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In her introduction to Home is Where the Heart is, Christine Gledhill (1987:
37) claims that :

the figure of woman, which has served so long as a powerful and
ambivalent patriarchal symbol, is also a generator of female
discourses drawn from the social realities of women’s
lives—discourses which negotiate a space within and sometimes
resist patriarchal domination. In order to command the recognition
of its female audiences, melodrama must draw on such discourses.
[Tlhe dual role of woman as symbol for the whole culture and as
representative of a historical, gendered point of view produces &
struggle between male and female voices: the symbol cannot be
owned, but it is contested.

On the other hand; David Rodowick (1987: 272) has commented on the
dangers that wish-fulfilment and desire, and especially female sexuality, pose
to successful psychological socialisation and argues that

successful socialization requires the division of sexuality from
sociality. This problem is especially crucial in the representation
of women who, split between the passive, suffering heroine and
the turbulent sexual rebels are identified in thé relations of

. patriarchal authority only by their systematic exclusion. The
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atic form is thus generally identified with the bourgeois milieu
As a genre, it was initially juxtaposed to tragedy, which was
ociated with the representation of the much-loathed and
t aristocracy- Inits early days, the melodramatic conflict was clearly a

onflict, the villains always being members of the aristocracy and the
%as? c'sed hero/ heroine, a member of the bourgeoisie, the emerging class.
et the latter social group finally established itself and acquired a
o socio-economic status, the class conflict lost its relevance and the

melodf am

radi
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melodfamatic form sought then to establish bourgeois values as “‘standard
values set aga
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quo. The family
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200) puts it,

inst the background of the family, the social institution that
ourgeois ideology and its interest in maintaining the sfatus
was meant to become a kind of “Heaven on Earth”, where, it
all problems generated outside its scope could be solved. In
amily institution became psychologically overburdened since
expectations generated around it could seldom be fulfilled,
d in frustration and disappointment. As Chuck Kleinhans (1991:

[ulnder capitalism people’s personal needs are restricted to the
sphere of the family, of personal life, and yet the family cannot
meet the demands of being all that the rest of society is not. This
basic contradiction is the raw material of melodrama.

On the other hand, in the US this line of development cannot be so easily
traced because there was no aristocracy as such. However, there exist
variations on this theme, as the sophisticated “aristocratic” family
melodramas of the 1950s evince. Families of nouveaux riches substitute for
the aristocracy, but the former can hardly epitomise virtue due to the bad taste
and extravagance that often characterise them, defects that the self-controlled
bourgeoisie abominates. ‘

Along with the subgenre of the aristocratic family there exist others such
as the (extramarital) love story, the maternal melodrama and the adult film, a
subgenre to which, according to Barbara Klinger (1994: 37), Written on the
Wind belongs'. This specific subgenre is best characterised by its . brazen
depiction of male and above all, female sexuality. ‘

Partly for economic reasons and partly to counteract the success of
television, the studios financed a great deal of similar “adult film” projects
and this saucy trend became the norm rather than the exception’. That is to
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as these assumptions inevitably condition anyone’s personal reading
blert «, which may indeed result in a farfetched misreading. It seems

g WOIX,
51rk jronic undertone should be taken for granted: we may feel forced to
“:in his production as inevitably subversive in that it ironizes about the

" eorisie. Consequently, the Sirkian ironic subtext has been discussed
,Q“Iglenany different points of view. Critical reading is always historically
,‘omﬁc and it reflects the prevailing trends of its social/ historical context.
‘Tehcils mobility of meaning suggests that academic readings come to terms
f ith the formal properties of a text through a series of interpretative grids
i vided by the developments in the discipline, rather than through a rapport
0 ‘ruth’ of the text” (Klinger 1994: 25). Thus, it is
able that critics may reject and disagree with each other’s readings
e text. Feminist critics, for instance, are bound not only to find
triarchal strictures in Sirk’s works, but also to accommodate the
characteristics of the ironic Sirkian system to their attacks on patriarchy.
Commenting upon sexist readings of the character of Lana Turner as the “bad
mother” in Imitation of Life (1959), Christine Gledhill (1987: 12), for
example, rejects this labelling for it is just “a judgmental temptation few
Sirkian commentators have been able to resist, despite [the possibility],
within the logic of the ‘Sirkian system’, for ironically exposing ideologies of
motherhood. Ironic value in this context has an implicitly misogynistic
edge”. Her reading of irony works in a different direction from that suggested
by other critics. Particular critical readings may not only clash with previous
ones, but they may also overpower authorial intention. As reader-response
criticism defends, an artistic artefact becomes meaningful (if it ever does)
through individual reading, and understanding cannot be fixed. If we take, for
instance, the ending of Written on the Wind, we may see that what for some
(de Cordova 1987: 266) is an (apparently) ideologically correct ‘“happy
ending” reinforcing the bourgeois social order as represented by the main(?)
characters in the film, might easily be subverted and contradicted if we
concentrate on the position and signification of the fringe characters. This is
what the next part of my analysis will be devoted to.

Written on the Wind tells the story of the wealthy but decadent Hadley
family, whose members are either physically or mentally ill. Affluence,
ironically once again, has not provided this family with happiness, as the
capitalist myth of the fulfilled affluent family is self-conscigusly exposed.
The two Hadley children are stark embodiments of maladjustment and
decadence, which actually seems to be expanding to the small town itself,
aptly named after the family, and thus turning the Hadleys into an extended
public family. The audience is not meant to identify with them for, as
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be forgotten that, during the War, women were given the chance f
me measure of social, professional and economic independence. :
When the War ended, the men came back and took over the jobs that women
4 been doing meanwhile. As a consequence, the women had to return to
“ha i homes and adopt the traditional roles of mother and housewife granted to i
. ttﬁZm under patriarchy. This provoked a sense of general anxiety among the m‘“
opulation at large, as both men and women found it hard to adjust to the ‘
roles available to them within the social network: According to Mintz and }
Kellogg (1988 195-196) i

£y
Several factors contributed to a widespread sense of discontent I‘
among American women. The closing off of employment li
opportunities and freedoms enjoyed during World War II frustrated
women who had tasted the economic and personal independence of s
“men’s work”. A tension underlay woman’s need for personal ’
fulfillment and the sometimes conflicting demands of her family ‘
role. On the one hand, young women received the same education | i
as men and were encouraged to develop their skills and intellectual “‘:
abilities. On the other, women were pressured to maintain their ‘
“femininity” and to seek fulfillment as wives and homemakers, and
they were cautioned against pursuing a career. The result was a deep
sense of ambivalence and internal turmoil . toward both
homemaking and career. [...] Men’s roles, too, were subjected to
extreme stress in the postwar United States. With chagrin,

Cordova (1987: 260) asserts, th i i
lov 1 2€ » the point of view offered t i
gzlp;}rﬁatg;zt?:m f;lmlly melodramas of the 1950s is th;)t ﬂ; a;ldwme n
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“hollceencells meant to 1dentify. with self-control and not, in the word
o) f}t,ep aytllzllg - As Rodowick (1987: 279) explains, the general ds of Lucy,
authoritmlz Of1 World War II. “promised, through anc> accept.
stabilit 4 b tvgor‘d of economic mobility, self-determination
Placuedy,b uf elivered In 1ts stead a hierarchic and authoritari
Kyfe anc}il ears gf the internal subversion of its ideologies” Soci
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Som;—l form of ideological cOntainmem:r,eason they will be subjugated through
concest::fz:ﬁdltfrlg rgnhg;z gf}ge(:is ?fl 1Mar'yle:e and Mitch that I would like ¢,
- » TOLlOW, i :
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lgésauilselgles might have experienced upon the release of the fgzem from | psychologists traced the decline of the traditional father and his
: . saesser (1987: 47) explains, “melodram: 1 Fhe : replacement by a bumbling “dad” who seemed out of place in the
either subversively or as escapism —cate’ i ™a appearfs] to function ] family home. [...] Popular culture was saturated with acute cravings
Fhe given historical and social context” Fgorle; Whl-Ch are :i_lways relative to ' for calm, decisive, strong, consistent, strict patemal authority, ‘

;Iégile £990s, the characters of Mitch .anéolrdnuZye I;Slllrétn?fd‘:%v Zf SPe(Ctators | but real fathers seemed incapable of meeting these needs. ik
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g Elsaesser (1987: 45) argues that cters that seem to be endorsing it. » enmeshed in a Cold War that left its powers somewhat in question, e

g facts about [the melo dramatic] 1 d_? .[hjlstopcally, one of the interesting - the definition of gender roles attained paramount importance, M
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jane. After promising her that he will behave like “Tom, Dick and
[P;le will] take her to lunches and the movies”, he proposes to her. She,
\ uoh, agrees to marry him there and then without having a chance to
s hisbtransformation from a spoilt rich young man into a normalised

B - ois adult. What Lucy values above all is the marriage certificate itself,
;in ffe duly achieves it. It is this that leads Mitch —and perhaps the
dience— 10 become disappointed in her, for he thought Lucy (with whom
nad already fallen in love) was a “different kind of girl”. After their
peymoon, they move to the Hadley home and Lucy meets Marylee. Once
a0ain, the WO characters are visually juxtaposed in the scene in Lucy’s room
ﬂfrough the device of the looking glass. As Bacall brushes her hair, we can
sec Marylee’s reflection on her mirror, and they actually seem to be making
' {he same moverments, which hints at the possibility of each being the
Stairs®: wmirror image” of the other. They would represent the two faces of the
f the representation -of femininity. They would thus

category “woman”, O . '
des of the same coin, one a representative of the law, of

pecome the two sl
adherence to the establishment, and the other, a representative of subversion,

non-conformity, or in Rodowick’s (1987: 273) terms, authority and
madnesss. Such a rigid juxtaposition and typecasting for women within
patriarchy —that is, the healthy girl-next-door or the subdued sexless wife or
the whore or sexual vamp—calls for further consideration of the only roles
available to women in a bourgeois milieu. As Rodowick (1987: 273)

pathologize deviati

. ons an i

nationsl sasury d ponder their destructive P ,
| Oree

several ways:
oo drivesaZSﬁ :il;yhg:r mc})lney (her access to it is never questione
band. ahe clash ca , she 1s.hard1y Ever seen without a glass of Ii
fully st ke o , Eost Importantly, her sexual needs ne o n
visually J'uxtaiJOsed :vs)th eIfhand’ 1n the opening sequence of ﬂ;/eerf'see y
film. Magerosed i " ucy, the other important female ch, o e
characterisﬁcauy o 0e-s vouldered and shot surrounded by shadar e L
part, S T Se;;iiugedand malignant expression on her lev - o
of the sequence, Marylee afwa‘;/:TEg a prudish white nightdresg Xt }:}?r ot
. 2 Ctive and determined, goes dow.n the b

however, remains ;
, Iémains in her . .
shooting”. room and finally faints upon hearipg
"Marylee’s ch i -
! aracter is far too i
narrative and s 0 €xcessive to be accomm ,
: successfully turned into a fit figure for sympath;??ed Into the
rappo

explains
the inability to resolve these two extremes —that is, t¢ find a way
to compromise the inertia of the law (the social system defined by
patriarchal authority) and the restlessness of desire within
individual characters— constituted a real crisis of representation

assume a close Ii
: nk between these two characters, especiall ;
> especially because upon for the domestic melodrama.
This crisis characterises the ending of Written on the Wind, for, as I will try

Mit . )
itch shares. She explains that she envisages her future j iy

tire involving 4 to show, the epilogue to the film, which starts after the trial sequence,

seemingly works to uphold the bourgeois order as represented by Lucy and

husband, i
a house in the suburbs ang kids”. Kyle believes that she q
.. eserves
Mitch, who are seen happily leaving the rotten aristocratic world of the

Hadleys. But does this “happy ending” really work? Marylee is also
foregrounded through a crosscutting of images of her and the newly formed
couple and her representation remains too powerful for the” ideologically
correct bourgeois ending designed to make us forget her. She was supposed to

club for “the preventi

on of boredom”
aboard Kyle’ . m”. Thus, they end u i P
Onee theZe | 12 }ﬁiﬂrga;nd staying at a very expensive “littlpe fb}c})’gci t;:) hMlarEI
naterial wealth spo coslsdlfe sialn to Lucy that with him she could h:\?e :;)llllstizé
s ! T aspire to. It
or Lucy t'o dl_gCSt and she leaves the hnfp]alIQE‘io‘:.e.\sl:l}?thnt 00 materialistic
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be necessary to analyée her relationship to Mitch g
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. sexual needs are so urgent that t
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: noticed, she has an almost obsessive fixati i
red (her car, her clothes, the flowers in h most imporae o
: g ) er room), but most important]
mingles with the lower classes unashamed] i bariers s
. ses, y breaking class barriers —
(‘L:hrzziallelly%lg ailgre the American myth of democratig classlessness— 223
¥y breaking the law of bourgeois legitimate inheritance since

y and betweep

é?ggﬁceg;] Veé'y existence as a sexual being poses a threat to the
order, i.e., the offspring of a misalli

. , salliance between
Sro_riertled female and non-propertied male cannot be disavowed as
asily as when the sexes are reversed. The containment of female

sexuality [...] is necessary for the legiti
. . . t
In capitalist societies. (Orr 1991 382g)1. e franster of property

Marylee is about to spend an “interesti
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here and on a second instance, she is caught by the Police at a
o] with 2 petrol station attendant, whom she had actually picked up. She
Ot:k en home and the development of this section, underscored by the
T mptation” dance that Marylee performs (a powerfully sensual musical
e ent), actually leads to the death of her father, Jasper Hadley, of a heart
veg(f:l 'F;ustrated desire (Marylee frantically dances in front of the picture of
?he man she loves) defeats a decrepit symbol of patriarchal domination.
Following Jasper’s death, we are first allowed to see Mitch Wayne in the
study, thus creating a symbolic identification between him and Jasper. He
pecomes the symbolic “heir” to the aristocratic family throne since it has
pecome clear in the course of the film that neither weak and death-driven Kyle
por nymphomaniac Marylee can be turned into ideologically legitimate heirs
to Jasper’s position. In Kyle’s words, only Mitch “can fill his father’s
shoes”. Once again, decorum and “normalcy” are set against maladjustment

and deviance.
In her analysis of Rock Hudson’s persona, Klinger (1994: 113-114)

complains that

owever, StOP

the shrillest analysis of the family man linked his failure to the
looming presence of the “modern woman” [...] [who] enjoyed
increased authority in society due to [...] changing conceptions of
home life that found her sharing housework and decision-making
with her husband in a new spirit of democracy, her increased
participation in the work force, and her growing prominence as a
sexual being with equal right to satisfaction in the bedroom.

She goes on to quote an article in Look magazine and adds that

[0]f particular concern was woman’s “new sexual aggressivéness”,
resulting in the sexual domination of men [..]. Men suffered
symptoms that ranged from fatigue, passivity and anxiety (about
satisfying women) to impotence and the Freudian “flight from
masculinity” that resulted in homosexuality [...]. For the postwar
era Hudson represented the quintessence of the manly man, The
Great Straight Hope in an environment increasingly defined by
changing and contested conceptions of manliness (p. 114-115,
emphasis added). -

This sheds light on the reasons why Mitch constantly (and perhaps more
consciously than is generally acknowledged) rejects Marylee’s advances. He,
as a representative for the dominant ideology of the time, rejects the
castrating/sexually deviant modern woman. Orr (1991: 382) convincingly
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¢ film
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much like a sister to [him]”. However, the composition of the fr
acting and the prominence given to the (phallic) pencil that Mitep
nervously handling, suggest that Mitch is overtly anxious ang Iying 8
rejects Marylee because he is afraid of her castrating power and the 0nly.w"-
he finds to defend himself is by humiliating her: “You're sick Marylee Yoi
sickness won’t be cured by marrying me”. He indeed tries to par
attacks by asking Marylee near the end,
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in her “sickness”, that i ,
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NOTES

i ” often
i ithi of “Family Melodramg_ 0
 The subgeress 1nC1udedfwngI;ilﬁes§2lie§: 1—5l]/7*in‘en on the Wind typified as,
' iy aristocr » hatz 1991: 161) or an
g Conseque‘flt i istocratic melodrama” (see S_c atz or an
- i{lsgllnc’?’(sie I%lrlrllllgr ?524: 37). However, I will mainly base my analysis
“adult film

the latter definition.

Marylee, thus, has not really lost the power she had previously enjoyed,
and so, whose position (whose ending) is now more prominent? The fact that
despite everything Marylee now has the power that had previously repressed
her (she is visually connected to her father in a mise-en-abime composition)

threatens to unsettle the apparently happy ending. Rodowick (1987: 276)
" explains that

i i included within this trend:
" Klinger (1994 56) i ot e o Ly (1956 Some
mp R '
The Cobweb (1955), Tea a y '
Came Running (1959), etc.

i s. 1992. “All that
3 See, for example, Babington, Bruce and Peter Evan

irki » . Movie 34-35: 48-58.
iy ol emaise Heaven Allowed: Another Look at Sirkian Irony

inability to fully internalise
On the one hand, the affirm,
conventional “happy end”,

melodrama of the 1950 [.] is jts
[...] two contradictory demands [...].

: ¢’s whim to have a steak
ative tendency [...] restricted to the *. A typical instance: Mitch comlinentgic%nhfygﬁaracteﬁses as evidence of
[..] [and oJn the other hand, [a] i sandwich at the 21 Club in New York, W
structure of conflict common to the domestic melodrama [which] a? Kyle’s “simple-mindedness”. -
was produced internally by contradictory forces which challenged his paper kindly suggesied, “un-
the bourgeois family and patriarchal authority from within. 5. Or, as one of the readers of this pap

Americanness”.
In Written on the Wind, the ending attempts to reproduce and foreground this
conflict by having two different female characters associated to each of these
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