, unlike other genres of order, the oppositions to that order cannot be resolved.

Schatz's discussion reinforces the recent emphasis on the family as the subject matter and site of struggle in melodrama, thus demarcating melodrama as a genre from its expression in other film genres such as thrillers, science fiction, and horror. How​ever, in his taxonomy of the various expressions of family melodrama, he pays scant attention to those forms of melodrama that foreground women's conflicts and women as the protagonists. The various expressions of the women's films are underrepresented and unexamined in his preoccupation with the family melodrama.

In contrast to Schatz, Noel Carroll's discussion of the "moral ecology of the melo​drama" takes Sirk's Magnificent Obsession as an example of how the films of the 1950s as well as current expressions of the genre are a recycling of the traditional melodramas of the 1930s and 1940s. For example, he sees the 1978 films International Velvet and Uncle Joe Shannon as involving the loss and restoration of family members. Citing such elements as the presence of the orphan discovered by a relative, the family reunion, the importance of Christmas as the time of that reunion as well as its relation to the "mythic family," Carroll sees these films as resurrecting the world of D. W. Griffith. The strategies of these films are particularly problematic considering the amount of criticism that has been leveled at the nuclear family by feminist critics.

Rather than regarding Douglas Sirk's films as antidote to conformist representations of the family, as is the case with Elsaesser and Schatz, Carroll finds (hat Magnificent Obsession involves the same generic properties—loss and restitution and a narrative symmetry that reinforces a pattern of containment. Carroll identifies other aspects of Sirk's deployment of style as serving to reinforce the idea of the family plot as part of the moral order, in Sirk's portrayal of the organic unity of nature, in the nature and design of the flotal arrangements, and in the color coordination of objects. Carroll's essay, therefore, calls into question the ways in which critics have read the generic and stylistic properties of melodrama as containing subversive elements.

The priority of critical attention given to the family melodrama has also been challenged by feminist critics who have called attention to another popular expression of melodrama—the women's film and, in particular, the maternal melodrama. The maternal melodrama is a staple of the Hollywood melodrama of the 1930s and 1940s when the audiences were largely female. Maternity, a familiar subject in nineteenth-century Italian and French melodrama, was also common to the pre-World War П cinema, especially in the 1930s and 1940s. Christian Viviani traces the genre through the various versions of Madame X. The films enact the woman's fall and her concomi​tant suffering as she expiates her sin of bearing an illegitimate child. The excessive emotionality of the maternal melodrama appears on the surface to be removed from reality. An outer core of pathos and stylization, says Viviani, conceals an inner core which is intimately tied to real-life experience. Like Durgnat, Viviani sees melodrama as balancing narrative complexity and emotional simplicity.

In its earliest versions of the maternal melodrama, the Hollywood genre bore traces of its European ancestry. In the 1930s, however, with the Depression and the coming of the New Deal, Hollywood Americanized its narratives. The protagonist of the maternal melodrama was no longer the submissive and resigned mother. She became freer and more active in her own behalf. Her illicit actions are justified by her love for the rather of her child and by her social, if not moral, recuperation through work. Moreover, the Hollywood mother is identified with the country rather than the city, with the earth, and hence with the traditional values of the hearth and social stability. As Viviani indicates, the Hollywood maternal melodrama is an "apologia for self-renunciation, total sacrifice, and total self-abnegation." In certain instances, as in the films George Cukor made with Constance Bennett between 1930 and 1933, the maternal melodrama is exposed through irony for what it is—namely, an illusion for overcoming the conflicts of an era that was "knowingly grounded in eroticism."
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Identifications

CHARLES AFFRON

Tearjerkcrs

"Bathetic" and "pathetic" are phonetic siblings and semantic twins. The first, a pejorative term, euphonically qualifies the second, the designation of a type of response. The sense of low artistic worth conveyed by "bathetic" all too easily appropriates both the initial bilabial stop of "pathetic' and its capacity to provoke strong emotions in teary-eyed spectators. This unfortunate lexical confusion has given "pa​thetic" a decidedly negative connotation. Art works that create an overtly emotional response in a wide readership are rated inferior to those that engage and inspire the refined critical, intellectual activities of a selective readership. Much of narrative film falls into the first category, and indeed was designed to do so by its creators. The success of pathetic fiction has been continuous, ranging from the first decades of cinema and the one-reeled plights of childlike heroes to the triumph-ovcr-adversity scenario of physically afflicted protagonists (a paraplegic, a sports hero hurt in an accident or dying of an incurable disease) of the late seventies. In the jargon of the daily press, the latter are three- and four-handkerchief films. And to many, freely flowing tears have about as much lasting value as the drenched tissues with which we wipe them away.

If we consider the movies to be a meaning-generating body of art, we cannot afford to dismiss proof that meaning has in fact been generated. Tears are that proof. Yet the affective power of narrative, responsible for so much of the cinema's popular appeal.

Charles Affron, "Identifications," from Cinema and Sentiment (Chicago: University of Chi​cago Press, 1982). Reprinted by permission of the author and the University of Chicago Press.

has made textual and evaluative criticism loath to examine some of the most affective film texts: the pejorative resonance of "sentimental" has deterred serious consideration of those films for which that adjective is an accurate characterization. It is argued that blatantly emotional films cheapen and banalize emotion because they arc blatant. Their promptness to elicit feeling offends those who consider being easily moved equivalent to being manipulated, victimized, deprived of critical distance. Art works are judged bad when, in what are purportedly trivializing modes, they attempt to convey deep feelings about the self, the family, love, commitment, ethics. Some directors identified by their affinity for sentimental fictions (Ford, Capra) have been rescued through political, sociological, and occasionally formal exegesis; others {Cukor, Sirk) have been canonized by auteurism. Critics are not uncomfortable in treating the mythic resonance of How Green Was My Valley,* the "America" of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the sclf-reflexivity of A Star Is Born, the irony of Imitation of Life. But most commentators, in ignoring the fact that viewers have a strong response to "tearjerkers," also overlook how and why that response is informed with both fiction and medium. Essential aspects of these films' narrative, visual, and aural strategies, and of the nature of the cinematic experience, are reflected in those embar​rassing tears.

Viewers arc engaged and made to recognize their feelings in cinematic fictions, perhaps as they never recognize them in life, by the processes of representation that derive from the dynamics of films and from the specifics of their viewing. While "conventional" narrative films relish situations that seem to contain sure sentimental appeal—departure, doomed love, mother love, death—it is finally the degree to which these situations conspire with those specifics that ensures a given work's affectivity. The resulting processes of representation condition response perhaps more surreptitiously, but just as strongly and hypnotically as that which is represented.

Viewers respond to the medium when its conditions echo something of their feeling and their experience; viewers become involved in the image as image when that image engages them in its workings, when its constitution becomes a field as rich and inviting as those that effect involvement in life. Film provides a variety of accessibilities to its modes, beguiling viewers to enter into its processes and then using those processes to capture representations of emotional situations that are lifelike to a degree our eyes can scarcely believe.

Reading with Feeling

It is precisely the ease of such seductive beguilement that has caused some critics to be wary of affect. Affect extends the status of the work bevond what seems to be its integrity into an area that shifts with the vagaries of pluralistic readings. In a defense of textual integrity W. K. Wimsatt exposes what he calls "the Affective Fallacy ... a confusion between the poem and its results (what it is and what it does)." A critical posture committed to affectivity "begins by trying to derive the
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standard of criticism from the psychological effects of the poem and ends in impression​ism and relativism." Read as a function of the Affective Fallacy, "the poem itself, as an object of specifically critical judgement, tends to disappear."2 I will leave it to other critics to debate Wimsatt's other, more renowned Fallacy, the Intentional. It is his dismissal of affectivity with the qualification "fallacious" that I question here. If his caution is useful in its insistence upon the reality of the text, its categorical nature prohibits the celebration of the very activity the text promotes (and in which he, of course, engages)—a sustained, concentrated, thoroughly committed reading. "Impres​sionism" and "relativism" are not the necessary outcomes of an analysis that considers, in addition to a text's rhetorical coherence, the mechanics of its effect upon the reader and the operations the reader performs upon the text.

With their often overlapping and mutually inspiring criteria, the methodologies of structuralism, linguistics, semiotics, psychocriticism, phenomenology, narrative theory, and reception theory hold reader and text in variable degrees of tension. * In doing so they release the text from the Pantheon of evaluation and from the ethical categorization of high, middle, and low culture, and have helped authorize the examination of many of the texts that interest me, films that fail to satisfy either the canons of classical coherence or those of avant-garde subversion, but that elicit, in many viewers, passionate reading activity. It is that activity that then become something like a value in the critical enter​prise. Stanley Fish's definition of "Affective Stylistics," a particularly polemical state​ment of readership theory, expresses the character of these recent critical approaches. Fish attempts to establish the critical relevance of texts that, "because of their alleged transparency, are declared to be uninteresting as objects of analysis." An examination of the dynamics of utterance in these texts "reveals that a great deal is going on in their production and comprehension (every linguistic experience is affecting and pressuring, although most of it is going on so close up, at such a basic, 'preconscious' level of experience, that we tend to overlook it."4 As soon as the activities of "production and comprehension" become relevant to criticism, textual evaluation seems perilous, just as our taste seems vulnerable to time and culture. Yesterday we went to the marketplace and laughed at the Farce of Malt re Pathelin, played by amateurs and itinerant actors on a hastily erected platform; today we consider it rhetorically, generically, semiotically, psychocritically in our graduate courses on medieval theater. A popular art by definition, the farce had to be immediately legible to naive readers. But a naive reader is not an unresponsive one, and a naive reading tells us that much about art is defined by its reading-generating elements. Narrative film is a popular art and has suffered from the stigma of its transparency, the ease with which it is read. Yet, as in the case of farce, our observation that a genre or mode is of easy access should not be taken to imply that this access is easily understood or that easy is synonymous with facile. Presumably, easy fictions contain a complexity of gears whose smooth meshing conceals how they come together and how, once they are engaged, the reader is also engaged in the functioning of the mechanism. As Stanley Cavcll has suggested, popular films are not necessarily disqualified from serious viewing just because they are easily read. "If film is seriously to be thought of as art at all, then it needs to be explained how it can have avoided the fate of modernism, which in practice means how it can have maintained its continuities in audiences and genres, how it can have been taken seriously without having assumed the

burden of seriousness." Cavell then proceeds to demonstrate, through a catholicity of

imitation of the emotions which we see expressed brings vividness and affective tone into our grasping of the play's action. We sympathize with the sufferer and that means that the pain which he expresses becomes our own pain."" This mode of identification is primarily generated by the movies' sensational aspects. Movies are able to convey sensational phenomena without recourse to codes. We perceive sensation as sensation, even though it is only a projected image on a screen. Cinematized sensation is often minimally qualified by what we call style, and therefore we distinguish its quality of presence from the deferrals of verbal and symbolic codes. In its figuring of sensation, film draws verbal and compositional articulation to a status of presence.

In Frank Capra's It's a Wonderful Life a complex fictional configuration is capped by an image of physical pain. The resulting dynamics transcends our sense of the image as representational, as a projection distinct from the moment and the circum​stances of its creation. The young George Bailey, partially deafened as a result of saving his little brother from drowning, works at a drugstore. When he scoops up some ice cream for Mary (who becomes his wife later in the film), she whispers into his deaf ear (the locus of pain at the climax of this extended sequence), "George Bailey, I'll love you 'til the day I die." Mr. Gower, the pharmacist, drunk with liquor and grief after reading the telegram announcing his son's death, accidentally puts poison into a prescription. Aware of the error yet unable to confront the sorrowing man, Ceorgegoes to his own father for advice. He interrupts a violent confrontation between Mr. Bailey, the kindly banker, and Mr. Potter, the rich, meanhcarted villain. (This part of the episode is prefigurative of George's adult conflict with Potter.) Finally, in a labyrinth of planes and shadows at the back of the pharmacy, Mr. Gower slaps George in the head, bloodying his ear, before the truth finally emerges and both the guilt-ridden man and the forgiving boy are united by an embrace and a sympathy of tears. The pain of the slap and the sight of blood qualify the whole episode, shade it, give it the coherence of a literary metaphor, without betraying the immediacy of the sensation it produces. It is particularly efficient exploitation of the medium's expressivity as explicit surface and as fiction of presence.

That fiction is indubitably a powerful link between viewer and screen. It is an extension of the world of experience that, in part, identifies the viewer as a perceptive, sentient being. Yet the mere record of that experience is only the point of departure for the models of identification proposed by psychocritical discourse, a point of departure that locates the self not only in the surface of the image, but in the rhetoric of imaging and in the specific modes in which the image is received. I do not mean to undertake here an exhaustive, systematic examination of this critical literature, but only to suggest its importance in detaching the viewing experience from the norms of photo​graphic versimilitude that have so often controlled identification theory. These ap​proaches force us to consider the connections between who looks at the movies and how that looking occurs.

Mitry relates the dynamics of spectatorship to those of its prime factors:

thanks to the mobility of the camera, to the multiplicity of shots, I am every​where at once. ... I biow that I am in the movie theatre, but I feel that I am in the world offered to my gaze, a world that I experience "physically" while

something of the presentness of image viewing in the reality that emerges when a written text is read:

Every articulate reading moment entails a switch of perspective, and this consti​tutes an inseparable combination of differentiated perspectives, foreshortened memories, present modifications, and future expectations. Thus, in the time-flow of the reading process, past and future continually converge in the present moment, and the synthesizing operations of the wandering viewpoint enable the text to pass through the reader's mind as an ever-expanding network of connec​tions. This also adds the dimension of space to that of time, for the accumula​tion of views and combinations gives us the illusion of depth and breadth, so that we have the impression that we are actually present in a real world.26

Claudine Eizykman provides strong counterargument to the notion of passive spec-tatorship at the cinema in her elaboration of an "energetics" {inergetique) of response. She evokes the violent effect made by film on the viewer who, after leaving the movie house, feels "extremely undone, perforated, shaken by a thousand intensities much stronger than those of television, by a thousand light beams more refractive than those of any pictorial, musical, or theatrical space." A desire for such violence runs counter to a desire for repose and passivity:

What force moves us to shut ourselves up for two hours (minimum) in a black room where we will be inundated, invaded, bombarded, in a situation of surren​der and profound discomposure without contact with the actors, the audience, that we find at the theater or a museum? No, it is not passivity that compels us. Or then, if passivity compels us, it is because it suggests something other than banal servitude, submission; it is a passivity that dilutes, that dilutes our selves, our resistances, our puny shows. Passivity, but also passion.

Passion, but also dynamics, energetics. Using Freud's model of Economy, and Marx's of Circulation, Eizykman asserts that viewer response is provoked more strongly by the various functional processes of cinema than by its "references, contents, motivations, meanings.

Belief

Because they consider process prior to surface, the various psy-chocritical and material modalities, whether they emanate from the apparatus, the screen, the story, the image, the viewer's psyche, memory, intelligence, or body, share a common redefinition of the status of fiction and our belief in it. It is no longer quite necessary to suspend disbelief if we assume that belief is engaged in the reality of the fiction's fictivity (as opposed to the reality of the fiction's illusion) and if that reality is to a large degree inflected by the complexity of our reality. When we use music as a paradigm for the art enterprise, we can see the extent of our capacity to believe in a work of art thoroughly detached from the lifelike, exempt from the need to reflect

psychological, spatial, and temporal depths into which we are invited to plunge, depths that are both distinct and inextricably mixed in their successive and renewed promises of satisfaction and fulfillment.

Genres

If melodrama is a term insufficient to cinema, and therefore to an understanding of its types of fictions, are there other designations more appropriate to cinematic affectivity? Tearjerker," "weepy," and "sentimental" are negative and implicitly judgmental of the films to which they are applied. The "woman's film" is ambiguous and inaccurate. It suggests that such a film is only about women or that it appeals only to women. Neither is true. The word "family" in family film is more indicative of the kind of audience for which the fiction is intended than it is of its type, although almost all family films have elements of sentiment. This is also true of "romantic" films, love stories. Because of their imprecise, impoverished, or evaluative semantic resonance, these terms do not accommodate the affective range of film narrative. What is the genre of Potemkin? The Last Laugh? Mr. Smith Goes to Washington? Tears are elicited by films about well-heeled lovers, indigent mothers, little boys, dogs, proud cavalrymen, and glamour girls, in modes that range from light comedy to the "serious." Strong emotions are often displayed in drawing-room come​dies, thrillers, and action-westerns. Genre distinctions are excessively limiting even when applied to those texts that seem to define the genre. Is it not fruitful to read (as has in fact been done) Hitchcock's thrillers as love stories? The temptation is great with Notorious and Rear Window, to name two of the most obvious examples. Raymond Bellour has done a meticulous psychocritical reading of North by Northwest in which sexual identities and conflicts arc no less perilous to the hero than a crop-dusting plane at a narrow ledge of Mount Rushmorc.*7

Yet, faced with the omnipresence of affectivity in cinema, generic categories have helped me to identify some texb as peripheral to my argument. In mysteries, thrillers, most westerns, and very light comedies, affect may be pervasive, but it is only intermit​tently perceived on the surface of the text. The love scenes of Notorious and Rear Window punctuate what appear to be suspense films. This is not true of David Lean's Brief Encounter or of Frank Borzage's History Is Made at Night. For the purpose of examining the affective response, I have chosen a corpus of film in which, for the most part, the rendition of emotional states involving the expression of sentiment constitutes the superficial and primary fictional mode. The medium clearly displays its affectivity in films that dramatize affect itself, films in which the expression of sentiment is at the center of the narrative, films that, even after the most casual viewing, can be recog​nized as having as their project the dramatization of relationships of sentiment. It is precisely these films that have been judged negatively because of their sentimentality and their ability to draw strong, yet uncritical, responses from viewers. They usually image the flow of tears, and they succeed in making audiences' tears flow in sympathy.

miracle of communication between the living and the dead in Smiliri Through, the miracle of variable photographic density in the last images of Three Comrades, where the survivors link arms with the dead. Myra (Catherine McLeod)and Coranoff (Philip Dorn), the protagonists of I've Always Loved You, "speak" through art, live as if life were the Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto no. 2, appear in sets decorated to such a high degree that they can be nothing but decor, and in colors so vivid that they cannot for a moment be mistaken for those we perceive in nature. At the climax of I've Always Loved You we perceive the extent to which cinema itself is emotion for Borzage. The last shot is not of the protagonists but of the means through which their feelings are conveyed—piano and surrounding decor (the source of the aural/visual image) and the camera (the recording apparatus). The invisible camera becomes the principal actor as it tracks back up the center aisle of the auditorium, away from the piano that Myra has just abandoned. The concerto thunders to its conclusion despite her absence. As music mirrors, transmits, and subsumes the emotional power of the medium, it demonstrates how for Borzage, and for so many others, there is almost no distinction between art for feeling and art as feeling.

Many sentimental narratives tend to generate improbabilities in proportion to the strength of the feelings they express. In such narratives the very activity of fiction making becomes so expressive that it reflects a measure of incompatibility between feeling and necessity, between emotion and logic. Experience tells us to reject Chico and Diane's "seventh heaven," Myra and Coranoff's audiovisual harmonies, Irene and Paul's historic night. But we succumb to these idealizations, the glamorous close-ups, the molding of faces and bodies in images whose artifices are compounded by plot, light, and the "magic" of cinema. Peeling is located in this ambiguous field of probable improbability, where real yet absent performers play out situations that both happen and do not happen. Emotional engagement is powered by the deployment of cine​matic strategies that liberate actors from flesh, objects from matter, emotion from necessity.

Notes

1. The dates of films will appear only if necessary to the sense of my argument.

2. W. K. Wimsatt. Jr., The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (Lexington: University
Press of Kentucky, 1954), p. 21.

3. Susan R. Suleiman and Inge Crosman, eds.. The Reader in the Text: Essays on Audience and Interpretation (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1980), provide an excellent bibliogra​phy for reader-oriented criticism.
4. Stanley E. Fish, "Literature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics," in Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century Literature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), p. 390.
5. Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film, enlarged ed. (Cam​bridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 1979), pp. 14-15.
Novel while Eichenbaum seriously investigated O. Henry and the Short Story, and both dealt extensively with cinema. The Formalists were naturally attracted to genre studies, particularly to seemingly minor or marginal genres which had received virtu​ally no critical investigation, but were clearly significant in their impact on other, better known forms.

It is in this context that Russian Formalist interest in popular theatre arose. Several Formalist critics and writers associated with the school actually did take up the study of drama, not as a purely literary form, but as a mixed theatrical mode, and the genre which called forth their most intensive scrutiny was popular melodrama, usually regarded as subliterary and ignored by the makers of poetics. For the Formalists,

however, who were non-judgmentally objective in approach, and committed to explor​ing the essential characteristics of a genre and to tracing its evolution into "higher" types, no study of dramatic form could be more congenial and rewarding than that of melodrama.

In his seminal work, Russian Formalism: History-Doctrine* Victor Erlich points out that the Formalists were at their best in dealing with extreme stylization; the fairy tale provided ideal material for their analytical methods because it is "one of the most thoroughly formalized literary genres" and "one of the least psychology-minded types of fiction.' The same thing could be said of melodrama as a subject for Formalist theoretical exploration. Of all theatrical modes, melodrama is the most conventional​ized, depending for its success far less on individual talent and imagination than on the skillful manipulation of stock formulas.

For all these reasons, the Russian Formalists made, I believe, an unusually valuable contribution to the theory of melodrama long before this popular genre was seriously studied as a dramatic form in England, America, or anywhere else. For the first time in the history of criticism, the Formalists analyzed the mechanism of melodrama and revealed its fundamental techniques and its aesthetic principles.

The small, but important body of Formalist writing on melodrama consists almost exclusively of three studies (all written in 1926): Sergei Balukhatyi's Poetics of Melo​drama, Boris Tomashcvsky's French Melodrama of the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century, and Adrian Piotrovsky's Towards a Theory of Cinema Genres. Although only Tomashevsky was a full-fledged member of the Formalist circle, Balukhatyi and Piotrovsky were at least temporarily associated with the school, and their essays are firstrate examples of the Formalist method and appeared as contributions to major Formalist compilations at the height of the movement in 1927, just before its rapid demise under repressive attack from reactionary Marxist quarters. Balukhatyi's essay was published in Volume III of the Leningrad Formalist periodical, Poetika (as was Ibmashevsky's in Volume II), and Piotrovsky's study appeared in Poetics of Cinema, a Formalist collection, edited by Eichenbaum, that includes work by Shkiovsky and Yurii Tynyanov.

Melodrama was, in this period, a timely subject. Immediately after the Revolution and into the mid-1920s, there had been widespread practical interest in melodrama and spirited discussion of its place in the new Soviet theatre. Blok, Lunacharsky, and Corky, among others, argued that the strong didactic and theatrical values inherent in melodrama made it the ideal popular theatre for mass audiences in a new revolution​

characters. This perfect system of rewards and punishments is perceived by the specta​tor as a "natural" reflection of the basic "laws of morality," predetermined by the very course of events.

Melodrama teaches, consoles, punishes, and rewards; it submits the phenomena of life and human conduct to the immutable laws of justice and offers reflections upon men's actions and feelings. A favorite device for moralizing is the insertion at crucial moments in the plot of sententious speeches evaluating the ethical quality of the characters' experiences and feelings. In the denouement violated norms are righted and problems solved in a spirit of ideal morality.

III. TECHNICAL PRINCIPLES

1. Principle of Relief Melodrama strives for sculptural relief within its schema-tization; plot situations and character traits are given in sharply-etched design. Inclined to psychological primitivism, characters are assigned the simplest and clearest function (victim, villain, insidious enemy, dedicated friend or servant). Speech or dialogue develops a single theme, in a single tone, but with vivid emotional and expressive coloration by means of intonation and gesture. The characters' deeds and gestures are absolute, devoid of nuanced transition. Everything moves forward by sharply isolating the crucial, striking moments in the dramatic action, rather than by co-ordinating them with the surrounding moments. Melodrama maintains itself on the heights of intensity, thereby obtaining the maximum force from each episode.
2. Principle of Contrast. Melodrama makes extensive use of juxtaposition of diverse material. A usual device is the interweaving of the destinies of characters at different ends of the social ladder (beggar and count) or at different moral elevations (villain and victim). Contrast may exist in changes of phase for one and the same character: a character is capable of being unexpectedly transformed from vicious to virtuous (usu​ally in the denouement), or "love" may change into "vengeance." Contrast may be found in a situation where the qualitative side of the material is antithetical to the setting in which it is placed (an innocent and defenseless victim amidst criminal vagabonds, a murder while a ball takes place in the next room).
Contrast also exists in the expressive style. Melodrama rarely maintains a single dramatic tone, but alternates the comic in situation, character, and speech with the intensely tragic. This alternation gives melodrama an "agitated" texture, imparting particular sharpness to its emotional themes through contrastive illumination.

3.
Principle of Dynamics. In plot structure and narrative development, each phase
is followed by what appears to be an entirely new phase in relation to what went before,
or at least by an entirely new degree of expressiveness. In this way the spectator's
emotions are constantly held at a high point of tension.

The characters are perpetually confronted with obstacles on their way to achieving their goals: temporary successes and recognitions prove inadequate or false, giving rise to new consequences leading to further struggle. Melodrama uses various devices for braking the main action: through the intrigues of a vicious character, through contin​ual delays in the carrying out of a key action, through failure to make a crucial recognition, through unexpected circumstances. Retardation at the denouement has

distinguished parents. "Reversibility" even extends to personal qualities: the vicious figure repents and becomes virtuous, but not vice versa, since these transformations must serve the moral theme.

11. Strikingly effective situations. Melodrama is made up of a scries of strikingly effective situations which flow from the dramatic conception and initial principle of construction. However, some particular effective situations may fall outside the basic dramatic conception, but be necessary for working out separate sections of the play. Melodrama is always on the look-out for new and untried possibilities for effective situations. The most frequently employed are: false death, unaccomplished recogni​tion, the murdered man exposing his murderer, the viPain exposing himself at the moment of triumph. The strikingly effective situation, the impending dramatic mo​ment, is announced in the characters' speeches as the "fatal minute" or "frightful conjunction of circumstances."
12. "Chance," Plot development in melodrama is not "organic" and need not be psychologically or realistically motivated. The chain of events in melodrama— predetermined only by the play's emotional and technical aims and giving rise to strikingly effective situations—is an end in itself. At those moments when separate phases of plot are united, "chance" plays a key role as a cohesive element, combining and crossing lines of action and intrigue and producing sharp dramatic situations. An initial "chance" starts the dramatic action, and for the subsequent unfolding, new "chances" are required. Thus "chance" allows for new, unexpected plot twists. An illusion of organicness is created by having all the elements involved in a given situation already introduced before the chance occurrence takes place. However, melo​drama also makes use of "chances" from outside simply to resolve a situation, but the automatic use of external "chance" as a deus ex machina weakens the persuasive, artistic power of melodrama.
13. The thing. A "thing" can be introduced into melodrama in order to complicate the "normal" course of events or to violate a harmonious series of character interac​tions. On the other hand, a "thing" may bring about the restoration of a violated series of relationships. By means of a "thing," the true identities and relationships of the characters may come to light. A "thing" may enter actively into the plot; its disappear​ance can bring about the complication by causing a false accusation. A "name" or even a "voice" can serve the same function as a "thing," as when a character uses another's name or voice with insidious purpose or to hide a "secret."
Present throughout the entire plot as a hidden sign, a "thing" can have decisive significance for the denouement when it is correctly recognized in the final moments of the play.

V. COMPOSITION FOR THE STAGE

Melodrama is written expressly for the stage and designed to be as effective as possible in the theatre. Those elements which will most affect the spectator, not the reader, are chosen; in this sense, melodrama is the most scenic of all genres. The melodramatist accordingly prepares his text so that it will have maximum effect on the spectator when transposed to theatrical conditions, as witness the presence of extensive

de and adventure, full of exciting situations and external stage action; with the tri​umph of classicism, this irregular tragedy (often called tragicomedy as well) took refuge in other genres (ballet, opera, fair booth theatre, pantomime).

Melodrama belongs to this popular tradition and is, in fact, a particular kind of tragedy opposing the classical canon. Its historical role has been to penetrate the high tradition and re-assert the values of popular theatre; the battle of romantic theatre with classicism is the direct result of the gradual evolution of melodrama.

3. Piotrovsky and Towards a Theory of Cinema Genres

One of the most brilliant and talented young artists and writers to appear in the chaotic, yet immensely exciting world of the Soviet stage immediately after the Revolution, Adrian Piotrovsky (1898-1938) worked in almost every aspect of theatre and then went on to a distinguished career in film. ТЪеошт, critic, playwright, and scholar, as well as practical man of the theatre, Piotrovsky was director of the Theatre Workshop of the Red Army, literary advisor of the Kirov Opera and Ballet Theatre, and artistic director of the Lenfilm Studio.

In the early 1920's Piotrovsky wrote and organized mass spectacles (such as The Paris Commune), which he considered as a revival of the ideals of ancient Greek drama as well as a fulfillment of Vyacheslav Ivanov's symbolist notions of a truly communal theatre in which all are participants. For Piotrovsky, Aeschylus was the model for a new post-revolutionary theatre of the masses; trained in the classics, he translated the Oresteia and also many works by Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes.

Interested in theoretical aspects of both stage and film and their interaction. Piotrovsky made a pioneering application of Formalist principles to cinema in his essay Towards a Theory of Cinema Genres. Fascinated with melodrama as a genre, the young author experimented with the form himself. In 1926, the same year as his essay, Piotrovsky composed the scenario for The DeviFs Wheel, a famous Soviet film melo​drama by Kozintscv and Trauberg (about a sailor from the Aurora in the clutches of gangsters in a sinister amusement park) displaying marked Formalist leanings.16 Thus Piotrovsky wrote both a Formalist theory of film melodrama and a Formalist film melodrama at almost the same time.

Ironically, his temporary association with Formalism in part cost him his life. Under violent attack in the late 1920's, the official and more academic Formalists were all able to survive through recantation and retreat into historical and sociological scholarship. ' As a public figure in the arts, Piotrovsky's position was more exposed and vulnerable. In 1930 he first piously disclaimed any connection with Formalism, and finding that insufficient to satisfy his critics, he publicly confessed his Formalist errors and severely condemned them in 1932. Even this disavowal of his own past did not suffice to save his life; although he received a state prize in 1935, Piotrovsky was arrested in 1938 and died under unknown circumstances the same year.18

In Towards a Theory of Cinema Genres, Piotrovsky argues that film is a fundamen-
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The films may be divided into two groups: those where the melodrama is intended to be incidental to the drama (Panic in the Streets), and those where the drama (in effect if not in intention) is incidental to the melodrama—Kiss of Death, Union Station. Where the melodrama is successful, as in Street With No Name, the film is enjoyable as such. But the more pretentious films suffer considerably from their scripts, and the inability of merely competent directors to introduce exciting filmic elements into them.

The Naked City took the form of the investigation by a police officer of a New York murder. Hellinger's intention was to use this as a pretext for examining New York life. Unfortunately the majority of the interviews took place in the detective's office, divorc​ing the main characters from their homes and habitual backgrounds, and the examina​tion of New York life consisted mainly of their answers to the detective's questions. Their reactions arc shown in dialogue, and in a detective's office, when they would hardly be at their most natural. Even when the younger detective investigates on the spot, the cameos through which we go are conventional and tell us little. The all-in wrestler is seen doing—guess what?—all-in wrestling exercises.

In Call Northside 777, James Stewart's investigation takes him into people's homes, into their contexts, as it were. But the weakness here is absurdly obvious: when a visitor calls, it is customary to stop what one is doing and to sit down opposite him and talk. 'Hie scriptwriters let this formality weaken all their image-situations, and Hathaway lacked the skill to overcome this obstacle as Polonsky might have done.

Cull Northside and Panic in the Streets can both be resolved into a series of conversations and interviews. Wherever placed—in cafes, police stations, dives, ships, tenements, newspaper offices, prisons, council chambers—both films remain essen​tially a series of conversations whose point is expressed entirely in dialogue. Call Northside does not even show characters in action, and only Richard Contc's Weicek and Lee J. Cobb reveal any qualities (love of his wife and a tendency to fib respectively) not instantly deducible from their physiognomies. The principal characters in nearly all these films are hackneyed—the poor slaving mother, the blowsy slut, the comfort​ing wife-girlfriend figure, the stolid fellow with a keen conscience underneath. Dana Andrews in Boomerang goes through exactly the same conflicts as Paul Douglas in Panic in the Streets, and the only characteristic of all the heroes to distinguish them from the ordinary well-disposed stock type is, simply, conscience. There is no doubt, though, that many of the secondary portraits are interesting, particularly those in Panic in the Streets.

Kazan's sense of atmosphere makes this one of the best of the thrillers. Hathaway conspicuously lacks any feeling for atmosphere; in Call Northside, for instance, no contrasting moods are evoked in the scenes in the prison governor's office, the police station or the newspaper office. The treatment is slick and perfunctory. Panic in the Streets is obviously superior in this respect, but even so Kazan's realism is a surface matter, more resourceful in effect than original in conception. The real renaissance in Hollywood melodrama came through some smaller and fresher films, like those associ​ated with Dore Schary—They Live by Night, The Window, Crossfire. The Set Up, Deadline at Dawn—with Force of Evil and Act of Violence and the least pretentious of the Fox films. Cry of the City.

These films point out the difference between artistic realism and Hathaway's or

Ophuls' work was complemented in the late 1940s by two novice Hollywood directors—another German expatriate, Douglas Sirk, and a set designer fresh from the Broadway musical stage, V'incente Minnelli. Minnelli's postwar melodramas (The Clock, 1945; Undercurrent, 1946; Madame Bovary, 1949; The Bad and the Beautiful, 1953), like Sirk's (Summer Storm, 1944; Shockproof, 1948; TAunder on the Hill, 1951; All I Desire, 1953), not only solidified the heightened visual style and somber tone of the Hollywood melodrama, but they fleshed out the narrative and thematic conven​tions that carried the genre into its most productive and fascinating period. It's interest​ing to note the concurrent development of the social melodrama and the integrated musical after the war, even though each represented radically different conceptions of contemporary social conditions—and in Minnelli's case, these different conceptions were realized by the same director.

1950s Melodrama: The Genre Comes of Age

It was in the mid-1950s that the Hollywood melodrama emerged as the kind of cinema that Sirk, Minnelli, Nicholas Ray, and other filmmakers could exploit successfully. Perhaps the most interesting aspect in the evolution of the genre is that its classical and mannerist periods are essentially indistinguishable from each other. Because of a variety of industry-based factors, as well as external cultural phe​nomena, the melodrama reached its equilibrium at the same time that certain filmmak​ers were beginning to subvert and counter the superficial prosocial thematics and cliched romantic narratives that had previously identified the genre. No other genre films, not even the "anti-Westerns'' of the same period, projected so complex and paradoxical a view of America, at once celebrating and severely questioning the basic values and attitudes of the mass audience. Among the more significant and successful of these melodramas are:

1954 Young at Heart (Gordon Douglas) Magnificent Obsession (Douglas Sirk)
1955 Cobweb (Vincente Minnelli) East of Eden (Elia Kazan)
Rebel Without a Cause (Nicholas Ray)

1956
There's Always Tomorrow (Douglas Sirk)
Picnic (Joshua Logan)

AH That Heaven Allows (Douglas Sirk)

Grant (George Stevens)

Bigger Than Life (Nicholas Ray)

Tea and Sympathy (Vincente Minnelli)

1957
Written on the Wind (Douglas Sirk)
The Long Hot Summer (Martin Ritt)
Peyton Place (Mark Robeson)

each film—Barbara Stanwyck in the former, Joan Crawford in the latter—is bent upon escaping a tedious husband and tacky suburban home. Little motivation is given for her dissatisfaction, but none is necessary: middle-class claustrophobia and Mom's desire to escape it are simply taken for granted. But these are noir thrillers and the dissatisfaction is more difficult to explain in other films whose obvious aims are to uplift the audience and reaffirm their traditional values.

Consider Meet Me in St Louis (1944) and Father of the Bride (1950). two of Hollywood's—and director Vincente Minnelli's—more successful and saccharine cele​brations of small-town family life. Each film traces the courtship and betrothal of a naive heroine ()udy Garland and Elizabeth Taylor, respectively) which is complicated by their fathers* familial-occupational confusion. This conflict is animated in both films through a dynamic "nightmare" sequence, which momentarily points up the deep-seated doubts about family and community stability that the surface stories tend to repress.

In Meet Me in St. Louis, Margaret O'Brien (playing Garland's younger sister) is so distraught over her family's upward mobility and Dad's having been transferred to New York that she literally goes berserk at one point, running outside in a hysterical nocturnal frenzy to demolish a "family" of snowmen. In Father of the Bride, Spencer Tracy's distress over his daughter's impending marriage brings on a surreal nightmare in which his role in the wedding is expressed in images of inadequacy, loneliness, and despair. This is accentuated by Minnelli's slow-motion camera, the severe visual angles, and the impressionistic set. Both of these films end happily enough. Not until the mid-1950s did Minnelli draw his cultural subversion out from under the cover of darkness and dream logic.

After the war, then, the traditional image of marriage, the home, and the family was undergoing more self-critical reflection. With the emergence of the family melo​drama in the '50s, the American family moved out of its role as supporting player to achieve star billing. Films no longer simply used familial conflicts and interrelation​ships to enhance some external complication (a crime, the war, some social event) but focused on the social institution of the familv itself as the basis for conflict. A rather interesting paradox emerged from this shift of concentration: on the one hand, the family crisis was the dominant narrative conflict; on the other hand, the resolution of that conflict had to be found within the existing social structure, i.e., the family. Unlike genres of order, the melodrama's social conflicts and contradictions could not be resolved by violently eliminating one of the opposing forces; unlike genres of integration, its social reality could not be magically transformed via music or screwball

attitudes. In fact, those uninhibited types who ruled in the comedy-oriented films arc often the more angsf-ridden and oppressed members of the melodrama's community. The liberating quality of performance and individual expression of the musical and screwball comedy are simply means for establishing one's socioeconomic identity in the family melodrama.

their embrace. It represents an idealized sexual union, but it is also an impulsive flight into the same social traps which had ensnared their parents. Still, the possibility of escape from the repressive community and the obvious chemistry between Holden's and Novak's characters tend to enhance the "happy end" nature of this resolution, even though we cannot logically project that ending into the "ever after."

The Widow-Lover Variation

Because the lovers in Picnic have managed to escape their mi​lieu, it is possible for us to believe that their marriage might be a natural and human coupling as well as a social institution. This belief is reinforced by the intruder-redeemer Hal, a genuinely "natural man" whose character developed outside the community, seemingly in some timeless dimension. This is essentially the basis for his personal and sexual attraction. The prospect of a liberating marriage is actually quite rare in the '50s family melodrama, which usually depicts that social ritual as solidifying the couple's position within the community rather than providing them with an escape from it.

A more familiar narrative strategy traces the courtship of я widowed mother as well as—or perhaps in lieu of—that of the postadolesccnt daughter. Magnificent Obsession, All That Heaven Allows, Peyton Place, Return to Peyton Place, A Summer Place, Imitation of Life, and many other '50s films involve the courtship of an older woman, invariably a widow or divorcee, whose adult status and established familial role mini​mize the possibility' for flight from her repressive environment. In Picnic, Madge, as yet unburdened by children, family home, or any significant community position, had a certain freedom denied to the women in these other films. In the family melodrama's puritanical moral climate, that freedom is closely related to the woman's virginity: Once she is literally and figuratively "taken" by a man, the heroine surrenders her initiative, her self-reliance, and in effect, her individual identity.

Her life is determined thereafter by the male—-and by extension the male-oriented, patriarchal society—she commits herself to. The strategy of these films, generally speaking, is to counter the heroine's role as mother-domesticator with that of sexual partner. This opposition itself is intensified by the role of her daughter who is just reaching womanhood and whose romantic delusions are propelling her toward the same marital and social traps as her mother. Of the "weepies" just listed, only Magnifi​cent Obsession lacks a mother-daughter opposition, although this film, like the others, does portray a woman in early middle age caught between her socially prescribed role as mother and her reawakened individual and sexual identitv. As numerous critics have

Ш

pointed out, the heroine's choice is scarcely viable: regardless of her ultimate commit​ment, which usually is to her lover-redeemer, the heroine merely exchanges one trap for another, allowing her individual destiny to be determined by the values of her new lover rather than her previous one.

The previous lover's ghost still haunts the heroine and impedes her romance.

Although the son's inadequacies arc a function of his father's wealth, most of these films stop short of an outright condemnation of wealth and the corrupting influence of unchecked socioeconomic power. As in the screwball comedies, the patriarch gener​ally is reeducated and thus humanized by the redeemer figure. Ultimately, this progres​sive enlightenment resolves the various conflicts within the family and returns the tormented son to the patriarch's favor. In The Long Hot Summer, for example, the aging and decadent Will Varner (Orson Welles) consistently bemoans the lack of male heirs and "the establishment of my immortality." His only son, |ody (Franciosa), is woefully insecure and inept, and at one point asks his father, "Where do you go looking for it, Poppa, if you ain't got it in you?" Intruder-redeemer Ben Quick (Paul Newman) eventually weds Varncr's renegade daughter (Joanne Woodward), promising Will many grandsons (i.e., real heirs with more potential), and he also helps Jody discover his own worth, prompting the patriarch's closing pronouncement, "Maybe I'll live forever."

The strain on internal narrative logic with such a pat ending is severe. The existing social and familial structures act as both the problem and its eventual solution, and the only significant motivation for the resolution is the influence of the redeemer figure. But the problems themselves are so immediate, familiar, and intense, they scarcely can be resolved as easily as their narratives suggest. Generally speaking, then, family melodramas might be seen as critical of American ideology at the level of narrative exposition and complication, but their resolution invariably reaffirms, however implau​sibly, the cultural status quo.

Occasionally a film like Written on the Wind surfaces, however, where the subver​sion of familial and socioeconomic conventions is sustained throughout. In Sirk's 1957 melodrama, the patriarch dies upon learning of his daughter's scandalous sexual activities, she in turn loses the only man she ever loved, and the tormented son commits suicide. Sirk provides us with a moderately happy ending, though. The redeemer (Rock Hudson) is finally cleared of the accusation that he murdered the son (Stack), and he leaves the Hadleys' world with the dead son's widow (Lauren Bacall). This arbitrary, ambiguous closure does little to resolve the social and familial tensions that had destroyed the entire Hadley family, although it provides the protagonists with a fortuitous escape hatch.

Nicholas Ray, Vincente Minnelli, and the Male Weepie

The aging patriarch and tormented, inadequate son appear most frequently in the aristocracy variation, although they occasionally are part of middle-class families as well. In films like Rebel Without a Cause, Bigger Than Life, Tea and Sympathy, East of Eden, and The Cobweb, the central conflict involves passing the role of middle-American "Dad" from one generation to the next. Here, the patriarch's anxieties and the son's tormented insecurities cannot be attributed to family wealth or a decadent aristocratic view of life. As a result, these films tend to be more directly

and through heavy stylization as well. Although we have devoted most of our attention in this chapter to conventions of setting, plot, and character in the melodrama, ultimately their formal orchestration may well be the most significant quality in these films. In a 1959 review of Sirk's most successful and most overtly stylized melodrama. Imitation of Life, critic Moira Walsh described the film as a "pretentious, expensive, overstuffed Technicolor example of Hollywood at its worst," and she went on to condemn the film as "a perfect example of the tendency to confuse fantasy with reality which serious students of our mass culture are inclined to regard as most destructive of the human personality."10 This was written about the same film which German critic-filmmaker Raincr Werner Fassbindcr, who himself has remade several of Sirk's films, recently termed "a great, crazy movie about life and about death. And about America." It is a film, argues Fassbindcr, in which "nothing is natural. Ever. Not in the whole film.""

In retrospect, the reviewers' highbrow myopia is not surprising—contemporary critics of Flaubert, Dickens, and D. W. Griffith often misunderstood what their melo​dramatists were doing. The huge success of Imitation of Life, and the renewed interest critics and scholars have in it, suggest that this and other film melodramas work on substantially different levels of viewer engagement. They range from transparent ro​mantic fantasy to a severe indictment of the culture that perpetuates that fantasy. Moira Walsh was accurate about the confusion of fantasy with reality, but it is the characters within the melodrama, not the filmmaker, who arc confused. In fact, Sirk's popularity seems closely related to his capacity to flesh out the unnatural aspects of America's social reality, to articulate cinematically how that reality is itself a collective cultural fantasv.

In discussing Imitation of Life more than a decade after its release, Sirk compared his narrative strategy to classical Greek drama in which "there is no real solution of the predicament the people in the play are in, just the deus ex machina, which is now called 'the happy end.* " Sirk's capacity to articulate the nature of these social condi​tions that fashion our individual, familial, and social identities. He offers an ambigu​ous resolution, so we in the audience can take it in a variety of w-ays.

One of the more fascinating aspects of the '50s melodramas is the breadth of emotional and intellectual response they elicit from viewers. Whether we regard the genre as a formula for prosocial pap or as a genuine critique of American ideology, however, depends upon our own attitudes, prejudices, and expectations. Unquestion​ably, the vast majority of I lolly wood movie melodramas have been designed as transpar​ent celebrations of the cultural status quo. But the family melodramas of the 1950s, particularly Sirk's, Minnelli's, and Ray's—with a nod toward Joshua Logan and Mark Robson—do seem to extend the genre into a stage of formal cinematic artistry and thematic sophistication not characteristic of other melodramas. The more effective of these films stand not only as works of considerable artistic merit, but also as cultural documents of Cold War America and, perhaps even more importantly, of Hollywood in its death throes. 1Ъс repressive ideological climate, the false sense of sociopolitical security, and Hollywood's advanced stage of narrative and cinematic expression all coalesce tn the family melodrama to produce a stylized and disturbing portrait of '50s America that, with each passing year, comes more clearly into focus.
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I. Madame X: Eve Expelled from the Bourgeois Eden

The different versions of Madame X mark off the various stages of the history of Hollywood's maternal melo. In 1920. Frank Lloyd directed Pauline Frederick. In 1929, Lionel Barrymore directed Ruth Chatterton. In 1937, Sam Wood directed Cladys George. In 1966, David Lowell Rich directed Lana Turner in a production lengthily prepared by Douglas Sirk.

Madame X is an adaptation of a French play by Alexandre Bisson who seems to have left scarcely any trace in [the French) theater, but who became a veritable war horse on Anglo-Saxon stages. Until 1966, the theatricality and "Europeanness" of the work will be fully assumed: stage actresses play the lead, and the Parisian setting of the original is maintained. We must wait until 1966 to see Madame X played by a movie star—Lana Turner—who had no previous stage experience. In addition, this last version transposed the story to the U.S. and—adding the character of a Machiavellian mother-in-law (Constance Bennett)—brought the archetypal melo into a typically American social context for the first time.

The commercial failure of the 1937 version, the only failure of the four, can be explained by the refusal of its creators to make their Madame X either "cinematic" or "American." ТЪе two earlier versions had been smash hits, addressed to a public not yet caught in the double trauma of the Wall Street crash and the coming of talkies. Theater stars still possessed a dignity and prestige which were denied to movie stars and which predisposed them to the playing of admirable-mother roles. One can only explain the immense popularity which the already mature Ruth Chatterton met in films at the beginning of the second era on the basis of the almost mystical reverence which then surrounded actors coming from the stage already loaded with fame.4 The moral code of old Europe still exercised a profound influence on Americans. Audiences were able to accept the fact that Madame X's fall was traceable to her adultery, committed in a moment of frenzy and expiated in lifelong maternal suffering.

One could also wink at the nobly theatrical and studied character of her suffering which, in a way, seemed to set the pose for posterity. But 1929 jostled the mind-set. Under the pressures of necessity America strengthened its nationalism and isolation​ism: internal problems needed attention and the time was no longer right for an admiring tenderness toward Old Europe. Cinema reflected this changing politics.

A careful study of dates shows the American cinema progressively eliminating Europe from the majority of its films after 1930; Europe is only tolerated when described with the irony of comedy or when fixed in an historic past envisaged as a simple romantic setting. This Americanization of Hollywood cinema, which had been cosmopolitan in the silent era and would go back to cosmopolitanism in the Forties, was particularly clear in the melo; we witness the close of Garbo's career and the end of Dietrich's "serious" period. In this context, the Madame X of 1937, faithful to tradi​tion, and played "as though on stage" by Gladys George, seemed a prehistoric fossil.
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7- The staircase, symbol of power, is one of the traditional motifs of mclo; for example in Written on the Wind (Douglas Sirk. 1956).

8. Kay Francis began to lose her popularity around 1934-35. If she hung on after that, it was thanks to an ironclad contract that made her the highest paid star of the moment, even if he: films had only middling success or if they were sometimes not much better than В pictures,
9. If Dorothy Arzner is interesting because she was the only woman director then working in Hollywood* her feminist hagiographers have based too much of their admiration on the ideas in her work, without really taking into account the rarity of fine films in her output, Sarah and Sont for example, is rather heavy handed. One exception: the excellent Craig's Wife (19)6), well served by Sidney Buchman's brilliant script.
10. This was already the case in Josef von Sternberg's Bfonde Venus, not without irony. The pettt-bourgcois setting was already in place in the shorts of Griffith, like The New York Hat {1912).
11. Although it was made before Broken Blossoms, True Heart Susie was released immediately after But Griffith remained faithful to traditional melo; for example in Orphans of the Storm (1922) or Lady of the Pavements (1929).
12. King Vidor's film follows quite faithfully the plot of Henry King's first version. Only their very different approaches help distinguish between the two films. (The issue of Les Cahiers de la Cinematheque (No. 28) in which this article was originally published contains an appendix featuring plot outlines of all the melodramas discussed in the issue, which is entirely devoted to materials on melodrama in cinema.]
1). In Focus on Film No, 28: "Irene Dunne: A Conversation with John Kobal."

14. This antagonism is emphasized by racial difference in Madam Butterfly (Marion Geringt 1932), a film one could easily include in the category of Hollywood maternal melo*
15. Stella Dallas is certainly a work marked by the personality of this very great director; its heroine has more than one point in common with those of Beyond the Forest (1949) and Ruby Gentry (1951),
16. The framing of the scene, its lighting, even the form of the bay window where the wedding ceremony is enacted, evoke in a troubling way a cinematic spectacle.
17. This solidarity is obvious in The Shining Hour (Frank Borage, 1938), where Joan Crawford and Margaret Sullavan are bound together in a series of reciprocal sacrifices. Let us also mention Give Me Your Heart (Archie Mayo, 1936), where Kay Francis is united with her son, thanks to the sterile wife who has adopted him.
18. This theme is luminously treated in John Cromwell's remarkable film TAe Silver Cord (1933), where Irene Dunne violently denounces the abnormal character of Laura Hope Crews' love for her son Joel McCrea.
19. It is curious to note that the work of Theodore Dreiser, a socially committed novelist, can easily be reduced to a melodramatic structure—for example, in Carrie (William Wyler, 1951), a fine film, strangely neglected and underrated.
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obvious in All That Heaven Allows when Сагу is diagnosed for psychosomatic head​aches. Or hysteria can erupt in the narrative pattern itself, as Geoffrey Nowell-Smith has recently argued with regard to Minnelli's melodramas. 1 In addition, and perhaps more importantly, melodrama may act in terms of much deeper psychological struc​tures in an attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable. Specifically, we find the ocdipal structure reappearing repeatedly in terms of the home/career division in many melodra​mas. Some of the strange resonances in Mildred Pierce can be attributed to the working out of a set of oedipal structures.1' Similarly, Gretchen Bisplinghoff has suggested that Stahl's Imitation of Life resolves the reproductive/productive, home/career dichotomy by having the white mother take on the father function while the black mother serves the mother function.14 Close examination of specific films is needed to confirm, deny, or qualify' the function of such ocdipal structures.

Second, while it may seem that the great age of film melodrama is over, 1 think it is not dead but rather going through further changes, and we should not be looking for its current health in The Other Side of Midnight but elsewhere. All three versions of The Godfather offer an interesting juxtaposition of the gangster and melodramatic genres with the former genre carrying the realm of production and the latter the realm of personal life. Especially curious: women disappear—the melodrama of interpersonal relations goes on between the men of the family. The result, as John Hess points out, provides an acid critique of the middle class American family.1* Also we can regard a

film such as Looting for Mr. Goodbar as a melodrama dealing with the social-sexual position of young women today. Through a deeply sexist misunderstanding of the

objective and subjective situation of women, the film shows not only the split of productive life and personal life in the day and night transformations of Terry, the Diane Kcaton character, but also the impossibility of a reconciliation, underlined by an inverted Liebestod ending.

Third, I want to add a footnote to one of the best recent articles discussing melo​drama, Charles Eckert's analysis of Marked Woman.1 Eckcrt says that by studying structural oppositions in the film we can see the transformation of class issues into other oppositions: male/female, urban/rural, and so forth. The class nature of the film's central conflict is disguised by these changes. I would add that in domestic melodrama we find the oppositions contained within the family, in the personal sphere, in a way that is at once dense and illusive. Repeatedly wc discover very deliberately structured ambiguities in family melodrama. For example, in All That Heaven Allows the specific reasons that keep Cary and Ron (Rock Hudson) apart are multiple and vague. Some of it is a difference in class: petit bourgeois property owner and small businessman vs. haut bourgeois widow. Some of it is age (30ish vs. 40ish); some of it is lifestyle. The oppositions can be expressed and interpreted in various ways: within society vs. outside society, small town vs. rural, children vs. no children, sexual fulfillment vs. fear of sexuality, sacrifice vs. happiness, and so forth. But the effect of this multiplicity is not richness and complexity, a presentation of ovcrdetermination, but rather a poverty and ambiguity. The film allows, even encourages, multiple read​ings. One spectator can interpret the conflict as one of age; another can see class as the central issue, and so forth. No particular reading of the film is correct, except as it is completed by a specific viewer.

Finally, 1 would point out that melodrama, the genre made earlier by men for
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However disconnected these analytical concerns may seem, they arc, 1 believe, aspects of a single unified intellectual operation that affects almost every detail of the film. It may be helpful to define this operation and to sketch in the conclusions I will be moving towards before entering upon an extended analysis. My major contention is that the ultimate sources of Marked Woman and its tradition are in class conflict; but the level at which the film-makers perceive this conflict, and the level at which it is lived by the fictional characters and perceived by the audience, is existential rather than political or economic. It is in the lived experience of the Depression, in the resentment directed at those who "caused" the Depression, and in the sense of disparity between being poor and being rich, that this popular notion of class conflict originates.

The expression of the conflict in the films, however, is almost never overt. It is instead converted into conflicts of a surrogate nature?—some ethical, some regional, some concerned with life-stvic, some svmbolized bv tonal or aesthetic ovtrlavs created bv the makers of the films. The analysis of this elaborate secondary structure requires close attention to the processes of condensation and displacement by which latent content is converted into manifest content. I would like to avoid jargon for its own sake, but Freud's terms and their strict definitions are essential for an understanding of the processes involved (I shall give definitions at the appropriate point in the analysis). I hope to show that the effect of these operations is to attenuate conflicts at the level of real conditions and to amplify and resolve them at the surrogate levels of the melo​drama. This solution is not always successful, however; it can lead to dialectical play between the real and disguised conflicts, the effect of which is to make the usually opaque operations transparent. I believe that this is what happens in Marked Woman and that it is the chief source of the atypical feel of the film and of the forceful and unsettling character of a number of its scenes.

But all of this can only be clarified after we have recalled the film and its topical basis. Marked Woman capitalized upon a sensational trial reported almost daily in the New York Times between May 14 and June 22, 1936. Because the details of this trial strongly influenced Rosscn and Finkle, and because the trial provides a body of real analogues to the fiction of the film, I shall review it first. I will then give a summary of the film designed to make the disjuncture between the melodramatic and the strongly affective scenes apparent, while giving enough detail to familiarize the reader with the whole film and to provide material for the subsequent analysis.

The Trial

Charles "Lucky Luciano" Lucania won his place in the pantheon of Depression Mafiosi by cornering a market more durable than liquor—the brothels of New York. His method was that of the simple "take-over," with promises of protection from the law and fair treatment for all concerned. The reasons whv the state of New York decided to get Luciano were as politically and socially complex as those that drove Caponc out of Chicago—and fortunately need not concern us here. The state's instru-
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sympathetic witness, is warned to keep her mouth shut. Mary learns of Betty's disap​pearance from the party and confronts Vanning, with a threat to "get" him if anything has happened to Betty, She then goes to Graham—now reluctant to trust her—and says she will provide evidence against Vanning. While they talk Graham receives a report that Betty's body has been fished from the river.

Graham comes to the women's apartment and pleads with them to help him and Mary proscute Vanning. But the women feel that the law isn't for them; besides, another gangster will take Vanning's place. Shortly after Graham leaves, defeated. Vanning enters. In the film's most powerful scene Mary accuses Vanning of Betty's death and swears she will tell the DA. Vanning calmly orders the other women into the next room, nods significantly to his strong-arm man, Charlie, and follows the women out.

It would seem that the melodrama can no longer be played out in terms of glacial confrontation. And yet it is. The camera stays in the room with Vanning and Mary's friends. First, in a long shot, we see a picture jump on the wall from the violence of the beating in the next room. As the beating continues, then is followed by a silence cut by an anguished scream, we move from one woman's face to another—each an ambigu​ous study in fear, rage and acceptance. Quite forcefully we are reminded that the women have no strength of their own, no recourse for help, and no choice but to accept this denigration by the men who exploit them. But it is their condition, not the cruelty of Vanning, that the visual treatment underlines.

Graham then sets out on a search for the only witness he can hope to shake, Emmy Lou. Vanning learns of Graham's search and sends his men to get her first. In a

melodramatic chase scene, Emmy Lou escapes from her pursuers. In the following sequence we are in a hospital room with Mary and her three remaining friends. Mary is wrapped in bandages, her face swollen and her eyes bruised. Her friends assure her that she will be all right and that her scars can be disguised. Her reply is one of the most telling lines in the film: "I got things wrong with me that all the doctors in the world can't fix."

As Mary tells her friends that she can't pretend the beating didn't happen, Emmy Lou enters. Both she and Mary weep as they recall Betty, and Emmy Lou agrees to talk to the DA. One of the women argues against provoking Vanning: "You want to keep on living, don't you?" Mary, her voice partly muffled by her bandages, says, "If this is what you call living, I don't want any part of it. Always being afraid. . . . There must be some other way for me to live. If there isn't, I—well, I'd just as soon put a bullet in my head right now and end it." A powerful Arujsf penetrates this scene, for which the physical metaphors are Mary's battered face and listless voice. At this point Graham enters the room and is told that all of the women are ready to testify.

We are next in Vanning's jail cell. Gordon tells him he must make a deal, but Vanning says that he doesn't make deals. Then he launches into a speech that indicates to us that madness and the blindness of the gods have descended upon him—that he is now marked for destruction.

Vanning:      You think I care for money? All I care about is to make people do

what I tell them. Gordon:       You're crazy, Johnny.

Vanning:      Yes, maybe I am. Maybe I ain't. I just know one thing. I ain't gonna let no five crummy dames put the skids under me now. Get
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structural analysis developed by Levi-Strauss, although idealist and limited in vision, can help us here. Two of Levi-Strauss's insights are specially provocative: that a dilemma (or contradiction) stands at the heart of every living myth, and that this dilemma is expressed through layered pairs of opposites which are transformations of a primary pair. The impulse to construct the myth arises from the desire to resolve the dilemma; but the impossibility of resolving it leads to a crystal-like growth of the myth through which the dilemma is repeated, or conceived in new terms, or inverted—in short, subjected to intellectual operations that might resolve it or attenuate its force. We can best locate the important ethical dilemmas in Marked Woman by close inspec​tion of individual scenes.

In preparation for what follows, an extensive structural analysis of Marked Woman was made, the recounting of which would demand more interest and patience than I can presume in a general audience. The method, however, is illustrated here. My selection of only a few passages for analysis is motivated by an additional consideration: the fact that Marked Woman, like most works of popular art, relies upon a few dilemmas and a limited number of transformations of them. It is initially difficult to grasp the relationships between transformations and to find one's way to the crucial dilemmas. Only concrete examples will illustrate what I mean. Let us begin with a very simple but typical transformational set found in a song sung by one of the women in an early nightclub scene (the two songs in the film, by Harry Warren and Al Dubin, seem expressly written to reflect the women's attitudes, or chosen because of their content).

City people pity people

Who don't know a lot

About the night life,

But they are wrong.

Though they may be witty people,

Thev don't know that folks

Who lead the right life

Still get along.

'lb a plain old fashioned couple Let me dedicate my song.

They're not sophisticated people. And though they're only common folk, You don't know how I envy people Like Mr. and Mrs. Doe.

They don't know much about swing music. They wouldn't care for risque jokes. But every morning birds sing music For Mr. and Mrs. Doc.

The lyric continues, developing variations on the basic oppositions found in these stanzas, so that we wind up with the following essential pairs (in the following analysis a colon means "is opposed to" and brackets indicate an implied term):

Charles Eckert

conditions we cannot tell why the poor are poor nor who their exploiters are. Instead of real opposition and conflict we encounter substitute formations—principally dialecti​cal movements between such feeling states as anger and apathy or despair and senti​mental ism. Sentimentalism seems to function as the most retrograde of the many possible states. As a tendency toward passive compassion, toward meditative solipsism, it contains nothing insurrectionary, no components of hostility or criticism. It cannot be a coincidence that so many proletarian films head unerringly toward sentiment in their final reels. When, in The Roaring Twenties, Eddie (James Cagney) lies dying on the steps of a church while "Melancholy Baby" is heard on the sound track and his motherly friend Panama weeps over him, a lumpen pteta mitigates whatever social criticism the film has made.

Opposition is only fully manifested when we make the leap into melodrama. This leap is subjectively fulfilling and clarifying: the exploited now have an exploiter in the gangster—a figure subjected to an almost cosmic ovcrdctermination. If displacement is the principal Freudian mechanism at work in the ethos, it is largely condensation that produces the gangster. Condensation, to give it its simplest definition, is a process whereby a number of discrete traits or ideas are fused in a single symbol. Each component is usually an abbreviated reference to something larger than itself, a sort of mctonym that must be interpreted properly if we are to understand its discrete signifi​cance as well as its relation to other components in the symbol. By 1937 the figure of the gangster had acquired a remarkable symbolic richness. Every personal mannerism and every artifact of his world resonated with meaning. And he had also become a vade mecum (от anyone in search of a scapegoat. The judge, in his presentence speech to johnny Vanning, pronounces him "a low and brutal character, an unprincipled and aggressive egotist." Vanning is guilty of "every vicious and reprehensible crime."

Such attempts to blame the gangster for all important civic ills were, of course, abetted by the tabloid exposes of criminals like Luciano. But it would be shortsighted, and ultimately confusing, to look to real criminals for the prototypes of Johnny Vanning. We must start with the gangsters found in the films themselves and note their most common traits. Although the discussion will initially take us afield, it should lead us to a more exact understanding of Vanning, his relation to the women he exploits, and his function in the structure I have outlined. In a film made up of many spe​cificities, he is the most generalized, and traditional, object.

We must distinguish, first of all, between two almost antithetical images of the gangster. The first obtained between 1927 and 1931 and was projected by such actors as John Gilbert, Conrad Nagel, Walter Huston, William Boyd, Lowell Sherman, Richard Dix and Monte Blue. The type is basically Anglo-Saxon, aristocratic, polished in speech and bearing, and dressed in the formal clothing of the wealthy (often white tie and tails or morning suits). The same actors could, and did, readily play the roles of artistocrats and pillars of the community. Walter Huston, for instance, appeared as a bank president in American Madness (1932) and as the President of the United States in Gabriel Over the White House (1933).

1Ъе class image of this species of gangster was frequently commented on by review​ers. Speaking of John Gilbert in Four Walls (1928) the New York Times reviewer said, "Mr. Horowitz is so careful regarding the cut of his clothes, the selection of his necktie, the spotlessness of his linen and the combing of his hair that one could never imagine

222


Charles Eckert

of making the film somewhat as adversaries. If, limited by ability, temperament, and studio realities, they could only produce another melodrama, they could at least deny it a full life. By centering their attention upon the women, they mitigated some of the worst effects of the melodramatic form—and most certainly lessened their personal sense of venality.

As the women descend from the courthouse steps we know that they face a world without Vanning, but one in which they will still be exploited. If their exploitation is not analyzed, it is at least acknowledged and located in the real world. And yet—-and yet—the melancholy blues theme rises on the sound track. Scntimentalism beckons: after all they are only women and their lot is suffering. Suddenly everything that has been gained seems perilously compromised. But against the music the camera pits the faces of the women. Bette Davis and the other actresses, who must have understood it all better than the men they worked for, cut through the swelling mystification with tough, implacable expressions. Let the Warner's music weep; the women are as alien​ated as the street, and they w-ill not be sentimentalized.

Notes

1. Readers familiar with Allhusscr's "The 'Piccolo Teatro": Bertolaz/i and Brcclit" reprinted in For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Random House, l%9), will recognize both my indebtedness to this essay and the many ways in which I deviate from it. I have also benefited from Karyn Kay's study of Marked Woman, "Sisters of the Night." The Velvet Light Trap, Fall 1472, pp. 20-25.
2. The New York Times, May 26, 1936, p. 2. I follow the Times account throughout because of its immediacy. There are more elaborate reports in Hickman Powell, Ninety Times Guilty (New York: Harcowt, Brace and Co., 1939), and in issues of Liberty magazine published soon after the trial. Warner's acquired the rights to the Liberty material (which was based on interviews with only two informants, "Cokey Flo" Brown and Mildred Harris) and used it as the ostensible basis for the film.
3. fbiU.p. 2.
4. Ibid., p. 2.
5. Ibid., May 21, p. 4.
6. Ibid*., June 8, p. 8.
7. Ibid., June 13. p. 6.
8. Tfce New York Times Film Reviews, 1 (New York Times and Arno Press: New York, 1970), p. 465.
9. Ibid., p. 558.
10.
The Gangster as Hero" in The Immediate Experience {New York: Doubledav and Co.. 1962),
pp. 127-33.
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But whether or not one adopts Canters' specific proto-type—which is, of course, a custom job for Young Mr. Lincoln and will have to be modified for every* use—film study is becoming increasingly demanding, just in terms of the organization of one's work, since everything needs to be pursued at once, presented at once, theoretically validated as it is presented, and subjected to scrutiny in terms of one's motivations for establishing categories and arriving at solutions (which, in turn, in the interest of truth, must be converted into problems of a new order). But maybe this is where film study is, since we are increasingly intolerant of self-serving narrowings of the field of inquiry ("I want to write about Delbert Mann") and expedient defenses for methods of study which "get results." In a sense this is less a choice between critical monism and holism than it is a growing conviction that monism won't work—a demand for a "totalizing" criticism, to use Frederic Jameson's term, which has arisen with the disintegration of the whole formalist-idealist endeavor. At any rate, as my experience—and that of Graham Petrie at the hands of John Hess in the last issue of Film Quarterly— demonstrates, there is a stiff, cold wind blowing against partial, outmoded, or theoreti​cally unsound forms of film criticism—and it just might blow many of them away.

Notes

1. Nowcil-Smith, "1 Was a Star-Struck Structuralist." Screen 14, no. 5 (Autumn 1973»: 92-99; Henderson, "Critique of Cine-Structuralism I and II," Film Quarterly 17, no. 1 (Autumn 1973): 25-54; 17. no. 2 (Winter 1973-1974): 37-46.
2. Harris. Rise (New York. 1968). pp. 492-93.
3. Kristeva, The System and the Speaking Subject," Time* Literary Supplement (October 12, 1973), pp. 1249-50.
4. I am indebted here to Kristeva, ibid.
5. One should read the entirety of the final chapter of Jameson's Marxism and Form (Princeton, 1971), pp. 306-416.
between the aesthetic "solution" and the determinate condition which ideology has placed on the articulation of the "problem." Therefore, what ideology cannot admit appears as contradiction within the work of the text, and what the text cannot resolve it must displace and attempt to work out at another level or within another problematic. It is precisely the structure of these displacements within the melodramatic text, and the system of textual silences in which they are dispatched, which interest this analysis.

1.1   Social Determinations

In the domestic melodrama, this set of determinations concerns itself with a representation of the social relations of production, in which the institu​tions of family and marriage, as well as the iconography of the middle class home, arc privileged "contents.'* This does not mean that other institutions (for example, the law, medicine, education, etc.) are excluded from representation; however, it is significant that the structure of institutional authority, and its function in the represented social formation, is only understood to the degree that it receives and reproduces the structure of familial politics. But notice the curious paradox which takes form here: although the family tries to substitute itself, par? pro toto, for the global network of authority in which it is implicated, it also imagines itself as a world divested of significant social power addressing itself to an audience which does not believe itself to be possessed of social power. The domestic melodrama is attentive only to problems which concern the family's internal security and economy, and therefore considers its authority to be restricted to issues of private power and patriarchal right. The power it reserves for itself is limited to rights of inheritance and the legitimation of the social and sexual identities in which it reproduces its own network of authority. The right of inheritance, then, may be enlarged to describe the social values and norms valorized by a given system of conflict in which a more global set of ideological determinations produce the family as "a microcosm containing within itself all of the patterns of dominance and submission that are characteristic of the larger society" or "a legitimizing metaphor for a hierarchi​cal and authoritarian society."7

1.2   Psychic Determinations

"In all institutions, something of the individual gets lost." This line of dialogue from The Cobweb perfectly expresses the central crisis of the domestic melodrama where individual identity is defined as a problem to the extent that it is out

terms of the characters' emotional and psychological predicaments. {'Tales of Sound and Fury," p. 7

!t should be understood here that the highly expressive mise-en-sccne of the domestic melodrama did not so much reproduce as produce the inner turmoil of the characters; or in other words, the dynamic relations of the mise-en-scene took over the objective signification of the social network which entrapped the characters and strictly deter​mined their range of physical and emotional mobility. "This is emphasized," Elsaesser continues.

by the function of the decor and the symbolization of objects: the setting of the family melodrama almost by definition is the middle-class home, filled with objects, which . . . surround the heroine (or hero] in a hierarchy of apparent order that becomes increasingly suffocating. . . . [It| also brings out the charac​teristic attempt of the bourgeois household to make time stand still, immobilise life and fix forever domestic property relations as the model of social life and a bulwark against the more disturbing sides of human nature, (pp. 12-1?)

Here, one might also point out the extreme compartmentalization of the frame com​mon to the domestic melodrama in which the decor of the home (via window and door frames, mirrors, partitions, grille-work, etc.) is used to isolate the characters architec​turally and emphasize the lack of human contact in their home environment.

The isolation of the characters is also expressed in the organization of point of view and in the more global orchestrations of narrative structure. It is in this manner that the domestic melodrama thrives on the multiplication of silences, alibis, and misunder​standings generated in the characters' incomplete comprehension of the melodramatic situations in which they arc implicated, or the degrees to which their actions (or lack of action) tend to further complicate those situations. Thus, narrative devices such as alternating montage (as in The Cobweb) or flashback structures (as in Written on the Wind) tended to introduce an ironic distance between character point of view and the narrative voice of the film which underlined not only the power and complexity of the represented social network, but also the absence of any possibility of self-determination within that network.

It should be clear, then, that the domestic melodrama tended to reproduce in its formal economy the drama of inertia and entropy in which the social and psychic determinations collided. Thus, on one hand the reification of the bourgeois universe was reproduced in the compositional space through the compartmentalized frame and the proliferation of a world of objects which defined the characters only in their isolation. On the other hand, the mobility of the syntagmatic relations, and the ironic point of view they provided, were able to cumulatively give form to the progressive disorder which individual characters could unknowingly introduce into the narrative system.

it could either adopt an arbitrary and purely formal resolution (in which case its social and psychological dilemmas would remain unresolved), or else it could let its crises of identification follow their self-destructive course (in which case the power of authority came into question). In reality, the domestic melodrama usually opted for a partial solution—articulated through one or two of the sets of determinations—which fell between these two extremes. In this manner, the melodramatic Father, failing the symbolic order of which he was the center, still functioned as a sort of "destiny" in the narratives, but one which introduced a structural disorder in the organization of the three sets of determinations into a system of conflict.
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8. Sec, for example, Elsaesser, pp. 11-15.
9. Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, tr. Denis Savage (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 372.
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romantic fantasies. I would argue that the marked ambiguities inherent in the narrative structure and ironic mise-en-scene of the women's picture are the cinematic equivalent of the discourses of fantasy and romance in women's romantic fiction, which, as Janet Batslcer has pointed out. relics on an overt and excessive use of cliche, superlatives and purple prose to create a Utopian dream world. The women's picture is similarly marked as "fiction," or daydream, locating women's desires in the imaginary, where they have always traditionally been placed.

For Barbara Creed, "the woman's melodrama is a moral tale." She emphasises that the trajectory of the films is along an "axis of female transgression, desire, sexuality, temporary happiness, opposition, separation, atonement, capitulation. It is one of mutually contradictory states: possession and loss, desire and frustration, presence and absence, power and impotence, fulfilment and lack." For Creed, whatever the contra​dictions worked through, the narrative emphasis is on replacing women within patriar​chal ideology, within the confines of marriage and the family, where they are ulti​mately unable to act on male sfociety to change it.

The feminist emphasis on the conservative bias of melodrama stems from a wider critique of classic narrative cinema. Feminist film criticism has constructed this cin​ema as the site of the working through of male ocdipal problems, and the retrenchment of male/female power relations in favour of male domination. The resolution of the drama may not be unproblematic: in melodrama in particular the feminine is fre​quently valued as a corrective to masculine values. But the feminine corrective is defined in traditional terms: "feminine" virtues of caring, compassion and sensitivity are set against "masculine" aggression, violence, destruction. The feminine corrective is mobilised to redress the moral balance; it can modify, mediate, but it can never act to destroy, or to radically change society. (The powerful, destructive heroines of melo​drama rarely survive; if they do, they lose whatever they most wanted.) Moreover, it is a feminity defined exclusively as maternal.

In my view, feminist scepticism about melodrama is totally justified. But there is a pessimism about many of the arguments which tends to close down discussion by emphasising the ways in which melodrama forecloses on female desire. It is important, I think, not to lose sight of the basic contradiction Mulvey points to: in order to appeal to a female spectator, melodrama must first posit the possibility of female desire, and a female point-of-vicw, thus posing problems for itself which it can scarcely contain. Furthermore, if, as Elsaesser suggests, melodrama characteristically comes to the fore at times of social and economic upheaval, which inevitably produce repercussions in the film industry too, then melodrama emerges from, and must negotiate, a matrix of contradictory determining factors: economic, social, historical, ideological and indus​trial. At different moments different elements predominate, allowing for a wide variety of different emphases on the basic problematic.

Molly Haskell has attempted to define the many different varieties of women's picture, and the different patterns of female experience they articulate. She identifies three kinds of heroine: the extraordinary, upper middle-class woman who aspires to an independent existence; the ordinary middle-class woman who is a victim of her society; and the ordinary working-class woman who aspires to be mistress of her fate, but whose aspirations are defeated by the primacy of passion, love and emotion. One or more of these heroines are set in the context of four thematic categories which can co-exist or
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The Women's Picture as Commodity

"The women's picture" does not only evoke a specific and exclu​sive mode of address; it also suggests an object of exchange, designed to be consumed by a particular group. Its existence is an indication of the film industry's recognition of the importance of women as an audience, and in a wider economic context, of women as consumers of commodity products. One clement in the women's picture's address to a female audience is to women as consumers, whether mothers, housewives or work​ing women, although the emphasis on consumption depends on the period. Charles Eckert has analysed the way in which the Hollywood studios of the 1930s set up a system of "tie-ins" with other consumer industries, arguing that films became show​cases for product display. Stories were set in "fashion salons, department stores, beauty parlours, upper and middle-class homes with modern kitchens and bathrooms, large living rooms and so forth" (Eckert, 1978, p. 20). Female stars reached an unprece​dented zenith during this period, endorsing consumer goods such as cosmetics, fash​ion, jewellery, kitchen and other household equipment, while Hollywood produced a steady output of women's pictures dealing with contemporary women's experience from the heroine's perspective, featuring female stars whose faces and bodies appeared everywhere in advertisements for consumer products. Eckcrt's analysis is useful for demonstrating that audience address does not simply reside in the textual strategies of films themselves; but the strength of his closing remarks on the women's picture lies in his recognition that in order to capture its target female audience, the film industry had to mobilise desire in that audience. Eckcrt's account leaves off precisely at the point where feminists begin: the specific ways in which women's pictures activate feminine desire. As he suggests, a combination of his historical approach and detailed analysis of particular films could throw light on the powerful appeal of the women's picture to female audiences at different historical moments.

History and the Women's Picture

On one level, then, the women's picture emerges from a histori​cal economic imperative: the attempt to capture and exploit a female audience in the interests of consumerism, which vary according to the given moment In this sense, it is explicitly tied to history: it must deal with the images of women in circulation in society (even if set in another period) in order to gain recognition from its audience. It has to stimulate desire, then channel it through identification into the required paths. It negotiates this contradiction between female desire and its containment with diffi​

where she stands out in the closed, moralistic world of the community because of her glamour, youth, and open-minded attitudes {Lockwood's appearance, her clothes, underwrite her "independence of spirit" and are important in giving positive value to her social transgression), she falls passionately in love with a local Lothario (Stewart Granger) whose own tragedy is his impending blindness, which prevents him from going back to war. He is also loved by a faithful woman friend (Patricia Roc), a successful theatre director, who, it becomes clear, sees his blindness as a way of keeping him dependent upon her, the only way she can get him to marry her.

'Hie narrative is extremely convoluted, concentrating on the point-of-vicw of Mar​garet Lock wood, whose status as a 'good woman' is gradually established by the playing off of the desires of its two strong heroines against one another. Lockwood sacrifices her desire so that Granger can regain his sight and Roc can marry him, undertaking a gruelling concert tour for the benefit of British soldiers which brings her close to death. Her self-denial is rewarded by fame as a pianist, and she is released from her promise by Roc, who realises that a marriage based on friendship rather than desire would be hopeless. Lockwood and Granger agree to marry, grasping the happiness of the mo​ment rather than looking for permanence.

Love Story is striking for the way in which it dramatises sexual and emotional con Rids without resolving the contradictions it throws up. Female desire is first mobilised, then channelled by the presentation of two paths: sacrifice or self-interest. Ironically, it is only through sacrifice that Lockwood achieves her desires, but that sacrifice is negated in the film's resolution, which affirms the value of short-term passion rather than long-term fidelity. The film manages to present at one and the same time an ideal of femininity based on sacrifice and denial, a validation of women's desires outside home and family, and an endorsement of monogamy based on ephem​eral passion.

Madonna of the Seven Moons (1945), while dealing with a similar problem of the mobilisation and channelling of female sexual desire, and mounting a critique of marriage based on love without passion, shifts the emphasis of its resolution towards the need for a new kind of independent woman, resourceful and courageous, capable of forming egalitarian relationships with men. This "new woman" is seen to be impor​tant to the founding of a new social order based on honesty and democracy, allowing for the woman's freedom of action, unlike the "old" order based on a religious suppres​sion of women's sexuality. This aspect of the film is interesting in the light of British attitudes to women's freedom of choice in family planning towards the end of the war (see Riley, 1981).

Set in Italy, the film tells the story of a young convent girl who is raped by a peasant, then married off against her wishes to a wealthy merchant, whereupon she leads an apparently saintly life, protected from the outside world by her patient and loving husband. The smooth surface of her existence is. however, troubled by her strange hysterical symptoms, inexplicable to both husband and family doctor, and a crisis is precipitated by the arrival of their daughter, fresh from her education in England (representing the "new democratic order"), who tries to bring her mother round to her own modem ideas (involving much play with fashionable clothes). The mother's "other self" takes over, and she runs away to live as a peasant with her jewel-thief lover. The sexual freedom and passionate fulfillment offered by this "other world" is powerfully

IV

PSYCHOAN U^YSIS, GENDER, AND RACE

Studies of cinema have been vastlv enriched bv the contribu-tions of recent psychoanalytic theory, particularly as propounded by the French theore​tician Jacques Lacan and advanced by such film critics as Christian Metz. Informed by structuralism, psychoanalytic film theory has shifted away from the study of the individ​ual artist, from pathology, and from interpretation of the content of behavior to an examination of how meaning is structured and how this structuring is a paradigm for the spectator's experience of cinema. In psychoanalytic film theory, the screen itself is likened to a mirror and the spectator to the prc-Oedipal child who finds in the image of the film a sense of wholeness associated with this early phase of development prior to the entry of the father and, with him, the child's entry into language and culture, what Jacques Lacan refers to as the Symbolic order.

According to psychoanalytic theory, the language of the unconscious denies history and difference. Moreover, individual subjectivity is constructed in such a way as to guarantee the sense that the world exists to enhance the individual. But this sense of unity is never complete or final, and its provisional nature can be located in language that reveals the fragmentary nature of identification. Psychoanalysis seeks to identify elements that are loci of the repressed and call attention not only to the text's consti​tuted nature but to its roots in repression and misrecognition. Melodrama, because of its stylization, its references to affective experience, its focus on subjectivity and on issues of identity, and its focus on familial relations, becomes a congenial arena for psychoanalytic criticism to explore the ways in which texts construct the subject. This construction is based on the Oedipal conflict and on the experience of sexuality and
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positions, while what is narrated is also psychical. The "subject positions" implied by the melodrama are those of bourgeois art in a bourgeois epoch, while the "represented object" is that of the oedipal drama.

Melodrama and Tragedy

Melodrama originally meant, literally, drama—melos (music) and this eighteenth-century sense survives in the Italian melodramma—grand opera. In its early form melodrama was akin to pastoral, and differentiated from tragedy in that the story usually had a happy end. Not much of the original meaning has survived into later—Victorian and modern-—usages of the term, but the differentiation from tragedy has become, if anything, more marked. The principal differences are two, both of them the result of developments in art forms generally that began in the eighteenth century and were consolidated later. The first of these concerns modes of address and the second the representation of the hcrotine). At the time it should be noted that in many other respects the melodrama is the inheritor of many tragic concerns, albeit transposed to a new situation.

Melodrama as Bourgeois Form

One feature of tragic and epic forms up to (roughly) the eigh​teenth century is that they characteristically deal with kings and princes, while being written by, and for the most part addressed to, members of a less exalted social stratum (The authors, even Homer, are broadly speaking "intellectuals," while the audience is conceived of, however inaccurately, as "the people"). With the advent of the novel (cf. Scarron's "Le Roman Bourgeois") and the "bourgeois tragedy" of the eighteenth cen​tury, the situation changes. Author, audience and subject matter are put on a place of equality. As Raymond Williams has noted (Screen, v. 18 п. 1, Spring 1977), the appeal is directly to "our equals, your equals." Mystified though it may be, the address is from one bourgeois to another bourgeois, and the subject matter is the life of the bourgeoi​sie. This movement of equalisation generally goes under the name of (or is conflated with) realism, but it also characterises forms which in other respects arc not conspicu​ous for their realism, such as the melodrama.

In so far as melodrama, like realism, supposes a world of equals, a democracy within the bourgeois strata (alias bourgeois democracy), it also supposes a world with​out the exercise of social power. The address is to an audience which does not think of itself as possessed of power (but neither as radically dispossessed, disinherited, op​pressed) and the world of the subject matter is likewise one in which only middling
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Provisional Conclusion

Melodrama can thus be seen as a contradictory nexus, in which certain determinations (social, psychical, artistic) are brought together but in which the problem of the articulation of these determinations is not successfully resolved. The importance of melodrama (at least in the versions of it that are due to Ophuls, Minnelli, Sirk) lies precisely in its ideological failure. Because it cannot accommodate its problems, cither in a real present or in an ideal future, but lays them open in their shameless contradictoriness, it opens a space which most Hollywood forms have studi​ously closed off.

A Note on "Family Romance"

The term "family romance," whose interpretation is at issue in the foregoing material, was introduced by Freud in his correspondence with Fliess in 1897-98. Its first mentions (Standard Edition, vol. 1, 244, 265) link it specifically to paranoia, but subsequently its application becomes more extended. Commenting on a story by C. F. Meyer, Die Richterin, which he sees as activating a defence against the memory of an incestuous affair, Freud writes: "The only remarkable thing is that this happens exactly as it does in neurosis. All neurotics create a so-called family romance (which becomes conscious in paranoia); on the one hand it serves the need of self-aggrandisemcnt and on the other as a defence against incest. If your sister is not your mother's child you arc relieved of guilt" {The Origins of Psychoanalysis, p. 256). The major statement of the concept is in the paper "Der Familienroman dcr Neurotiker" (1909: translated as "Family Romances," SE IX, pp. 235-41). Here the child's family romance is seen as part of a movement of estrangement from the parents and as having two stages, one (prepubertal and asexual) in which the existing parents are replaced by superior ones, and a second one (developing from increased sexual knowledge) in which only paternity is challenged and the mother is pictured as engaging in secret infidelities. The motives in this second stage can include sexual curiosity about the mother, a revenge against the parents for punishing sexual naughtiness in childhood and even a revenge against brothers and sisters who are bastardised in the romance

while (in a curious variant) the author sees himself/herself as legitimate. Freud notes: ". . . if there are any other particular interests at work they can direct the course to be taken by the family romance; for its many-sidedness and its great range of applicability enable it to meet every sort of requirement" ("Family Romances," SE IX, 240).

Two points may be made here. The first concerns the "many-sidedness" of this
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