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Summary

This thesis examines the role of music and cultural conceptions of emotion and

‘the teminine’ in gendered characterisation in 1940s melodrama and the woman’s film.

Music in melodrama and the woman’s film predominantly follows the late-19th
century Romantic style of composition. Many theorists have discussed this type of
music 1n film as a signifier of emotion and ‘the feminine’, a capacity in which it is
frequently associated with female characters. The full effect of an association with this
kind of music on either female or male characterisation, however, has not been
examined. This study considers the effects of this association through three stages -
cultural-historical precedents, the generic parameters of melodrama and the woman’s
film and the narrativisation of music in film. The specific study of films involves textual
and mustcal analysis informed by cultural-historical 1deas, film music theory and film
theory. Since female characters are more commonly associated with music in this
context, they form the primary focus of the study. Male musical-emotional

characterisation, while of constant concern, comes under particular scrutiny as the final

stage of the study.

In conclusion I argue that cultural assumptions combine with the formal
representations of film to construct a model of gender based on the idea of ‘inherent’
emotionality. As a definitive element of this dynamic, music functions as more than just
a signifier of emotion. Rather, 1t takes a crucial role in determining how we actually

understand emotion as part of gendered characterisation.



Introduction

"A film of the forties is airing on television. Even though you’re in the next room, you
are likely to find that a certain kind of music will cue you correctly to the presence of
Woman on screen. It 1s as if the emotional excess of this presence must find its outlet

In the euphony of a string orchestra.” (Gorbman 1987, 80)

Across film in general, female characters are commonly associated with
emotion and 1ts representation through music based on the late-19th century Romantic
style. As female emotions become a particular focus of the 1940s melodrama and
woman'’s film, this association reaches what may be considered a natural highpoint.
The inevitability of the particular conception which this promotes of both women and
what they signify within a narrative is suggested in the opening quote from Claudia
Gorbman. This music seems to characterise women less as ‘ordinarnily’ emotional than
to distinguish them through an association with the ‘excessively’ emotional.

This thesis seeks to investigate the apparently accepted conventions of music,
emotion and gender which underlie this association, and to examine how they impact
on both female and male characterisation in film. Since 1t appears to be female
charactenisation which is predominantly informed by these assumptions, the musical-
emotional representation of women will form the initial and most important concern of
the thesis. The study will focus on characterisation in the melodrama and the woman’s

film since, apart from epitomising the representation of female emotions, the woman’s



film 1n particular also targets a specifically female audience. The relationship of male

characters to music will be addressed to a relevant degree in each chapter, before being
re-evaluated according to the findings relating to female characters.

Music 1s, of course, a defining element of the very term ‘melodrama’. It
therefore seems natural that nondiegetic music is prevalent in both the melodrama itself
and the woman’s film as its female-centred variant. The importance of music is also,
however, frequently reflected in its actual thematicisation. Through the involvement of
a character who 1s a (professional or amateur) musician, the interaction of all the
characters with diegetic (but also nondiegetic) music becomes foregrounded. Since it is
likely that such interaction may reflect broader conceptions of music in relation to
emotion and gender, these films offer an obvious sub-generic point of focus

A key element of the study must also, however, be concerned with the potential
range and balance of emotional functions which music can fulfil in film. In particular,
the balance must be addressed between the possibility of music representing a
particular character’s subjectivity, and its capacity for a more independent
interpretation of events or characters. Women in melodrama and the woman’s film, for
example, are often placed in weak or vulnerable social positions. If the music appears
to represent or reflect their emotions as singular characters, however, the imphcations
of such a contradictory strong and privileged narrative position must be investigated.
This raises the question of how close musical representation functions 1n relation to

emotional ‘ownership’, self-expression and agency. Close examination will therefore be

necessary not only of the meaning which the music appears to carry, but also its

relationship to the actions of female characters and their narrative, filmic and generic

context.



tsJ

Music shares a long and complex historical relationship with cultural concepts
of women, men, ‘femininity’, “masculinity’, human emotionality and self-expression. In
order to contextualise their specific configuration in film, Chapter One will therefore
examine elements of this history. Following the lead of film itself, and its prevalent use
of the 19th century style of composition, the primary focus of this survey will be on the
cultural tenets of Romanticism and how they relate to women. These will also be
contextualised, however, within broader historical conceptions of gender which return
to the most ancient archetypes of female musicality, emotionality and sexuality.

A consideration of such historical ‘models’ and i1deas should indicate the
various codes and assumptions which may be at work 1n both film’s general association
of women and music, and its representation of their involvement with actual musical
activity. This will also clanfy the parameters of the study. It should be clear that 1t 1s
not the intention of this survey or indeed the thesis to maintain any inherent connection
between women and music, any ‘natural’ musical mode of expression for either
femaleness or femininity, or indeed any ‘inescapable’ psychological reason why film
music affects audiences as it does. Rather, the emphasis will be on how culture has
positioned women (and men) in relation to music and emotion, as a result of music’s
conceptualisation according to prevalent related defimtions of ‘femininty’,
‘masculinity’ and emotion

The more refined definition of music and emotion as related to cultural
constructions of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ rather than the biological distinctions of
‘male’ and ‘female’ which arises within this survey, will re-open questions of both
gender and genre. In order to relate such definitions to film melodrama, the survey will

also incorporate the generic and musical precedents of theatrical melodrama and 1deas



of the melodramatic mode, as well as the representation of female characters in opera.
From this I will move on to theories of emotional expression and characterisation in
film melodrama, through which I will attempt to establish the broad position in relation
to self-expression and narrative agency which female characters appear to occupy.
Finally, the survey will consider some of the ways in which film music theory has
approached questions of emotion and female characterisation.

Chapter Two will then examine female emotional-musical characterisation in
the woman’s film 1n order to ascertain its general position in relation to the codes
explored 1n Chapter One. Before the following chapters focus on the close relationship
of the musician character to musical creativity and performance, this chapter will
introduce and explore what might be seen as the broader generic parameters. The
woman’s film will be explored in terms of the dynamic between the representation of
the female character’s emotions and subjective experience, and her actual (personal
and/or social) ability to express herself. Since nondiegetic music can be one of the key
ways of conveying unexpressed or inexpressible emotions, the nature of its interaction
with diegetic speech and behaviour therefore becomes a crucial means of ascertaining
the woman’s film’s construction of femaleness. As a result, the study of a particular
film should suggest not only ways in which music reflects the emotional state and

trajectory of the female, but also how women’s personal feelings are regarded and
placed in relation to their social positioning.

Chapter Two’s case study film, Now, Voyager (1942), has in fact been
suggested as more eloquent in terms of 1ts dialogue than the conventional woman’s
film (Gledhill 1987, 36). It also combines various sub-genres of the woman’s film in a

particularly fluid way. Both factors render it eminently appropnate and productive as



an introductory case study. The detail with which the characters express themselves
verbally 1s matched by the eloquence and intricacy of the music which gives voice to
both their silences and the real thoughts, memories and emotions which lie behind their
words. At the same time the importance of the gendered relationship to the voice and
modes of behaviour indicates the necessity of maintaining a study of music as part of
both overall soundtrack analysis and a wider textual and narrative analysis.

Chapter Three will consider the first of three narrative configurations of
musicians and listeners/audiences as diegetic subject matter, foregrounding the
relationship of music to character as part of the wider narrative operation of the film.
The first of these will examine the female character reacting to both diegetic music and
its male creator or performer, and will consider her positioning as both listener and
potential muse. This will also involve examination of the representation of the male
musician, his apparent relationship to music and his (conscious or unconscious) role in
relation to his female listener.

This will not only develop the 1deas of the woman’s relationship to her own
emotions, voice and (mainly) nondiegetic music suggested in Chapter Two, but will
also consider the importance of broader musical and narrative 1ssues to an
understanding of this specific scenario. Before the musician and listener can be closely
examined, this chapter will therefore consider the possible purposes and eftects of
including diegetic music within the story, the musician as an object of biographical
representation and the wider nature of the performer-audience/listener relationship.

The case study of Letter from an Unknown Woman (1948) concentrates mainly
on its representation of the female listener. It focuses on the gendered tension between

respected ideas of ‘Romanticism’ pertinent to 19th century music and the related (and



sometimes denigrated) concept of ‘romance’. This tension is expressed through a
particular and perhaps unique twist on the pattern which appears more conventional to
male musician-female listener narratives. It suggests the woman’s (notably
youthful/immature) capacity for romantic elaboration as entirely responsible for a
lifetime of “errant’ perception and action. At the same time as taking a partially critical
stance on her point of view, however, it also appears to sympathise with her. It
admires the veracity and strength of her emotions and mocks the blandness and
pomposity of her ‘realistic’ alternatives. It therefore provides an excellent text through
which to ascertain attitudes towards the woman and her own ‘feminine’ emotional (and
musical) imagination.

Chapters Four and Five, while continuing the examination of the musician
character, also provide a contrast through nationality (both case study films are British)
and type of musician (both are composers as well as pertormers). The subject matter of
both Love Story (1944) and Dangerous Moonlight (1941) concerns the relationship of
the home front to combat in World War II. The existing social codification of
melodrama and gendered characterisation 1s therefore targeted towards very particular
propagandist ends. The extremity of the situations into which this places characters,
however, actually seems to highlight the processes of constructing and testing 1deas of
gender and emotion. At a time when emotions are placed under extraordinary pressure
both in reality and fictitious representation, the role of nondiegetic music’s ‘mute’
signification and diegetic music’s non-denotative communication becomes particularly
fascinating,

In what might be presumed to be an antidote to the male musician-female

listener relationship, Chapter Four will turn to the ways in which cinema has attempted



to represent the temale musician and/or composer. In particular, this will consider how
the temale relationship to active creativity is conceptualised, and whether Romantic
ideas of the necessary constitution of the artist are still in evidence It will also balance

Chapter Three’s consideration of the female as (musical or non-musical) muse with an

assessment of the extent to which the Siren survives as a ‘model’ for active female
musicality and related behaviour. As a result, it will consider the apparently
problematic nature of representing a positive characterisation of the active female
musician. The case study of Love Story will examine the measures by which a film may
attempt to make possible or even mitigate a respectable but active female musicality.
While aspects of the nondiegetic score will be considered, the main focus of this
chapter will be on the relationship of its central female protagonist to her own musical

performance. This offers the most extreme point at which she is confronted with the

musical representation of her own emotions.
Finally, Chapter Five will consider what happens across a range of genres when
film represents male characters through a more conventionally ‘female’ style of music,

so raising the question of femininity as a necessary element to the construction of

masculinity. The case study of Dangerous Moonlight will examine both women and
men 1n relation to music. The account of the female listener in this case will ofter a
more explicit critique of the female emotional-musical characteristics examined 1n
Chapter Two. The most important focus, however, will be on the effect on male
charactenisation of foregrounding a relationship to music, creativity and difterent types
of emotion. This will open up the question of music and male characterisation for
further discussion, while also continuing to explore the apparent persistence, and

perhaps even positive promotion of female musical stereotypes.



In conclusion, I will draw together my findings from each chapter and case
study to offer a definition of gendered characterisation based on the interaction of
cultural assumptions and cinematic-musical representation. I will argue that the
representation of gender in melodrama and the woman’s film is still informed by a
combination of Romantic conceptions of emotion, music and gender and more ancient
archetypes of musical, emotional, sexual and (anti-)social behaviour. Following from
this, I will suggest a broad model for gendered characterisation which extends beyond
the generic boundanes of the original case study texts. This will reconfigure the
representation of gender according to a balance of emotion and control which is
formed through a combination of (cultural) expectation and (filmic) evidence. As a
result, I will suggest the crucial role of music less as just a signifier of emotion and

more as a part of the way in which we actually understand emotion within the

constitution of gender.



Chapter One

The Siren and the Muse: Ideas of Gender, Emotion and Subjectivity in Music

and Film

"Musical performance provides an excellent context for observing and understanding
any society’s gender structure because similar notions of power and control often lie at
the heart of both gender and musical/social dynamics’ (Austern after Koskoff in

Austern 1994, 83).

In her book Unheard Melodies, Claudia Gorbman points out that the musical
meaning evident in film was by no means ‘invented’ for the exclusive purposes of
sound cinema. It already enjoyed a long tradition in other musical-dramatic forms,
most recently those of the 19th century (1987, 85). While the influence of the
Romantic style of composition on 1940s film music seems to be universally
acknowledged, the potential inheritance of related constructions of gender and emotion

has not been fully examined.

This chapter will therefore consider the histonical relationship of conceptions of
musitc, gender and emotion, particularly as they relate to women. The survey will
centre mainly on the ways in which Romanticism conceptualised and gendered 1deas of
emotion and emotional expression through the related forms of music, melodrama and

opera. This will be framed within the broader context of ancient models of female
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emotionality, sexuality and music, and will lead to a consideration of the position of
women 1n film melodrama and their emotional representation through its music. As a
result of this, I will argue that film in the 1940s burdens many of its female characters
with what might be seen as a Romantic relationship to music which carries with it both
psychological and physical implications.

The prevalence and frequent diegetic foregrounding of music in those genres
centred on the emotional (and even medical) trajectories of women, suggests a degree
of conflation of Romantic ideas of the ‘feminine’ and the ‘female’. The apparent
inevitability with which the classical film style adopts contemporaneous thinking on
gender and music therefore appears to result in a frustratingly restrictive emotional
position for both female and male characters. The musical representation of emotion
suggests the transcendent nature of the woman’s interiority. At the same time,
however, 1t demonstrates its inevitable frustration or destructive power in the context
of contemporary (or historical) social mores or 19th century i1deas of the female
constitution. The possibility of introducing a feminine aspect to male trajectories, on
the other hand, remains for the most part restricted to very specifically and carefully

contextualised ‘glimpses’ of what lies beneath the otherwise controlled and socially

acceptable exterior.

Historical Concepts of Female Creativity and Performance in Music

There have been a number of prominent female composers and musicians
throughout history, and women have been involved in playing music (or singing) in a

variety of historical and social contexts. Recent re-examination of musical history and
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culture, however, suggests that there has nevertheless always been a problematic
element to the relationship of women, emotion and (Western classical) music. The
origins of this difficulty have been traced by writers such as Christine Battersby and
Charles Segal as far back as the earliest records of Western culture. The narrative
patterns which Segal locates in ancient Greek mythology already appear to construct
and divide the female character according to a particular configuration of physicality,
sexuality, the voice and music. This in turn seems inextricably linked to her place
within an ordered patriarchal society (1994, 17-21). Segal suggests that such
characterisations may be informed by a fear of female sexuality, or perhaps rather the
male fear of his own sexuality and a resultant desire to exercise control over women.
Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, the idea of the musical woman seems immediately
linked to the popular mythological figures of the Siren and the Muse.

The ternfyingly strong and irresistible sexuality and musicality of the Siren exist
solely for the purpose of seducing and destroying men. The physically subdued Muse
dedicates her voice and music to the glory of men, inspiring their hearts and minds with
her ethereal and pure beauty. It 1s not difficult, however restrictive these
characterisations may seem, and however clear their ideological purpose may be, to see
how they may continue to inform representations of female behaviour. The terms
‘siren’ and ‘muse’ are in fact frequently used to describe the social and sexual
demeanour of women even without any musical reference. The specificity of their
mythological origin, however, emphasises their constitution according to the idea of
the indivisibility of vocality and musicality from such behaviour. They are therefore
distinguished by both the style and the purpose of their self-expression from such

comparative non-musical figures as the ‘virgin’” and the ‘whore’



Feminist music theorists such as Susan McClary and Marcia J. Citron,
tollowing sociological theories of the dynamic interaction of cultural/artistic and social
codes, suggest that music acts as a means of rehearsing and negotiating various models
of gender construction (McClary 1991, 7-8; Citron 1993, 121). It is therefore possible
that musical forms may contribute to a perpetuation of these female ‘types’ maintaining
women, following the definitions of writers such as Reina Lewis (1992), Homi Bhabha,
Edward Said (both 1n 1bid., Chapter 1) and Leo Treitler (1993), as ‘Other’ to
respectable male society.

Wrnters such as Linda Phyllis Austern, Leslie C. Dunn and Arthur Loesser
accordingly suggest that during the Renaissance, women’s conception as ‘siren’ or
‘muse’ was dependent on their use of music according to prevailing (male) social
codes. According to Austern, the socially acceptable and desirable woman should not
threaten the (apparently vulnerable) self-control of masculimity. She was therefore
required to exercise a demure and proper use of music purely for her own spiritual
edification or consolation. The most notable edict in this respect appears to have been
that her musicality should be hidden from men (Austern 1989, 431 & 436). If a woman
performed music in front of a man, her embodiment of the most powerful sensual
partnership of femininity and music may be too physically exciting, seducing the man
into corrupt thoughts and conduct. The choice between these options seems to have
lain firmly with the woman, so that any effect on men was considered entirely the result
of her conscious intention (1bid., 434).

At the same time as women were apparently capable of exercising such
mythical musical power, physiological theory was mobilised to prove that they were

both mentally and physically incompatible with the processes of higher artistic
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creativity. Women were condemned by a conception of the female constitution which
precluded the possibility of intellectual superiority (dependent as this was on the
allegedly exclusively male ‘possession’ of rational ‘ingenium’). She was allegedly
subject to the biologically-dictated ‘hysteria’ rather than the more masculine and
potentially inspirational ‘melancholy’. This therefore rendered her 0o emotional,
subjective and, as Battersby points out ‘foo original’ to be capable of great creativity in
contemporaneous terms (1989, 48).

Romanticism’s revaluation of these very qualities made paramount the artist’s
subjective, emotional and therefore apparently ‘feminine’ experience of the world.
While this should have deified women as ‘natural’ to the processes of creativity, the
male prerogative of cultural superiority appears to have dictated otherwise. As a result
of significant reconceptualisations of gender construction, writers such as Battersby,

McClary and Citron demonstrate how the place ot the female was ‘re-denigrated’ in

terms of musical/artistic understanding and creativity.

The elevation of a feminine sensibility arose from Romanticism’s concern with
encapsulating the verbally indescribable inner ‘essence’ of things, rather than merely

their external appearances. Music was perceived able to appeal directly and

immediately to the senses, and so to bypass more concrete and denotative forms of
representation. It was therefore allowed to be proclaimed ‘the most Romantic of all the
arts ... [which] might almost be said to be the sole purely Romantic one’ (Hoffmann

quoted in Dahlhaus 1989, 22). Instrumental music in particular was seen to epitomise
this in the ‘absolute’ music which eschewed ‘“‘extramusical” functions and programs’

to “sublimate’ or “‘exalt” itself above the boundarnies of the finite to an intimation of

the infinite’ (Dahlhaus 1989, 60). In this, the Romantics apparently felt they had found
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the ideal of aesthetic autonomy. Since a feminine sensibility rendered the artist almost
"at one’ with the most basic and powerful forces of nature, however, nothing short of
the most masculine strength and virility could allow the individual to withstand its
dramatic impact.

There 1s nothing apparently inherent in such an androgynous model to preclude
women from creativity. Cultural and physiological constructions of femininity and the
female, however, nevertheless seem to have conspired to once again promote a male
monopoly of the arts. The elevation of intuition, emotion and imagination may have
feminised the artist’s soul but his body, providing his essential supporting strength,
remained necessarily male (Battersby 1989, 10). Masculine strength allowed the male
artist to experience the most extreme perceptions of a feminine soul. He therefore
transcended and sublimated the (denigrated) biology which still bound women
inextricably to ‘procreative and domestic duties which would take up all their (limited)
energy’ (1bid., 5 & 8)

The temale body, still being conceptualised according to long-outdated medical
tdeas of the debilitating effects (on women only) of ‘the vapours’, was considered too
physically fragile to withstand the ngours of sublime contemplation. A woman
attempting a male level of creativity would therefore be punished by ‘madness and
disease’ (ibid., 130). The male artist’s perceived God-like originality allowed him to
write music ‘for an imaginary public, for the future, and if possible for “etermty™”
(Einstein 1947, 16). This appears to be contrasted, in general, with a much more
modest female access to artistic creativity.

Perhaps inevitably, the models of creativity available to women hardly seem to

have measured up to those presented to men. As Loesser’s account of Liszt (1955,



367) and Heinrich Heine’s description of Paganini (quoted in Whittall 1987, 45)
suggest, the i1dea of the Romantic male artist appears to find its apotheosis in the
mysterious deity that 1s the ‘virtuoso’. This character may have held a particular appeal
as an ‘inevitable’ result of the 19th century’s perceived emancipation of the individual
(Emnstein 1947, 9) and as the ideal of the (male) personality controlling nature. At the

same time, however, there was a general growth of interest in music which was

‘largely centred around the piano’ (Chanan 1994, 27) in both domestic and concert

settings. Loesser accordingly suggests that the rising public interest in the piano

virtuoso during the early 19th century indicates

[t]he 1dea of the piano as ‘machinery’ ... [as a] symbol of liberty, of

man’s freedom of thought and enterprise; ... [an] overthrow of

inhibitions and prohibitions in [the] quest for mastery over nature

(1955, 348).

A figure such as Liszt therefore becomes both a personification of
contemporaneous 1deals and a man of tremendous personal (physical and sexual)
power. He ‘[did] battle with the gods alone, with his two bare hands, leaving an echo
of octave thunder and a debris of smashed pianos in his wake’ (1bid., 370). He also, by
some accounts, left a veritable debnis of women. According to historical accounts cited
by Loesser, Liszt commonly evoked hysterical reactions from women fans, such as the

Princess Christina Belgiojoso. She apparently ‘sometimes evinced such overpowenng

music-inspired emotion that she needed to be carried out’ (ibid., 367).
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Such powerful personal imagery and charisma was not, however, perhaps so

easily available to most aspiring female artists. Apart from any perceived physical

constraints, their relationship to creativity appears to have remained mediated, as in the
Renaissance, by contemporaneous ideas of feminine propriety. The continuing social
perception of the danger and aberration of active female sexuality rendered the ‘loss of
identity involved 1n a passionate experience of the sublime’ too dangerous for a
respectable and ‘feminine” woman (Lewis 1996, 179). Even to perform, particularly as
a singer, could call an unseemly amount of attention to the body. Naturally, this would
be interpreted in an entirely different way to the impressive physical display of the male
virtuoso (Goodwin 1994, 68).

With the 19th century ‘re-allocation’ of active and destructive sexuality to
working-class and colonial women came the ideal of a respectable lack of middle-class
female sexuality (Lewis 1996, 54; Goodwin 1994, 68). This seems appropnately
reflected 1in an 1dealised role as a partially educated ‘companion’ and Muse-like
inspiration to a superior husband (Battersby 1989, 121). Alternatively, restrained self-
expression was possible through the delicacy and triviality of those ‘occupations

superficially related to the fine arts’ known as ‘accomplishments’ (Loesser 1955, 267).

Women, Femininity and Emotion in Musical and Dramatic Representation

While Romanticism may have played a part in perpetuating the
problematisation of certain aspects of women and musicality, it has been suggested that
it also inhented a retated musical semiotics of gender. This has been traced by Treitler

within early developments in Western classical music, and by Austern and McClary as
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informing 16th and 17th century music and the stile rappresentativo of early opera
respectively (Austern 1993; McClary 1991, Chapter 2). According to these writers.
this followed cultural gender constructions by coding music as masculine according to
qualities such as clarity, reason and strength of purpose in either vigour or sobriety
(Treitler 1993, 27). Music was coded feminine if tending to features such as
ornamentation, elaboration, improvisation, variation and chromaticism (see, for
example, Austern 1993, 351-352).

This musical ‘realisation’ of the perceived excessive emotionality, sexuality and
caprice of femininity apparently gave rise to a style which could inflame the passions
even when performed by male actors (Austern 1994, 89). McClary even suggests that
1t may potentially have precipitated a crisis in gender representation in connection with
the first operatic hero (1991, 48). Setting such codes also, however, allowed the
demonstration of a controlled state of respectable and socially acceptable femininity
through an appropnately controlled style of music (Austern 1994, 91).

Whatever the ngidity and universality of such a methodology for female
representation, its influence seems apparent all the way through to 20th century
musical 1deas of ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ femininity. Simplicity, tunefulness and
modesty of scale, for example (as well as domestic settings and utility of purpose
rather than pretensions to eternity), are suggested by Citron as characteristic
preferences of 19th century female composers and listeners (1993, 132). These
qualities appear reflected in the musical style accorded to socially acceptable and
sexually respectable female operatic characters as identified by both Citron (ibid., 74)

and McClary (1991, 57). The expectation of female musical ‘delicacy’ then only seems

confirmed by the suggestion in 1903 that composer Ethyl Smyth had “successtully
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emancipated herself from her sex’ through her strident compositional style and full
brass orchestration (review of Der Wald quoted in Citron 1993, 68).

The elaboration and chromaticism connotative of dangerously ‘excessive’
femininity, however, seems to be epitomised in a particular kind of female character.
According to Sarah Webster Goodwin, the association of female singing with physical
and sexual display marginalised professional performers in particular as ‘figurative
cultural courtesans’ (1994, 69). The style and the performer in combination may
therefore have proved dangerously close to the archetypal Siren. Whatever forms this
may have taken in terms of ‘real’ performing women, it seems to find its dramatic
apotheosis in the figure of the ‘powerful’ female operatic character. This fictitious
woman was so sexually and/or emotionally overdetermined as often to warrant the
label of ‘madwoman’ (McClary 1991, Chapter 4).

The 1dea of music as the purest communication of emotion or ‘essence’,
particularly in its removal from spoken language, allowed it a very particular kind of
dramatic role in both opera and melodrama. In the dynamic relationship between
expression and repression or restriction which can be 1dentified in both of these
musical-dramatic forms, music can potentially be seen as occupying a quasi-
independent position. It is constituted at once as a narrative-thematic element, a non-
denotative but highly meaningful language 1n itself and a stylistic means of inflecting
almost every other mode of (visual and verbal) representation. It has the potential to
support and deepen, comment upon with irony or even completely contradict the
surface appearance, words or actions of the drama.

This indicates numerous and diverse questions which could be raised in relation

to the broad operation of music. Both melodrama and opera, however, share to some
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extent the suspicion of language as a carrier of complete or genuine meaning.
Furthermore, the woman’s film frequently makes the female character’s musical-
emotional representation coincide with her vocal disempowerment, controlled silence
or evidence of the sheer inadequacy of spoken language to her full self-expression.
This suggests that an examination of the earlier dramatic forms in terms of the
gendered interaction of music with access to the voice and self-expression may be
particularly appropnate. This will be informative in terms of both looking forward to
those films conventionally labelled ‘melodrama’, and in gaining a wider understanding
of melodramatic elements across all genres.

Theorists such as Christine Gledhill, Peter Brooks and Thomas Elsaesser
suggest that although the inception of melodrama as a particular theatrical form can be
traced through specific political, social and cultural circumstances through the 18th and
19th centunes, melodrama as a mode of representation proves less historically specific.
Crucial to this timelessness, Gledhill suggests, 1s the interdependent and continually
developing relationship of melodrama and realism. In these terms, melodrama’s power
comes from its capacity to respond to the idea of the individual as subject to the

particular social conditions, restrictions, anxieties and taboos of the time (Gledhill

1987, 32). Consequently,

whether melodrama takes its categories from Victorian morality or
modern psychology, its enactment of the continuing struggle of good
and evil forces running through social, political and psychic life draws
into a public arena desires, tears, values and 1dentities which lie beneath

the surface of the publicly acknowledged world (ibid., 33).
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By definition, however, the drives of realism and melodrama are radically different.
Realism assumes that the world is ‘capable of both adequate explanation and
representation’ (ibid., 31). Brooks’ ahistorical conception of the melodramatic mode,
on the other hand, leads Gledhill to suggest that it ‘has no such confidence, for it
attests to forces, desires, and fears which, though no longer granted metaphysical
reality, nevertheless appear to operate in human life independently of rational
explanation’ (1ibid., 31).

Romanticism reconceptualised the artist as possessing ‘natural’ and ‘Divine’
powers of creation, thus elevating the practice and experience of art to quasi-religious

proportions (Citron 1993, 143). Brooks locates the origins of the melodramatic mode

in a similar desire for transcendent meaning, particularly in the face of post-
Enlightenment crisis over the structural existence of God. The resultant sacrilization of
the self, meant that melodrama came to represent ‘both the urge toward resacrilization
and the tmpossibility of conceiving sacrilization other than in personal terms’ (Brooks
1976, 16).

The context for such representations may have been established by 18th
century sentimental drama and novels, with their exploration of ‘private teelings and
interiorised codes of morality and conscience’ (Elsaesser 1972, 45), and their
‘democratisation’ of structures of moral justice (Gledhill 1987, 17). Brooks claims,
however, that such bourgeois forms lacked ‘the heroic dimensions, overt excitement
land] ... cosmic ambitions which melodrama would yield’ (1976, 83). Melodrama went
further, therefore, than merely exploring personal emotions. By placing moral impetus
within the sphere of human, rather than Divine control, it re-presented the possibility of

transcendence ‘in the play of the ethical mind’ (1bid., 22).
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Underpinning dramatic representations of realistic social situations, the forces
of good and evil were shown to be at play through characters who, rather than being
tully individually developed, were invested with broader spiritual and ideological
significance. Their every word and gesture thus referred metaphorically to an
alternative world of psychic and mythic ‘truth’. Even though the genre concerned itself
thematically with scenarios of everyday life, in what Brooks (after Diderot) terms ‘the
drama ot the ordinary’ (1bid., 13), any potential for naturalism was eschewed in favour
of ‘the exploitation of the dramatics and excitement discoverable within the real’ (ibid.,
13). The melodramatic mode therefore developed a dual-layered text. It presented the
surface of the everyday, while actually seeking to break through that facade in order to
reveal the real emotional, ethical and moral ‘truth’ of the world and its inhabitants.

The suspicion of the potential superficiality and inadequacy of spoken
communications 1s therefore a characternistic of the melodramatic mode. It finds that
truth, rather than residing in the concrete meaning of language, 1s more likely to be
understood through the desemanticised ‘gesture’ of non-denotative signs (ibid., 9-11).
These encompass performance style, physical gestures, tone of voice, mise-en-scene
and, of course, music. Thomas Elsaesser reconfigures this emphasis on gesture in film
melodrama as ‘an expressive code, ... a particular form of dramatic mise-en-scene,
characterised by a dynamic use of spatial and musical categornes, as opposed to
intellectual or literary ones’ (1972, 51). He also, however, suggests the eftect of a
generically imposed control on the characters. The overt subjection of melodramatic

characters to the pressures and expectations of a specific social context, denies them

access to ‘strong’ gestures. As a result,
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[t]he tellingly impotent gesture, the social gaffe, the hysterical outburst
replaces any more directly liberating or self-annihilating action, and the
cathartic violence of a shoot-out or a chase becomes an inner violence.,

often one which characters turn against themselves (ibid., 56).

While the ethic of “total expressivity’ (Brooks 1976, 11) is definitive of melodrama.,
this clearly indicates a division between what can be effected within the social world of
the diegesis, and the underlying meaning which can only be evident to the audience and
perhaps the specific characters involved. As a result of this evidently displaced

expressivity, melodrama has been described as a genre or style of the return of the

repressed (see, for example, Elsaesser 1972).

Music may initially have been part of the theatrical genre, along with other
‘gestural’ systems such as pantomime and dumb show, as a result of legal restrictions
on performance involving speech (Gledhill 1987, 18). Its particular importance in
terms of its expressive, narrative and cohesive capacities, however, led to ‘the
emerging genre’s appropriation of the French term “mélo-drame™” (ibid., 19). While
obviously not the only desemanticised language at work in melodrama, it does enjoy an
obviously definitive role, whether through its actual presence or by infusing other
elements with its ‘ineffable’ qualities of ‘[s]tyle, thematic structunng, modulations of
tone and rhythm and voice - musical patterning in a metaphorncal sense’ (Brooks 1976,
14). Its very particular capacity as a system of sounds which eschews the specificities
of concrete language, seems to provide the most stark contrast to the ‘rational” world
of the diegesis and therefore the strongest expression of the urge for personal escape.

According to Robert Lang, therefore: ‘In melodrama’s use of music, especially. we
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identity an impulse to fly free of the codifications of the symbolic’ (quoted in Flinn

1992, 133).

Clearly also, working in physical separation from the ‘realities’ of the diegetic
world, music is particularly adept at proving the existence of Brooks’ moral universe.
which “though put into question, ... does exist and can be made to assert its presence
and categorical force among men’ (1976, 20). Brooks extends this to suggest the
operatic aria as the ‘natural” outcome of the Romantic melodramatic monologue and
the genre’s recourse to the ‘gestural trope of the inarticulate’ (ibid., 49 & 75). This
therefore coincides with the idea of operatic music’s potential for evidencing the
emotional truth behind a fagade of words, or giving wider significance to sung
statements 1n a way that even the characters themselves may not comprehend (Abbate
1991, 156).

Opera’s use of music to allow more telling representations of character
interiority than words alone could achieve, offers a particularly compelling model for
later cinematic configurations of gender, emotion and music. Representations of
women in opera, as well as through actual music within drama and the description of
music within poetry, frequently reveal what McClary terms the ‘double framing’ of
women (1991, 85). Such texts not only present contemporaneous artistic (and social)
definitions of femininity, but also internalise and thematicise its patnarchal
Interpretation, translation and containment (ibid., 85). This structure 1s dependent on
music’s melodramatic capacity to secretly reveal more of the woman than she may care

or be able to tell. as well as the ability of the musical-dramatic narrative to present

‘private’ moments of female emotional/musical self-expression which would normally



be considered inappropriate for public display (see, for example, Austern 1994_ 84:
McClary 1991, 50)

According to McClary, shifts in cultural attitudes towards open emotional
expression resulted in a re-marking of the eloquent women of 17th century opera as
weak and vulnerable. As a result, female suffering soon became a kind of ‘spectacle
for the delectation of the patriarchal audience (1991, 50). As the emotions of these
women were examined by a male culture of self-control and order, however, with their
‘weak’ tendency to emotional outpourings allowing the revelation of the ‘real’ nature
of temimimty, they were found to evince a somewhat paradoxical power.

Whether conceptualised as the (sexually titillating) madwoman, or the betrayed
female expressing her grief and anger, women were found to be passionate,
‘insubordinate or [socially] threatening’, rather than pleasantly compliant, demure and
demonstrably controlled (ibid., 49-50). McClary suggests this as a rehearsal of the real
social fear of the growing success, professionalism and resistance of women at the
time. The operatic text presented the excesses of the woman in order to demonstrate,
in turn, the desirability and necessity of her containment, control and, as Clément
demonstrates, even her destruction in death (ibid., 50; Clément 1988).

Appropriately, the musical devices employed to represent such outbursts drew,
according to McClary, Citron and Gretchen A. Wheelock, on those elements of music
which were simultaneously conceptualised as weak and yet powertully subversive
within musical structures. These included the flonid style of what McClary terms the
‘rhetoric of seduction’ (1991, 39), minor tonalittes and the excessive ornamentation
and elaboration already discussed in relation to ideas of ‘dangerous’ femininity (Citron

1993, 72-73: Wheelock 1994, 211 & 217). This musical treatment of women recalls



Jacques Attali’s suggestion that the organised systems of music demonstrate the
possibility of ordered society by their containment and control of elements of (social)
‘noise’ (1985).

In this context, the feminine musical expressions of the overtly emotional or
sexual woman place her as ‘Other’ to the masculine codes of rational clarity.
According to Attali’s ideas, patriarchal society must take control of subversive
elements of femininity in order to define its own superior power. In a similar way, the
musical structure exhibits its own ‘noise’ in order to demonstrate the return and
eventual dominance of its own ‘patriarchal’ masculine codes (ibid.). McClary suggests
that this parallel 1s intensified by the stronger structural drive towards tonal closure
which developed duning the 18th century. The desire for musical resolution and closure
underlines the already salutary social necessity of neutralising the disruptive female
(1991, 14).

The coincidence of such ‘male’ musical framing of women with dramatic
representations of patriarchal systems of control, means that their emotional and sexual
containment becomes the prerogative of male operatic characters as much as the
(male) composer. The musical codes of excessive temimmnity may allow the composer
to indulge in some of his most ‘musical’ writing (ibid., 102). They also, however,
enable the creation of a protective distance between the represented woman and both
the audience and the creator himself. This consequently removes the fear of the
possible ‘contagion’ of her madness (ibid., 85-86). It 1s through male musical codes

that the excessively emotional or sexual woman is constructed and theretore distanced

from masculinity. Male musical and narrative systems then demonstrate her eventual

containment within stronger rational forces.
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In a similar way to the operations of dramatic song or Romantic poetry
considered by Dunn (1994) and Goodwin (1994) respectively, the artists and
characters representative of patriarchal control can therefore segment and reconfigure
women’s excessive expressivity in order to reduce its horrific social implications. The
shifting attitudes towards emotionality in the 19th century which, according to
McClary, actually allowed the gradual (and welcome) ‘contagion’ of the masculine
frame by the feminine influence (1991, 66-67), could therefore nevertheless be
countered. Perhaps again because of real social fears which conceptualised women’s
growing ambition and resistance as ‘pathological’, female characters became more
openly threatening and disruptive to the typically victimised male. This therefore
necessitated increasingly violent and spurtous narrative and tonal closure (1bid., 100).

Opera therefore marked music as both expressive and repressive of temale
characters in an extremely complex way. In the first place, as McClary points out, 1t
replaced the previous silence of the symptoms of insanity characteristic of the
‘madwoman’ with an actual (and necessary) musical voice (ibid., 85). The greater
access to subjectivity which it offered for female characterisation gave the mark ot
authenticity to women’s emotions and a greater depth to their spoken words. It also
suggested a crucial potential to surpass their eventual narrative deteat with the
powerfully resonant memory of their disturbingly “dissonant’ voices (Wheelock 1994,
221: Abbate 1991). The independence of musical codes from those of the words and
visual elements of the drama, however, nevertheless allowed the potential mobilisation
of ‘weak’ and ‘feminine’ musical devices to undermine the validity of even the most

apparently strong and sincere characterisations and self-protessions (Citron 1993, 72).
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Although given a voice for her excesses, the woman is therefore represented
according to male codes and is subject to validation or undermining at the will of a
male composer. As she freely expresses her emotions, her private suffering becomes a
public spectacle. At the same time, she is distanced by compositional and narrative
devices from the audience for the purposes of their own safety’ in contemplation.
Finally, she is seen to require both narrative and musical ‘silencing’, a point which is
emphasised all the more violently as her feminine influence begins to seriously threaten
or undermine male control.

Chrnistine Gledhill suggests that 19th century melodrama was not seen as a
specifically feminine/female genre. She does, however, acknowledge the particular
position of the female character in a genre where a certain moral power is accorded to
those groups considered socially, economically or physically vulnerable and who
theretore “‘command protection’ (1987, 21). Melodrama “““sides with the powerless™
(Vicinus quoted in ibid., 21), incorporates an ‘intense quality of wish-fulfilment’
(Williams 1984, 301) and concentrates on the social microcosm of home and family.

This results in a

domestic sphere where women and children predominate as
protagonists whose only power derives from virtuous suffering ..

[which] emerges as an important source of specifically female wish-

fulfilment (ibid., 301).

Melodrama also, however. highlighted the delicate emotionality of women as

significant within a culture which, while valuing sensibility as a mark of virtue, found
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its testament through tears to produce ‘contradictions for the ideology of masculinity’
(Gledhill 1987, 34). Female characters therefore became the central locus of the
evocation and legitimisation of emotion in the narrative, while ‘Victorian patriarchs
could weep publicly over the female victim, in demonstration of renewed feeling and
virtue’ (1ibid., 34).

Early cinema inherited melodramatic modes almost by default. It seems,
however, that the development of sound technology in particular consolidated what
was an already pervasive distinction between such nostalgic forms and the new ‘realist’
conception of cinema. At the same time, the previously valued mode of emotional
sensibility now became denigrated as ‘mere’ sentimentality. Against the “classic’ genres
espousing masculine cultural values, the melodrama took on a negative association

with “the juvenile and the popular, the feminised spheres of the women’s weepie, the

romance or family melodrama’ (ibid., 34).

In this light, 1t 1s interesting to note the effective reconfiguration of the term
‘romantic’ as it becomes associated with the female/feminised realm. Rather than
sublime contemplation and grandiose onginality, it tends to suggest a love story. As an
all-consuming interest in love seems to become attributed primarily to women, their
capacity or compulsion to romanticise appears to become attached to their vision of
men and relationships. While this may harness the imaginative potential of the female,
it also places her in a difficult position regarding denigrated ideas of emotional
sensibility. The degree ot love which she experiences and the importance which she
accords to her relationship seems somehow to become redolent of a kind of
misguidedly errant and excessive level of idealisation and expectation. Even outside of

the love story as a specific category, the melodramatic woman’s motivation according
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to what appears to be the truth and depth of her emotions may mark her, her story and
her sympathetic female audience as overly-emotional, even stupidly sentimental and
certainly ‘unrealistic’.

As this thesis deals with the potential influence of 19th century ideas of the
feminine on 20th century female emotional characterisation, such a basic shift in
thinking 1s clearly crucial. As the subsequent case study chapters in fact demonstrate,
the distinction between the ‘pure’ ideas of Romanticism and the denigratory
representation of the emotionally ‘confused’/overdetermined woman, may even be
mobilised as a narrative device in melodrama and the woman’s film. In such cases,
however, the frequent difficulty in determining the exact distinction between a
‘Romantic’ and a ‘romantic’ sensibility can make the correct use of terminology
problematic. It 1s therefore important at the outset to make my use of the terms
‘Romantic’ and ‘romantic’ as clear as possible. Following the lead of the
reconfiguration itself, the term ‘Romantic’ will be used only where a clear appeal to the
original tenets of 19th century cultural thought or concepts of the artist/musician is
suggested. The term ‘romantic’ will be used 1n connection with those emotions relating
to love, relationships or fantasising about the love object, which are most commonly
examined in 1940s melodrama and the woman’s film as experienced by female

characters towards male characters. Any areas of overlap or confusion between the

two terms should then be easier to identify and examine.’

el

' This may also imply a related slippage between the 19th century ideas of transcendence and
universalism and the use of the term ‘transcendent’ to describe female emotions 1n certain filmic and
film-musical contexts. As the emotions become denigrated and more specifically associated with
perceived female realms such as love and motherhood. so the 1dea of female emotions as transcendent
may adopt a more specific meaning. Rather than transcending normal human. 1.e. male expernence,
the representation of female emotions may allow women to transcend the more specific restrictions
and propriety of the social/emotional role allowed them within patrniarchy. Their emotions therefore
transcend cvervday “normality” and become universal in representing the “pure’. unsullied. innate
emotionality of the female sex as ‘the woman in love’ or ‘the mother’. While this offers an incredibly
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Despite cinema’s concern with more contemporary manifestations of morality
and personal responsibility, the ‘highly ambivalent field” (ibid., 35) which theatrical
melodrama had produced for women therefore remained intact. Film melodrama’s
ultimate valuation of moral and emotional virtue over social standing, and its gendered
dynamic of sensibility and control, converged to position the feminine, music and
emotion as primarily appropriate to the female realm. At the same time, however, the
continuation of (nondiegetic) music’s quasi-independent position in relation to other
narrative elements highlighted a paradox in the generic desire for the victimised
character’s resonating moral and emotional superiority.

Such unfortunate protagonists are offered a very particular kind of victory.
This 1s defined by their steadfastness in the face of an insoluble/intolerable situation,
their ability to rise above a normal (and even forgivable) level of human selfishness, or
even thetr destruction at the hands of vicious and unjust social structures. This kind of
superiority 1s evidenced through the more essential terms of non-representational
gesture. The oppressed character may therefore emerge morally victorious even if s/he
never gains the right to actual power (or to speech and full verbal self-expression), or
indeed even if s/he appears to fail in the face of the immediate social context. In much
the same way as Abbate and Wheelock suggest can happen in opera, the
emotional/musical ‘voice’ of the victimised woman 1n film melodrama may therefore
remain resonant and disturbingly memorable, despite her verbal silence and/or ultimate

subjugation to patriarchal social structures.

— - - S ————  — v _- - R

libcrating potcntial to re-emphasise the real power and virtue of emotion, 20th century attitudes may
still mean that moments of such transcendence can sometimes be reframed as the most
‘melodramatic’, overblown and misguided extremes of fantastical emotional excess.
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The reconfiguration of the expressive space of gesture as a kind of textual gap.
however, emphasises the fact that the presence of music can, by definition, also signal
crucial and decisive failures of communication or misalignments of character
recognition (Elsaesser 1972, 66; Neale 1986). While the emotional/musical voice may
be powertul, 1t nevertheless exists in a space conventionally marked by a sense of
powerlessness in the ‘real’ terms of the diegetic world. The film audience is theretore
placed in a position of frustratingly impotent omniscience. They share the protagonists’
perception of their own restricted situation, while simultaneously realising wider truths
to which crucial characters, at least initially, may have no access (Elsaesser 1972, 66).

The female character who 1s caught, as it were, in this chasm of non-
expression, experiencing emotions which are not or cannot be shared or realised by
those around her, is therefore marked by a peculiar narrative circularity. Her emotional
expression may be strong, resonant and perhaps ultimately victorious in terms of both
its ability to engender audience sympathy (or empathy) and its memorability long after
the film itself has ended. Her actual person, however, is frequently restricted, subdued
and domesticated (see Williams 1984, 299-300 on the final moments of Stella Dallas
(1937)). As her music evidences the presence of the most extreme levels ot sensibility
in Romantic terms, her social context restricts and devalues its expression in the real

world. The frustration of the woman may therefore be seen to be contained 1n the

dynamic between the diegetic world and the nondiegetic soundtrack.
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Ideas of Emotional Effect, the Feminine and Women in Film Music Theory

Most theories attempting to explain the emotional effects of music both as part
of film narrative and 1n terms of spectatorial engagement, concern themselves with
interpretations of the particular significance of music’s abstract mode of expression.
They may suggest that music returns the subject to an imaginary state of collectivism
(Adomo and Eisler 1994, 21), evokes a sense of Romantic nostalgia and universalism
(Flinn 1992) or recalls the earhiest states of human perception (ibid., 56-64; Gorbman
1987, 61-64). Narratively, music may bestow the story with mythical resonance
(Brown 1994, 9-10) or draw on Wagnerian operatic ideals of psychological depth
(Prendergast 1992, 40). Whatever the terms of the specific explanation, however,

many of these i1deas appear to be based on a similar perception. Music offers a

connection to something which comes from within the individual but which at the
same time extends beyond the individual in their immediate physical and/or spintual
context.

Psychoanalytic theory in particular seeks to designate this space “beyond
individuality’ as feminine, by an evocation of imaginary regression to the ‘sonorous
omnipotence’ of the infant auditory realm and its association with the maternal
(Rosolato quoted in Gorbman 1987, 62; Flinn 1992, 56-64 on Kristeva). This may
offer an explanation for the ‘natural’ association of women with the emotional (and
irrational) elements of the text (Gorbman 1987, 80-81), or perhaps work within the
possibility of a more literal association of the imaginary maternal figure with female
characters (see, for example, Flinn 1992, 118-132 on Detour (1945)). Its most

prevalent focus, however, seems to be music’s evocation of pleasure in the audience
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and their resultant engagement with the narrative (Gorbman 1987, 60-64). rather than
ways in which diegetic characters may be (albeit unwittingly) effected by an association
with 1ts invisible presence.

The specitic adoption of a late-19th century style of composition suggests that
the intention behind the emotional function of music in film may be influenced by
Romantic ideas. Music of course fulfils functions of mood, time and culture setting and
‘gelling” over edits and temporal disphasures (ibid., 89). Its role in illuminating the
otherwise concealed emotions of characters, however, seems a clear inheritance of the
Romantic (and melodramatic) idea of music expanding and universalising the individual
CONSCIoUsness.

Leonard Meyer has suggested that the relative unpopularity of atonal music
was due to the fact that audiences believed it was ‘the product of calculation rather
than an aesthetic affective contemplation’ (quoted in Flinn 1992, 31). Following this,
Caryl Flinn suggests that the ‘classical paradigm of film music, like [R]Jomanticism,
Insists that 1t bears the marks of a subjectivity, the stamp of a human presence’ (1992,
31). The use of the ‘outdated’ Romantic style of music, therefore, ‘evokes the idea of a
lost humanity’ in a classical cinema which ‘displays an almost obsessive concern with
establishing the presence of some kind of human agency’ (ibid., 49). Whereas the
conventional source of human presence and interiority in concert music would
presumably be the composer, however, film must surely transfer this ettect onto the
characters with whom the music becomes most strongly associated.

Film was obviously not the first artform to confront the challenge of imbuing
fictitious characters with a musical representation of interiority. Roy Prendergast

therefore suggests that a more specific reason for the appeal to 19th century music
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comes from film composers looking back to precedents such as the Wagnerian music-
drama (1992, 39-40). Prendergast may go too far in suggesting the absolute
indivistbility of opera and film as musical-dramatic artforms (ibid., 39) He does
nevertheless coincide with almost every other film music theorist in acknowledging the
influence of certain philosophies and techniques promoted by Wagner through both his
composition and theory.

Perhaps the most influential of Wagner’s techniques was the leitmotiv, which
became little short of ubiquitous in 1940s film. This was based on the premise that the
music should “serve the ends of dramatic expression’ (Grout 1981, 628) within the
general context of a melodramatic division of exteriority and interiority through the
contrast of vocal and instrumental music. While Prendergast considers the adoption of
this operatic technique into film as a natural dramatic progression (1992, 40), however,
Theodor Adorno and Hanns Eisler accuse it of constituting a cheap travesty of the
leitmotiv’s original mythical role (1994, 5-6). While this criticism leads Robynn Stilwell
to question the potential division between Wagner’s own intent and actual achievement
In this respect, she also points to the problem of its inherent judgements of ‘high’ and
‘low’ art (1996, 440).

Adomo and Eisler contended that film scoring reduced the leitmotiv to the
status of a ‘musical lackey’ (1994, 6). However provocative this statement may be, it
does highlight a potential problem with the idea of musical subservience which appears
to be supported by Wagner’s own theories. Flinn points out that Wagner’s concept of
music as a submissive, ‘feminine’ element of music-drama hardly seems borne out by
its role in his own works (1992, 26). She nevertheless ultimately seems bound to agree

with the idea that the motivation of musical development by a dramatic rather than




purely musical impetus, renders the score subservient to the narrative and therefore
unable to impart any real meaning of its own (ibid., 26 & 38). While posing the
question, in connection with ideas of parallel and contrapuntal functions of film music,
of what the music 1s supposed to be running parallel fo (ibid., 35), therefore, Flinn
stops short of examining the perhaps much more pertinent issue. The question is surely
one of how music can be subservient to narrative when it 1s, in fact, a vital and
integrated part of that narrative (see Stilwell 1997b, 552).

The complete acceptance of music’s integral role in film narrative may also be
hampered by the question of its conscious or unconscious apprehension by the
audience, and its consequent capacity for actively contributing to, rather than just
duplicating meaning (see, for example, Smith 1996). Gorbman’s idea of ‘mutual
implication’ suggests a dynamic relationship of narrative and music (1987, 15), which
Michel Chion qualifies more fully with his concept of ‘added value’ (1990, 5). This
addresses different levels of apprehension and suggests how it is the interactive
perception of sound and image which creates complete meaning. Such an approach
repudiates many of the negative implications of the perceived ‘inaudibility’ which anses
from particular techniques of composition, orchestration and soundtrack mixing
(Gorbman 1987, 76-79; Brown 1994, 59), or the ‘redundancy’ sometimes considered

to follow integration (Adorno and Eisler 1994, 13-14; see also Stilwell’s cniticism 1n

1996, 438).

Chion defines ‘added value’ as

the expressive and informative value with which a sound ennches a

given image so as to create the definite impression, in the immediate or
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remembered experience one has of it, that this information or

expression “naturally” comes from what is seen, and is already

contained in the 1mage itself (1990, 5).

Together with theorists such as Gorbman, Stilwell and Rick Altman, Chion therefore
seeks to question the generally accepted hierarchy of vision and sound through which
ideas of film music are often filtered. The presumed autonomy of the visual image is
undermined by a re-emphasis on the interpretative effect of the sounds and music
which the audience themselves may not even notice (Gorbman 1987 15; Stilwell
1997a, 60-61 and 1997b, 552; Altman in Stilwell 1997a, 61). In looking beyond the
ways 1n which narrative typically seeks to mask these effects, the potential contingence

of the visual meaning is exposed.

Realising the operation and effect of this kind of interaction does not, however,
actually detract from the still perceived centrality of the image. Rather than questioning
this, the most productive route may be to reconceptualise what is meant by the term
‘image’, since it seems that the purely visual connotations of the term are the real
source of the problem. Perhaps it 1s necessary to acknowledge that, within the context
of film at least, the ‘image’ may not just constitute the actual visual events in front of
the camera. Rather it is, as Stilwell suggests, a ‘composite’ of visual and aural elements
which constantly inflect, interpret and influence each other (1997b, 552). The way in
which we understand the visual events may be heavily dependent on musical patterns,
just as the way in which we interpret a sound may be contingent upon its visual

context.
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Both Hollywood and British cinema of the 1940s tend to gender narratives
dealing with “emotional’ subject matter according to a conflation of the ‘feminine’ and
the ‘female’. Accordingly, even though Gorbman suggests that the connection was
already sufficiently strong in early sound cinema to override formal continuity (1987,
80), the specific gendering of music becomes something of an accepted fact. As
Gorbman examines music and audience identification in a crucial scene from Now,
Voyager, tor example, she stops short of questioning the extent to which this
tdentification 1s equally distributed between the two (male and female) characters
(ibid., 65-66).

While the generic specificity of this particular film may account for our primary
interest being in Charlotte’s (Bette Davis’) emotional trajectory, it must nevertheless
be acknowledged that similar scenes in connection with male characters (in whatever
genre) seem comparatively rare. Indeed, in Gorbman’s comparison of music and ‘epic
teeling’ in Mildred Pierce (1945) and The Young Mr. Lincoln (1939), as well as in
Royal S. Brown’s account of the meaning attached to the ‘romantic’ theme of 7he Sea
Hawk (1940), a possible distinction appears to emerge. This seems to distinguish
between an alignment of musically-represented (and universalised) female
social/personal/domestic and male social/political/historical emotion (Gorbman 1987,
81-82; Brown 1994, 102-116).

The retlection of this distinction in the employment of particular musical styles
1s also evident. Brown compares the musical representation of hero Captain Geoflrey
Thorpe (Errol Flynn) in 7The Sea Hawk with that which accompanies his meetings with
romantic interest Dofla Maria (Brenda Marshall). Thorpe 1s represented by the kind of

spirited and strong music (such as fanfare patterns and brass orchestration) designated
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as ‘masculine’ so many centuries ago. The presence of Dofia Maria, however, brings
with it string orchestration and the ‘delicate, frail, high-pitched” use of celesta, harp
and vibraphone (1994, 104).

Brown appears to accept this engendering of music without questioning its
eftect on either the constitution or place of characters within the narrative. Kathryn
Kalinak’s examination of musical representations of opposing musical constructions of
femininmty, however, does at least begin to suggest some of their possible ramifications
for women. Although she does not refer to the history of such musical ‘equivalents’
the codes of Kalinak’s “fallen woman and virtuous wife’ characterisations (1982)
suggest the ancient figures of the Siren and the Muse in their most contemporary
manifestations. These demonstrate accordingly how the options for behaviour, action
and reaction open to the female character can be delimited through an association with
‘[c]ertain types of instrumentation, melody, harmony, and rhythm’ (ibid., 76).

The musical styles which Kalinak finds aligned with particular types of female
character in film reflect, according to the sexual and social implications of the
siren/muse dichotomy, codes from opera, dramatic music and earlier ideas of musical
‘decency’. She suggests that the classical film score ‘frequently encoded otherness
through the common denomunator of jazz’ (1992, 167). The ‘fallen woman’
(rebellious, not respectable, sexually ‘independent’) could therefore be characterised
through the ‘decadent’ forms and instrumentation of ‘jazz, the blues, honky-tonk, and
ragtime’ (1982, 76). Her harmonies were chromatic and dissonant and her rhythms
syncopated and dotted (ibid., 77). These styles oftered a popular equivalent to the

meanings evoked through earlier uses of particular ‘disruptive’ codes in classical

music.
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The ‘virtuous wife’ (mother, sister, ‘decent’ woman) could then be represented

in stark contrast by respectable, classical style music

with strong positive associations. Her instrumentation was orchestral,
with the violins usually carrying the melody; the harmonies were lush,
based on late nineteenth-century models; the rhythms were even and

lyrical, and the melodies often had an upward movement, or included

upward leaps in the melodic pattern (ibid., 77).

Kalinak’s model does move beyond these polar oppositions to make clear that women
can be charactenised in more complex ways. In so doing, she suggests other
interactions and implications which may be in operation between female characters and
their styles of music.

The distinctions she draws between women such as Katie and Mary (Margot
Grahame and Heather Angel) in 7he Informer (1935) and Scarlet and Melane (Vivien
Leigh and Olivia de Havilland) in Gone With the Wind (1939), for example, reveal that
their sexuality seems inextricably linked to their strength and fortitude. The personal
characteristics of the virtuous Mary in The Informer, 1t seems, ‘fall far short of the
fallen Katie’s ... [so that she] does little more in the film than fall apart in a cnisis and
wring her hands in an emergency’ (ibid., 78). While Katie 1s depicted as an extremely
virtuous character in many ways, however, Kalinak argues that her visual and musical

codes condemn her to ultimate judgement according to her sexuality alone. While

Mary’s theme is typical of the virtuous wife conventions, Katie’s teatures dotted
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rhythms, syncopation, minor tonality and ‘low strings, woodwinds, and brasses’ in the
instrumentation (1bid., 77).

In a similar way Melanie, as the traditional wife and mother of Gone With the
Wind, is described by her own husband as ‘frail and gentle’ in contrast to the ‘fine and
strong and beautiful’, but also selfish, manipulative and independent Scarlet (ibid., 78).
As Kalinak points out, both of these women are respectable in their sexual behaviour,
and are therefore not as distinct in that respect as Mary and Katie. Although as a result
they are both scored according to the codes of the virtuous woman, however, Scarlet’s
less acceptable attributes are still subtly registered in her music. Kalinak argues that the
dotted rhythms and chromaticism of her theme suggest the fallen woman codes, even it

not completely surrendering her to them (ibid., 78).

Kalinak suggests that in this case, the music ‘makes another distinction based
on their sexuality: Scarlet is not a traditionally passive female;, Melanie 1s° (1bid., 79). It
seems possible, therefore, that acceptable sexuality may be considered indivisible in
such cases from a more extensive (and perhaps partially negative) sense of emotional
passivity, dependence and consequent social submissiveness. A more uncontrolled and
dominating sense of sexuality, on the other hand, may 1n turn suggest a stronger, more
independent and perhaps even more resourceful woman.

On examining the related musical and emotional representation of the female
character in the melodrama and the woman’s film, the possible permutations of this
formulation also need to be taken into account. What seems to be at stake 1s a socially
accepted codification which allocates particular narrative roles and possibilities to

women, rather than any essential connection between music and female emotions,

sexuality and subjectivity. This should not, however, imply formulaic simplicity.
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Kalinak suggests a considerable degree of complexity in the interaction between
different styles of music. Thus 1s further complicated by the crucial addition of a
consideration of the relationship of the female character to her own voice and the
ability or nght to speak, her narrative agency and her place and movement within male
social and famihal structures. In order to understand the entire consequences of the
relationship of character to music, therefore, the overall narrative dynamic within

which that character is placed must be taken into account.

Conclusion

[t seems that both cultural ideas of women and their dramatic representation
share a common preoccupation with ‘over-investing’ the female with qualities of the
feminine. Women are defined according to their emotions and the effect of the
expression of these emotions on themselves, as well as on men and patriarchal society.
A respectable and socially desirable woman 1s capable of both emotional and sexual
self-control, while a more dangerous model of femaleness threatens uncontrolled and
destructive (but perhaps exciting) emotionality and sexuality.

Particularly as music becomes conceptualised as representative of transcendent
levels of ‘feminine’ emotion, however, its relationship to women is problematised by
the perception of their physical weakness in the face of the sublime. Female creativity
at the same level as a male artist implies an undesirably ‘masculine’/male level of
strength and sexuality. The expression of ‘excessive’ and uncontrolled levels of

feminine emotion, however, signals potential insanity. While the perceived excess of
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female emotionality becomes a point of curiosity, pathos or danger, women themselves
are therefore dissuaded (for their own safety) from its active musical expression.

As this 1s translated into melodramatic representation in film, the female
character becomes subject to a particular dynamic of expression and repression/control
in which nondiegetic music plays a defining role. Her musical-emotional
representation, reduced to the level of the sentimental and the romantic, demonstrates
the dangerous and unrealistic levels of femininity which must be controlled in an
ordered society. Perhaps accordingly, she is shown in social situations which
demonstrate her enforced silence, control and containment. At the same time, this
musical-emotional ‘voice’ resonates with the sense of a universal emotional and moral
‘truth’ which surpasses social and historical context. While the music remains at the
nondiegetic level, however, such resonances are potentially lost on other characters
and known only to the film audience. The female musical-emotional voice 1s therefore
heard in order that the necessity of its control can be demonstrated. The dynamic of
music and social context marks the melodramatic female as both the most powertul
and the most powerless ot characters.

In order to examine more closely the particular dynamic of narrative and social
agency, access to self-expression and musical emotionality which appears to
characterise the melodramatic female, Chapter Two will therefore focus on the
woman’s film. This will scrutinise the claim of this female-centred genre to represent
female subjectivity, and will consider the interaction of the female character’s voice
and her (nondiegetic) musical-emotional expression/representation. Through this, the

level of expression allowed to feminine emotion, and the degree to which femininity

and femaleness are conflated, will become more clear.



43

Chapter Two

Music and the Voice in the Woman’s Film

“There’s nothing I need to say to him.”

Hennette in A/l This and Heaven Too

“It’s the woman’s point of view.” “Hmm, the woman’s point of view.”

Otto and Andy in /n the Good Old Summertime

Foliowing Chapter One’s examination of the possible positioning of women in
film melodrama in terms of music, emotions and the voice, this chapter will begin by
placing such arguments within the more specific context of the woman’s film. Through
an account ot existing theory, I will examine the constitution of subjectivity in the
woman’s film. This will relate 1deas of the construction of a visual point of view to the
broader melodramatic relationship of speech, mutism/muteness/silence and music, to
selt-expression, self-control and narrative agency. From this I will suggest certain
parameters for the relationship of female behaviour and self-expression to nondiegetic
musical-emotional representation. I will then examine the possibility of female self-

definition and development through ongoing interaction with personal memones and

emotions through a case study of Now, Voyager.



Women, Emotion and Subjectivity in the Woman’s Film

It seems impossible to locate a strict distinction between the melodrama and the
woman’s film or, furthermore, even to identify them as distinct genres in their own
right. Femunist critics appear to agree, however, that the ‘purest’ form of the woman’s
hilm 1s constituted by a narrative constructed according to the desires, experiences and
point of view of a main female protagonist, as well as the explicit address of a female
audience (see for example Haskell 1987, 154-155; Cook 1983, 14; Kuhn 1984, 339:
Doane 1984, 284; Gledhill 1987, 10; LaPlace 1987, 139; Basinger 1993, 5-6).
According to this definition, the woman’s film developed as a kind of ‘sub-set’ of the
film melodrama (Gledhill 1987, 10), and seemingly became most popular as the
behaviour and changing lifestyles of real women came under particular scrutiny during
the 1940s (see also, for example, Place 1978).

Gtiven 1ts apparently sympathetic focus on female psychology, simultaneous
with 1ts aim to appeal specifically to female audiences, the woman’s film therefore
seems to ofter the most obvious starting point for examining music and female
emotions. The particularly female address may appear to separate this more recent
attempt to ‘understand’ women from the (sometimes less sympathetic) operatic model,
so that i1t seems as 1f the woman’s film should herald changes in female emotional-
mustcal characterisation. If cultural precedents are worth considering at all, however, it
may also be remembered that the shifts in conceptions of femunimty and emotion
around the beginning of the 19th century, while extremely promising, nevertheless

appeared to have largely failed to deliver appropnate changes 1n attitudes towards

woimen.
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Mary Ann Doane points out that its female address renders the woman’s film a
crucial means of ‘ascertaiming the place the woman is assigned as a spectator within
patriarchies’ (1984, 284). On a broader level, however, it may also offer the most
effective cinematic rehearsal of the desired position of women (and their emotions) in
1940s society. Jeanine Basinger suggests that the success of the woman’s film in this

respect came from the fact that 1t

worked out of a paradox. It both held women in social bondage and

released them into a dream of potency and freedom (1993, 6).

This balance of subversion and restriction therefore allowed the female audience a kind
of double 1dentification. They were shown a female character indulging in some tantasy
scenario of ‘systematic resistance to the symbolic representation ot patrarchal
capitalist hegemony’ (Walker 1987, 204). The exciting alternative oftered by this
‘Other’ world was represented, according to Basinger, by vanous manifestations of
escape and independence as well as romantic and sexual awakening (1993).

At the same time, however, this fantasy can be presented as ultimately
unsatisfactory or even dangerous for the female character, so that she comes to regret
her initial desire for freedom and independence. In the end, therefore, the temale
audience may be able to see how, even though it may appear undesirably strict and
repressive, accepting their ‘rightful’ place in patriarchal society 1s the best and certainly
the safest and most realistic option (ibid.). What Flinn terms the ‘partial utopias’ of the

woman’s film, may therefore propose ‘the beginnings of a difference from the status

quo’, but stop short of advocating true subversion (1992, 150). Along the way,
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nevertheless, they offer a great deal of escapism through vicarious excitement and

pleasure.

The mediated access to subjectivity which this demonstration of the potential
pitfalls of temale agency offers to women, is reflected in the kind of crisis which Doane
locates in attempts to represent the visual point of view of the female protagonist.
Doane’s 1deas offer a response to Laura Mulvey’s contention (based, as Linda
Williams points out, on an examination of male-centred genres (1984, 304), that the
classical Hollywood cinema positions the spectatorial gaze as ‘male’ and objectifying
of women (1975). It may therefore be expected that Doane’s investigation of a genre
focusing so exclusively on female expenience and (supposedly) subjectivity would

present an effective counter-case.

Following Mulvey’s definition of the woman’s melodrama, Pam Cook suggests

that the emotion and desire central to the construction of the female protagonist’s
point of view problematises the validity of femininity as a subject position (1983, 16).
Doane finds accordingly that the woman’s film invests the female gaze with various
symptoms of instability, weakness and danger. These undermine 1ts authonty and
validity through narrative structures which continually evoke the ““teminine
condition[s]” ... [of] masochism, hystena, neurosis, [and] paranoia’ (1984, 285). In
some cases, therefore, the only point of view available to the female character may be a
paradoxically passive look back at the male gaze (be it individual or institutional), that
actively strives to dissect and decipher her (Walker 1987, 209).

According to Doane, a further extension of this is offered through a frequent

recourse to what she terms ‘medical discourses’ based on Freudian models of

psychoanalysis (1987, Chapter 2). These narratives manifest the woman’s difhculty in
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supporting a subjective position as an actual identifiable illness. Such a condition can
only be “cured’ by her diagnosis at the hands of the (male) doctor to whom she
‘confesses’ all and her subsequent return to the ‘normal’ status of the specularised
object of a loving (male) gaze. This formulation therefore continues the idea of the
threat of social disgrace and/or physical and psychological illness which threatened
19th century women unable to control or subdue their ‘excessive’ femininity. The
temale protagonist of the ‘medical discourse’ is caught between emotionally
‘respectable’ behaviour or the ‘disease’ of excessive emotionality/sexuality.

Janet Walker suggests that

[t]he subject matter of psychoanalysis and femininity promised a
pleasurable spectacle which could both bring up fascinating aberrant
sexuality and unconscious processes, and also diffuse and regulate

1ssues threatening to get out of hand (ibid., 204).

This may therefore position the woman’s film as facilitating a structure surprisingly
similar to McClary’s double framing operatic text (see Chapter One of this thesis). The
emphasis on controlling excesses of femininity 1s apparently vital in any era to the
maintenance of patriarchal control. Now, however, 1t takes on a historical specificity
which at least partially mitigates the re-definition of its audience. Female emotionality,
once again positioned as a (perhaps ghoulishly) stimulating spectacle to be enjoyed
before being neutralised, is now principally addressed to a female audience who must

learn to control themselves in the wartime absence of men as well as their post-war

retum.
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Women and the Voice in the Woman’s Film

In a similar way to the operatic texts which McClary considers, this question of
self-control raises 1ssues of how the female protagonist of the melodrama and woman’s
film relates to codes of speech, access to the voice and vocal control. The generic
emphasis on (self-) expression highlights the very processes of communication. Just as
Chion points out that mutism is the ‘corollary and condition of speech’ (1982, 98),
Brooks has therefore suggested that muteness is the potential ‘corresponding sensory
deprivation’ of melodrama (1976, 57).! While, in 19th century theatrical melodrama,
this commonly finds a place in features such as silent tableaux encapsulating
characters’ emotional states, the most extreme manifestation locates the sensory
deprivation 1n one specific character. Developing the idea that the mute gesture
represents some kind of ‘original’ and immediate language, muteness as a feature of
characterisation therefore takes on a very particular weight of meaning. Whereas,
according to Chion, the mute character in melodrama is rarely a central figure, his/her
presence can be key to the drama, and inherently disturbing to the other (speaking)
characters (1982, 96-97).

According to both Chion and Kaja Silverman, the central importance of the
voice and speech is exacerbated in sound film by its constitution in terms of what
Chion calls ‘vococentrism’ (ibid., 5). As a result of soundtrack construction and
‘natural’ human processes of listening for comprehension, Chion and Silverman

suggest that audiences, rather than being aware of all the sounds on the soundtrack 1n

Nt e

' This sentence makes a slippage between the terms ‘mutism” and ‘muteness’. Whereas. as Chion
points out (1982, 96). the first condition is physiological and the second psychological. | feel that in
terms of film narrativc. the effect in relation to self-expression is sufficiently similar to make the
common usc of “mutcness’ acceptable.
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equal proportion, are more perceptive of ‘voices, and then everything else’ (ibid., 5).
Inevitably, therefore, the character who 1s unable to speak occupies a peculiarly
pointed role, particularly in relation to the 1dea of concealed information and hidden
secrets. Chion suggests that the very presence of the mute character not only indicates
that the text incorporates a secret, but also that this is the real key to the story. The
position of ‘knowing the truth’ which this assumes for the mute character is in tumn
often extended to his/her assignment as the moral conscience of the narrative, the all-
seeing arbiter and source of truth next to whom ‘everyone feels guilty’ (1bid., 96).

Perhaps most tmportantly, according to Chion, the

...cinematic mute brings into play the status of language, speech, and
the voice in cinema. A voiceless body, he [sic] refers by inference to his
counterpart, the bodiless voice of the acousmétre.” ... In both cases ...
the character ... is taken as more or less all-seeing, all-knowing, often
even all-powerful. And in both cases, unveiling either his voice, or his
body and face, has the effect of breaking the spell, resigning the
character to an ordinary fate, taking away his mythic aura and putative

powers (ibid., 100).

When Doane suggests, however, that in the woman’s film, ‘muteness which is

characteristic of the woman is in some ways paradigmatic for the genre’ (1987, 66),

important questions arise as to the implied gender of Chion’s characterisation.

[

L - S

* Chion’s term for the unseen narrator of a voice-over-led film. The relationship of the female to this
mode of narration is more closely examined in Chapter Three of this thesis.
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It may be possible to bring to mind examples of male mute characters who
exercise something like the kind of power Chion suggests, such as John (Art Smith) in
Letter from an Unknown Woman and Jimmy (Dickie Moore) in Out of the Past (1947).
There 1s, however, no pressure for these characters to (learn to) speak. The curiosity
value of how their voices would sound and the threat of such a revelation to their
omniscience are therefore not really at issue. As Chapter Five of this thesis will
demonstrate, even when a man 1s compelled to ‘tell” his story, his privacy within the
diegesis can still be protected. In the case of the female mute, however, and
particularly in the “medical discourse’, the whole narrative tends to centre on the

inducement of the woman actually to speak, for the very purpose of returning her to a

soclally-desirable construction of Chion’s ‘ordinary fate’.

The silence of women in the woman’s film seems mainly to be represented as
occurring on three levels. Mutism shows the woman as physically unable to speak
whatever happens (Johnny Belinda (1948)). Muteness renders the woman silent for
psychological reasons but allows her to be induced to speak through persuasion,
hypnosts, medicine (narcosis) or the advent of absolute life-and-death necessity (7he
Seventh Veil (1945), Possessed (1947), The Spiral Staircase (1945)). The third
possibility, which might be termed ‘selective’ muteness, however, 1s perhaps the most
interesting and complex. This shows a woman who s fully able to speak (and has
something to say) consciously choosing to remain silent on a crucial 1ssue

The first two conditions (particularly the second) seem to emphasise the
‘silencing’ of the woman by various manifestations of social/domestic/emotional
oppression. Instances of psychological muteness (as well as the extremely unusual

physical mutism) inevitably lead to more ‘specialised’ narrative patterns, usually
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placing the woman as the central focus of Doane’s ‘medical discourse’. In this case.
the point of the story often becomes a gendered variation on Chion’s ‘Debureau effect’
(1982, 102), the curiosity to hear the woman’s voice in order to understand her story
and perhaps thereby to discover the original reason for her muteness. Freeing the
woman’s voice in this way 1s, however, a rather more contentious route to establishing
her subjectivity than may be imagined.

Doane states that within the medical discourse, the body of the woman bears
visible symptoms of an invisible and repressed interiority (1987, 39). The symptom, she
further suggests, ‘can be seen as manifesting the severity of the repression or the force
of the energy attached to the repressed idea which “breaks through” to the surface’
(1bid., 44). Since, as Chion recalls, the type of Freudian psychoanalysis popularised in
1940s Hollywood cinema mobilises the curative power of talking (1982, 1), the
extremity of rendering a female character mute robs her of the very ability to deal with
her own knowledge or memory, at the same time as suggesting that her memory
contains some unusually and deeply hornfic ‘key’ (ibid., 97). In order to access this
crucial secret, the woman must usually (but not always) be induced to speak. Through
techniques ranging from friendly persuasion to hypnosis and (the miraculous) ‘truth
drug’ narcosis, therefore, the conventional doctor figure gives the woman back her
voice, and then listens intently to her story in order to diagnose her problem.

Already, this ‘female-centred’ narrative process appears fraught with difficulty.
Most importantly, as Doane points out, the result of the nature of the psychoanalytical

narrative process 1s that the woman’s voice becomes the ‘gift” of the male doctor
(1987, 56). Since she can only talk as freely and as long as she 1s permitted, her

discourse can be segmented, framed and controlled by its division into manageable



chunks. In films such as Lady in the Dark (1944), The Seventh Veil Possessed and
The Snake Pit (1948), theretore, intermittent (male) analysis can help to guide the
spectator towards a particular diagnostic interpretation of the woman’s innocently
straightforward storytelling.

In a similar way to McClary and Clément’s discussions of the containment and
disempowerment of socially or sexually dangerous women in operatic texts, the
deviance of the temale psyche can thus be ‘viewed’ from a safe distance, whether for
the ends of jealous pleasure, sensuous enjoyment, disgusted horror or scornful disdain.
Although this usually limits the female subject largely to flashback narration, films such
as Gaslight (1940), The Locket (1946) and Caught (1948) demonstrate in different
ways how the woman can be a completely non-complicit, or even a deceptive and
resistant ‘patient’ in the present.

The third condition of conscious ‘selective’ muteness/silence, however, appears
significant for the woman’s own choice in the matter. Even if she feels compelled to
make her decision as a result of undesirable social pressures or circumstances, this can
nevertheless evince a certain kind of power and control (perhaps of the only sort open
to her). Since her silence often results in self-sacrifice of one sort or another, the
element of conscious choice marks this as a state ot simultaneous constraint and
incredible strength and self-discipline. This particular kind of silence structures some of
the truly definitive moments of women’s films. It signifies (apparently) glonous and
transcendent moments of self-sacrifice, as well as marking the most extreme points of
frustratingly inexplicable character motivation

Although tragic in affect, the greater good of the innocent other can motivate

painful selective silence (or the self-conscious use of ‘wrong’ words to conceal the
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Imitation of Life (1934) and The Old Maid (1939) as well as love stories such as Dark
Victory (1939) and All This and Heaven Too (1940). Heroic selective muteness
becomes more problematic, however, when those being protected are rather less
innocent, such as undeserving daughters (Vida (Ann Blyth) in Mildred Pierce) or
adulterous men (Walter (John Boles) in Back Street (1932)). It becomes annoyingly
inexplicable when 1t can lead to little but misunderstanding and pain (Myra’s (Vivien
Leigh’s) retusal to reveal the reported death of her fiancé and later, her own
prostitution in Waterloo Bridge (1940) and Lisa’s (Joan Fontaine’s) secrecy over her
child and her own identity in Letter from an Unknown Woman).

Non-verbal melodramatic codes may, however, sometimes be allowed to
‘speak’ the emotions, thoughts and memories of diegetically silent characters. In
Chapter One I outlined my suggestion of the basic paradox of the melodramatic
representation of the (often female) “victim’. The woman’s film, in concentrating on
the female protagonist’s social position in the context of her emotional/moral
constitution, seems to make some of its most painful and frustrating points about
society and femaleness through highlighting the essential oppositions of this ‘circular’
system of expressivity and non-expressivity. The relationship of female vocality to

silence, power to powerlessness and propriety and social expectation to personal desire

therefore become primary issues.



Nondiegetic Music and Emotion in the Woman’s Film

The physical “separation’ of nondiegetic music and diegetic speech (or silence)
may ordinarily be accounted for as a matter of form. The particular context of the
woman’s film, however, highlights what is in fact an inherent (and somewhat
paradoxical) shift between narration through silence and sound. The predominant
association of music with the female character renders our experience of her story
distinct from that of all other characters and marks her emotions as particularly
important. The separation of music from the diegetic space, however, means that it
becomes (as opposed to diegetic music) simultaneously mufe and audible.

This allows the film audience literally to ‘hear’ (and therefore interpret) what
other diegetic characters can only guess at or, in truly melodramatic form, completely
fail to understand about the ‘mute’ woman (see Neale 1986, Elsaesser 1972).
Elsaesser’s idea of the ‘silence made eloquent’ (1972, 66) therefore proves a highly
evocative description of female expressivity in the woman’s film. Making the woman’s
silence so painfully and audibly eloquent, ultimately serves more than anything else to
highlight the reality, and fullest possible social and personal meaning of her silence.

At the same time, however, the essentially symbiotic nature of the music-
expression relationship must be noted. While the lack of access to, or retusal of verbal
self-expression seems to necessitate music, it is nevertheless the presence of music as
part of the film narration which allows and facilitates this particular kind of female
silence. The woman does not need to be able to speak, for us to understand something

of what she might say if she could. If she consciously chooses to withhold her voice,

the film may allow the nondiegetic music to speak for her while she remains erugmatic
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within the diegetic space. In her most heightened emotional state, as Martin Rubin
suggests 1n relation to Back Street, the woman can even return the film to a wholly
‘silent’ state. She can remove speech altogether to represent ‘pure’, transcendent
emotion through the combination of what Rubin sees as the ‘purest of the film’s ...
voices’ - the image and nondiegetic music (1985, 284).

This potential for the explicit representation of the woman’s emotional state
can also be seen to undermine any attempt the film may make to distance her from the
power to narrate. Doane argues that the Hollywood sound film ‘oscillates between two
poles of realism: that of the psychological (or the interior) and that of the visible (or

the exterior)’ (1980, 59). As a result of this,

“lk]nowledge’ of the intenor life of the individual can be grounded
more readily in the fullness and spontaneity of his or her speech doubled
by the rhetorical strategies of music and sound effects. ... The
ideological truth of the sound track covers that excess which escapes
the eye, for the ear is precisely that organ which opens onto the intenor

reality of the individual, not exactly unseeable, but unknowable within

the guarantee of the purely visible (1ibid., 61).

The woman’s film appears to capitalise on the psychological ‘realism’ of female
emotions and their validity as a source of motivation. Whatever the film may do to try
to frame the woman’s speech can be circumvented by the freedom and veracity of her
musical-emotional representation. In certain circumstances, the potential which the

music has to subvert the ‘official’ reading of the woman’s actions may even present the
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possibility of an ‘alternative’ film, such as that which Maureen Turim sees behind
Louise’s (Joan Crawford’s) psychoanalysis in Possessed (1989, 160).

The woman’s film may therefore be attempting to represent a specifically
female relationship to femininity. It seems to suggest a very particular idea of
subjectivity which, rather than just showing how women feel, actively demonstrates a
certain frustration with the inadequacy or impossibility of verbal self-expression. While
this frustration can be painful, it can also register the intangible depths of female
emotions in more pleasurable situations. As Louise says to David (Van Heflin) in
Possessed. “‘I love you’ 1s such an inadequate way of saying ‘I love you’.” This
apparently (see Chapter Five of this thesis) specifically female understanding can then
stretch beyond the physical fact of mere vision in films such as Stella Dallas (Williams
quoted 1n Flinn 1992, 136) and Dark Victory (see ibid., 136), in an attempt to speak to
the similar experiences of the (perhaps regretfully) sympathetic female audience.

This may lead to a more specific understanding of how music can work in
conjunction with the female character’s emotions, at least when it is clearly attached to
her individual trajectory. Many writers on the woman’s film recognise the importance
of music 1n registering ‘the truth of a person, ...[or] ... that which 1s just beyond the
frame’ (Doane 1989, 49-50). It has been considered possible that its repetitions may
reflect the different rhythm and temporarnly of female expernience (Modleski 1984, 329-
330; Elsaesser 1972, 45), or that it connects to the woman’s passion (Basinger 1993,
7-8) or sexuality (Lawrence 1991, 88, although this i1s only in connection with diegetic
music). This tends, however, to be as far as any analysis goes 1n this context. Just as

Doane suggests that the visual subjectivity of the female character/spectator requires



closer attention, therefore, this musical-emotional assumption must also demand
proper investigation.

In order to ascertain the role which music may play in the construction of
female subjectivity, it is therefore necessary to move beyond the idea of the potential
powerlessness of the nondiegetic space and the framing of musical-emotional
representation within the ‘rational” masculine discourses of medicine, psychiatry,
respectable love and marriage. If it is possible that a particular sense of female
subjectivity may be located in the interaction of meanings conveyed by the woman’s
words, behaviour and music, then a more specific idea of what this could mean for any
individual female character should become apparent through a study of this dynamic.

This may therefore begin to redefine the female protagonist’s position in
relation to narrative and narration. Since nondiegetic music allows her relationship to
the strictures of language, propniety and medical analysis to be mediated, whatever she
says (or 1s made to say, or does not say) must be evaluated in terms of the
accompanying music. Her point of view may therefore become apparent through the
way 1n which she actively deals with, or behaves within the context of emotions and

destres which she knows to be ‘unacceptable’ or socially/respectably “inexpressible’.

Now, Voyager and the star image of Bette Davis

Now, Voyager is a particularly rich text through which to closely examine the
interaction of female emotions, the voice and music. It presents us with a woman who
develops from a complete lack of emotional self-control to the conscious ability to

either withhold or to most eloquently express her own voice, thoughts and emotions. It
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also, however, incorporates the inherent potential for a powerfully subversive
representation of womanhood promised by the star image of Bette Davis.

Andrew Bnitton suggests that Davis’ physical and behavioural charactenstics
are first aligned with the 1deological category of the ‘wicked” woman or the ‘bitch’ in
The Cabin in the Cotton (1932) (1995, 162). The Old Maid then later establishes her
most typical dramatic setting, encapsulating not only the story of the woman who is
unable to marry her lover, but also the ‘charactenstic generic preoccupation with the
contradiction between female desire and the ethical norms and economic structures of
patriarchal capitalism” (ibid., 153-154). Within this formulation, ‘Dawvis can play victim,
or oppressor, or both. ... [Her] persona raises the issue - what is the meaning of the
terms ‘good” and ‘bad’? What is the social specificity of their conventional meaning?’
(ibid., 162).

Britton argues that Davis does not usually play feminist characters, since

she does relate to men: she is located within the ‘private realm’, the
traditional sphere of female competence, but i1s for some reason
incompatible with its norms. She repeatedly plays women who wish to
be married, but whose marriage is prevented by some external
impediment. ... [And w]hen [she] plays a woman who occupies a
position of great social power, such as in The Private Lives of Elizabetn
and Fssex or who commits herself to professional self-definition outside
of marnage, such as in The Old Acquaintance and 4/l About Eve, the
film invariably stresses the ultimate barrenness of her achievement, its

irrelevance to her ‘real’ needs (1bid., 163-164).
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What Britton does not really examine about the casting Davis in such roles, however,
1s the particular emotional aftect of that ever-present ‘bitchy’ capacity which clearly
remains a part of most, 1f not all of her performances in some form. In a similar way to
the star image of Margaret Lockwood (see Chapter Four of this thesis), this sense of a
very different person within, with strength, dogged resolve and (sometimes) selfish
determination, informs even her most apparently “girlish’, delicate and/or defeated
characters. It may therefore be supposed that audiences, familiar with Davis’ previous
roles, would read each new character in the light of this earlier experience.

Some of the sense of unbelievably violent self-constraint in a film like 7he Old
Maid, and at the beginning of Now, Voyager, for example, must come from knowledge

of her ‘true’ sexuality, energy, strength or capacity for selfishness and/or wickedness

displayed 1n films such as 7he Cabin in the Cotton, Jezebel (1938), The Letter (1940),

The Little Foxes (1941), Mr. Skeffington (1944) and Beyond the Forest (1949).

Knowing what lies within her, the power required to restrain herself becomes all the
more astounding, and her agreement to be subjugated all the more suspect.

It 1s this monumental inner strength that comes to the fore in Now, Voyager,

allowing her to come closest, in Britton’s view, to a ‘teminist self-definition’ (1bid
164). Although crucial to many of her characterisations, it i1s here that her
characteristic portrayal of an (almost) overwhelmingly powertul intenornty becomes
the 1ssue of the whole story. Her desires are more fully expressed (and either accepted
or condemned) in films such as Cabin in the Cotton, The Great Lie (1941), Mr.
Skeffington and Beyond the Forest, and overtly repressed in others such as /he Old
Maid. Now, } oyager, however, challenges her to define herself against a senes of

equally viable social, sexual and emotional options. The necessity for her to understand
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and take control of her own desires results in an unusually intricate dynamic between
strongly felt interior and extenor states. This is expressed to a significant degree in the
Interaction between the diegetic (sound and visual) elements of the ‘image’ and the

nondiegetic music.

Re-playing the past: Emotion, Memory and Music in Now, Voyager

“As long as I can remember that fire has never been lit.”

“High time 1t was then Lloyd.” (Lloyd and Charlotte in Now, Voyager)

Now, Voyager, so commonly referenced in terms of both its narrative content
and 1conic images, seems difficult to contest as a quintessential woman’s film.
Notoriously hard to pin down in terms of exactly what it is saying to its female (or
indeed male) audience, 1t pits a dizzying complex of sub-generic narrative patterns
against Bette Davis’ powerful star image and famous ability to suggest complex
interiority through facial expression, tone of voice and physical gesture. The
provocative story and characterisation which result make many others seem simplistic
in comparison. Perhaps naturally, therefore, readings are often contradictory, as
theorists strive to understand exactly why the heroine acts as she does and where this
leaves the other characters and the film audience.

This 1s a film ventably saturated in music, with rarely a scene which does not
contain either diegetic or nondiegetic scoring. What seems amazing about such an

intensely scored narrative 1s the degree to which the nondiegetic music appears to
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centre on Charlotte Vale, the main protagonist, and constitutes a comprehensive map
of her developing relationship to her own emotions. Perhaps more than any other film,
the score of Now, Voyager intricately charts the changing dynamic between a woman’s
emotional life, behaviour, speech and self-expression. It registers the place of memory
and imagination in the constitution of her psychology, as well as marking the crucial
generic distinction between undesirable repression and conscious self-control.

Davis’ star persona, and its dynamic relationship with Charlotte’s
characterisation, may account to some extent for the film’s unusual capacity for
concentrating all its themes on one character, and their use in so intimately suggesting
the very nature of emotional containment, development and matunty. Despite the
apparent association of themes with other characters, particularly Mrs. Vale (Gladys
Cooper), Dr. Jacquith (Claude Rains), Jerry (Paul Henreid) and Tina (Janis Wilson),
there actually seems to be a rather paradoxical lack of musical relevance to anyone
other than Charlotte herself (although the ‘closeness’ of Charlotte and Tina may
somewhat blur this distinction). Ultimately, it appears that the other characters exist
largely in the capacity of catalysts for her development, representing various ‘1ssues’ in
her earlier troubled life and the means of overcoming them. Although, theretfore,
Charlotte’s final situation locates her between the various people who have positively
affected her, it is somehow more her relationship to the emotions and memories that
constitute her own sense of selfhood that 1s most at stake.

Despite retaining the vital common element of the influence of others on the
self. this focus marks Now, Voyager as distinct from other films in related sub-genres
identified by Doane as the medical discourse, maternal melodrama and love story

(1987). Charlotte’s maternal relationship to Tina, for example, is balanced against her
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experience with her own mother. It therefore takes on the aura of a more abstract
commentary on the nature ot motherhood through successive generations specifically,

perhaps, as symbolic of a social progression away from Victorianism (ibid., 74), rather

than just being about this individual ‘mother’ and ‘daughter’. Maria LaPlace also
makes the extremely compelling suggestion that Charlotte’s desire for independence
supercedes her desire for a husband and children of her own (1987, 164-165).
Remembering also her rejection of the well-meaning but overbearingly ‘respectable’
Elliot (John Loder), it may therefore be that Jerry acts as barely more than a stepping
stone for Charlotte. In order to win the right to dictate her own existence that she
really craves, she has therefore to skip over him rather than become dependent on him.
As LaPlace suggests it does seem of paramount importance, after all, that Jerry
desires Charlotte rather than vice versa (although this is clearly also the case) (ibid.,
145). Charlotte cannot really make an active choice over her potential romantic/sex life
until 1t 1s absolutely clear that one is available to her. The real issue seems to be the
achievement of the ‘state’ of desirability, beyond which an actual physical relationship
seems almost unnecessary. The extra added bonus in this case is the promise of an
almost ethereal ‘eternal desirability’, thanks to Jerry’s permanent commitment and
renaming of Tina as “our child”. This works even despite the denial of a physical
relationship which, as a truly bizarre subtext to the film, seems to persuade characters,
audiences and critics alike that there 1s no ‘real’ infidelity involved to his wife.
The personal and social progress of Charlotte 1s reflected in her relationship to
her mother, family, psychiatrist, lover and lover’s daughter, as well as in her personal
expression through her style of dress, appearance and her apparent self-control and

sense of her own sexuality. On the surtace, this appears to present the straightforward
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metamorphosis of the woman - a transtormation made successful through the
combined efforts of Lisa (Ilka Chase) the benevolent sister-in-law, Dr. Jacquith, Jerry
and, unknowingly, Tina - which results in her achieving a kind of fantasy famuly life
without actually being a real wife or mother. By the end of her story, she 1s desirable,
rich and successful, and has reached a position where she can make sophisticated and
assertive choices. Even at this level, however, it is apparent that readings of the film
interpret the i1ssues and questions raised in subtly different ways. This 1s exemphfied by
the fact that the real crux of the film’s meaning, offered in its closing scene, becomes
the site of some disagreement, not so much as to what happens but why 1t happens.

Stanley Cavell poses what is perhaps the basic question of Now, Voyager and
indeed all similar narratives which seek to ‘cure’ the woman of whatever ails her, when

he questions what it means for a woman in such a compromised situation to be

redeemed by a man. He states that.

This demand for education has to do with the woman’s sense that she

stands in need of creation, or re-creation. Now comes the moral cloud.
Does creation from, even by, the man somehow entail creation for the

man, say for his use and pleasure and pride? If not, how does the

woman attain independence; how does she complete, as it were, her

creation? (1996, 116).

As Charlotte is taken up and re-created by the narrative, a process which she herself
desires as she begs Dr. Jacquith to help her, a crucial problematic anises. This concerns

the question of whether she can become a person in her own nght, or whether she 1s
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merely transformed into a form of womanhood more acceptable to men in which she
herself can also find some degree of pleasure, if not complete happiness.

Cavell considers that Charlotte does achieve her own re-creation, and that this
s indicated 1n her transtormed responses to Jerry’s inability to free himself from his
wife to marry her (1ibid., 129). Whereas during their holiday together she expresses
tearful gratitude that he would even consider the idea, by the end of the narrative she
flies into a fury as he seems unable to comprehend that she could possibly want
anything other than a husband. Jerry <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>