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Foreword 

Wendy Everett 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I am honoured to have been invited to launch this double issue of Film Journal, containing articles 
whose roots, for the most part, lie in the 16th SERCIA conference held in Bath, UK, in September 2011. 
That conference, Cinema and the Crossing of Frontiers / Le Cinéma et le passage des frontières, was a 
celebration of cinema’s perpetual desire to question, provoke, and shock; to transgress limitations of 
any kind, and to break down all perceived boundaries. Those of us fortunate enough to have been there 
experienced an intoxicating atmosphere of originality and passion as, thanks to some 72 papers, in 
addition to a stimulating talk by the British film director Ken Loach, and to discussions which continued 
well into the night, we explored the countless and often unexpected ways in which cinema is engaged 
in the crossing of frontiers. 

What was fascinating was to discover just how wide-reaching this topic could be. For example, 
various papers considered cinema’s struggles to overcome its technological and technical limits, not 
only historically (silent film to sound; black-and-white images to colour, and so on) but also in its 
ongoing experimentation with new technologies that are completely altering its relationship with the 
“real”. Others considered ways in which cinema rejects barriers between itself and other art forms such 
as painting, drawing, photography, sculpture, dance, literature, poetry, theatre, and music, and 
explored the heady cross-fertilisation which results. Still more papers showed film’s ability to cross 
boundaries between the spatial and the temporal, the geographical and the historical, between truth 
and fiction, between object and subject, between spectator and screen. One particularly dynamic 
strand proved to be the destruction of generic boundaries, the way in which it can be so difficult to 
label a film, to place it firmly in a category in which it simply refuses to stay. Another key area was the 
way in which film narratives defy social and political taboos, challenge moral and philosophical norms, 
and encourage us, the spectators, to view film and the world in a new way. This was, in part, the topic 
of Ken Loach’s talk; the way that films of his which had formerly been banned (some of them still are), 
were exposing and engaging with uncomfortable subjects that those in authority prefer to keep hidden, 
but to which cinema offers a privileged and influential access.  

It is impossible to encapsulate in this restricted space all the topics that were dealt with in the 
conference, but I hope to have given you a taste of its remarkable dynamism. It is now time to let the 
papers, contained in this issue of Film Journal, speak for themselves. In the decade that separates their 
articulation from their publication, they have been on their own spectacular journey, and in so doing 
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have had to confront any number of frontiers. It is, of course, in the nature of journey that plans are 
destroyed, maps lost, new hurdles encountered; all the more reason to celebrate their safe arrival, and 
to wish you, the readers, every joy with the journeys on which they will now lead you, and the various 
frontiers that you too will cross as you reach through them to new discoveries and ideas. Bon voyage! 

 

My gratitude to all the authors for their patience, and - in particular - to Isabelle Schmitt and Julia 
Echeverría for their hard work in bringing this long journey to its destination. 
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Introduction 

Isabelle Schmitt-Pitiot and Julia Echeverria 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After Wendy Everett’s inspiring words, we too wish to say how honoured we are to have been 
entrusted with this double issue. We hope the publication will be worthy of that trust and that we 
shall not fail in our endeavour to revive the Bath spirit ten years after a superb conference, and to 
express our gratitude with these two back-to-back issues. However, beyond the nostalgic tribute, our 
deepest wish is for the essays to gain fresh relevance as they are read in a new context, which we 
hope they can still help understand. That is why the first frontier we invite our reader to cross will be 
temporal, from the pre-Brexit, pre-Trump, pre-COVID era of the early 2010s into the current crisis 
where, paradoxically, global frontiers prove both porous to viruses and forbidding for travellers.  

However, even as we eagerly follow the rover Curiosity in its exploration of Mars, we keep 
dreaming of new frontiers to cross. The sky seems the limit when, thanks to new information and 
communication technologies, cinema still allows images and sounds and stories, the stuff films are 
made of, to travel around ever faster. The contradiction between these wonderfully easy and 
apparently free – of any bounds as well as charge – exchanges and the harrowing conditions in which 
exiles try and flee their countries and meet with almost universal rejection probably accounts for the 
great number of films and festivals and conferences organized on the theme of borders and their 
crossings, as five minutes on the Internet can prove.1 

To start from the beginning, the link between borders and cinema dates back to the very 
invention of the technology, as it is indeed the perforated borders of the film reel that allow the 
animation of pictures or, in other words, the original crossing from fixity into movement. Ever since, 
cinema has dialectically evolved along elusive, ever-shifting frontiers between art and industry, 
creation and marketing, commitment and entertainment, to name but a few of the opposites the 
making and the reception of films transcend. The essays this double issue presents explore the 
borderlands and borderlines and what happens when they are crossed, or not, and how the crossings 
are made possible or impossible and what such crossings involve, whether they are actual or 
symbolical or stylistic or generic or intermedial. However, the border itself must be examined before 

 
1 For films, see for example, “9 Must-See Drama Set Against the Border,” IndieWire, 18 September 2015, 
https://www.indiewire.com/2015/09/9-must-see-dramas-set-against-the-border-57794/; or Chris Vognar, 
“When American filmmakers try to cross the border”, The New York Times, 31 January 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/31/movies/mexico-border-movies.html. 
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we go any further. 

In its purest conception, taken as a demarcation line that delimits territories, the border has 
historically defined nations and shaped national identities by opposition, by establishing a line 
between what “we” are and (or against) what we “are not”. In such conception, the border bears an 
almost exclusionary signification that keeps the undesirable out, with the potential to become a 
punitive practice against anything that “is not” – against the Other. Postcolonial discourses have 
signalled these dichotomies as central to the construction of unequal relations of power and cultural 
hierarchies. Yet, at the same time, as recent border theories sustain, borders also create liminal 
spaces between two areas, forming a borderland, a hybrid territory “in a constant state of 
transition”.2 This third space, and the crossing of boundaries it entails, constitutes a transgression of 
clear-cut dichotomies, and the creation of points of contact between cultures that may result in new 
dynamics of cross-cultural diversity, intense connectivity, and potential transformation.3 

Borders and their crossings have been central to the art of cinema since its early beginnings. 
Borderlines are present in films not only as a quest for national identity, like the mythical frontier of 
US Westerns, but also in cinema’s own aim to supersede national borders and establish cross-cultural 
points of contact. In the early decades of the twenty-first century, the long-standing dichotomy 
between a hegemonic Hollywood cinema and (or opposed to) world cinemas started to be replaced 
by new burgeoning transnational theories that took inspiration from the social sciences in their 
diagnosis of a new context influenced by globalizing synergies. The term “transnational cinema”, in 
all its complexity, was coined as a necessary conceptual tool that encapsulates these global forces 
affecting and shaping cinema both in industrial, narrative, and aesthetic ways. Since Elizabeth Ezra 
and Terry Rowden’s 2006 seminal edited work, Transnational Cinema: The Film Reader,4 the field has 
expanded significantly, advancing conversations on cinema and borders, and incorporating new 
approaches from the social sciences, like the concept of cosmopolitanism. In these recent studies, all 
contemporary films are understood as being potentially “part of a transnational culture with borders, 
border crossings and other bordering experiences at its center”.5 As a testament to this topical and 
expanding field, in 2010, a year before the celebration of the Bath conference, the academic journal 
Transnational Cinemas (re-named as Transnational Screens in 2019) was launched, gathering 
important research on the matter and confirming the need to adopt new theoretical approaches to 
understand and describe the cinema and television of the new global and digital age. Moreover, the 
next SERCIA Conference in Zaragoza in September 2021 will provide searchers with opportunities to 
fulfil Wendy Everett’s liminal wishes and move forward in their journeys along or across frontiers. 

The centrality of cinematic borders has been regarded from multiple perspectives, as these 
two issues attest by offering a glimpse of the different “borders” we can encounter in films. On the 
one hand, borders can be analysed by attending to the diegetic universe of films, their border-
crossing narratives, and themes. In this sense, borders do not only constitute geographical frontiers 
dividing territories which characters cross, but also conceptual and symbolic boundaries related to 

 
2 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La frontera: The New Mestiza, San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987: 3.  
3 Maria Rovisco, “Towards a Cosmopolitan Cinema: Understanding the Connection between Borders, Mobility 
and Cosmopolitanism in the Fiction Film,” Mobilities 8 (1), 2013: 148–165. 
4 Elizabeth Ezra and Terry Rowden (eds.), Transnational Cinema: The Film Reader, London and New York: 
Routledge, 2006. 
5 Celestino Deleyto, “Looking from the Border: A Cosmopolitan Approach to Contemporary Cinema,” 
Transnational Cinemas 8 (2), 2017: 96. 
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questions of identity, both of which are also articulated in aesthetic terms. On the other hand, 
border-crossings can be analysed at an industrial level, attending to the production, distribution, 
exhibition, consumption, and reception of films and TV products. In the last decade, the worldwide 
consolidation of streaming platforms has further emphasized the need to understand and read these 
changes from new global perspectives. These two levels, the thematic and the industrial, are, more 
often than not, interconnected, as several authors in this issue sustain by offering enriching 
explorations of the bridges existing between, for instance, a film’s treatment of borders and the 
border-crossing experience of its filmmaker or the varied contexts of reception of a film across 
nations. In a middle ground between these two levels, the thematic and the industrial, lie aspects 
related to genre and the crossing of generic boundaries and conventions, a “borderland” which will 
be explored in issue 8. 

 

Regarding issue 7, seven essays have been selected, which mostly hinge around the idea of 
crossing actual or material frontiers, between countries, races or social classes. We have adopted a 
broadly chronological principle in their order, as they also bear witness to the historical context of 
their production and reception. However, our wish is not to hint at any artificial divide between 
content and form, that border being in most cases easily erased and forms naturally conveying 
contents, as we shall see in the presentation of each of the essays.  

Had the issues been closer in time to the Bath conference, the essays would have covered a 
wider range of subjects. In Bath in 2011, several presentations tackled current sociological and 
geopolitical issues and were devoted to films dealing with migrations from one country to another, 
especially across the US/Mexico border. The issue was at the heart of many debates then, with 
migration on the rise on a global scale and the development of a “border theory” among 
geographers, in social and political sciences as well as cultural studies.6 To give but one example in 
the area of English-speaking film studies in France, we can refer to the collection of essays Elyette 
Benjamin-Labarthe edited at the same period. 7 The same applies to studies on migrant directors and 
industrial practices. Finally, we also regret the lack of essays on gender issues, especially at a time 
when intersectionality is foregrounded and would indeed provide specially interesting perspectives 
that were but emergent ten years ago. However, the subject is not totally absent since the first and 
fifth essays do deal with the crossing of racial divides as experienced by young women. 

In “The Frontier Within”, Penny Starfield studies two American silent films both dating back to 
1910, James Young Deer’s White Fawn’s Devotion and J. Searle Dawley’s Frankenstein, and shows 
how they stage internalized frontiers within characters suffering from split identities. In the latter 
film, the monster appears as a hybrid in which borders are blurred between the human and the non-
human, the natural and the artificial, whereas in the former, White Fawn’s daughter is torn between 
her native American mother and her White father. The characters’ conflicts are externalized on 
screen thanks to the visual division of spaces and marking of frontiers to be crossed. Penny Starfield 
then “extends the frontier” and evokes several more recent films that resort to similar visual devices 
to depict frontiers and their crossings. 

One of the two films studied in the second essay also dates back to the 1910s, but Nimrod Tal’s 

 
6 See for example Thomas Nail, Theory of the Border, Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press, 2016. 
7 Élyette Benjamin-Labarthe (ed.), Cinéma métis aux États-Unis, représentations de la frontière Mexique États-
Unis, Bordeaux : Maison des Sciences de l’Homme d’Aquitaine, 2012. 
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perspective is quite different, since he analyses how two iconic US productions, David W. Griffith’s 
The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Victor Fleming’s Gone with the Wind (1939), “crossed the Atlantic”. 
Thanks to a wealth of contemporary press reviews and mass-observation diaries, he delivers a 
reception study that shows how two films on the American Civil War were used in the United 
Kingdom for the British public to position themselves in relation to the American society. In the 
context of their own experience of the current European conflicts and within the dynamics of the 
alien/familiar, local/universal dialectics, the spectacle of a divided America would reinforce their 
vision of themselves as belonging to a united nation/empire. 

 That idea of a British people united in the fight during the second World War also underlies 
Jean-François Baillon’s essay on the semi-documentary wartime production of two British directors, 
Michael Powel and Emeric Pressburger. The author focusses on interstices or spaces of 
indetermination that open within the film texts as a response to totalitarianism. He analyses several 
scenes showing how an agenda of “subtle propaganda” is achieved by erasing social boundaries 
between characters within hospitality spaces where to enjoy kinship and, indeed, democracy, as 
opposed to the enemy’s barbarous ideology. 

In his analysis of Elia Kazan’s Man on a Tightrope (1953) in the light of the filmmaker’s own 
comments in his autobiography, Yves Carlet also tackles a highly ambivalent political and moral 
frontier, the elusive line between right and wrong in Kazan’s self-justification of his ambiguous 
position regarding the HUAC auditions. Based upon the story of a Czechoslovakian circus which 
eventually succeeds in crossing the Iron Curtain, the lesser-known film depicts a transgressive 
courage Kazan could not find. Yves Carlet considers that the justification partly fails, as the metaphor 
of a borderline life results in a picture sometimes too contradictory and obscure. 

“Borderline” may also describe the conception of themselves and their lives as experienced by 
the young mulatta characters in the two versions of Imitation of Life, John M. Stahl’s (1934) and 
Douglas Sirk’s (1959), when the lightness of their skins apparently allows them to cross the colour 
line and break from the racial and social conventions of the American society of the thirties and 
fifties. In her essay, Anne-Marie Paquet-Deyris shows how the two films materialize the impossibility 
of in-betweenness by staging the tragic tension between America’s democratic dream and the 
ambiguous discourse of the melodrama punishing the “dreamers”8 entrapped in their race and class. 

Yann Roblou then presents another dreamer, Grace in Lars von Trier’s Dogville (2003), in which 
an apparatus that is both sophisticated and austere visualizes an outsider’s failed attempt at 
integrating a community. Nearly a century after White Fawn’s Devotion, exclusion is made visible on 
a set where walls are reduced to symbolical yet uncrossable lines on the ground. However, a few 
scene studies show how Lars von Trier transgresses his own conventions to make boundaries 
uncertain and create an indeterminate space where the filmic and spectatorial spheres as well as 
different modes of representation, film, theatre, literature, may intersect. 

Isabelle Singer concludes the series of essays with yet another demonstration of how the 
representation of actual crossings of geographic frontiers may bear symbolic or metaphoric 

 
8 To echo the interesting name given to immigrants brought to the US unlawfully as children and protected by 
the 2012 Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program that the Trump administration planned to scrap but 
was saved by a Supreme Court decision in June 2020. See Joanna Walters and Amanda Holpuch,’Explainer: 
What is DACA and who are the Dreamers’, The Guardian, 18 June 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2020/jun/18/daca-dreamers-us-immigration-explainer. 
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meanings. In her overview of the topic of frontiers in Atom Egoyan’s filmography, an essay she 
updated to include the filmmaker’s more recent works, she starts from a survey of scenes at customs 
checkpoints where the characters face their identities, then refers to Deleuze’s theory of the crystal-
image that implies the co-existence of two sides, for example the actual and the virtual, within one 
single, yet complex image.  

 

Although all the films studied in this issue base their diegeses on the actual crossing of 
geographic frontiers or identity divides, their narrations allude to other crossings, either metaphoric, 
generic or intermedial. When the crossing implies irrevocable choices or when politics and social 
conventions forbid it, an ambivalent, in-between position may be tried and maintained, like Elia 
Kazan’s “man on a tightrope” or Peola and Washington in the two versions of Imitation of Life – even 
if both endeavours seem doomed to failure in the films representing them. However, all the different 
stories may also read as appeals to embrace the inexhaustible complexity of the borderland, of 
passing from one country and culture, one status and identity into another. In Calendar (1993), when 
asked about his feelings as he travels around his family’s cradle, Armenia, the Canadian filmmaker 
Atom Egoyan gives an answer that sums up that complexity and that we suggest readers keep in 
mind as they go through the essays: “being here has made me from somewhere else.” 
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Introduction 

Film history is marked by a series of frontier crossings that may be technological, artistic or 
ideological. At times specific dates signal an inevitable change; at others, transformation occurs 
gradually and, frequently, the import of events is only realized in retrospect. Such a turning point 
may be the year 1908 with, on the one hand, the forging of the main film companies under Thomas 
Edison’s aegis into the Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC) – more commonly known as The 
Trust – and, on the other, the move to “art films” with the creation of Paul Lafitte’s Film d’Art 
company in Paris. Two French companies, Pathé Frères and Méliès, were members of the Trust, the 
latter owning several studios in the United States, and the former supplying one third of the films 
shown in this country.9 Along with importer and distributor George Kleine, geopolitical borders were 
indeed being crossed, although the other companies – Edison, Biograph, Vitagraph, Essanay, Kalem, 
Selig and Lubin – may be considered “American”, despite the European origins of some of their 
heads.10 Generally, the close of the first decade of the twentieth century saw changes in filmic 
endeavors and expectations. The following study discusses possible transformations by focusing on 
two films released in 1910, White Fawn’s Devotion, and Edison’s Frankenstein. Despite their 
cinematic and generic differences, both films have in common their treatment of an internalized 
frontier which they attempt to externalize by particular usage of screen space. 

 
9 Vincent Pinel, Le Cinéma muet, Paris: Larousse, 2010, 90-5. 
10 Robert Sklar, Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies, New York: [Random House, 1975] 
Vintage Books, 1994, 34–41. 
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White Fawn’s Devotion and Frankenstein may seem diametrically opposed. J. Searle Dawley’s 
adaptation of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein for Edison could be said to represent mainstream 
American film; while one of Pathé’s first American-made products, White Fawn’s Devotion –
 attributed to Native American director James Young Deer – seems a more modest production. 
Dawley was the prominent Edison director of the time, and Mary Fuller, who plays Elizabeth, 
Frankenstein’s fiancée, was the company’s star female lead. Whereas Frankenstein can be seen as 
part of a growing trend for art films, the French company was more interested in making what it 
considered “American” films. Its first “made in USA” productions reflect very much American 
genres – Westerns, “Indian” films such as The Cheyenne Brave – and the presence of American stars 
like Mary Pickford, America’s little sweetheart.11 The mutual transatlantic crisscrossing of frontiers is 
completed by that most American of companies, Edison, and its director Dawley choosing the 
European classic, Frankenstein. The difference between Frankenstein and White Fawn’s Devotion is 
generic, in that the former can be considered a gothic film, whereas the latter is a typical example of 
an Indian Picture, a genre much in vogue at the time,12 and the subtitle presents the film as “[a] play 
acted by a tribe of Red Indians in America”. Frankenstein is a studio production with created sets and 
backdrops, whereas White Fawn’s Devotion was filmed outdoors, albeit in New Jersey and not the 
Far West.  

White Fawn’s Devotion focuses on the common plot of an “Indian” woman who is prepared to 
sacrifice herself for her “White” husband13 and, as such, concerns the estrangement wrought 
through what is termed mixed marriage, intermixture or miscegenation. Dawley introduces an 
element that is absent from Shelley’s Frankenstein – or rather, the film transforms an underlying 
concept in the novel, that of the perception of Otherness via the mirror through which the monster 
materializes and ultimately disappears. One of the manifestations of the frontier in both films is 
through offspring: on the one hand, the split identity of White Fawn’s daughter; on the other, the 
unnamed monster who, due to his fabricated origins, cannot become human. In White Fawn’s 
Devotion, both the main characters’ differing identities and the territorial frontier are expressed via 
divisions of film space. Through the mirror device, Dawley’s Frankenstein plays on the possible dual 
nature of the hero, Frankenstein, suggesting a Jekyll / Hyde relationship between the scientist and 
his monster. 

 

White Fawn’s Devotion 

Before a border can be crossed, it has to be set up. Richard Dyer comments that the division created 
between “White and Red peoples establishes a border where there was none before”, since Indians 
can be said not to know formal boundaries.14 Similarly, the concept of miscegenation that developed 

 
11 Martin F. Norden, “Pathé frères à l’époque du ‘Trust’”, in J. Kermabon, ed., Pathé, premier empire du cinéma, 
Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1994, 90-101. The American branch of Gaumont also made what it 
considered “American” pictures, like Hiawatha (1913) which, with 150 Native American extras, claimed to be 
the first all-Native American cast film. 
12 Films about Native Americans were very popular between 1905 and 1915 and resurfaced in the 1920s. Some 
650 “Indian Pictures” were produced during their peak period from 1909 to 1915. See Ralph and Natasha Friar, 
The Only Good Indian – the Hollywood Gospel, New York: Drama Book Specialists, 1972, 15–16. 
13 Michael Hilger, The American Indian in Film, Metuchen, NJ/London: The Scarecrow Press, 1986, 190–1. 
14 Richard Dyer, White, London: Routledge, 1997, 33. 
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from the postbellum era establishes a border that had not existed before. This is particularly evident 
in Indian pictures, which generally refer to an indeterminate past in American history, somewhere 
between a pre-European past, pioneer days and the early twentieth century. When territorial and 
cultural boundaries were established, precise delimitations were not necessarily drawn between 
ethnic groups – White and Native American, White and Hispanic, perhaps even White and African 
American. Divisions developed essentially under the pressure of territorial and economic needs. The 
same can be said for early film, which was still in the making at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. Although there may have been a certain amount of “cultural latitude”15 at the time of films 
like White Fawn’s Devotion, taken as a whole, strictures against intermixture had not yet been totally 
worked into the narratives, and romantic relationships frequently occurred between characters from 
different ethnic groups.  

White Fawn’s Devotion is set on the actual western frontier and concerns a frontiersman, 
Combs, a settler from the East living at Pine Ridge, Dakota, and his family, composed of his wife, 
White Fawn, and their young daughter. The film was released in June 1910 and named by the Library 
of Congress to a National Film Registry Award in 2008. The lead actress, Princess Red Wing, was born 
Lilian St. Cyr on Winnebago Reservation, Nebraska. She was a star in her own right, appearing in over 
fifty films from The White Squaw (Kalem, 1908) to White Oak (Lambert Hillyer, 1921), but is perhaps 
best remembered for the lead role of Nat-U-Ritch in Cecil B. DeMille’s first feature film, The Squaw 
Man (Paramount, 1914).16 St. Cyr played in a number of films with her husband Young Deer, who 
directed eighteen films between 1909 and 1924, and acted in twenty-six films.17 

White Fawn’s Devotion differs from other films depicting love between Indian women and 
White men, such as The Squaw Man or The Invaders, in that it is told very much from the point of 
view of the Indians. From the opening general shot, attention is paid to creating the setting, which 
depicts a family scene with Combs, White Fawn and their daughter in front of their log cabin. The 
husband is chopping wood, the wife is seated next to a table sewing and the child is putting feathers 
together. Animal hides hanging outside and inside the cabin suggest that the husband is a trapper. 
White Fawn wears long braids and traditional dress, whereas her daughter has short, light-colored 
hair cut in a bob, and pale skin. Everything in this scene indicates that the frontier has already been 
crossed by their relationship and its result: the child and her mixed appearance. 

In the second scene, Combs rides off to hunt and meets a man with a letter addressed to him, 
announcing that he has inherited an “immense fortune”. He returns to the cabin – the same setting 
as frame 1 – except that White Fawn is now inside. When she comes out, he breaks the news to her 
and the child, pointing to the East, where they will now have to move. The child is excited by the 
news and imitates her father. White Fawn is horrified and moves to the right-hand side of the 

 
15 M. Elise Marubbio, Killing the Indian Maiden: Images of Native American Women in Film, Lexington, Ky.: The 
University Press of Kentucky, 2006, 47. Marubbio attributes cinematic intermixture to “slippage”. I would 
suggest that from Edison-Dickson’s kinetoscope views, “Americanness” in film absorbed a great many cultures, 
and ethnic divisions developed especially from the mid-1910s, with the growth in nationalism, racism and anti-
immigrant sentiment. 
16 DeMille remade his own film twice for Paramount, with the female lead played by White American actress 
Ann Little in 1918 and Mexican actress Lupe Velez in the first sound version in 1931. Little was frequently cast 
as Indian princesses, as in Thomas Ince’s The Invaders (Kay Bee, 1912). 
17 Recent research suggests Young Dear was not a Winnebago from Nebraska like his wife, but was born James 
Young Johnson, of mixed heritage from Delaware. See Linda M. Waggener, Starring Red Wing: The Incredible 
Career of Lilian M. St. Cyr, the First Native American Film Star, University of Nebraska Press, 2019. 
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screen – the Indian side – pulling the child towards her. She is left alone while Combs sends his 
daughter to fetch water and prepares to leave. White Fawn stabs herself and falls to the ground. 
When the child returns, she believes that her father has killed her mother. The title-card reads:  

Deceived by appearances, and believing her mother to be dead, the child accuses her 
father of murder.  

She runs off right and the next scene finds her in the Indian village, explaining what has occurred. The 
Indians return with her to the cabin, and she and the women mourn White Fawn. Seated on the 
ground in the center of the frame, the child bewails her mother lying behind her, throwing her arms 
in the air in anguish. The chief sends a party of Indians to capture the trapper and a long chase 
sequence ensues, during which the trapper manages to shoot all but one of his pursuers. The Indian 
overpowers him after they have successively forded a river and fought on the edge of a cliff.18 The 
trussed-up Combs is taken back to the village and put on a slab. The chief rules that his daughter 
execute justice. The Indian warriors begin to dance around the stone, while the child refuses to 
comply. In the nick of time, White Fawn appears and, in a scene reminiscent of the Pocahontas 
legend, throws herself on her husband and pleads for his release. The chief pardons them all, but 
orders husband, wife and child to leave. 

Obviously, a frontier was crossed by the violent act of suicide, intended to liberate both 
husband and daughter from having to choose. Ironically, the daughter takes sides against her father 
by accusing him of murder. Later, she is faced with another terrible dilemma: having to carry out the 
death sentence on her own father. The frontier between White and Indian is also recreated by the 
divisions of screen space. On the one hand, a vertical division in the center of the frame, separating 
East and West / White and Indian, represents the split that governs the lives of both mother and 
daughter. On the other, the horizontal axis provides another frontier – that separating reality and 
appearance. The prostrate body of the wife, lying on the ground in the middle of the frame with the 
husband bending over her, is matched in the final sequence by that of the husband lying on the stone 
while the wife bends over him and pleads for his life. The horizontal axis of false appearance shows a 
wife who is not dead and a husband who is not guilty. The resolution of the narrative establishes the 
truth, proving the wife to be alive and the husband to be innocent. It also saves the daughter from 
the burden of guilt, that of somehow being responsible for her parents’ deaths since her absence 
allowed her mother to die and her father to be chief suspect. 

The spatial configurations thus combine to illustrate the underlying conflict, the resolution of 
which allows the couple to resolve a discrepancy in their marriage – the vertical split – built upon the 
appearance of happiness as depicted in the first sequence. In fact, this union between a White settler 
and an Indian woman has a shaky foundation, shown firstly by White Fawn’s refusal to leave the 
confines of her house. There are four different spaces in the narrative: the log cabin, the road where 
Combs meets the messenger, the Indian village, and the countryside of the chase scene. Whereas the 
husband can move through all spaces, White Fawn is particularly static in the first and third 
sequences which show her at home. She sticks close to the house, seated in front of it, going inside, 
standing close to the table. Her two actions, attempting to kill herself and going to the Indian village, 
bring about the change in their lives. 

 
18 In The Cheyenne Brave (1910), also directed by Young Deer for Pathé, an exciting canoe chase opposes an 
Indian who elopes with his loved one, followed by his rival and a fleet of canoes (Henri Bousquet, Pathé des 
années 1896 à 1914: 1910–1911, Paris: Bousquet, 1994, 366). 
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The second deceiving appearance is that of false stability, epitomized by the child, who is 
shown in the space of the home, or in the Indian village, though never actually moving from one to 
another. She would like to be active, riding on horseback with her father, going East with him, but 
she is confined to fetching water. Her half-White and half-Indian presence externalizes the split that 
both parents feel and that prevents them in the beginning from being totally happy. When her 
parents fight, she imitates first her mother, then her father. Finally, she finds herself in the middle of 
the frame, between both parents, but her mother pulls her to her side. Later, the child takes the 
same central position, but on the low, horizontal axis, mourning her mother on the ground. She is 
indeed caught in a double bind: her mother’s seemingly “dead” body frees her from the constraints 
of her “Indianness”; yet because the father is suspected of that killing, she cannot turn to her 
“White” side either. By commanding her to do so, the chief offers her the solution – equally 
impossible – of killing the White side, her father. White Fawn’s Devotion ends on a relatively happy 
note with the family united, although the chief orders them from the village, reminiscent of Adam 
and Eve’s banishment from the Garden of Eden. However, for husband and wife, the crossing of 
barriers for love represents an ultimate estrangement from the Indians. 

 

Frankenstein 

Released in March 1910, Dawley’s Frankenstein was the first cinematic adaptation of Mary Shelley’s 
novel. The film was believed lost, but was discovered in Wisconsin in the 1970s by Alois Dettlapp 
among his collection of old films. It was restored and shown at the twenty-second Pordenone Silent 
Film Festival in 2003. Dawley had been brought to the Porter-Edison team because of his theatrical 
skills. Edwin Porter was essentially a technician who delighted in finding the right solution to a tricky 
cinematic situation, while Dawley was an actor with some stage-direction experience.19 Their 
combined skills come together in Rescued from an Eagle’s Nest (1908) – in which D. W. Griffith made 
his film début as an actor – with Porter’s mechanical eagle and Dawley’s direction. Dawley essentially 
introduced a type of film with more “upper-class” appeal, specializing in European and American 
classics, adapting the first full version of Alexandre Dumas’s The Three Musketeers in two parts 
(1911) in which Mary Fuller played Constance.20  

The Frankenstein monster has become fixed by the image of Boris Karloff’s pale, scarred face 
and hulking body. The 1910 Frankenstein gives a vision of the monster before it was refashioned by 
James Whale’s Frankenstein (Universal, 1931). Dawley’s monster, played by Charles Ogle – who also 
did his own make-up as was customary at the time – looks more like a gigantic ogre. The extant 1910 
print focuses on scenes at the Frankenstein home in Geneva, with a sequence toward the beginning 
in Frankenstein’s (Augustus Phillipe) laboratory in the Bavarian university of Ingolstadt. Three scenes 
stand out: the creation of the monster in the laboratory, the monster’s visit to Frankenstein’s study 
in Geneva, where it falls in love with Elizabeth through her image in a mirror; and the monster’s final 

 
19 Jack Spears, “Edwin S. Porter”, in The Civil War on the Screen and Other Essays, Cranbury, NJ: A. S. Barnes, 
1977, 164–190.  
20 As of Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1913), Dawley joined Famous Players. Among his subsequent films are Snow 
White (1916), with Marguerite Clark in the title role, a film that would influence the young Walt Disney, and a 
remake of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Famous Players-Lasky, 1918), in which Clark doubles up 
for Eva and Topsy. 
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sacrifice when it disappears into the same mirror, leaving Frankenstein and Elizabeth to their married 
life. 

When Dawley made Frankenstein in 1910, Porter had already left Edison to start his own 
company,21 an absence that can be felt by Dawley’s recourse to static tableaux and theatrical 
backdrops for scenery rather than Porter’s cinematic sense. Dawley or other people working on the 
film may have been influenced by Porter’s inventiveness in the use of trick photography for the birth 
of the monster: a burning dummy of the creature was filmed and the footage was then played 
backwards to give the impression of creation. But such techniques – like the stop motion used in the 
final sequence – were becoming commonplace. 

Frankenstein presents a different type of “intermixture” to that of the child in White Fawn’s 
Devotion. Not only is the creature made up of the body parts of a variety of dead people, in its desire 
for humanity, its love for Elizabeth, there is the suggestion of crossing the frontier between human 
and non-human – between the “natural” and the artificially made. Perhaps what the monster desires 
most is to become its creator, Frankenstein, which may explain why in the novel, it kills all those who 
are close to the Baron and who refuse to recognize its worth and humanity: the younger brother, the 
fiancée, the close friend and finally Frankenstein himself. The desire for fusion is achieved to a 
certain extent by posterity since the monster is generally referred to as “Frankenstein”. It may be 
read as the creature’s desire to become its maker, especially in its relationship with Elizabeth; it can 
also be seen as latent homosexuality, explaining why in the novel the monster kills Elizabeth on her 
bridal bed. Indeed, Whale claimed that the 1931 Frankenstein, with its exclusion and final lynching of 
the monster serves as a subtext for society’s rejection of the Other, in this case, homosexuals.22  

The first mirror sequence encapsulates the underlying meaning of the novel. Shelley’s 
Frankenstein is about frontiers in the sense of limits. These are frequently expressed spatially, with 
the monster confined to far-flung regions, beginning its existence on the “edge” of Europe in 
Ingolstadt. Scholars have noted the otherness of central and eastern Europe in nineteenth century 
literature.23 The monster shuns cities; its haunts are fields, forests, mountain tops, the Outer 
Hebrides and finally the North Pole. 

The scientist Frankenstein is concerned with another kind of limit: the Faustian desire for 
universal knowledge, summed up by the desire to find “the mystery of life”, as a title-card puts it in 
the laboratory scene, by creating life. Granted, he resembles more a magician than a scientist, 
pouring into a cauldron various substances which he proceeds to stir, like Edison, perhaps, who, 
under his nickname the Wizard of Menlo Park, transformed science into magic. The monster’s 
disappearance at the end by way of a mirror is reminiscent of such illusory tricks performed by 
George Méliès’s cheeky scientists and magicians. Yet, the 1910 Frankenstein was withdrawn from 
distribution despite its literary source, due to the fact that religious groups objected to the portrayal 
of a man creating life. The scientist had overstepped limits by flouting what was considered a divine 
prerogative. 

The “birth” of the monster takes place behind a heavy wooden door in the wall at the back of 
Frankenstein’s laboratory. The scientist pulls the door to and secures it with a bolt. He can now 

 
21 Porter did not agree with the Trust system and also wanted more independence. He first founded a company 
called Defender Pictures and later co-founded Rex Film Company, which was largely financed by Carl Laemmle. 
22 Vito Russo, The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Movies, New York: Harper & Row [1981] 1988, 49–51. 
23 Ludmilla Kostova, “Theorizing Europe’s Wild West”, European Messenger, vol X/1, Spring 2001, 71–3. 
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observe his experiment through a large peep-hole in the door, much like early cinema-going 
practices. This is done in a series of alternating shots showing Frankenstein’s growing excitement as 
he sees the creature coming to life and the gradual progression of the monster emerging. Death is 
frequently seen as the crossing of a frontier. Here, the scene insists on the reverse process of death 
being transformed into life. When Frankenstein sees his creation, he recoils with horror and backs 
away into his bedroom, falling to the bed, then to the floor, as the monster tries to make contact 
with him. The disgust mirrored on Frankenstein’s face causes the monster to leave. 

The act of looking is repeated in the first mirror sequence, which is set in Frankenstein’s study 
in Geneva, where a large full-length mirror takes up the right-hand side of the screen. Seated left, the 
scientist first sees Elizabeth entering the room via the mirror, then she is seen as double, physically in 
the center of the screen, while her back is reflected in the mirror. She and Frankenstein leave the 
room to the left of the screen. The Alpine episode in Shelley’s novel, during which the monster sees 
his ugly reflection in a pool of water, had the creature recoil from his image, unlike Narcissus who fell 
in love with his reflection. Here, a title-card precedes the mirror sequence: 

Haunting his creator, and jealous of Frankenstein’s sweetheart, the monster sees 
himself for the first time. 

The monster enters, taking up the space that Elizabeth has just occupied in the mirror. It hides 
behind the scenery and emerges when alone in the room. Frankenstein enters and, as in Ingolstadt, 
they make contact, only here they wrestle and the monster overpowers him. Just then it catches 
sight of its reflection and is horrified by its appearance.  

By way of the mirror, Dawley’s film concentrates on individual reactions to the monster; in the 
1931 version, society as a whole becomes the monster’s mirror. The title to the mirror sequence 
suggests latent homosexuality, but the monster seems to see Elizabeth as both a mother figure and 
sweetheart. This is corroborated by the bedroom evocations – the first visible, the second suitably 
repressed off screen – and the sequence ends on an Oedipal fight with the “father”, and the monster 
knocking Frankenstein to the ground.  

Elizabeth’s entrance in Frankenstein’s study complies with a common literary and pictorial 
trope of the nineteenth century that uses the mirror image for expressing love. Yet the filtering of 
the male gaze through a mirror seems inevitably to end in unrequited love and frequently in death as 
in Alexandre Dumas’s La Femme au collier de velours / The Woman with the Velvet Collar (1851). This 
love may be manipulative, as in Sheridan Le Fanu’s “The Room in the Dragon Volant” (1872), in which 
the protagonist first perceives the face of the woman he is attracted to when she lifts her black veil 
and is reflected in a mirror.  

If Lacanian theory is applied to the monster’s “mirror-phase”, his ability to have his “I” 
constructed through the Other (his mother’s – Elizabeth’s – gaze) is denied him, as he sees himself 
alone in the mirror. To this is added the fact that, while the mirror stage occurs in infants between six 
and eighteen months, the monster is adult and a result of “unnatural” birth, a frequent trait of 
science fiction monsters.24  

The closed space of Frankenstein’s laboratory contrasts with his living room in Geneva, 

 
24 Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror-Phase as Formative of the Function of the I”, trans. Jean Roussel, New Left 
Review I/5, September-October, 1968, 63–77. John Brosnan, The Primal Scream, a History of Science Fiction 
Film, London: Orbit, 1991, 2.  
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presented in the opening sequence when he leaves for university, and on his return home and 
wedding night. Instead of a dark wall, the room is partitioned by French windows at the back, 
through which characters are seen to leave and enter and beyond which the lake, hills and town are 
visible, bathed in light. Frankenstein’s bed is recalled during the bridal night, although the bedroom is 
situated off-screen. Elizabeth retires alone and the monster enters through the French windows, 
disappearing into the bedroom. Frankenstein returns and unknowingly shuts the windows, 
underlining that the creature is really the monster within. This is illustrated in the following sequence 
after the monster has frightened Elizabeth – an off-screen reaction gaze that is conveyed by the 
monster itself as, on returning to the study, it gazes sadly on its hideous form. Suddenly, the monster 
is only visible in the mirror. Frankenstein enters and it gazes back at him from the mirror, as if it were 
his image. Then it disappears and Frankenstein sees with joy that his own reflection has returned. 
The monster has sacrificed itself out of love for Elizabeth. 

It would seem here that the Foucauldian heterotopic action of the mirror25 has worked on the 
monster. By creating a barrier between the self and its image, the mirror allows the self to be 
reconstituted in the real world, reducing thus the space between self and reflection. Nowhere is this 
more pertinently described than in Guy de Maupassant’s Bel Ami (1885), when the protagonist 
catches a glimpse of himself in a mirror on the landing and does not recognize himself. Here, 
obviously, the incident has narrative implications which reveal the changes he has undergone. In the 
final sequence in Frankenstein’s study, the monster is pictured on the screen and as it moves we 
become aware of its presence in the room and that the first image is its reflection. This intentional 
confusion allows for the audience to identify with the monster – as in the novel, but through 
different narrative devices – to feel horror, but also pity. Its ultimate sacrifice becomes a noble 
gesture. During his brief life, Frankenstein’s sensitive monster experiences varying emotions that 
finally lead him to reason, and self-sacrifice. Indeed, it represents a possible “other” side to the 
intellectual scientist, whose repressed feelings can now emerge through his reconstructed mirror 
image.26 

 

The Frontier Extended 

The 1910 Frankenstein works on similar spatial divisions to White Fawn of vertical and horizontal 
axes except, whereas the latter resolves its “deceiving appearances” of a harmonious family on 
screen, the former requires the additional dimension of the mirror to resolve the division of the 
screen vertically into a “real” world on the left and a looking-glass one on the right, and horizontally, 
into the scientist on the floor having to succumb to his failure. That this occurs in the confines of 
Frankenstein’s private quarters – his bedroom, his study – suggests an inner world of intellectual and 
romantic desires. The mirror in Frankenstein literally extends the space at the back, a space that was 
clearly bounded previously by walls and doors, giving depth to character and plot, a virtually 

 
25 Michel Foucault, “Des espaces autres”, [1967] trans. “Of Other Spaces”, Diacritics, 16(2), 1982, 22-7. Other 
spaces mentioned by Foucault are closed spaces like boats, institutions such as psychiatric hospitals or the 
neutral and impersonal spaces that we pass through during our daily lives. 
26 On the relationship between the repressed and the Other, see Robin Wood, “An Introduction to the 
American Horror Film”, in Richard Lippe, The American Nightmare: Essays on the Horror Film, Toronto: Festival 
of Festivals, 1979. Whale’s Frankenstein serves as an example for Wood. 
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extendable space that was used later by Orson Welles in the multiple images of Charles Foster Kane, 
decreasing in size, toward the end of Citizen Kane (1941).  

The confrontation with the self is frequently illustrated in film through the protagonist looking 
at himself in a mirror. This is to be found in both French and American New Wave films with their 
emphasis on a subjective point of view. A character may refresh her face with water before 
confronting her changed image in the bathroom mirror, like the woman (Emmanuelle Riva) in 
Hiroshima mon amour (Alain Resnais, 1959) who has just relived her traumatic past. In Baisers volés / 
Stolen Kisses (François Truffaut, 1968), Antoine Doinel (Jean-Pierre Léaud) repeats his name in 
crescendo as he gazes into the mirror, expressing his growing awareness of self. He intersperses it 
with the name of the woman he loves, Fabienne Tabard (Delphine Seyrig), an affirmation of self as he 
projects himself into the situation of saying her name and appropriating her. Frequently, a male 
character unmasks his face while shaving, acquiring awareness of self, as in The Graduate (Mike 
Nichols, 1967) and Martin Scorsese’s protagonists often move from fantasy to reality via their mirror 
image (Mean Streets, 1972, Taxi Driver, 1976, After Hours, 1986).  

The above examples point to the mirrored image as active and mobile, a suitable reproduction 
of the film image. It differs thus from a portrait, which captures a person’s image in fixed form, 
through painting, sculpture or photography. Furthermore, self-portraiture aside, the artistic image 
gives an external point of view. The filmed mirror image is generally that of self, except in two-shots 
when a character may gaze on another through the mirror, as in Memento (Christopher Nolan, 
2000).27 As in the 1910 Frankenstein, the cinematic mirror serves as the locus for reconstructing 
identity and finding one’s true self. It also allows for a new identity to emerge through the 
transformation of making-up while looking at one’s image in a mirror.28 This may lead to the 
discovery of true identity toward the end of The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927),29 or as a primal 
scene in Torch Song Trilogy (Paul Bogart, 1988), when Arnold’s (Harvey Fierstein) homosexuality is 
revealed as a little boy to his horrified mother (Anne Bancroft), who discovers him in her closet, 
wearing her clothes and makeup, a reversal of the mother-child relationship in the Lacanian mirror 
phase.  

 

Both White Fawn’s Devotion and Frankenstein conclude on relatively “happy” endings, even if 
mitigated by banishment in White Fawn and the monster’s sacrifice in Frankenstein. In the early 
years of film, White Fawn and Frankenstein had at their disposal relatively limited narrative and 
cinematic resources. Yet both films are in the continuum of gradual innovations with screen space 
that lead to the enhancement of narrative. White Fawn makes up for a tendency to frontal screening 
by incorporating the vertical and horizontal divisions into the narrative. In Frankenstein, spatial 
dimension is enhanced by giving depth to part of the screen via the mirror. This is similar to the use 

 
27 See my “Déchiffrage de l’aide-mémoire écrit dans Memento de Christopher Nolan”, in Nicole Cloarec (ed.), La 
Lettre au cinéma, Paris : Houdiard, 2007, 219-37. 
28 See the opening to Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn, 1967) or Puzzle of a Downfall Child (Jerry Schatzberg, 
1970); my “Mannequin recherche désespérément sa voix: Polly Maggoo et Lou Andreas Sand”, in P. Starfield, 
ed., Femmes et pouvoir, Condé-sur-Noireau: CinémAction, 2008, 224–41. 
29 Variations of blackening-up in front of a mirror are to be found in Stormy Weather (Andrew Stone, 1943) and 
Bamboozled (Spike Lee, 2000), which plays on an imposed stereotyped identity; see my “Le masque de 
blackface dans Bamboozled de Spike Lee”, in P. Starfield ed, Masque et lumière, Condé-sur-Noireau : 
CinémAction, 2006, 197-205. 
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of the background for the creation of the monster or a backdrop of Lake Geneva which is to be seen 
in some sequences. The latter, however, provides a realistic extension to the foreground, unlike the 
mirror which allows for inner or immaterial expression. Granted, David Wark Griffith had gone 
further with intercutting and variation in shot scale as in The Greaser’s Gauntlet (Biograph, 1908), 
although White Fawn‘s Devotion does present a certain rhythm in shot change and a breakdown of 
shots in the chase sequence. Their innovation lies more in their transformation of screen space into 
narrative space, much like The Yiddisher Boy (Sigmund Lubin, 1908), in which a flashback – believed 
to be the first – occurs in double exposure top left. These “on-screen” edits include the spatial 
divisions and are similar to the uses made of “in-camera edits” of 1960s experimental film, like those 
of Andy Warhol. 

The films also make use of off-screen space, which is noticeable in Frankenstein when an 
additional character is far left, or off screen during the mirror sequence, or when later the monster 
frightens Elizabeth in the bridal chamber. In White Fawn, the off-screen is present throughout 
through the awareness of whatever is external to the log cabin – the countryside, the Indian village, 
the East. These examples illustrate the porosity of the film frame and underline how the screen 
serves as a mirror for relaying narrative.  
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Introduction 

The United States has been exporting representations of its Civil War (1861–1865) to Britain since the 
days of the war itself. These have been crossing the Atlantic in various ways: academic studies, 
artefacts, novels and military writings are just a few examples. However, between the end of the 
nineteenth century and the coming of age of television, cinema was arguably the leading agent of 
generating and exporting Civil War images from the United States to Britain. According to one count, 
for example, between 1897 and 1961, 495 Civil War films were produced in Hollywood, and many of 
these made it to Britain.1  

Films about the Civil War were an American product that reflected contemporary American 
affairs. For example, rather than just a film about Abraham Lincoln’s life, Abe Lincoln in Illinois (John 
Cromwell, 1940), was also a film about the Great Depression and about the global conflict between 
democracy and fascism.2 Additionally, Civil War films reflected the war’s contested legacy in the United 
States and took part in shaping and perpetuating parallel and often conflicting narratives of the 
conflict.3 During the period covered in this article (between the 1910s and the 1940s), reconciliation 
was the dominant legacy of the Civil War in the United States. This narrative celebrated the 
reinvigorated unity between North and South after the war. In order to accommodate the Northern 
legacy alongside that of the Lost Cause, it downplayed the centrality of slavery and the continuous 

 
1John B. Kuiper, “Civil War Films: A Quantitative Description of a Genre”, The Journal of the Society of 
Cinematologists, Vol. 4/5 (1964/1965), 81–83.  
2J. E. Smyth, “Young Mr. Lincoln: Between Myth and History in 1939”, Rethinking History, 7 (2), (2003), 193–214; 
Melvyn Stokes, “Abraham Lincoln and the Movies”, American Nineteenth Century History, 12 (2), (2011), 203–231. 
3 G. W. Gallagher, Causes Won, Lost, and Forgotten: How Hollywood and Popular Art Shape What We Know about 
the Civil War, Chapel Hill: University of N.C. Press, 2008, 1–10. 
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oppression of African Americans. 

In Britain, these films were received in a different cultural environment. Domestic British and 
American affairs were different, and Britain hardly experienced the conflicts about the legacy of the 
Civil War the United States knew. In these two areas at least, the American context in which Civil War 
films were produced and received was foreign to the British. In other words, when Civil War films 
crossed the Atlantic, they crossed cultural borders.  

This article studies how such borders are crossed by two films that have become landmarks both 
in cinematic history and in the history of Civil War representations, The Birth of a Nation (D. W. Griffith, 
1915) and Gone with the Wind (Victor Fleming, 1939). First, it examines the American context in which 
the former was produced and shows how it reflected the place the war occupied in the contemporary 
American memory. The essay then analyses the reception of the film in Britain. In the second part, a 
similar analysis is made of the American context and the British reception of the latter film. To keep the 
theme of frontiers and their crossings in focus, the article adopts a classic approach to depict the British 
audiences’ reception, concentrating on how they used American films about an American war to 
position themselves in relation to the American society.4 

By focussing on the crossing of cultural borders by The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the Wind, 
the article aims to alter the position held so far that the British received these films as part of a familiar 
experience. Michael Hammond, for example, has suggested that the almost uncontested approval of 
The Birth of a Nation stemmed from the fact that British critics interpreted it in the light of Britain’s 
contemporary experience of the Great War. Their reading of the film, Hammond argued, “shows how 
familiar the British were with the cultural references in Birth of a Nation”.5 In a similar vein, Helen 
Taylor has shown that the character of Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind appealed to British and 
American women alike because they saw in O’Hara familiar characteristics they appropriated.6 

The present study does not challenge those illuminating findings. However, observing how the 
films travel from the American context to the British one suggests a more nuanced view. It shows that, 
even when they crossed the Atlantic, the American cultural imprint of these films was preserved. In 
other words, these films kept their foreign, “from across the border” character. It shows further that, 
for British critics, these films’ distinct American character was important to preserve. Accordingly, the 
main argument is that British viewers interpreted The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the Wind from a 
vantage point that consisted of two integrated elements: a contemporary British experience, and the 
United States as part of this experience. The focus here is on the second of these elements and thus on 
the extent to which the films, the legacy of the Civil War, and the values that both represented 
remained, even when appropriated, American and alien to the British audience. 

 

The Birth of a Nation  

Thomas Dixon Jr was a fervent Southern Lost Cause soldier in the battle over the Civil War’s memory in 
the United States. In 1905, Dixon – a North Carolinian – wrote The Clansman, the novel which formed 

 
4 For more on film and reception theory see Janet Staiger, Perverse Spectators: The Practices of Film Reception, 
New York: New York University Press, 2000, chapter 1.   
5 Michael Hammond, “’A Soul Stirring Appeal to Every Briton’: The Reception of ‘The Birth of a Nation’ in Britain 
(1915–1916)”, Film History, 11 (3), 1999, 367. 
6 Helen Taylor, Scarlett’s Women: Gone with the Wind and its Female Fans, London: Virago, 1989. 
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the basis for The Birth of a Nation, to counter Harriet Beecher Stowe’s narrative in Uncle Tom’s Cabin.7 
The latter, Dixon believed, had distorted the history of the war, and through the medium of popular 
culture helped to root in the United States an image and memory of a decadent South. In 1914, D. W. 
Griffith – the son of a Confederate soldier and likewise a Southern exponent – bought the rights to 
Dixon’s work and launched the production of The Birth of a Nation. 

Following Dixon’s narrative, Griffith’s film was an aggressive defence of the South.8 However, the 
film was not about Southern supremacy. Although it was clearly supporting the South, and despite its 
attack on the North’s aggression, the film conveyed that the South sought peace and cross-sectional 
White brotherhood. “Liberty and union”, read the film’s final slide, “one and inseparable, now and 
forever!” [emphasized in original]. The film was not about the South being morally or otherwise better 
than the North, but rather about the South being as good as the North. According to the film, in the 
horrendous war the South showed that it was no less patriotic than the North and no less brave and 
moral. And no less than the North, the film showed, the South wanted peace and unity.  

Racist and biased, the significance of the film lay in its faithful reflection of the context within 
which it was created. As David Blight has shown, by the time of the Civil War’s semi-centennial, 
between 1911 and 1915, the cultural quarrel between North and South over the conflict’s memory had 
come to an alleged end with sectional reconciliation emerging as the war’s dominant legacy.9 The semi-
centennial celebrations marked the transformation of the legacy of the Civil War into an agreed-upon 
symbol of the United States. The Birth of a Nation both mirrored and promoted this spirit; and as such, 
it reached Britain. 

 Premiered in Britain on 27 September 1915, The Birth of a Nation was almost unanimously 
praised. Resistance to and negative criticism of the film were marginal.10 Part of this endorsement must 
have stemmed, as Michael Hammond has suggested, from the fact that Britons associated the events 
and values that they saw on the screen with contemporary British affairs, and primarily with their 
wartime experience.11 In 1915, sentiments of racial unity, nationalism and sacrifice were put forward. 
Seeing themselves as undergoing a similar national challenge, the British saw in the Civil War a familiar 
experience and in The Birth of a Nation its visual account. However, evidence suggests that for British 
viewers there was more to the film than the relevance of the events and values that it presented. For 
them, a central aspect of the film, which generated both excitement and, to a lesser degree, 
detachment, was its persistent and un-translatable American foreignness. 

Britons were thrilled to have an overview of a foreign war about which they felt they knew all too 
little. One of the film’s most exciting features, praised the Bioscope, was that it “does more […] than 
present us with a series of mighty historical events. It links those events together and indicates their 
place as part of one great purpose.”12 In a similar tone, the Review of Reviewers lauded the film “as an 

 
7 Melvyn Stokes, D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation: A History of “the most controversial motion picture of all 
time”, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, 35–37. On the dispute over the memory of the war see: David Blight, 
Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory. Cambridge: Mass, 2001, pp. 1–4; John R. Neff, Honoring the 
Civil War Dead: Commemoration and the Problem of Reconciliation, Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005, 
4–13.  
8 John Hope Franklin, “’Birth of a Nation’: Propaganda as History”. The Massachusetts Review, 20 (3), (1979), 417–
434. 
9 David Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory, Cambridge, MA: Belnap Press, 2001, 394–
397. 
10 Melvyn Stokes, “Race, Politics, and Censorship: D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation in France, 1916–1923”, 
Cinema Journal, 50 (1), (2010), 20–21. 
11 Hammond, “A Soul Stirring Appeal to Every Briton”. 
12“The Birth of a Nation, an American odyssey”, Bioscope, 9 September 1915, 1114.  
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absorbing lesson in history […] [with] a profound educational value. Few Englishmen have more than a 
nodding acquaintance with the great war of North and South; fewer still know anything of the ghastly 
time of ‘Reconstruction’ […].”13 Since the days of the war, Americans presented the British public with 
fragmented information about and partial representations of what were often seen as disconnected 
wartime events. In 1915, Griffith gathered all these events and projected a single narrative on a single 
canvas. As such, the film was seen as a first authoritative lesson about a pivotal chapter in American 
history.  

Although less enthusiastic reviews were more difficult to come across, since the film told the 
story of a foreign war it also generated a sense of detachment among British critics. The Athenaeum, 
for example, stressed that while the film helped “correcting what may be a widely held false idea of the 
causes which led to the American Civil War […]”, this aspect of the war “does not appeal to us […]”14. 
The British appropriated the abstract notions of unity, patriotism and sacrifice presented in the film, 
and the Civil War was indeed perceived as a familiar event. However, the British audiences also felt that 
they were offered an insight into a concrete, historical American war, an unfamiliar, even alien event. 

As a story of a foreign war, it is not surprising that The Birth of a Nation generated expressions of 
indifference of the kind just mentioned. What is surprising, especially considering the British suspicion 
of American popular culture, was their rarity. What made a foreign war, as such, alluring and 
fascinating? What “profound educational value” could it have for contemporary Britons? If it was, as 
the Observer noted, a “great American drama”, it was indeed very American.15 That, however, rather 
than a reason for alienation or even antagonism, was often considered one of the film’s most attractive 
features. “We are introduced”, noted one laudatory review, “to every conceivable sphere of life and to 
every possible class and type of American men and women.”16 The “American odyssey”, as one journal 
called the film, offered the British viewer an observation into the American home and society. 

By 1915, few among the British public had experienced the United States directly and for many it 
remained distant and mysterious. As an American product and symbol, the film and the Civil War 
generated both interest and exotic wonder. Thus, The Times noted that the screening of an American 
film in a British theatre was “an event of considerable theatrical interest and significance.”17 The KKK, 
this reviewer added with admiring puzzlement, was a “[…] strange, romantic, somehow intensely 
American affair […] whose members [were] disguised in strange medieval garments […]”.18 To these 
reviewers, the film and the war were also interesting because they were American. 

Part of the reason why the British found The Birth of a Nation appealing was because it was 
about the Civil War. The latter, in turn, was appealing since it was seen as a window on the United 
States. Keeping in mind that at the time the war was being rooted in the United States as a consensual 
national symbol, and that cinema had been from the start a major means of projecting national images 
of the United States, this was understandable.19 At the same time, the United States was appealing 
because it gained relevance for contemporary Britons and became part of their conception of 
themselves as a nation. First, in an unprecedented need of its aid, the United States turned highly 

 
13“The Birth of a Nation, a Photo-Play at the Scala”, Review of Reviewers, December 1915, 499.  
14“Dramatic Gossip”, Athenaeum, 9 October 1915, 250. 
15“The Birth of a Nation”, Observer, 26 March 1916, 15. 
16Pictures and the Picturegoer, 2 October 1915, 6. 
17“Great Film-Drama at Drury Lane”, The Times, 23 March 1916, 11. 
18“Great Film-Drama…”, 11. 
19 Andrew Higson, “The Concept of National Cinema”, Screen, 30 (4), (1989), 39–42; Emily Rosenberg, Spreading 
the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 1890–1945, New York: Hill and Wang, 1982, 99–
100. 



Nimrod Tal  
‘The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the Wind in the Anglo-American World’ 

Film Journal 7: Crossing Borders: Geography, History, Social Classes, 2021 
 

29 

 

 

relevant to the British in the most realpolitik sense. Additionally, the United States appealed to the 
British on an ideological level as well. As Douglas Lorimer has argued, between the Civil War and the 
first decades of the twentieth century the notion of an Anglo-Saxon race had emerged with great vigour 
on both sides of the Atlantic and for many tied the two peoples together.20 This common racial and 
historical consciousness accounted partly for the positive vision the British had of the United States and 
of their reaction to The Birth of a Nation. 

None of these, however, fully bridged the gap between the American context in which the film 
and the war had originated and the British context in which they were received. Upon the arrival of The 
Birth of a Nation in Britain, Bioscope typically remarked: 

 

In the first place, it may be as well to point out that this picture is not a work of merely 
local interest […] Its value as a wonderfully accurate reconstruction of a definite historical 
episode is so far transcended by its power and fascination as a mighty epic dealing with 
abstract human forces that its appeal will not be confined to Americans […].21 

 

The abstract notions that were imbedded in the film appealed to the British audiences. However, no 
less appealing, though disturbing at times, was that the film was also a “wonderfully accurate 
reconstruction of a definite historical episode” that was by no means British, but rather very American. 

 

Gone with the Wind 

In many ways, Gone with the Wind was cut from the same cloth as The Birth of a Nation. As was the 
case for Dixon, a major driving force behind Margaret Mitchell’s motivation to write the novel was to 
resurrect the honour of the South. She, too, found the long shadow of Uncle Tom’s Cabin threatened 
the integrity of her region of birth and life.22 The film did not tone down much of these sentiments. 
Unsurprisingly, then, as Bruce Chadwick has argued, “the fingerprints of ‘The Birth of a Nation’ were all 
over ‘Gone with the Wind’.”23 Like its elder relative, Gone with the Wind presented the mid-nineteenth 
century South as a peaceful, harmonious and idyllic society of slaves and their owners. As in Griffith’s 
film, this world was destroyed in the war and its aftermath. However, Gone with the Wind also differed 
from The Birth of a Nation in two aspects that are relevant to the present study. For one, the film 
featured few battle scenes, and its emphasis was on the folly of the war and the needless suffering and 
destruction that it had brought. Another related aspect was that Gone with the Wind decidedly turned 
the focus from the battlefield to the home front, and especially to the image of the Southern woman. 

Historically flawed, the film was an American work of its time. Mitchell wrote the novel at the 
height of American isolationism and pacifism in the 1930s. The film reflected that spirit and conveyed –
 as did The Littlest Rebel (David Butler, 1935), So Red the Rose (King Vidor, 1935) and Hearts in Bondage 
(Lew Ayres, 1936) – that the Civil War, or any war, were not worth the human sacrifice that they 
claimed. Additionally, although the novel was primarily about the American South, Fleming’s film had 

 
20 Douglas Lorimer, Colour, Class and the Victorians: English Attitudes to the Negro in the Mid-nineteenth Century, 
Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1978. 
21 “The Birth of a Nation, an American odyssey”, Bioscope, 9 September 1915, 1114. 
22 Bruce Chadwick, The Reel Civil War: Mythmaking in American Film, New York: Vintage, 2001, 211. 
23 Ibid., 190. 
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made it a national symbol.24 Advocating reconciliation by illustrating the horrors of the war and 
omitting fraught representations of racial tensions, the film was widely approved of in the United 
States.25 As such, and like The Birth of a Nation, Gone with the Wind reached Britain as a consensual 
American symbol and authoritative account of the most American war. 

In Britain, it has been argued, Gone with the Wind, was the “box-office phenomenon of the war 
years.”26 Moreover, it is entirely plausible that British audiences flocked to the cinemas, at least to 
some extent, because, as Helen Taylor has shown, they were able to recognize themselves and their 
experiences in the values and events that the film presented. “[…] As a girl”, recalled one woman who 
participated in Taylor’s study, “I held up Scarlett as a kind of model for myself, especially in regards to 
her ’never give up’ sentiments”.27 “The scenes in the hospital”, wrote a critic, “give a picture of 
slaughter and desolation not quickly forgotten, particularly in these days.”28 Seeing Gone with the Wind 
through local, contemporary eyes, British viewers appropriated what they thought reflected their 
experiences. 

However, the film also drew some noticeable criticism when it first arrived in Britain in 1940. At 
times, it even generated antagonism among local viewers. Urging people to boycott the film due to the 
high prices of the tickets, an angry reader of the Daily Mirror stressed that, “Hollywood’s a bit optimistic 
in expecting Britain to pour out what is saved […] on four hours of the American Civil War, particularly 
when this country’s got quite a war of its own.”29 The most poisonous expressions tied together 
Hollywood, the Civil War and the values that both represented, as being American and stressed that 
they were foreign, irrelevant and even antagonistic to the contemporary British experience. 

Reviews of this kind accentuated – indeed they were based on the argument – that upon arriving 
in Britain, Gone with the Wind had crossed cultural borders. They also highlighted that some American 
features in the film could and should not be appropriated. This suggests that Britons saw Gone with the 
Wind not only through their contemporary experience, but also through their experience of the United 
States. The present analysis examines responses of this kind to two main features in the film: its anti-
war message and its representation of gender roles, thus showing that Britons preserved the American 
character of the film and of the Civil War in order to fashion their national identity in opposition to the 
American one. 

The film’s appeasing message did not escape British critics. However, associating it with their 
contemporary war experience and not with the American legacy of the Civil War, many expressed 
unease about such a lesson. For example, Harry Mears, President of the Cinema Exhibitors’ Association, 
wrote in April 1940 that “the horrors of war are so emphasised that the psychological effect upon the 
public may not be good in times when we are fighting for our existence.”30 Mears was at the time 
deeply involved in a dispute with MGM regarding the terms of distribution of the film in Britain, which 

 
24 Jan Cronin, “The Book Belongs to All of Us: Gone with the Wind as a Post-structural Product”, Film/Literature 
Quarterly, 32 (1), (2007), 399; Darden A. Pyron, Southern Daughter: The Life of Margaret Mitchell, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991, 334–336. 
25 Jim Cullen, The Civil War in Popular Culture, Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995, 81–84; J. F. Tracy, 
“Revisiting a Polysemic Text: The African American Press’s Reception of Gone with the Wind”, Mass 
Communication and Society, 4 (4), (2001), 419–436. 
26 Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Britain Can Take It: The British Cinema in the Second World War, 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994, 16. 
27 Quoted in Taylor, Scarlett’s Women, 96. 
28Monthly Film Bulletin, April 1940, 56.  
29“Live-Letter Box”, Daily Mirror, 14 May 1940, 11.  
30 “Gone with the Wind Controversy”, Kinematograph Weekly, 25 April 1940, 5.   
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is likely to have influenced his views.31 However, he was not wide of the mark. “I didn’t really enjoy it”, 
noted one Mass-Observation (M-O) diarist about her viewing experience, “I had been warned that it 
was very sad but it wasn’t so much its sadness as the horrible realism of it […] that made it un-enjoyable 
to me.”32 In a context of anti-war feelings, many British viewers deemed the film and its representation 
of the Civil War uncomfortable and even dangerous. 

Moreover, since the Civil War was an American emblem, the assault on what was seen as the 
film’s irrelevant aspects or negative effects was often aimed at the United States itself. Edward Wood, 
for example, attacked the whole genre of Civil War films and remarked in August 1940: 

 

Many of the films that the British public does not yearn for at any time, and has absolutely 
no use for just now, depict some phase of the American Civil War, which started in 1861 
and finished in 1865. I have lost count of the number of films I have seen with this war as a 
background, foreground, beginning, middle piece or ending, but I know there were too 
many for my liking since the present war began. […] At this particular period of our history 
American producers have shown a sad lack of knowledge of what the British public wants 
in sending over such films. A more touchy people might have boycotted these films, but we 
are notoriously long-suffering in such matters. It cannot be said that films depicting the 
American Civil War have any educational value for us.33 

 

Bearing in mind the words of the angry reader of the Daily Mirror, it is clear that Wood, too, was 
not speaking only for himself. Immersed in a huge-scale conflict while the United States still kept aloof 
from Europe, British critics used the Civil War and Gone with the Wind to express their misgivings about 
American policies. At the same time, these critics fashioned Britain’s identity as a brave nation fighting 
for its existence vis-à-vis the image they constructed of the United States. 

To an even greater extent, British reviewers fashioned their country’s national identity against 
that of the United States through Gone with the Wind’s representations of gender roles. The image of 
British actress Vivien Leigh, who was cast over hundreds of American actresses who had auditioned for 
the part of Scarlett O’Hara, played a significant role.34 No coverage of the film was complete without 
stressing Leigh’s British background. Some regretted that Britain had lost a local star to Hollywood;35 
others saw it as a welcome symbol of Anglo-American harmony.36 Everybody, however, celebrated 
Leigh’s Britishness. 

Soon, Leigh became the archetypical British woman, and critics began to hone her British 
femininity against Scarlett’s. Today’s Cinema, for example, described Scarlett’s womanhood with 
evident disdain and stressed that she was “a revelation of a feminine dishonour […]”.37 Another critic 
regretted that the great film dealt with the life-story “of a hussy.”38 Against Scarlett’s seemingly flawed 
femininity, Leigh’s British womanhood glowed. The Picturegoer, for example, published Leigh’s own 

 
31 Allen Eyles, “When Exhibitors Saw Scarlett: The War Over Gone with the Wind”, Picture House, (27), (2002), 23–
32. 
32 Mass-Observation, Diary No. 5338, 3 December 1942. Mass-Observation Archive online, 
https://www.massobservation.amdigital.co.uk/Documents/Details//Diarist-5338. 
33 “Banish Black-outs in Entertainment”, Picture Show, 3 August 1940, 9.  
34 Hugo Vickers, Vivien Leigh, London: Hamish Hamilton, 1988, 100–106. 
35 “Films of the Week”, Observer, 22 January 1939, 12. 
36 “Studio and Screen”, Manchester Guardian, 20 January 1939, 12.   
37 “Film Review”, Today’s Cinema News and Property Gazette, 19 April 1940, 10. 
38 Monthly Film Bulletin, April 1940, 56.  
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account of her experience on the set of Gone with the Wind. Deliberately distinguishing herself from 
Scarlett, Leigh said that the latter “needed a good, healthy old-fashioned spanking on a number of 
occasions and I should have been delighted to give it to her.”39 Leigh was fashioned in the British press 
as a moderate, innocent and motherly woman, i.e., a true British woman and all that Scarlett was not. 
Such expressions reflected the tension created in Britain during WWII, between efforts to sustain the 
traditional image of women as soft, domestic and passive, and the growing perception among the 
public of women as active, strong and resourceful due to their new social position in wartime Britain.40 
The advent of the American Southern belle played by a British actress provided Britons with an exotic 
model against which to fashion their perceptions of gender roles, then in evolution. 

The British view of Gone with the Wind was not homogenous, certainly not as critics sometimes 
wished to present it. The public was divided both on the film’s pacifist sentiments and on its 
representation of gender roles, as it was divided over other aspects of the film, such as its 
representations of racial relations. Some saw its anti-war messages as a legitimate lesson. For example, 
one reviewer argued: 

 

A point arises here whether the realism of the war scenes with their attendant tragedies 
will strike a little too closely at the heart of a nation at war, but even so the latter half, 
which deals specifically with the personal histories of the characters, will so absorb interest 
that any such effect will be diverted to less tumultuous emotions. Such scenes could not, in 
any case, be legitimately cut, for they are the basis of the whole argument and a vivid 
lesson in humanity’s inhumanity.41 

 
Similarly, as noted, some saw in Scarlett a role-model whose characteristics they found in themselves. 
Endeavouring to propel a distinct British identity at a time of uncertainty, expressions in the press 
concealed the fact that the public was more ambivalent in its views of Scarlett, the Civil War and of the 
United States. 

 This ambivalence mirrored the way in which Britons saw themselves in relation to the United 
States in the early stages of WWII. Historians have shown that the social and cultural changes that the 
war brought challenged British perceptions of many aspects of their identity and led them to re-
consider some of them. The movement from appeasement to war or the alteration of women’s place in 
society were just two examples of changes that influenced Britons’ perception of themselves. At the 
same time, the rapprochement of the United States – both physically and ideologically – opened the 
way for closer relations between the peoples, but also for confusion. An M-O survey from 1942 
illustrated this when it showed that the United States’ entry into WWII generated much confusion and 
even anger among the British public.42 One evident British reaction to the challenges brought by the 
war and to the involvement of the United States was to highlight Britain’s identity in opposition to the 
United States’. For example, the arrival of about 130,000 segregated African American GIs in Britain 
became an abundant source of confusion for the population. One response to this situation was to 
emphasize the idea of Britain as a country that traditionally opposed racial discrimination and to stress 

 
39 “Now Vivien Leigh’s Own Story of ‘GWTW’”, Picturegoer and Film Weekly, 20 April 1940, 6.  
40 Sonya O. Rose, Which People’s War?: National Identity and Citizenship in Wartime Britain 1939–1945, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003, 108–139. 
41“Film Review”, Today’s Cinema News and Property Gazette, 19 April 1940, 9.  
42Mass-Observation Report on Opinion on America from 16 March 1942, pp. 5–10. M-O Archives Online. 
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that segregation had always been typically American.43 

As American emblems on both sides of the Atlantic, the combination of Hollywood and the Civil 
War would fit such British expectations particularly well. True, the British showed evident dislike of 
American cinema, let alone Civil War films. The Cinematograph Film Act (1927), which set quotas to 
limit the numbers of foreign films arriving in Britain, was one example of the growing antagonism, 
especially amongst the British elite, toward American cinema.44 However, films about the Civil War 
incorporated some additional Americanism as they dealt with an event that had become a paramount 
American symbol since the turn of the century. Thus, the Picturegoer wrote about So Red the Rose that 
“the American Civil War period does not mean as much to us, obviously, as it does to American 
audiences, and in consequence one is not deeply moved as one might have been by the action.”45 On 
the same film, the Kinematograph Weekly said that “much of its subject matter is hardly of sufficient 
interest to English audiences”, and that as such it was “a little too American in sentiments and detail.”46 
These films, according to the reviews, were particularly uninteresting and un-British since they dealt 
with the Civil War. While less significant Civil War films drew such reviews already in the 1930s, British 
expressions of detachment from the United States through the representation of the Civil War reached 
a peak in Gone with the Wind.  

 

Conclusion 

When The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the Wind crossed the Atlantic, they crossed cultural borders. 
While many of the historical events and values that these films presented were translated according to 
contemporary British views, some of their features did not undergo such cultural adaptation. The 
American character of the films was preserved as was the status of the Civil War as an American 
historical event and symbol. It remains to be explored whether these could have been translated at all. 
However, we have endeavoured to show here that for the British it was important to maintain the 
American character of the films and of the Civil War. True, Britons reacted differently to the two films 
and to the Civil War. Despite some dissenting voices, in the case of The Birth of a Nation the British 
found the American nature of both the film and the war held some appeal and even provided them 
with a cause for celebrating their national identity. In the case of Gone with the Wind the reception was 
more ambivalent, and some used the film’s and the war’s American pedigree to draw a divide between 
the countries. In both cases, however, that the films and the Civil War were American was essential. It 
helped the British understand the United States and define themselves against it. 

In many ways, it is still true. Commenting on the issue of racism in British films, Dame Ruth 
Rendell, Baroness of Babergh and iconic British writer of detective novels, suggested in the House of 
Lords in 2002 that, “it might be well, too, for theatre management always to keep in mind the bad old 
days when, for instance, Hollywood film makers, in employing actors of African descent, almost 
invariably cast them in roles as menials or comic relief. I am thinking in particular of Gone with the 

 
43 Graham Smith, When Jim Crow Met John Bull: Black American Soldiers in World War II Britain, London: I. B. 
Tauris, 1987, 93–94; Gavin Schaffer, “Fighting Racism: Black Soldiers and Workers in Britain during the Second 
World War”, Immigrants & Minorities, 28 (2), (2010), 247–248; Janet Toole, “GIs and the Race Bar in Wartime 
Warrington”, History Today, 43 (7), (1993), 23–28; Neil A. Wynn, “’Race War’: Black American GIs and West 
Indians in Britain during the Second World War”, Immigrants & Minorities, 24 (3), (2006), 324–332. 
44 Tom Ryall, Britain and the American Cinema, London: Sage, 2001, 119–141. 
45 Picturegoer, 21 March 1936, 32.  
46 Kinematograph Weekly, 12 December 1935, 18. 
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Wind.”47 Through the lens of American representations of African Americans in films, Ruth Rendell 
asked the British to reconsider their attitudes to and representations of race and racism at home. Of 
course, the United States and its place in the world have been evolving, just as Britain and the Anglo-
American relations have. Hollywood Civil War films have changed dramatically as well. Glory (Edward 
Zwick, 1989) and Lincoln (Steven Spielberg, 2012), for example, tell very different stories about the Civil 
War era and the present-day United States from those told in The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the 
Wind. However, as American symbols, the two films and the Civil War that crossed the Atlantic with 
them have remained a reference for the British in their efforts to understand themselves within the 
frame of their “Special Relationship” with the United States.   

 

 

 
47 Ruth Barbara Rendell, “Racism in the Theatre”, Debates in the House of Lords, 30 June 2002, Hansard 
Online: https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2002-06-30/debates/dafbefcc-9c01-4688-9532-
49bdb940ddf6/RacismInTheTheatre.  
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The creation of in-between cinematic moments in Michael Powell’s and Emeric Pressburger’s films has 
sometimes been analysed in terms of “magic spaces”1 or “capillarité”,2 although such categories have 
mostly been applied to films of a later period, briefly overlapping with that examined in this article (a 
famous instance being, of course, the central ballet sequence of The Red Shoes, 1948). I wish to argue 
that, in the context of the Second World War, it makes sense to view the genesis of such spaces as 
Powell and Pressburger’s idiosyncratic response to totalitarianism – their own particular version of 
London Can Take It! (Humphrey Jennings, 1940), as it were. In a rather different historical context, we 
learn from the O.E.D. that of Oliver Cromwell’s Protectorate, a Royalist Pamphleteer, Joseph Hall, 
termed democracy ‘an interstice of government’. Indeed, when Powell and Pressburger started their 
partnership in filmmaking in the early 1940s, democracy in Europe was threatening to become such an 
“interstice in government” and, reading that phrase against the grain, I propose to submit that what 
was to become familiar to post-war audiences as a cinema of “magic spaces” actually emerged as an 
attempt to resist tyranny. For the duration of a film, several characters travel through ‘interstitial 
spaces’ in which the parts of host and guest are played by a number of key characters, often at the risk 
of death (the Hutterite community in 49th Parallel, or Jo de Vries [Googie Withers] in One of Our Aircraft 
is Missing). Scenes of hospitality abound in the films, but the context of the war gives them an aura of 
danger and makes it relevant to refer to Jacques Derrida’s analysis of the etymology of the word, which 
implies a reference to the double meaning of hostis – both enemy (Derrida refers to the biblical 
designation of God as ‘Lord of Hosts’) and guest.3 The narratives create opportunities for the staging of 
specific shots in which the setting, light and shadow, supported by dialogue and acting, offer special 
insights into such spaces where fellow craftsmen realise their fundamental fraternity: the blacksmith’s 

 
1 Andrew Moor, Powell and Pressburger: A Cinema of Magic Spaces, London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2005. 
2 Natacha Thiéry, Photogénie du désir. Michael Powell et Emeric Pressburger 1945-1950, Rennes: Presses 
Universitaires de Rennes, 2009. 
3 Anne Dufourmantelle and Jacques Derrida, De l’hospitalité, Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1997. 
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workshop in A Canterbury Tale, the baker’s in 49th Parallel. In A Canterbury Tale the American sergeant, 
Bob Johnson, and the blacksmith, Jim Horton, ‘speak the same language’ although they were born on 
different continents, whereas Alison (Sheila Sim) feels they “don’t speak the same language” although 
they were born in the same country. A tradition of craftsmanship and common understanding of nature 
makes the two men feel they share more than appears at first sight. This epiphany of kinship, which 
sometimes takes the strange form of a demise of pride and prejudice, often happens in bedrooms, for 
instance in A Canterbury Tale, with the bedroom where Sgt John Sweet is staying (the so-called 
“Elizabeth” bedroom) through the window of which he makes friends with the locals.  

These brief democratic encounters fostered by Powell and Pressburger in their films make much 
use of the symbolism of frontiers. In her study of women and wartime British cinema, Antonia Lant 
makes the crucial observation that “wartime cinema staked out its meanings through an emphasis on 
boundaries, borders, coastlines, and maps, and through a new stratification, in plot and mise-en-scène, 
of the realms of air and land.”4 Beyond this general statement, one can surmise that individual 
filmmakers had their own distinctive ways of bending this general thematic and imaginary material to 
their own ends, especially when it comes to one of the most controversial teams that worked in Britain 
in the early 1940s. Starting with the aptly titled Contraband (1940), shortly followed by 49th Parallel 
(1941), Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger made a series of films which, in the context of what 
Ealing head Michael Balcon once termed the “happy marriage” of fiction and documentary during the 
Second World War, challenged every possible category of frontier one could think of. We find literal 
frontiers, materialised with maps and itineraries (from the already mentioned Contraband and 49th 
Parallel to One of Our Aircraft is Missing [1942] and I Know Where I’m Going [1945]), as well as God’s-
eye views of the earth, combined with pseudo-documentary voice-over (in A Matter of Life and Death 
[1946]). Maps in Powell and Pressburger’s wartime films often appear on screen when characters have 
to cross actual frontiers or boundaries between given countries or territories. However, the crossing of 
frontiers in their films can also be understood in terms of the cinematic experience itself, whether one 
talks about crossing the frontiers between cinematic genres or the limits of the filmic text itself. Indeed, 
we do find a number of metaleptic devices affecting the “threshold” of the filmic text, as in the 
beginning of I Know Where I’m Going or the beginning and ending of One of Our Aircraft is Missing. In 
the former film, the credits appear in a variety of guises as elements of the diegetic world (written on 
the side of a child’s bed, on a slate, on a lorry, on the gate of a factory) rather than as the autonomous 
series of titles which formed the usual introduction to classical films of the period, while a male voice-
over introduces the character of Joan (Wendy Hiller).  

As for One of Our Aircraft is Missing, very much like in the later Mr Arkadin (Orson Welles, 1955), 
after several informative shots in documentary style, establishing the situation (a military station 
somewhere in England, where there is still no sign of the aircraft “B for Bertie”), we see a mysterious 
plane flying without a crew and eventually crashing into a pylon. A male voice then declares, “From this 
and other operations, one of our aircraft is missing”, after which the actual credits sequence begins. It is 
only after this enigmatic start that we get to read the credits which further blur the frontier between 
reality and fiction by announcing that the film features “the Crew of B for Bertie”. However, what 
follows is a series of shots of the main actors who announce the names of the characters they are 
playing, as their own names (Hugh Burden, Eric Portman, Hugh Williams, Emrys Jones, Bernard Miles, 
Godfrey Tearle) appear on screen, making us realise that the film we are in the process of watching is 
based on fact – not an unusual situation in British film production of the early 1940s. The absence of 

 
4 Antonia Lant, Blackout: Reinventing Women for Wartime British Cinema, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1991, 32. 
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any music is another element that denies the credits sequence its usual “threshold” quality, while the 
three dots that precede the first word of the title confirm that the film begins in medias res, as it were.5 
Similarly, the last minutes of the film question the very notion of an ending: as the crew of ‘B for Bertie’ 
have been rescued once their mission has been completed, we might think that the film is over. Yet an 
inter-title appears (reading: “That was going to be the end of our story, BUT ...”), followed by a 
repetition of the cast list, very much in the fashion of 1930s classical Hollywood cinema (“a good cast is 
worth repeating”, as we read in the closing credits of some 1930s Universal Films, for instance), 
followed by the names of the technicians. A further inter-title informs us that they all “wanted to know 
what happened afterwards to the Crew of B for Bertie”: again, the fourth wall is broken. What follows is 
a sort of coda to the film, in which the crew of B for Bertie go on a new mission. Several shots of the 
older members of the crew repeat earlier shots from the narrative. This gives the impression of a new 
start rather than an ending, perhaps as a means of contributing to the uplifting mood of the whole. The 
film actually ends on aircraft taking off for Berlin, followed by symbols of the Dutch nation, as a choir 
sings the Dutch national anthem. Such metaleptic devices are not isolated in the wartime films of 
Powell and Pressburger. In some of them, several protagonists stand for filmic functions, especially that 
of the film director himself – the squire (Colpeper) in A Canterbury Tale (1944), Dr Reeves (Roger 
Livesey) in A Matter of Life and Death, with his invention of a ‘camera obscura’ being the most 
conspicuous examples.  

The overall impression at this stage is that the crossing of frontiers – and possibly their ultimate 
suppression – was indeed on the filmmakers’ agenda.6 According to the authors of a study on Black 
Narcissus (1947), “many of Powell and Pressburger’s films display an interest in travel and 
displacement, the exile’s encounter with alterior (sic) landscapes and the liminal nature of border 
zones.”7 This bias seems to be confirmed by Michael Powell’s recollections about the internationalism 
of the Archers’ films: “this is a 100 % British film, but it’s photographed by a Frenchman, it’s written by 
a Hungarian, the musical score is by a German Jew, the director was English, the man who did the 
costumes was a Czech, in other words it was the kind of film that I’ve always worked on, with a mixed 
crew of all nationalities, no frontiers of any kind.”8 This is what Andrew Moor defined as ‘the Archers’ 
particular line of romantic international nationalism’. Commenting upon Powell’s various attempts at 
achieving an ideal art film in the wake of The Red Shoes (1948), Moor describes his vision of film in 
terms of the disappearance of frontiers: “Powell’s non-hierarchical view of art goes hand in hand with 
his internationalism: both express a wish to break boundaries”.9  

As some sequences in the Archers’ films also seem to imply, boundaries are there to be 
defended. When Kretschmar-Schuldorff, in The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, delivers his famous 
speech to an English customs officer, we may reflect that, at this point, the film upholds a cosmopolitan 
ideology: the eulogy of England as ‘home’ is uttered not only by a foreigner but by a character who 
represents a nation at war with it. Kretschmar-Schuldorff is a German officer in exile expressing 
nostalgia for England and intimate connections with the land and its people, and moments later he is 

 
5 Although the actual title of the film reads …one of our aircraft is missing, all film titles in the present article have 
been normalised for the sake of consistency. 
6 The crossing of actual frontiers was a frequent theme of many wartime propaganda films in any case, if only 
because missions to the Continent provided the material for the plots of key films such as Target for Tonight 
(Harry Watt, 1941) and The Foreman Went to France (Charles Frend, 1942). 
7 Kelly Davidson and John Hill, ‘“Under control”? Black Narcissus and the Imagining of India’, Film Studies 6 (2005), 
5. 
8 David Lazar (ed.), Michael Powell Interviews, Jackson: The University Press of Mississippi, 2003, 107. 
9 Moor, Powell and Pressburger, 228. 
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given a warm welcome by a fellow British officer. Thus, the sense of belonging is not rooted in the 
“birthplace” anymore and the ideology of “Heimat” finds a substitute in longing for a more diffuse 
concept of citizenship. Yet the same sequence, through the severer scrutiny of newcomers that it 
stages, also illustrates the vital need to protect the boundaries of Britain. Members of the audience 
then and now must both sympathise with Kretschmar-Schuldorff’s appeal to universal values and the 
rejection of Nazi tyranny, and, at the same time, commend the customs officer’s extreme caution 
before what – from his point of view – might be an enemy alien’s attempt to start a fifth column in 
Britain.10 Already in 49th Parallel – the only feature film ever produced by the Ministry of Information – 
the introductory voice-over warned the audience that the frontier between Canada and the USA was 
“the only undefended frontier in the world”.11 The opening section of Contraband is actually about the 
necessity of protecting the liminal space of the harbour of Ramsgate.12 In the opening sequences of The 
Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, the leitmotif  “war starts at midnight” is only one aspect – the most 
comic one – of a similar vision: as Spud puts it while he plans to launch an attack well ahead of the 
appointed time, “See that barricade my boys? Well at midnight on the dot it’s gotta be closed and of 
course the enemy can’t get through before, because why? because… war starts at midnight!” Powell 
and Pressburger’s films do not fall into the trap of calling for the suppression of all frontiers, however 
generous it might appear at first sight. Instead, their films offer a more complex vision in which 
imagination and art affirm the existence of definite territories and worlds. There are boundaries 
between life and death; past and present; reality and fantasy; Englishness and foreign or regional 
identities, and their films imagine cinematic rites (rights?) of passage and paradoxical chronotopes that 
allow protagonists and viewers to cross them. Examples of paradoxical chronotopes are the beach 
where Peter Carter (David Niven) crashes in the opening sequence of A Matter of Life and Death, or the 
“stairway to Heaven” designed by Alfred Junge in the same film: each of these both denies and 
acknowledges the reality of the frontiers that separate two worlds. In the case of the beach, the 
process is gradual as it takes several shots for us to realise that this is actually an earthly landscape 
instead of some sort of ideal location suspended in time. In the first few shots showing Peter Carter 
waking up and taking a few steps around, every concrete element likely to connect his surroundings to 
the here and now of wartime has been carefully obliterated, thus making the audience uncertain about 
what world he has exactly woken up in.  

Bearing in mind that the purpose of propaganda films was to illustrate “why we fight”, it is worth 
paying attention to the fact that the Archers had no simple definition of “we”. It is thus very important 
to realize that what lies behind the frontiers that have to be defended is not a notion of identity as 
homogeneous and closed in on itself but, on the contrary, and quite paradoxically, an inviting and open 
definition of Britishness as a space of liberty, democracy, and imagination. Even when the films do not 

 
10 We should remember that the famous “sceptred  isle” speech from Richard II (Act II, sc. 1), in which England is 
defined as “This fortress built by Nature for herself/ Against infection and the hand of war”, and the sea itself is 
described as serving “in the office of a wall/ Or as a moat defensive to a house/ Against the envy of less happier  
lands”, provided the titles of several more or less important wartime British films: This England (David Macdonald, 
1941), The Demi-Paradise (Anthony Asquith, 1943), This Happy Breed (David Lean, 1944). 
11 Here is how Michael Powell introduced his project to a group of Canadian Ministers in 1940: “I said that our 
second aim was to bring America into the war with us, and this got a cheer. I said that as long as the frontier 
between the United States and Canada remained open, this was unlikely to happen. The object of our film was to 
get it closed, or at least patrolled and surveyed” (Michael Powell, A Life in Movies. An Autobiography, London: 
Faber & Faber, 2000, 350).  
12 “I thrilled to my Kentish toes at the prospect of showing how my country, with her long and vulnerable seacoast 
and her defenceless harbours, was already taking the war against Hitler into what he had the cheek to call ‘the 
German ocean’’’ (Powell, A Life in Movies, 338).  
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take place in Britain – which is quite often the case, actually – they stage encounters between 
characters who move through filmic spaces which make them experience that paradox and turn into 
chronotopes of what Britain was then – a democracy at war with totalitarianism. Very often the whole 
narrative and symbolic structure of the films emphasise their parenthetical quality – what we see takes 
place in a kind of suspended time, which sometimes requires the device of a flashback or a retelling of 
the same sequence from a different angle. Whatever the case, we get the sense that we are entering a 
territory in which the laws of what we call “normal” or “real” life will only be resumed once the lights 
come back on in the theatre. As Conductor 71 puts it to Peter Carter in A Matter of Life and Death, “We 
are talking in space, not in time”.  

One specific manifestation of hospitality is commensality, which gives Powell many opportunities 
to stage an impressive number of meals, with a consistent emphasis on hospitality. Hospitality is more 
often than not conditional  ̶  for instance when members of the Dutch underground in One of Our 
Aircraft Is Missing have to make sure that the crew of the British airplane are not actually Germans 
spies  ̶  although there are cases of unconditional hospitality, as when the writer Philip Armstrong Scott 
(Leslie Howard) invites the last two Nazis to his camp in 49th Parallel.  

Comparable scenes of hospitality take place in One of Our Aircraft Is Missing, when the 
community of the Dutch resistance invite the crew of B for Bertie to share their food, and in I Know 
Where I’m Going, when Campbell invites Kiloran to the ceilidh or when Mrs Crozier invites the 
Robinsons to tea at the Castle of Achnacroish. Hospitality is actually one of the leitmotifs of Powell and 
Pressburger’s cinema. As such, it proves quite relevant for our purposes: hospitality implies that one 
character or one group of characters introduces other characters into the spaces of otherness they 
embody and are familiar with. Hospitable individuals or groups act as go-betweens or intercessors 
between worlds – they guide the protagonists of the tales through the stages of some journey, like 
Colpeper with the pilgrims in A Canterbury Tale. In I Know Where I’m Going, Catriona (Pamela Brown) 
offers hospitality to Joan Webster, who mistakenly believes her fiancé, Sir Robert Bellinger, to be the 
actual Laird of Kiloran – and therefore Torquil (Roger Livesey) to be only his guest – until the latter 
introduces himself to her (as she is about to cross the threshold of the ruins of Moy Castle), thus 
suddenly reversing the host / guest relationship. This relation is made complex in the ceilidh scene as 
well when Campbell mistakenly calls Joan Webster “Torquil’s Lady” and when we learn that the pipers 
who play for the dancers are actually those hired by Joan’s fiancé (“the rich man of Kiloran”) and have 
been stranded due to the weather conditions. It is as if Joan’s fiancé had somehow taken part in the 
setting up of the ceremony that symbolically brings Torquil and Joan together. 

Although the mystical dimension of the journey completed by many characters is often 
unmistakable, we should also be aware that the numerous scenes of hospitality in Powell and 
Pressburger’s wartime films function as a trope of democracy displaying its fundamental aversion to 
totalitarianism, especially as those scenes often provide opportunities to play down social or economic 
inequalities between characters, who stand out as individuals enjoying an equal status in their fight 
against a common enemy. In 49th Parallel, the speech addressed by Peter (Anton Walbrook), the leader 
of the Hutterite community, to the group of Nazi invaders prefigures that delivered by the same actor in 
The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp: in Europe, under the so-called “New Order” described by 
Commander Hirth (Eric Portman), Peter warns, “there will not be one corner, not a hole big enough for 
a mouse, where a decent man can breathe freely”. This gives a high value to tradition, destroyed by 
Nazism seven years previously, as is made clear by the story of the baker Vogel (the German word for 
“bird”), who, very much like Sergeant Sweet in A Canterbury Tale, finds that his craft forms a sound 
basis for establishing links with the local community (who need a good baker) and attempting to escape 
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the tyrannical authority of his commanding officer (he is, quite literally, a bird in a cage). The notion of 
“hostipitality” – a term coined by Derrida to name the paradox of an attitude which defines the other as 
stranger even as it attempts to make her or him feel at home – was also relevant to the context of the 
making of the films themselves: whereas Conrad Veidt, for one, was granted British citizenship in 1939, 
Alfred Junge was still considered an enemy alien, like Emeric Pressburger – a situation which actually 
reflected upon the plot and mood of The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp.13 Indeed, according to Tobias 
Hochscherf, Pressburger “had his own life and career in mind when he invented this story about a man 
who comes to Britain as a refugee from Nazi Germany.”14 Another important artist who contributed to 
the visual style of Powell and Pressburger’s films, Hein Heckroth, was a German émigré who originally 
designed sets and costumes for the theatre and fled Germany in 1935. He was interned as an enemy 
alien in Australia and entered the British film industry in 1943, joining the Archers as costume designers 
for A Matter of Life and Death.15 

Thus, the governing paradox of Powell and Pressburger’s wartime films is that frontiers are there 
both to be crossed and to be protected, depending on circumstances and on the direction of the 
crossing – generally, their crossing implies an expansion of the influence of democracy and the 
imagination, their protection amounts to their preservation when under threat. This explains, first of all, 
the great variety and richness of liminal textures and symbols in those films: we find beaches (in 49th 
Parallel, One of Our Aircraft is Missing, A Matter of Life and Death), lakes (in 49th Parallel, the pool in 
The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp), foggy or steamy places (in the first part of Contraband, in One of 
Our Aircraft is Missing, The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, A Canterbury Tale, I Know Where I’m Going, 
A Matter of Life and Death). Blackout sequences are also great favourites (see, especially, Contraband16 
and A Canterbury Tale), and we should remember that these provide a trope associated with 
“undecidability” as Antonia Lant’s analysis has established through her characterization of A Canterbury 
Tale as “a limit text.”17 Spectacular whirlpools appear at least twice: a literal one – Corryvreckan – in I 
Know Where I’m Going, a stellar one in the form of a nebula in A Matter of Life and Death. 

One symbolic frontier is particularly relevant to the notion of hospitality – that of the threshold. 
Most of the wartime films made by the Archers are actually about a threshold experience, the acme 
being Peter’s near-death experience in A Matter of Life and Death. Very often, crossing a threshold 
introduces characters into spaces of indeterminacy – the “magic spaces” we have already 
encountered – in ways that put forward signifiers of democracy at war. We shall now examine how this 
experience occurs in a few case studies.  

In Contraband, Captain Andersen (Conrad Veidt), the Danish skipper of the Helvig, crosses a 
frontier in order to pursue Mrs Sørensen (Valerie Hobson), whom he mistakenly thinks is a spy (actually, 
she works for the English secret service). This event is staged in a typically foggy scene in which Captain 
Andersen is aboard a small boat. The whole plot revolves around his single-handed fight against fifth 
columnists headed by a German spy. Andersen is supported in his fight by his first mate’s brother, who 
owns a Danish restaurant in London. All of this forms part of the propagandistic dimension of the film: 

 
13 Powell, A Life in Movies, 341. On Conrad Veidt, see Sue Harper, “‘Thinking Forward and Up’: The British Films of 
Conrad Veidt”, in The Unknown 1930s. An Alternative History of the British Cinema, 1929–1939, London and New 
York: I. B. Tauris, 2000, 121–138. 
14 Tobias Hochscherf, “British Anti-Nazi Films”, in Destination London. German-speaking Emigrés and British 
Cinema, 1925–1950, edited by Tim Bergfelder and Christian Cargnelli, New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 
2008, 190. 
15 Laurie N. Ede, British Film Design. A History, London and New York: I. B Tauris, 2010, 55. 
16 Robert Murphy, British Cinema and the Second World War, London and New York: Continuum, 2000, 21. 
17 Lant, Blackout, 198-9. 
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imagining how Denmark, a neutral nation at the time, joins ranks with Britain against Nazi Germany. 
Interestingly, a leitmotif of the film is a patriotic tune played by Captain Andersen’s watch, heard at the 
end of the film, very much as the Dutch National Anthem is heard at the end of One of Our Aircraft Is 
Missing. Frontiers also provide helpful escape from any menace to democracy: caught again by the 
German spymaster, Mrs Sørensen reminds him, when he talks about his powers of persuasion – a 
euphemism for torture – that she had managed to get free the last time she was in his hands. “You said 
that once in Dusseldorf; next day I crossed the Dutch frontier,” she boasts: the Netherlands again 
appears, as in One of Our Aircraft Is Missing, as a symbol of liberty that goes a long way back in British 
memory, at least to 1688.18 Captain Andersen becomes the leader of a brotherhood based on kinship 
and comradeship, revived by the anthem played several times by Mrs Sørensen on his pocket-watch. In 
both films we understand that controlling frontiers is a matter of democratic life against totalitarian 
death. 

In 49th Parallel, the group of Nazi invaders is actually trapped in the in-between space between 
their destroyed U-Boat and the USA. They are killed one after the other, and each episode in the story 
provides the opportunity to disclose the values for which Britain is fighting, a small epiphany of 
democracy which goes far beyond the programme of propagandistic cinema which was typical of much 
British cinema at that time – including, as has been seen, the presentation of a “good” German with the 
complex character of Vogel. In A Canterbury Tale, Sergeant Sweet finds himself strangely bound to stay 
in Chillingbourne, although he intended to go to Canterbury. He is invited twice: the first time by the 
local squire, Thomas Colpeper, who gives him a voucher to stay for free at the local inn, the second 
time by the blacksmith, Mr Horton, with whom he shares a knowledge of woodcutting. In I Know Where 
I’m Going, Joan Webster will never reach Kiloran as the final leg of her journey ends up in a variant of 
magical space that encompasses all manner of legendary and popular superstitions, thus contrasting 
with the hard, rational, industrial values she has just left. This liminal space finds its acme in the ruins of 
a castle, full of windows and stairs, whose connecting and separating functions are emphasized by a 
succession of re-framings leading to the shot which brings the lovers together as the film nears its 
conclusion. 

In One of Our Aircraft Is Missing, the pilots are stranded on Dutch soil after they have completed 
their mission, although, in this case, they will eventually return to England. In a way, this film is both 
thematically and formally the reverse of 49th Parallel: how a bunch of British soldiers manage to enter 
Germany and come back.19 The very unusual treatment of the opening and closing credit sequences 
bears testimony to this reversal: as we saw earlier, the film actually has neither a clear opening nor a 
clear ending. One particular sequence relies on a daring use of the motif of the crossing of an actual 
frontier and implies a momentary identification of British pilots with their German enemies. As they are 
flying over the Channel towards Germany, the crew of B for Bertie muse about their memories of 
peacetime, and especially of German girls in Stuttgart. One of them, Geoff (Bernard Miles), remembers 
a song the girl he knew used to sing – in German, of course – and starts singing in the same language. 
He also displays some knowledge of German culture and is able to quote the name of one German 
newspaper, again in German. From their conversation, it emerges that Germany is not just a target for 
their bombs but also a place with a people and a past, with emotional and cultural ties with Britain. At 
this point, the skipper – who also used to date a German girl (a nurse called Ilse) – spots the Dutch coast 

 
18 Jonathan I. Israel, The Anglo-Dutch Moment. Essays on the Glorious Revolution and Its World Impact, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. 
19 Andrew Moor also noticed a contrast in terms of political outlooks: “Democratic, egalitarian order clearly 
contrasts with Hirth’s team” (Moor, Powell and Pressburger, 50).  
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and this puts an end to this disturbing parenthesis before Germany becomes an enemy again. The 
crossing of the Channel has been a kind of lull in the narrative and in the mission, and this is symbolized 
by the insert of a single shot, showing an expanse of water without any limits, as if directions and 
identities could be reversed.20  

Thus, it appears that by the end of most of the films made by Powell and Pressburger in wartime, 
the main protagonists find themselves actually, or on the point of, crossing (symbolic) thresholds which 
give access to some sacred space: in the last section of 49th Parallel, Lieutenant Hirth (Eric Portman) is 
thwarted in his attempt to cross the boundary between Canada and the United States of America. 
Canterbury Cathedral forms the climactic space where all paths converge in A Canterbury Tale, very 
much like Moy Castle in I Know Where I’m Going (where the lovers have to cross so many literal 
thresholds before they can be united). The “Stairway to Heaven” in A Matter of Life and Death is only 
the most obvious of such links between two worlds.  

Powell and Pressburger’s cinema has often been labelled “Romantic” or “Neo-Romantic”, with 
the conservative or even reactionary connotations this may seem to entail.21 This opinion has generally 
been associated with their deliberate rejection of realist or naturalist aesthetics, which seem to define 
ideological positions on the opposite side of the political spectrum; such a case has been made by Alan 
Lovell on various occasions.22 Yet this would imply a simplistic and superficial interpretation both of 
their cinema in the 1940s and of Romanticism as a movement: Powell and Pressburger were attempting 
to achieve “subtle” propaganda – perhaps an oxymoron at the best of times – for the last European 
democracy at war, lest we should forget. This was the explicit agenda of 49th Parallel, which “very 
carefully and conscientiously set out the advantages of adhering to the democratic ideals and of 
following the democratic system of government.”23 Some of the films they made in that period defy any 
attempt to pigeon-hole their aesthetics: “I had decided on complete naturalism”, Powell declared about 
One of Our Aircraft Is Missing, while Robert Murphy has pointed out the “egalitarian” ethics of the crew 
of B for Bertie and claims that Pressburger “shows no interest in the English class system.”24 Nor did A 
Canterbury Tale, for that matter, in the way it tackled its Anglo-American theme, a preoccupation that 
re-emerged in A Matter of Life and Death. Like several other wartime films produced after 1943 in a 
context of anti-Americanism, both films attempted to bridge the cultural gap between Britain and 
America in ways that implied allegiance to the democratic ideal.25 In a more oblique fashion, the 
characterization of the initial couple formed by Joan Webster and her fiancé in I Know Where I’m Going 
relies on a stereotype of the upper class preying upon the land, regardless of the vicissitudes undergone 
by the lower social strata of the population. Later on, pieces of dialogue make it clear that the local 
population of the island has had its share of the sufferings and shortages imposed by the war (saccharin 
is mentioned at one point). The impressively diverse body of work Powell and Pressburger produced 

 
20 This is echoed by another famous blurring of boundaries in The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp: in his long 
speech, in close-up and long take, Kretschmar-Schuldorff reminisces about finding that the rural landscapes of 
Germany remind him of those of Britain and make him homesick – by which he means that he feels like going back 
to England. 
21 Thomas Elsaesser, “The Tales of Hoffmann”, in Powell, Pressburger and Others, edited by Ian Christie, London: 
British Film Institute, 1978, 62–65; Raymond Durgnat, “‘Aiming at the Archers’: Sur Michael Powell”, in 
Rétrospective Powell & Pressburger, edited by Roland Cosandey, Locarno: Éditions du Festival, 1982, 66–83. 
22 Kevin Gough-Yates, “Heaven Can’t Wait: Powell, Pressburger, and the Korda Tradition”, La Lettre de la Maison 
Française, 11 (1999): 105-6. 
23 Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, Britain Can Take It. British Cinema in the Second World War, London and 
New York: I. B. Tauris, 2007, 37. 
24 Murphy, British Cinema and the Second World War, 93-4. 
25 Aldgate and Richards, Britain Can Take It, 285-96. 
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during wartime brought forth uncharted filmic spaces whose founding paradoxes served an immediate 
purpose in the context of the war and paved the way for the more straightforward experiments in 
fantasy of peacetime.  
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In the unpublished book on directing that Elia Kazan wrote in his final years, we find a confession which 
can also read as a profession of faith: “I am a mediocre director except when a play or film touches a 
part of my life’s experience.”1 This remark is especially relevant when we focus on the three films Kazan 
directed immediately before and after his testimony to the House Un-American Activities Committee 
(HUAC) in April 1952: Viva Zapata! (1952), Man on a Tightrope (1953), and On the Waterfront (1954). 
Of these three, Man on a Tightrope has received the least critical acknowledgment: in one of the rare 
essays written about the film, Michel Ciment notes that it remains “unrecognized, if not unknown”.2 In 
Kazan on Directing, Robert Cornfield writes: “When in 1952 Kazan went to Hollywood to oversee the 
final cut of Man on a Tightrope, which he had filmed in Europe, he found that he had lost his privileged 
place on the Twentieth Century-Fox lot. Darryl Zanuck, believing Tightrope a flop, had severely edited 
the film without consulting him, and Kazan was shunted to a temporary office on the backlot”.3 In fact, 
as Michel Ciment reminds us, Kazan himself denigrates the film in many of his interviews. However, in 
An American Odyssey, the collection of writings by Kazan which Michel Ciment edited in 1988, Kazan 
writes of Man on a Tightrope: “This film was my liberation […]. I became, with this film, the man who 
made On the Waterfront”.4 Even more tellingly, in his autobiography, A Life,5 the six pages devoted to 
Tightrope conclude what is probably the key chapter of the book, the one in which Kazan tries to come 
to terms with his decision to testify.6 It must have cost him a lot, for, as he later remembers, he ended 
up with a bad attack of shingles after writing it.7 

Man on a Tightrope seems to have been made specifically as material for the theme of this 
journal issue on cinema and the crossing of frontiers, for reasons both obvious and less obvious. It 
follows the tribulations of a Czechoslovakian circus which refuses to conform to the rules imposed by 
the Communist regime and eventually succeeds in crossing the West German frontier. The manager of 

 
1 Robert Cornfield (ed.), Kazan on Directing, New York: Vintage, 2009, 253. 
2 Michel Ciment, ‘Saltimbanques et bureaucrates : Man on a Tightrope’, Positif, no. 587, janvier 2010, 91. 
3 Cornfield, Kazan, 94. 
4 Elia Kazan, Michel Ciment (ed.), An American Odyssey, London: Bloomsbury, 1988, 233. 
5 Elia Kazan, A Life, New York: Da Capo Press, 1997 [1988]. 
6 Ibid., 456-485. 
7 Ibid., 486. 
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the circus, Karel Cernik (who was its owner before its nationalization in 1948), thus succeeds in what is 
described as an escape from bondage to freedom; but he is fatally wounded by a member of his team 
who turns out to be a Communist spy, and dies just after the circus makes it to Bavaria. The German 
border is thus first a haunting presence, then a seemingly impossible goal, and finally, the prize for a 
hard-fought, liberating, and – for Cernik – deadly struggle.  

So much for the obvious. The frontier is also a rich and complex metaphor which a close look at 
Kazan’s autobiography allows us to see as Kazan’s objective correlative. In this article, I shall attempt to 
establish a dialogue between the autobiography and the film. Kazan himself describes the making of 
Man on a Tightrope as the watershed of his career: a turning of the tables which could also be seen as a 
rebirth. But the chapter which describes the making of Man on a Tightrope is full of episodes, details, 
half-confessions which negate such an embarrassingly ideological reading, even though its basic motif 
(Kazan would say its “spine”) is the impassable frontier between bureaucrats and showmen. As we shall 
see, this apparently simple opposition is open to a number of often contradictory interpretations.  

 

The Commissar and the Artist   

Kazan starts his chapter with a humorous memory which turns out to be deadly serious. His mother, he 
remembers, had a hearing aid that she turned off surreptitiously when the person who was speaking to 
her became boring or malicious. Kazan envied her, until he realized that he too had such a device, 
which worked until 1952, whenever he heard “certain opinions to which Party members were not 
supposed to pay respectful attention”. But at this point, the device ceased to work, and “memories I’d 
pushed aside […] thrust themselves for attention”.8 Interestingly, the two memories he singles out are 
first a remembrance from 1936, which Michel Ciment aptly calls the primal scene (it was obviously a 
deep trauma, and he refers to it obsessively in his autobiography): the Party meeting during which he 
was invited by “the man from Detroit” (an apparatchik) to mend his ways as a member of the radical 
theatrical company, The Group; his refusal to do so; the vote of 16 to 1 (his vote) that condemned him; 
and his resignation from the Communist Party the next day. Secondly, his recollection of another 
meeting, in Mexico, in 1950, during the pre-production of Viva Zapata! : that of Steinbeck and himself 
with another anonymous commissar who asked them to rewrite their Zapata screenplay. He thus 
emphasizes his independence for aesthetic, not political reasons: “The reason I’d resigned from the 
Party was not their politics but their determination to control artists by working behind the scenes.”9 

One of the most impressive sequences of Man on a Tightrope is Cernik’s interrogation by three 
people: the interrogator himself, the Party commissar who sits behind him silently and controls the 
process (he will later accuse him of “making a botch” of the job) and a representative of the Ministry of 
Propaganda, Fesker, who, incidentally, is played by Adolphe Menjou, one of the most vocal supporters 
of HUAC in Hollywood. Kazan says in his autobiography that this choice was his “private joke”. The 
“joke” becomes even more spicy when we know that Fredric March, who plays Cernik, was soon to be 
blacklisted for his membership in the Communist Party. When Fesker, the propaganda man, has left, 
the commissar says to the interrogator that he and his kind have one goal: “making fools of us”, and he 
immediately makes a phone call arranging to have Fesker watched (he will later be arrested and sent to 
a gulag). Two years earlier, Cernik had been asked to make changes in his act (he is a clown). This act 
consists of being kicked twenty-seven times by his cousin Jaromir, who fails to make him kick him back 

 
8 Ibid., 456. 
9 Ibid., 457. 
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and becomes too tired to lift his leg, whereupon Cernik kisses him. The Ministry of Propaganda asked 
him to be dressed up to represent Wall Street capitalism, while the other clown should be an African 
American worker. He was also to eliminate the final kiss. He explains that they tried and tried, worked 
on it for days, but the audience did not laugh. The opposition here – ideology versus art – is remarkably 
similar to that which led Kazan to choose the latter and brave the former in 1936 and 1950. 
Furthermore, the words later used by Cernik to defend his crossing of the frontier are very similar to 
those Kazan uses to explain his position. Cernik: “I told the police… I was not political, and that’s the 
truth; but when they try to force their politics on my circus, on my show, then I must fight. If I’m not 
able to fight, I must escape.” Kazan: “The simple fact was that I wasn’t political; not then, not now”.10  

 So, everything seems to click for a perfectly consistent, convincing self-justification – except that 
the statement just quoted does not belong to the self-justifying chapter, but to a much later one: it 
follows the account of a dream which he had years after his testimony – a dream in which a friend he 
had named in 1952 forgave him (while, in fact, the man had accused him of sacrificing his friends to 
save his career). Kazan does not refer to the Communist Party when he speaks of politics, but to HUAC: 
“I felt that no political cause was worth hurting any other human for. What good deeds were stimulated 
by what I had done? What villains exposed? How is the world better for what I did? It had just been a 
game of power and influence, and I’d been taken in and twisted from my true self”.11 This confession 
allows us to see the scene of the interrogation in a very different light: Cernik has the courage that 
Kazan did not have, including that of leaving his country – the courage displayed by Chaplin, Losey, and 
others. Thus, a scene which was obviously meant to placate the anti-communists is open to a more 
personal, and consequently more ambiguous reading. 

 

The Ambivalent Frontier 

Kazan’s account of the way he came to direct the film gives the awkward impression that, to 
paraphrase Coppola, Tightrope was an offer he could not refuse. Zanuck, he tells us ironically, “had 
been trying to help” him by advising him to make a film which would protect him from the attacks of all 
those who doubted the sincerity of his testimony. Whereupon Zanuck gave him the script written by 
Robert Sherwood, the screenwriter of William Wyler’s The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), about the 
supposedly true story of a circus that had managed to flee to the West. Kazan disliked the script and 
denounced it as “typical propaganda stuff” which he was asked to condone “to satisfy a pack of red-
baiters who want my ass.” He concluded (significantly): “I’ve done all the crawling I’m going to do.”12 
Well, he had not. On the face of it, the whole film works to uphold the black-and-white map of the cold-
war world; yet, even the most blatantly ideological characters display contradictions and ambiguities. 
The most obvious case is the story of Joe Vosdek, a Czech whom Cernik suspects at first, for very little is 
known about him. When he tells Cernik’s daughter, who loves him passionately, about his past, it turns 
out that he is a Czech who was sent to the USA by his father at the time of the Munich Agreement. Joe 
Vosdek (whose first name sums up his Americanness) says proudly: “When I was in America, I learned 
to think like an American, to be an American. But I was still a Czech, and I always thought the day might 
come when I would do something to liberate my country.” Naturally, he joined the American army, and 
when he reached Czechoslovakia, he asked for leave to go to his birthplace and find his father; but it 
was now behind Russian lines, so that he had to put on civilian clothes, until he learned his father had 
died in a concentration camp. It was then too late to re-join the American army, for he had become a 

 
10 Ibid., 685. 
11 Ibid., 685. 
12 Ibid., 476. 
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deserter, and the Americans had left, “but the Russians didn’t leave”, and before he found the circus, 
Joe had to work for the Russian army. 

Vosdek’s course is obviously consistent with the film’s ideological “message”; but it allows Kazan 
to suggest how elusive the word “frontier” could be in Europe in 1945. Furthermore, the desertion 
theme is both a convenient gimmick to justify his position and a perfect instance of Kazan’s 
autobiographical, or confessional bent: he too was a defender of the free world who could not fight the 
suppressed feeling of being a deserter, and whose position after his testimony was the inverted picture 
of his character. Vosdek, a defender of the “free world”, had to work for the Russian army; Kazan, an 
ex-communist and “fellow-traveller”, had to pander to the radical right and receive the 
encouragements of those he loathed. No wonder then that in this film, Kazan’s attempt to simplify 
leads to an ambiguous, sometimes opaque picture. As he puts it, when he compares his statement in 
the New York Times (which was published on the front page) and his real feelings: “This statement 
didn’t represent my true feelings, which were not that clear but confused and contradictory.”  He then 
quotes a piece from his diary, written on the day after the publication: “I know I’ve done something 
wrong […] I spend every minute making rationalizations for my act.”13  

Tightrope was conceived as such a rationalization. This is how he justifies his decision to accept 
the script: “I had to make this film to convince myself – not others – that I was not afraid to say true 
things about the Communists or anyone else.” However, the attempt deserves our attention not 
because it succeeded, but because it failed. The same can be said of Viva Zapata! and its unconvincing 
defence of political dis-involvement, or of On the Waterfront and its rather desperate defence of 
informing. The three films offer a fascinating case of imperfect repression – of the re-emergence of guilt 
in the very process of its denial. No one describes this better than Kazan himself: “There was something 
indecent […] in what I had done and something murky in my motivations. What I’d done was correct, 
but was it right?”14 The central metaphor of the film, which gives it its title, is sufficiently polysemic to 
allow ambivalence: the man on a tightrope is the clown who risks his life to make people laugh, the 
artist who is forced to play cat and mouse with Communist authorities, but he can also be the director 
that must play cat and mouse with producers who must play cat and mouse with the radical right; and, 
most of all, he embodies the experience of a “friendly witness” whose testimony has alienated his 
friends, who is constantly harrowed by phone calls, anonymous letters, and snubs from actors, 
directors, screenwriters, whose every moment is fraught with anxiety and guilt: “When I began to move 
among people again, I found I was notorious, an ‘informer’, a ‘squealer’, a ‘rat’. I’d become the star 
villain for ‘progressives’”.15 In other words, there is no easy choice of sides for some consciences, who 
seem condemned to straddle forever the moral frontier between righteous clarity and shameful 
opacity. 

Kazan’s account of the making of Tightrope in his autobiography clearly singles out this film, 
however unsatisfactory it was to him, as a catalyst of his rebirth. This seems to contradict what I have 
just said, for this rebirth was fed by a passionate rejection of his position as “squealer”. When he went 
to Munich to meet the Cirkus Brumbach and find out whether Sherwood’s script was factually accurate, 
he was “for three days at the bottom, a demoralized man in a ruined city”.16 Then he met the circus 
people, with whom he could not communicate (he spoke no German) and who “looked as if they’d just 
got out of Hitler’s Wehrmacht”. But he soon found them “endearing”, and developed a special 

 
13 Ibid., 466. 
14 Ibid., 465. 
15 Ibid., 468. 
16 Ibid., 477. 
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relationship with the dwarf: “He came up to my belt buckle, but he was broad of girth and fearless, a 
survivor who could dodge and hide but also, when cornered, fight like a badger.”17 Interestingly, the 
dwarf in the film plays an apparently self-serving, amoral character who leaves Cernik to join his 
competitor, Bratislav Barovik, who, in the words of the interrogator, “has had the intelligence to follow 
the Party line”. Worse still: he spies on Cernik and informs Barovik of his decision to cross the frontier. 
Yet he later decides to come back and, eventually, kills the Communist spy who has wounded Cernik. 
One more instance of the film’s ambivalence: at first, the character seems to fit Kazan’s description of 
the man who plays him (“a fearless […] survivor”), but he then changes to embody his creator’s 
repressed guilt.  

 

From Border to Borderline 

Is it over-interpreting the film to see this character as representative of Kazan’s ambivalence? The 
autobiography seems to show it is, for what it emphasizes rather heavily is, on the contrary, Kazan’s 
return to sanity, based on his recognition that all these people had been through a trauma and 
survived; he thus reports how a technician had lived “close to the border” (i.e., the iron curtain) and 
heard the mines go off at night, wondering: “Rabbits? Humans?”18 Most of those who worked for him 
had chosen to risk their lives, and sometimes the lives of those they left behind, and did not let him 
down, despite the threats of the Communist regime they heard on the radio: “They’d accepted the loss; 
it had become every man for himself.” Living with these tough people helped him “become unburdened 
of self-pity […] I determined to accept what they had accepted, that one part of my life was over, and 
not to look for support or friendship where I’d once had it. I determined to look everyone in the eye 
when I got back home and tough it out, as my crew was toughing it out.”19 If we follow him, Tightrope 
enabled him to come back to the States with new energy: “I’d been defeated, yes, but only so I could 
come back stronger. Just as my circus had, I’d survived all threats, spoken and implied, and was going 
on.” Thus, the autobiography makes use of the theme of the frontier to turn it into a weapon against 
adversity. Kazan notes that all his great movies were shot after 1952 and sees this as his answer to all 
those who wanted him dead as a filmmaker. When an actor asked him what kept him looking so young, 
he answered: “My enemies.”20 The chapter concludes on a note of defiance, as if the martyr had turned 
into a warrior, as if the tragedy had become an epic struggle.  

It is difficult to counter such massive barrage fire. Nevertheless, I shall venture to do so, to 
conclude by focusing on both the film and the book. The film’s ending is far less triumphant than 
Kazan’s memoirs lead us to expect. Cernik, the very soul of the circus, who has been shown throughout 
to devote his life to his art, and whose desperate plan to cross the border is his “last chance to live 
again” (his words), is obviously an alter ego for Kazan, who keeps crossing the frontier between the life 
of the circus and the making of the film – like Bergman in Sawdust and Tinsel, or Fellini in La Strada, 
both of which were released in 1953. The fact that his character dies at the end does not tally with the 
conclusion of the autobiography: Cernik reaches the West not as an invincible warrior, but as a 
sacrificial figure, and the only positive lesson of the ending is the supreme Hollywood rule: “The show 
must go on.” Furthermore, the autobiography has its sub-plot, its hidden message, which echoes 

 
17 Ibid., 478. 
18 Ibid., 481. 
19 Ibid., 482. 
20 Ibid., 485. 
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Cernik’s remark during his interrogation: “You see sir, circus people are not like other people. The only 
nationality we have, the only religion we have is the circus. We have no politics; we have no home but 
the circus.” What brought together all the contributors to the film, Kazan tells us, circus people and 
technicians, director and actors, Americans and Germans, is the fact that they were all “freaks”, like the 
dwarf: “Through him I came to see that circus people were outsiders in any society  ̶  freaks in fact – and 
since we were so compatible, I must be the same […]. Alone with me in a strange land, they made me 
their father.”21 

Such confessions open vistas which would justify another reading of Man on a Tightrope, but 
which would exceed the scope of this paper, and which, furthermore, point less to the film as it is than 
to what it would have become, had Kazan’s creativity not been hampered by Zanuck’s demands, and by 
Kazan’s doubts, contradictions, and guilt. Thus, some scenes – the most obvious one being the 
incredible fight between Cernik and Barovik – negate its openly conformist message by shifting from the 
border to the borderline, with the eruption of unbridled energy, the craving for Dionysiac exuberance, 
which suddenly disturb the “realistic” surface of the film to plunge the spectator into the uncanny. 
Kazan’s interest in the circus was only one form of this. Interestingly, Kazan himself made a similar point 
in an address he gave at Wesleyan University in 1973, “On What Makes a Director”: “Just as Fellini 
adored the clowns, music-hall performers, and the circuses of his country and paid them homage again 
and again in his work, our filmmaker would do well to study magic […]. Think, too, of Bergman, how 
often he uses magicians and sleight-of-hand.”22 More fundamentally, this fascination with the circus as 
the world of “freaks” should be closely related to the most disturbing confessions of the autobiography, 
those of a conformist who longed for chaos: “I was in revolt against my way of life, my respectability 
and that of the wife I loved. Against our orderly and proper way of living. I longed for what I can only 
call chaos.”23 Too bad the roadmap imposed by Zanuck was a return to order: such confessions as the 
above show it to have been mission impossible. 

 

 
21 Ibid., 478. 
22 Cornfield, Kazan, 239. 
23 Kazan, A Life, 7. 
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In their 1934 and 1959 screen adaptations of Fanny Hurst’s novel Imitation of Life (1933), John Stahl 
and Douglas Sirk both seize on the notions of passing and trespassing to toy with the tension between 
America’s democratic dream and the dissenting voice of melodrama. As a genre, melodrama seems to 
operate as the nation’s vernacular discourse, a “major force of moral reasoning in American mass 
culture.”1 The peculiarity of the melodramatic mode is to bring to the fore what Linda Williams refers to 
in Playing the Race Card as racial legibility. With the intermingling stories of the two single Black and 
White mothers fighting to raise their daughters, the spectators are forced to confront the controversial 
issues of women’s emancipation and miscegenation. By staging various forms of socio-political fatum, 
Stahl and Sirk manipulate the spectatorial allegiances under the guise of romantic drama. The overly 
pathetic and sentimental dimension of the providential or catastrophic peripeteias of the plot which 
foreground the victim’s viewpoint (usually a woman and/or the member of some minority) is often a 
pretext for presenting the characters’ great moral complexity. 

Under the prohibitions of the Hollywood Production Code, the central issues in these two 
adaptations implied controversy and the prior “crime” of sexual relationships between Blacks and 
Whites. The point suddenly became: how far are the characters willing to go to make their own versions 
of America’s democratic myth come true? White stars, such as Claudette Colbert and Lana Turner and 
their Black and mulatto counterparts, Louise Beavers, Juanita Moore and Fredi Washington (Susan 
Kohner was only pretending to be mixed-raced in the 1959 version) replicated fragments of their off-
screen existences, which made them culturally resonant with the roles of women and the troubled 
racial dynamics of the time. Being light-skinned enough to pass for White had always fascinated 
Americans, possibly because previous discourses and/or representations had never fully explored the 
diverse and deep-rooted conflicts the notion taps into. These strange filmic objects boldly capitalized on 
their own generic hybridity and their stars’ iconic positions to confront head-on the paradigmatic 

 
1 Linda Williams, Playing the Race Card. Melodramas of Black and White from Uncle Tom to O. J. Simpson, 
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002, xv. 
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obsessions of American society. 

 

Pushing the Boundaries of Representation 

In the novel, Fannie Hurst had already pushed the boundaries of societal norms by tackling the 
connections between gender, race, and consumption, and inscribing an unsettling friendship between 
two widows, one Black and one White. This powerful bonding added a new potentially explosive 
dimension to the sentimental formula Hurst had used in her previous novels. Peola, the light-skinned 
daughter of the Black servant Delilah, develops her own brand of “imitation of life” by simply refusing 
to be Black, and frantically trying to pass for White. Her painful itinerary partly replicates the social 
ascent of her mother’s mistress, Bea Pullman/Lora Meredith in the 1934 and 1959 films. However, as 
Valerie Smith notes, questions of gender are also, inevitably, involved: 

 

I locate passing within the discourse of intersectionality because although it is generally 
motivated by class considerations (people pass primarily in order to partake of the wider 
opportunities available to those in power) and constructed in racial terms (people describe 
the passing person as wanting to be white, not wanting to be rich), its consequences are 
distributed differentially on the basis of gender (women in narrative are more likely to be 
punished for passing than are men).2 

 

As fascinating variations on the passing plot, Stahl and Sirk’s melodramas dissect conjointly the notions 
of womanliness, leadership, Blackness, and Whiteness in a world which elicits masquerade in order for 
the characters to be able to perform beyond what heroines in women’s pictures usually do.  

When Stahl’s 1934 version was released, it was heavily censored by the Joseph Breen 
Administration. Even though the plot itself features no actual instance of miscegenation between Blacks 
and Whites, it was condemned for alluding to the fact “in spirit, if not in fact!”3 In effect, the physical 
presence in the cast of mixed-race actress Fredi Washington seems to have posed much more of a 
threat to the censors than a mere depiction of sexual relations. And, to some extent, Peola’s tale of 
passing in that film was all the more sulfurous as it was “more destabilizing to the conventional black-
and-white polarities of Hollywood representation than was [White Helen] Morgan’s fictional presence 
in Show Boat”.4 For instance, even though Stahl toys repeatedly with the “Black mammy” clichés in his 
adaptation, he already goes one step further than Sirk in representing the tormented fate of the 
mulatto character by actualizing on screen the one-drop rule. In this sense, he materializes an invisible 
“discourse of blood”,5 while demonstrating, in an indirect if not truly subversive way, that race is 
neither a question of blood nor of visibility. As in the time of slavery, gifted and White-looking 
Peola/Washington has to follow her mother’s condition (Black servant/companion Delilah, played by 
African-American star Louise Beavers). Somehow, the fact that Fredi Washington takes the part seems 
to have been more subversive than the actual inscription of the tale of passing on screen.  

 
2 Valerie Smith, “Reading the intersection of race and gender in narratives of passing,” in Diacritics 24 (2-3), 1994, 
43. 
3 Susan Courtney, Hollywood’s Fantasy of Miscegenation, Ph.D. Dissertation, Berkeley: University of California, 
1997, 211. 
4 Williams, Playing the Race Card, 181. 
5 Eva Saks quoted in Williams, Playing the Race Card, 182. 
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The passing scene at a White restaurant, after Peola has run away from her Black southern school 
(Stahl, 1:10:07-1:12:30) echoes the mulatta’s first unsuccessful passing attempt when at school: in both 
cases, she is invariably found out by her mother. Stahl frames Peola’s face, frozen in mute horror as she 
confronts her mother when trying to pass for a “White” cashier. The medium close-up and close-up 
(1:11:07-1:11:10) materialize the mulatta’s properly unspeakable drama. For lack of the right words to 
formulate her plight, the daughter publicly denies her Black mother. The dialogue effectively redoubles 
the crucial identity problem, literally displacing the racial quandary onto a class one: “Are you talking to 
me? There must be some mistake. My name isn’t Peola. […] I’m sure you got me confused with 
someone else. […] Do I look like her daughter? Do I look like I could be her daughter?” As Blackness is 
consistently associated with self-denial and pain, each crossing of the color line seems to be 
irremediably accompanied by some form of punishment, especially for women. Each time Delilah 
catches up with her, Peola is forced to quit her job.  

Race is one of the conditions on which the melodramatic mode is posited. It is because Peola is 
colored that this form of maternal melodrama can unfold. John Stahl’s stereotypical depiction of the 
Black mother as mammy caused widespread criticism but also provided the ideal backdrop for a 
different type of transgression. The most subversive crossing of boundaries actually became the 
mulatta’s disowning of her mother and singlehandedly deciding to sever all blood ties with her. Legally 
Black, yet physically White, both Peola and Washington are living paradoxes. The light-skinned body 
evokes the polarization of the two categories of racial difference while, at the same time, transgressing 
the frontiers between the races and the sexes on which the American society is constructed.  

 

“A false creation” 

Douglas Sirk further highlights the hubristic dimension of Sarah Jane’s act (Peola in the Stahl version). 
She wills and makes herself White, actually recreating herself in an absolute manner which defies the 
binarisms upon which racial identity is predicated. In the two passing scenes at Harry’s Club in New York 
and The Moulin Rouge in Hollywood, her sensual body, dancing among and for Whites, is mediated 
through Annie’s gaze. Aware that the classic Hollywood era was coming to an end, Sirk was making sure 
that the audience could pick up on the notion of artificiality. By having the camera focus on Sarah Jane’s 
taunting postures (White actress, Susan Kohner), he was also making sure that he could provoke the 
raw physical emotions melodrama has to elicit in the audience.  

The Moulin Rouge show in the 1959 version [1:33:30-1:35:03] marks the point of no return both 
in the passing process and in the mother-daughter relationship. The scene at the famed Hollywood 
cabaret exaggerates generic codes: stylistic sophistication reaches a peak with the debauchery of 
colours, flashy costumes, and synchronized movements of the dancers, temporarily borrowing the 
conventions of the musical. It stands in sharp contrast to the comparative plainness of Annie’s clothes; 
she has been turned into a relatively hypoembodied Black mother (Juanita Moore), a thinner, more 
combative and entrepreneurial version than the 1934 hyperembodied and ever-present mammy 
Delilah (Louise Beavers), happy to remain an unpaid maid, straight from the plantation South. Sirk 
underscores the self-reflexive quality of the show-business environment in order to tailor the 
spectator’s emotional response and explore the constructedness of ideologies of race, gender, 
sexuality, and performance.6  

 
6 Smith, 46. 
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In the 1950s context of heightened racial awareness, Sarah Jane’s character becomes the site of a 
number of specific constructions, literally incarnating the deep connection between gender and racial 
ideology as a young, independent working woman, as a temptress toying with men’s desire in the show 
business world, and as a mulatta abandoning her Black mother in a way which replicates Lora’s 
abandonment of her own daughter to further her career as an actress. Sirk’s treatment of the Sarah 
Jane figure echoes Toni Morrison’s discussion of the functions of the “Africanist” persona in American 
literature and cultural discourse at large:  

 

Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possibilities. For in that construction of 
blackness and enslavement could be found not only the not-free but also, with the 
dramatic polarity created by skin color, the projection of the not-me. The result was a 
playground for the imagination. What rose up out of collective needs to allay internal fears 
and to rationalize external exploitation was an American Africanism ̶ a fabricated brew of 
darkness, otherness, alarm, and desire that is uniquely American.7  

 

Sarah Jane-Peola not only reinforces the invention of Whiteness, but she also actualizes the type of 
freedom it brings her. Even if she becomes a productive site, a marker of some in-between space 
materializing the uneasy and shifting frontier between White affluence and Black  disempowerment, 
the problematic of race is only a vehicle to get back to the core subject of gender relations.8 Even the 
sympathy for the divergent characters on which melodrama capitalizes reduces her to an expendable 
body: the first passing scene in the New York City dive advertises Sarah Jane’s body as a pleasurable 
object of consumption to be watched, laughed at, and used for money (1:25:58-1:28:23). The men’s 
lewd laughter when she dances before them objectifies her and the bawdy words of her “Empty Arms” 
song, written by Arnold Hughes and Frederick Herbert (“Now is the time to fill all that is empty, to fill 
my life brimful of charm. Help me refill these empty, empty, empty arms”) suggest the desperation of 
the lonely place she inhabits literally by herself. All these, including her humiliating instant rejection 
when her bosses learn she is coloured, become visible signs of the violence of the consumer society 
Sarah Jane both desires and fears. She too experiences “the conscious necessity for establishing 
difference.”9 Somehow, the violence of racial difference is displaced onto sexual difference in the outer, 
patriarchal world. In one of the most poignant scenes of the film, Sirk visually inscribes within the frame 
the torture of duality, or rather of some impossible in-betweenness. Back at her Hollywood motel, 
Sarah Jane shouts at her reflection in the mirror, “I’m White, White!”, but Annie’s is the only Black 
image registering on screen. Paradoxically confronted with her own absent image, the daughter looks 
at Whiteness without finding any underlying Black self (1:36:38).  

Besides once again highlighting the fact that Sarah Jane’s attempt at breaking free is intangible in 
the actual world, and nothing but “a false creation”, Sirk stages this moment of Black self-loathing to 
return to the drama of the mother-daughter relationship and their tale of entrapment in the 
underclass. Hence, with this tonal shift and specific camera work, the two plots are now fully 
segregated and hierarchized. Annie is still represented as the incarnation of African-American folk 
forms, motifs, and gender roles inherited from the rural South, during her parting speech for instance, 
but their viability is now questioned as she can no longer be the Black, protective mother, and can only 

 
7 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark. Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, New York: Vintage Books, 1993, 38. 
8 Smith, 47. 
9 Morrison, 39. 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0400457/
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0378542/
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offer some meagre financial protection. Sarah Jane’s pursuit of cheap stardom, with her 
hypersexualized performance jobs, is the parodic version of Lora Meredith’s brilliant career on 
Broadway, as played by iconic Lana Turner. Sirk ironically represents them both as perverted modes of 
femininity reflecting the social upheavals of postwar America. The mulatta’s alternative vision of 
femininity will eventually be brought back into the fold, not necessarily of Black life, but at least of 
some kind of more “normative” family circle. Sirk’s remake leads the viewer back to the territory of 
moral parables. Each character’s will fashions the world she or he lives in, and women’s struggles for 
economic independence bring intra-family conflicts, but most of these aspects are actually developed 
as social constructs left unresolved, or partly so, in the typical Sirkian system.10   

 

Beyond Melodrama? 

Fannie Hurst’s 1933 narrative was a landmark in the representation of Black life and women for two 
apparently contradictory reasons: it did recycle troubling stereotypes (Aunt Delilah’s fat, smiling face, 
for instance, advertising the mass production of pancake flour, modelled on the Quaker Oats Aunt 
Jemima figure), but also put Black characters at the centre of the filmic narrative and frame. It also 
refused to resolve its dilemmas through simple and satisfactory narrative strategies, as most 
melodramas do, once the heroine’s “secret” has been exposed and solved, but still it retained some 
core characteristics of the women’s weepies traditionally involving heightened emotionalism and 
sentimentality and female “victims”. 

Sirk, and Stahl to a lesser extent, both question the imaging practices of Hollywood cinema11 and 
chronicle the characters’ various strategies to break from racial and social conventions in the 1950s and 
the 1930s. Both actually exhibit the characters’ cracks and contradictions, whether at a formal or a 
narrative level, thus deliberately undermining the films’ ideological coherence. They mostly highlight 
the complexities of issues nearing the tragic, and, therefore, feature heroines conscious of their fates, 
as opposed to simple melodrama commoners who are not allowed any form of transcendent 
awareness.  

As Laura Mulvey points out in her essay “Notes on Sirk and Melodrama”: “Ideological 
contradiction is the overt mainspring and specific content of melodrama, not a hidden, unconscious 
thread to be picked up only by special critical processes.”12 Both directors stage the two different 
standpoints for melodrama that Mulvey refers to: the first, which is coloured by a female protagonist’s 
dominating point of view, and which functions as a source of identification (Bea Pullman/Lora 
Meredith’s), and the second, which “examines tensions in the family, between sex and generations”13 

where women’s viewpoints are not usually analysed and do not precipitate the drama (Jessie/Susie’s, 
Delilah/Annie’s and Peola/Sarah Jane’s). However, they do rework the second standpoint so that the 
insider’s gaze and (usually silenced) voice can rise and be heard, especially in Sirk’s remake of Imitation 
of Life. And, more specifically, while Stahl repeatedly focuses on the mulatta child’s denials of her 
colour, Sirk frames Sarah Jane physically fighting her blackness, in the short sequence in which she 
secretly tells her boyfriend he should run away with her and is beaten up for lying about her colour 

 
10 See Paul Willemen, ‘Towards an Analysis of the Sirkian system’, Screen 13 (4), 1972-1973. 
11 bell hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators”, in Black Looks: Race and Representation, Boston: 
South End Press 1992, 121. 
12 Laura Mulvey, ‘Notes on Sirk and Melodrama,” Movie 25 Dec. 1977, 53. 
13 Mulvey, 54. 
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(1:14:21-1:16). Sirk expertly choreographs the scene by first filming its reflection in a dimly lit shop 
window. For censorship reasons, but also to grant the scene greater emotional intensity, the camera 
only frames Frankie from behind while he hits Sarah Jane, reducing her to the type of commodified 
body her mother has been turned into. Delilah-Annie is made into a public consumption image ready 
for use as, to a certain extent, is Bea-Lora as “the pancake queen”. The extreme violence of the scene is 
underlined by Henry Mancini and Frank Skinner’s jazz score and is staged like a 1950s musical. The 
stylized treatment of suggestive shadows and reflections of the savage beating already announces the 
racial and sexual tension of Robert Wise and Jerome Robbins’ 1961 West Side Story.  

The beating also strengthens Sarah Jane’s resolve to keep on rejecting her Black racial identity 
and thus poses an identification problem for Black viewers: Black women would experience 
contradictory forces of identification and resistance when subjected to the type of Hollywood 
representation Laura Mulvey theorizes in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”. Of course, the main 
problem in this narrative of racial and emotional transgression is the insufferable guilt it entails, but 
also the equally unsettling guilty pleasure we take in identifying with the mulatta’s unsettling matricidal 
desire: the Black mother is cast as the original sinner in this narrative of sexual trespassing. And hence, 
at this moment in the filmic narrative, no longer is her light-skinned body there “primarily for the 
pleasure of the white spectators (male or female)” as Manthia Diawara contends in “Black 
Spectatorship.”14 It seems that these scenes represent essential departures from the melodramatic 
mode, as the entire process of identification is then disrupted: every person is on show in Imitation of 
Life, and the limit between the star’s persona and her real-life story is blurred as well. Lana Turner’s 
Johnny Stompanato affair in which her daughter, Cheryl Lane, killed her Mafioso lover, contaminates 
her 1959 performance, and was actually used to advertise the film, just as Fredi Washington’s mulatta 
condition influences her 1934 interpretation of Peola’s part, as well as the critical perspective on the 
movie. The very construction of the spectatorial gaze is thus altered, as these peculiar images of White 
and Black femininity are coloured by specific life stories. 

The major changes Annie’s character undergoes in the Sirk remake (a woman who stays with Lora 
out of economic necessity and does not speak in dialect, among other aspects) contribute to making 
Whiteness less of a filmic norm: when Annie mentions she belongs to a church and several lodges, the 
camera frames Lora answering, “I didn’t know!”, to which Annie replies, “You never asked”, thus 
turning her into a more pluri-dimensional Black woman than in the Stahl version. But even in the 1959 
version, certain melodramatic situations and iconic figures are only partly modified. The indictment of 
the race situation in America in the 1950s remains a timid and indirect one. Paradoxically, Douglas Sirk’s 
very insistence on the damages it causes brings the movie back on the melodramatic track. As Miriam 
Thaggert underlines: “Melodrama instead provides a safe, ready-made framework for the discussion of 
race in familial terms,”15 as the unadulterated melodramatic ending shows.  

The two ending sequences are fraught with the genre’s most emblematic motifs and grammar. In 
Stahl’s version (1:38:01-1:40:48), Peola’s tearful remorse at Delilah’s funeral impedes any more 
profound interrogation on how racial injustice is institutionalized. She is brought back into the fold of 
blackness, when Jessie and Bea get her to climb into the car and sit in front by the black chauffeur. In 
Sirk’s remake (1:56:05-1:58:36), the fictional dimension of the tragic mulatta’s situation is thoroughly 
highlighted, once again exhibited for everyone to see as the intradiegetic spectators’ gaze relays and 
amplifies the extradiegetic one: ironically, in this ending, the Black woman does occupy a space closer 

 
14 Manthia Diawara, “Black Spectatorship: Problems of Identification and Resistance,” in Screen, 29 (4), 1988, 71. 
15 Marina Heung, quoted by Miriam Thaggert, “Divided Images: Black Female Spectatorship and John Stahl’s 
Imitation of Life,” in African American Review, 32 (3), 1998, 489. 
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to the centre than in most other Hollywood films, but it is a place wholly reformatted by the formal 
devices of melodrama.  

Sarah Jane is literally overwhelmed by a greater-than-life emotion given spectacular form: the 
tragedy is not within her, but between her and other members of the American society and has to be 
expressed according to the central aesthetic category of pathos underlined by Thomas Elsaesser in his 
1972 “Tales of Sound and Fury”. Observations on the Family Melodrama.”16 The stress is also 
conventionally laid on the mise-en-scène. The final inclusion of Sarah Jane within the White family 
circle, as she is brought back by Lora to the safe haven of the car, causes the racial, class, and sexual 
problems raised by her desire to pass to be elided – as if the filmic narrative eventually proved unable 
to explore fully these explosive cross-racial dynamics. Still, the two predetermined narrative trajectories 
of the prodigal mulatta daughter’s return prove to be productive sites for discussions (however limited) 
of the way race, class, and gender ideologies intersect and are constructed and denied. As Valerie Smith 
notes, “not only do these bodies function as markers of sexual and racial transgression, but they signal 
as well the inescapable class implications of crossing these boundaries”.17 The viewers are led to 
explore issues beyond socio-racial barriers as the female characters step outside the boundaries of their 
own socio-racial destinies. In a similar manner, the two versions of Imitation of Life go beyond the 
borders of the generic tradition of melodrama by making a foray into the tragic territory, and by 
staging, with relatively bold aesthetic and formal devices, the most consummate hiding strategy and 
transgression. As Douglas Stern underlines, “Sarah Jane’s passing for white is the original ‘imitation of 
life’ that defined the title.”18 Myth and American melodrama clash even further in the remake’s 
unrewarding system of artifice and more contemporary perspective, as the racial problem is about to 
divide America even more in the 1960s: the explosive artificiality of the ending fully exposes the 
inherent fissures of the American Dream.  

 

 
16 Thomas Elsaesser, “Tales of Sound and Fury. Observations on the Family Melodrama”, in Christine Gledhill (ed.), 
Home is where the Heart Is; Studies in Melodrama and the Woman’s Film, London: BFI, 1987. 
17 Smith, 57. 
18  Douglas Stern, Douglas Sirk, Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1997, 191. 
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“I’ve always been fascinated by the limits a given space imposes on you.” (Lars von Trier)1 

 

Interpreted, among other things, as an anti-American salvo2 and a religious parable3, a formal 
provocation and a genre parody, a misogynist’s creed and a satire of same, a pitch-blackened slice of 
Thornton Wilder and a rudely immodest proposal worthy of Jonathan Swift, Lars von Trier’s Dogville 
contains ample material (close to three hours’ worth) for a reflection on the nature of borders and their 
crossings, be it only because it was conceived as a bridge between different artistic worlds. “Critics have 
tried to cordon and limit film and literature, which is what I’m challenging by creating a fusion between 
film, theater and literature,” he claimed in an interview when the film was presented at the Cannes 
festival. 

In keeping with this statement, Dogville offers itself as a singular object to the viewer. It is 
obviously a feature film bearing the recognizable touch of the director of Dancer in the Dark (2000) or 
Breaking the Waves (1996), yet it immediately strikes the spectator as not being filmed theater, but 
“something else”. Indeed, even if the prologue does inform us that the action supposedly unfolds in a 
small town in Colorado, instead of the anticipated, ordinary re-creation of an American habitat, the 
bare bones of the town are all that we are given to see: the houses and the names of the streets are 
drawn in white lines on the black floor of a rectangular sound stage, some elements are represented by 
symbols (for instance the gooseberry bushes), and only a few props (essentially pieces of furniture) are 

 
1 Director’s comments on the DVD soundtrack – Zentropa Entertainment APS, 2003. 
2 Among many, see Robert Sklar, ″Dogville″, Cineaste, 00097004, Vol. 29, Issue 3, 2004, 47-49, or Wesley Morris, 
″Dogville″, Boston Globe, 04/09/2004. https://www.boston.com/movies/display?display=movie&id=5154. 
3 A few examples can be found in Charles Baladier, ″A propos de Dogville–Grâce″, 2003, 
https://www.oedipe.org/fr/spectacle/grace; Lorenzo Chiesa, ″What is the Gift of Grace? On Dogville″, Film-
Philosophy, 11 (3), 2007, 1-22; Ilana Shiloh ″Review of Breaking the Waves, Dancer in the Dark, and Dogville″, 
Modern Language Studies, 35 (1), 2005, 84-88. 

https://www.oedipe.org/fr/spectacle/grace
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added to this cartographic representation.  

In what follows, and within a reflection on the capacity for visual arts to bring together 
apparently heterodox elements pertaining to different modes of representation (in the case of von 
Trier’s creation, the theater and cinema), I wish to use the particular arrangement of the set design as a 
springboard for developing the argument that, following Thomas Elsaesser’s suggestion that both 
media “mutually interfere with each other,”4 von Trier uses the delineation of space as a determiner of 
identity, as a singular locus of interaction, and as the crucible where the creation of a third space is 
made possible.  

 

In the prologue to the film, John Hurt’s voice-over narration imparts to the spectator that 
“Dogville was in the Rocky Mountains in the U S of A. Up here where the road came to its definitive end 
near the entrance to the old, abandoned silver mine.” Only punctual visual and aural elements 
disseminated throughout the film illustrate and sustain this presentation of the dispositif. For example, 
we come to learn that there is, beyond and unseen, a bigger town (Georgetown) and a road (Canyon 
Road) that leads there. But the surrounding space – what purports to be the horizon, the sky – is a 
uniform black or white, which establishes an eerie atmosphere of claustrophobia, as if the universe thus 
created was meant to imitate a giant vivarium or a coffin.  

Mapping out the town in this fashion manifests the symbolical existence of boundaries, of limits 
marking the presence of human organization, thus making Dogville at the same time unique and 
representative of any human settlement: singled out as a town at the top of the mountain, Dogville 
cannot stand for anything but a universal figure. All the more so as, associated with this rudimentary 
form of existence and some sound effects, the restraints in making the town “real” allow the director to 
establish, right from the start, specific conventions for both actors and spectators, which are banal in 
the context of the theater but much less so for the silver screen: the performers on the set act as if 
there were actual walls, doors, roofs … and interact with their materialized or imaginary presence 
accordingly. Similarly, the spectators’ imagination is solicited to bridge the representational gap, and to 
negotiate “agreed terms of mutual interference.”5 

However, it is evident from the limited number of signifiers constituting the entity of the town 
that representational accuracy is not von Trier’s major issue in this endeavor. In fact, it is easily 
discernable that the director’s depiction of Dogville is quintessentially based on pre-existing 
materializations of small-town America in fiction. Not unlike Arthur Penn’s 1967 Bonnie and Clyde, 
Dogville manages to evoke the U.S.A. during the Depression era with a few symbolic artefacts: cloche 
hats, a copy of Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer, a couple of Model T cars and a bit of FDR over the radio. In a 
similar contention that the spectators’ imagination will be able to summon visual references from their 
experience in fiction, von Trier populates the isolated Rocky Mountain community with stock figures 
ranging from the boy inventor and the Black mammy to the town doctor and the big-city gangster. In 
this respect, one could be tempted to infer that the director’s intent in stripping the number of explicit 
signifiers to a bare minimum is to bring the viewers to the conclusion that most of the knowledge they 
possess about the United States originates from and is conditioned by what Hollywood’s film industry 
provides. And that the capacity for America’s “soft power” to evoke relies on the efficiency of 
metonymy. 

 
4 Thomas Elsaesser, ″Ingmar Bergman in the museum? Thresholds, limits, conditions of possibility″, Journal of 
Aesthetics & Culture, Vol. 1, 2009, 10, https://doi.org/10.3402/jac.v1i0.2123. 
5 Elsaesser, ″Ingmar Bergman”, 7. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/jac.v1i0.2123


59 

Yann Roblou 
‘Reflections on borders and their crossing in Lars von Trier's Dogville (2003)’ 

Film Journal 7: Crossing Borders: Geography, History, Social Classes, 2021 

 

 

More challengingly, the way the setting quickly loses its traditional importance in favor of its 
emblematic function – in coherence with the first impression when considering the set as a vivarium –
 may conjure up the image of the film director transformed into a sort of laboratory experimenter who 
builds models, feeds the models with variable parameters, then lets the models run and interact, and 
sees what happens during the course of the interaction in a particular milieu. In this perspective, the 
evolution of the protagonist, Grace (Nicole Kidman), in her interactions with the population of Dogville, 
brings to mind Augustin Berque’s pivotal concept of ecumene, defined as the “relationship between a 
human group and the terrestrial expanse it occupies.”6 In a sense, the idea developed by the 
geographer of a “reciprocal impregnation of the place and that which can be found in it"7 gives the 
spectator a possible clue to the understanding of the development of the plot. Combined with the 
diagrammatic setting, the dead-end road progressively appears as the materialization of the denizens’ 
voluntary insularity and, to a certain extent, of their consequently limited world view: their world is flat 
and surrounded by darkness.8 And von Trier makes that literal. Furthermore, just as Dogville is 
reportedly established on a frontier, on the edge of a precipice where, in a sense, it is bound to fall, so 
its very name could be thought of as an indication of the true nature of those who dwell there. Indeed, 
the course of the film proves that, beneath the veneer of goodwill and charity, the proverbial “dog eat 
dog” mode of relation is made bare, not only regarding Grace’s treatment by the Dogvillians, but 
conversely by the protagonist’s vengeful retaliation. It then comes as no surprise that at the end of the 
film, when all else has been literally wiped out, the only remaining living resident of the town should be 
Moses the dog. Heretofore the animal has remained invisible, almost a ghostly figure, only perceptible 
in its audible presence. In a sense, what is left of Dogville is a ghost town.  

To take the analysis of the presence of frontiers a step further, one of the key issues in the early 
moments of the film is to know whether the Dogvillians will let the beautiful stranger – who has been 
“forced” into their midst – stay safe from a yet unclear danger lurking just beyond the boundaries of the 
town. The subsequent developments of the plot propose a series of variations on the classical tension 
and interplay between keeping in/keeping out. And it is significant that the boundaries of the town 
preserving Dogville’s self-sufficiency are exposed and challenged with the arrival of this outsider. Up to 
the moment when Grace appears, the town seems to have lived in a state of stasis, as it has only had 
minimal interactions with the outside world (essentially through the town’s only truck-driver’s regular 
visits to Georgetown for business and pleasure). However, once the stranger has been let into the 
community, Dogville loses its autarchic self-containment and, not unlike the process of contamination 
of a body by viruses, other visitors (the police, gangsters) drive in and out until the town is finally 
overrun and annihilated, its very limits dissolved, the chalk lines wiped out, leaving the set barren. 

Intimately connected to the idea of a progressive determination of its defining traits through 
intercourse rather than on (geographically significant) setting, it is noteworthy that little is said of the 
history of the town, its memory, just as its physical delineation is purely schematic. Strikingly, the 
interference of an outsider imposes itself as necessary for the town’s identity to be constituted: it is the 
arrival of Grace that sets in motion the historical time of Dogville, which appears to have existed in 
what could be described as a-historical time up to that moment. Then, not only does Grace make the 
Dogvillians come to life (and, in the process, reveal their true nature), but her apparition also brings 

 
6 Augustin Berque, Ecoumène, Paris: Belin, 2000. Derived from the Greek verb oikeo, which means "to inhabit", 
"ecumene" originally designates the part of the earth occupied by humanity. 
7 Berque, Ecoumène, 15. My translation. 
8 The set of Dogville was built in an old 30 by 60 meter machine hall in Europe's new cinematographic Mecca: 
Trollhättan, Sweden. 
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about, within the fictional timespan of one year, the apocalypse, the end of time for the community. 

Though Dogville can be perceived as a stylized exercise in the establishing of multiple limits both 
material and symbolic, the film does not simply offer static observation: it also proposes an 
experimentation in crossing borders, and with it, an exploration of the consequences of voluntary, 
deliberate, intentional movement from one space/state to another. 

 

Part of the spectator’s experience when watching the film has to do with the perception of 
Dogville as an intermediary space, a porous frontier between two dimensions. On the one hand, what 
the spectator is given to see is a territory with a certain physical significance, which it sheds in favor of a 
space principally devoted to the advent of relationships on the other hand. In other words, Dogville 
functions as an interface, “the place at which independent and often unrelated systems meet and act 
on or communicate with each other.”9 

In this respect, the set of the film is presented as a space of transaction. The modalities of 
material and symbolic commercial exchange are too numerous to cite them all here. Suffice it to insist 
on the fact that the protagonist’s name is an indication of the importance of the said exchanges. Apart 
from its associations with religious or spiritual – in broad terms, culturally connoted – meaning, the 
main character’s Christian name, intentionally chosen to echo the term “grace”, can be understood as 
“ultimately based on a continuous exchange of favors, or gifts, in which what Marcel Mauss named the 
gift-exchange of primitive societies still resonates.”10 It is noteworthy that the protagonist originally 
gives herself away to the people of Dogville (she has nothing else to offer), in exchange for their 
protection. It gives a Christlike, transcendental dimension to the character and makes of her an 
interface between the divine and human dimensions. The reactions and subsequent adjustments to this 
original commerce compose the central part of the film and dramatically generate its ending. As a 
matter of fact, the installation of a symbolic system of exchange based on solidarity, reciprocity, quid 
pro quo, counterbalance, and friendship does not lead to the development of a stable community life, 
but to the gradual deterioration of the social fabric into a structure of outright hostility, retaliation, 
punishment and revenge. What creates the complexity and ambiguity of the situation is that the more 
Dogville shows its acceptance and hospitality by integrating Grace into a mutually agreeable pattern of 
social transactions, the more Dogville’s politics of gift-giving crystallize into a shared, communal and 
seemingly “fair” practice of exchanges, the more the town turns into an inhospitable, hostile and 
radically unfair community. The more respect Dogville’s people want, the more disrespectful they 
become. The more Grace shows them her “true face” and offers them her vulnerability, the more they 
take advantage of it.  

Equally worthy of attention is the possibility for Dogville to exist as a space of translation, in the 
geometric sense of the term. It can be contended that, by removing the setting, von Trier leaves the 
ordinary Euclidean space behind and instead creates a field of force where the interactions between 
the characters are determined dramatically but also aesthetically. It is not too hard to ascertain that 
what is at the heart of von Trier’s intent here is the interplay between moviemaker and spectator 
through the manipulation of the medium and the viewer. First of all, it must be re-established that, 
faithful (up to a certain point) to the “Vows of Chastity” he took when he wrote the rules of 
Dogme 95,11 von Trier balances an unconventional stage set with specific cinematic devices such as 

 
9 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/interface 
10 Chiesa, ″What is the Gift of Grace?”, 2. 
11 https://www.dogme95.dk. 
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(among the most recurrent) the use of point-of-view shots and close-ups, which means that the 
spectator “aesthetically (…) is in permanent motion as his eye identifies itself with lens of the camera, 
which permanently shifts in distance and direction.”12 Other elements constituting the fabric of the 
director’s discourse, such as the slowness and repetitiveness of the narration, its cyclical dimension, the 
temporality of the action (which is often not diachronic, but synchronic and occurring in serial 
moments), or the unevenly distributed, improvised camera movements demand a certain effort on the 
part of the viewers, thus keeping them at a distance – visually creating a material and symbolic frontier 
of sorts. 

Also, even though the setting in Dogville is missing, all the sounds associated with actual objects 
can be heard loud and clear: the opening and closing of the (non-existing) doors, footsteps on the 
gravel road, birdsong, the sound of rain and wind, the barking of Moses the dog. That striking feature of 
the soundtrack (beside the use of Vivaldi’s Nisi Dominus and its chords as sparse as the set design) 
invites the spectators to participate in the creation of the town through their sense of hearing and the 
individual images associated with them.13 In a sense, the audience have, in large part, to fill in the 
missing elements for themselves, and the blueprint for the movie is given form by their mind’s eye.  

Nonetheless, instead of alienating the spectator from the space of representation by making the 
audience aware of the “being-staged-ness"14 of the film, the Danish director’s aesthetics aim at an even 
more engaging immersion in the virtual reality of the story world by having it emerge from an 
interaction between the semiotic materials provided by the film and the mental representations of the 
spectators. The latter have to re-virtualize this bare theatrical space with their own mental 
representations of the Depression – and of Americana at large, as was evoked earlier – sampled from 
any number of cultural sources: novels, photographs, television programs and first and foremost 
movies.15 

More problematically, there are moments when the functioning rules of the fictional universe fail 
to be coherent – though without losing their meaningfulness. I should like to expand briefly on two such 
moments. In the first sequence [00.25 – 00.26], when Grace appears for the first time to all the 
residents of Dogville, the actors blatantly flout the modus operandi according to which, though they 
may be signified only by chalk lines, the partitions are supposed to block out any possibility to see 
beyond them. By having the townsfolk stare in Grace’s direction, von Trier possibly suggests the 
character’s sensation through objectifying images, thus creating a counterpoint to both the narrator’s 
and Tom’s statements,16 and, in the process, a shift in the nature of the atmosphere of the town, where 
all is not what it seems, and a sense of oppression sets in. 

The second sequence [1.29.33 – 1.31.48], when Grace is violated by Chuck, is one of the most 

 
12 Erwin Panofsky, "Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures," in Gerald Mast (ed.), Film Theory and Criticism, 
New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992, 362-374. 
13 In another context, Thomas Elsaesser evokes the importance of listening "to Bergman’s soundtracks and ‘see’ 
them as palpably as his images." Elsaesser, “Ingmar Bergman”, 5. 
14 The famous Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt (or V-effect) that should make the spectator aware that the filmed 
events are not real but staged. 
15 As an illustration of this, the main artery of the entity called Dogville bears a name that is meaningful to both 
filmgoers and Americanists: Elm Street is famous for being the setting of a series of notorious cinematographic 
nightmares, thanks to Wes Craven (A Nightmare on Elm Street, 1984) and also echoes the name of the roadway 
where President Kennedy was shot. 
16 Tom: "All I see is a beautiful little town in the midst of magnificent mountains. A place where people have hopes 
and dreams even under the hardest conditions..." The narrator: "Calling Dogville beautiful was original, at least. 
(...) When (Grace) suddenly sensed what would be best have been described as a tiny change of light over 
Dogville." 
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unsettling scenes in the film. In this sequence, the way in which the camera zooms out from long shot 
to extreme long shot (3 times in total) is most peculiar; the camera moves so far away from the center 
of the action that the spectators are forced to focus their attention on the details of the grossly 
disturbing event. Also, the camera’s zooming out brings other townspeople into the frame, ultimately 
making Grace’s rape a social act – and, in a sense, prolonged by our own participation as 
spectators/voyeurs. It is difficult to resist the temptation of seeing this singular series of shots depicting 
a most odious event as an illustration of Roland Barthes’s seminal opposition between “studium” and 
“punctum” – although the terms were used in the context of a discussion of photography – whereby a 
certain arrangement (the studium) is disrupted:  

 

“[by a] second element [which] will break (or punctuate) the studium. This time it is not I 
who seek it out (as I invest the field of the studium with my sovereign consciousness), it is 
this element which rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me. (…) 
A photograph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me), is poignant 
to me.”17  

 

Once again, the use of the two terms points to a delicate and fleeting difference between elements 
associated by an interface which is materialized by the set, and the re-arrangement of its elements for 
the viewer’s benefit. Also, it is not uninteresting to underline that the words used by Barthes should 
contain a dose of violence echoing the situation. 

Simultaneously backing away from it and keeping the crime as the focal point of the frame make 
of the scene a radical turning point for the spectator: the nature and identity of the whole of Dogville 
(both the place and the film) change, from potential threat to actual harm to the character, and installs 
irremediable unease for the viewer. 

As regards the connections between spaces, it is fruitful to observe that Grace’s suffering body 
marks out an appropriate space for the exposition of Dogville’s moral and social breakdown. The 
irreversible crossing of moral boundaries is made concrete in the abuse of the female protagonist’s 
body, which then becomes the space of corruption. Contrary to the Christian conception of martyrdom, 
Grace’s ordeal – resulting from the entire community’s systematic and repeated doings – brings about 
an inevitable and questionably proportionate retaliation. This dramatically “mechanical” response 
should be questioned by the viewer. 

 

As was just discussed, the position of the spectator within the director’s scheme both materially 
and symbolically requires a certain amount of attention. 

First, it should be noted that, despite a number of echoes (theatrical, filmic and literary),18 
Dogville is recognizable by the audience as something different. The fusion of multiple signifying 
sources brings about a form of saturation of the filmic text. As was suggested above, this impression left 

 
17 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, London: Vintage Books, 2000, 26-27. 
18 Dogville is presented as a novel (read aloud in voiceover by John Hurt) that has been adapted for the stage, and 
possibly as a play that has been filmed. Moreover, the subject of this play could be construed as the endeavor of a 
wannabe writer who tries to stage his fantasies by directing a woman named Grace. More straightforwardly, "the 
film-maker has cited influences including the Brecht-Weill song 'Pirate Jenny' (attitude), Stanley Kubrick's Barry 
Lyndon (music and narration) and the 1980 Royal Shakespeare Company production of Nicholas Nickleby (mise en 
scène). But Dogville most obviously travesties Thornton Wilder's Our Town (1938)." James Hoberman and David 
Thompson, "Our Town", Sight & Sound., 14 -2, 2004, 24-7 and 40-1. 
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on the viewer is the result of a deliberate strategy on the part of von Trier. What then becomes 
apparent is that the fictional space elaborated by the director relies on the necessity to make 
boundaries (formal or metaphorical) uncertain. And this goal is achieved by constantly shifting the 
audience’s bearings.  

In this perspective, the town of Dogville comes into existence as an “in-between” space: a 
vaguely rectangular surface almost floating in the air. What is more, the quasi-absence of set props 
(which otherwise help the spectator to succumb to the illusion of spatial recreation) makes it possible 
for the director to use a new dynamic mode of recording the events on-stage, offering perspectives that 
conventional cinematography does not. Yet, though the cinematic image produced by von Trier is fluid 
and flexible, its transparency turns out to be veiled. Grace’s attempted escape scene [1.48.46 – 1.53.48] 
is a case in point: as she hops on the back of his pick-up truck, and lies between the crates of apples, 
Ben (Zeljko Ivanek) throws what is seen first as a tarpaulin. However, as the camera zooms in, the 
opaque material immediately turns into a transparent cover, which lets the viewer privy to the 
rearrangement of the original deal made between Grace and the truck driver. The long scene (with only 
one cut) concludes with Grace returning to Dogville against her will, which is made clear when, 
simultaneously, the tarpaulin is pulled off the back of the truck, and the camera pulls out vertically to 
reveal her surroundings. If anything, then, the film stands out not as a mere exploration of the limits of 
cinematographic genres but as a marked attempt at exploring, in a provocative and challenging 
manner, cinema, its conception, its identity, in order to question the nature and function of the very 
medium through the integration and manipulation of multiple and heterogeneous components.19 

To a certain degree, the permanent instability alluded to allows the director to conjure up a 
space that is properly uncanny, insofar as it hesitates between an imagined dimension and a very real 
one, between a dream-like and a nightmarish materialization of the 1:1 scale map described by the likes 
of Jorge Luis Borges or Lewis Caroll in the domain of literature, thus making Grace an heir to Alice or the 
unnamed characters penned by Borges and trapped in his cartographic labyrinths. Furthermore, though 
the reference does not appear in the interviews with von Trier, the confined universe of Dogville is not 
so distant from that created by Luis Buñuel in his 1962 surrealist fable, The Exterminating Angel, in its 
centripetal dimension: in both cases the inhabitants are unable to go beyond its boundaries, and it is as 
if all of them were drawn there to the bitter end.20  

Also in keeping with the metaphorical use of the characteristics of space in the Spanish director’s 
endeavor, Lars von Trier’s creation renders tangible the problematic vision of the Other and the 
relations with him/her/them. As a matter of fact, the town of Dogville transforms into a machine of 
destruction, an organism in its own right, which crushes the individual in the name of the collective. The 
events unfold perfectly, like clockwork no humans can escape, which causes their demise and, by 
extension, society’s undoing. And this is conveyed by the incisive, barren quality of the director’s style, 
which underlines the implacable shift in the hearts and minds of the town’s population.  

As an apt supplement to the complexity of the project, one cannot ignore the importance of the 
film’s coda. The segment consists in a series of photographs, which combines shots of Depression-era 
America captured by Russell Lee, Dorothea Lange, Jack Collier, A. Siegel, Carl Mydans, J. Vachon, Arthur 
Rothstein, and contemporary images of graphic violence and naked distress taken from Danish 

 
19 Even technically, the famed introductory scene of the town seen from above was in fact generated by a 
computer from 156 individual shots since the ceiling of the filming studio was in fact not tall enough to make one 
single, wide shot from above possible. 
20 In itself, the trope is by no means new in either literature or film. 
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photographer Jacob Holdt’s 1977 multimedia presentation American Pictures.21 It must be made clear 
that the trajectory of these remediated photographs is the sequential reflection of images made in 
America by American photographers and filmmakers, then projected all the way to Denmark and back 
again to American audiences. One cannot minimize the complexity of the link between the intermedial 
dimension and the mediation of this almost autonomous segment of the film: the almost surrealist 
montage over David Bowie’s song Young Americans (1975) can only be understood as a final, multi-
layered interpellation of the audience. At the most evident level, the association of black and white 
stills, color photographs and short clips acts as a testimony on the persistence of human suffering in the 
USA, apparently caused by economic strife and mostly affecting the underprivileged part of the 
population. Failing to pinpoint an immediate link between these images and what we have seen before 
brings about a second moment of questioning: if the fictional recreation of a community’s behavior 
when in dire straits is anything to go by, then there is much to fear about the potential consequences 
on our capacity for self-blinding when accepting without questioning genre conventions as mediators of 
our sense of the world. 22  

When considering von Trier’s very concrete reactivation of the problematic relation between an 
object and its representation by mapping out Dogville, it can be argued that there are two fundamental 
postures one needs to envisage if one wants to avoid fruitless controversy over what the filmmaker 
may have or may have not wanted to say: the universal bearing of the tale he is telling, and the critical 
distance the director wishes the spectator to have vis à vis his film. 

Dogville has been perceived by many as America-bashing yet failing to grasp the importance of 
the paradox: the notoriously travel-phobic director has never set foot in the USA, and only relies on a 
mediated knowledge of the tenets of the country. Not unlike Franz Kafka writing about America 
(Amerika, 1927) or Raymond Roussel about Africa (Impressions d’Afrique, 1910), without ever having 
experienced first-hand those exotic places, Lars von Trier sets his tale in a place and time that is a 
fantasized reconstruction of a place that is no-place or any-place. Therefore, limiting the reach of the 
argument to America alone would be missing the universality of the director’s political aim. After all, 
while Dogville was in production, Von Trier suggested that his political inspiration was Denmark’s new 
restrictions on immigration to which he reacted by saying: “I think that the moral standing of a country 
can be measured by its attitude to refugees."23  

The Danish director seems to have managed to create an object that is all at once mischievous 
and profound, natural and artificial, emotional and thought-provoking. Perhaps its lasting merit would 
be to exist as a serious re-consideration of the notions of acceptance, tolerance, hospitality and 
solidarity, which political theorists and sociologists have identified as central principles of a democratic 
society. What von Trier’s film provokes is not only our realisation of the fundamental lack of solidarity 
that animates, permeates and substantiates a community of people, but the equally intrinsic lack of 
reciprocity that governs and maintains the exchange of social goods.  

 

 
21 See Jacob Holdt, American Pictures; A Personal Journey Through The American Underclass, Copenhagen: 
American Pictures Foundation, 1985; Jacob Holdt, American Pictures-Gallery, http://www.american-
pictures.com/gallery/usa/index.htm 
22 Perhaps one should also consider Dogville as an indictment of the use of iconography in the hindsight 
construction of the American self-image in the 30s. Americans themselves are still discussing the complexities of 
commissioned photographs and their effect, when, for instance, Roosevelt's New Deal was strongly dependent on 
image in the most literal sense. 
23 Director’s comments on the DVD bonuses. 
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Atom Egoyan is a Canadian filmmaker, born in Egypt in 1960, to parents of Turkish nationality, the 
descendants of Armenian refugees. This amalgamation of identities feeds his work, particularly his 
earliest films. The frontier theme is expressed in different ways: a symptom of a problematic search for 
a cultural identity, a relationship to an imaginary territory, a confusing boundary between past and 
present, reality and imagination, or even between cinema, video, and photography. 

Scenes at customs check points are noticeably frequent in Atom Egoyan’s films: Exotica (1994), 
Felicia’s Journey (1999), Ararat (2002), Adoration (2008), Remember (2015). For travellers, crossing a 
border is never a mere formality; they have something to hide, a secret to preserve: the smuggled eggs 
of protected birds (Exotica); fruit which is not allowed to be imported (a pomegranate that Saroyan, the 
fictive filmmaker in Ararat, wants to bring into Canada); drugs (that Raffi, the young man in Ararat, is 
unknowingly carrying); a gun (Zev’s tool of vengeance in Remember); or even a bomb (at least in 
Simon’s fiction in Adoration, where the orphan, Simon, is writing a play in which he pretends that his 
father, of Lebanese origin, had tried to kill his mother while she was carrying him, by booby-trapping 
her suitcase). In these scenes at customs, characters face their identities: in Ararat, the customs officer 
reminds Raffi of the fact that he is the son of an Armenian terrorist. In Adoration, the fictive customs 
scene questions Simon’s Arabic ancestry which, until this point, had been denied (his maternal 
grandfather is the only survivor able to tell him who his father was, but the old man is a racist and 
pretends that Simon’s father deliberately killed his mother in a car accident).  

Peter in Next of Kin (1984) and Van in Family Viewing (1987) face similar identity issues. Van 
rebuilds his Armenian identity by helping his grandmother. Peter completely fabricates his identity, 
transforming from Peter, the useless son of a middle-class family, to Bedros, the son of an Armenian 
family, lost during the exile. Identity fraud is also the theme of Remember: in Zev’s case, the aim is to 
flush out a Nazi torturer, and thereby unearth his own identity. In Calendar (1993), Atom and his wife, 
Arsinée, return to Armenia, the land of their ancestors, in order to photograph twelve churches for a 
calendar. But Atom does not recognize Armenia as part of his identity. As he says in the film: “We are 
both from here, yet being here has made me from somewhere else.” On the other hand, Raffi, who 
undertakes the same trip, recognizes Armenia as both his country of origin and his father’s legacy. 
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In Calendar or Ararat, crossing the border is symbolized by Mount Ararat; a genuine emblem of 
Armenia, it is nevertheless situated in Turkey. Mount Ararat is the talismanic image of an ancestral, but 
prohibited, territory (the Turkish border is still closed). Thus, frontiers may be symbolic: the sea 
between Ireland and Britain in Felicia’s Journey, or metaphoric: the river which separates Simon from 
his mother when, as a child on his grandfather’s estate, he was looking at her, playing the violin, 
perched on a pontoon on the river. Later, Simon returns to his childhood home, which, once again, he 
observes from the far side of the river. In this house, he carries out a ritual to restore the identity from 
which he is symbolically separated by the river: he burns his grandfather’s effigy and saws off the scroll 
of his mother’s violin. Through this ritual, his line of descent is returned to him: despite all the 
separations (including that between the living and the dead), Simon is able to look at his parents in a 
literal way, and to recognize them. The shot (Simon’s view at the end of his journey) is juxtaposed with 
the reverse-shot (his parents’ view of him), as present and past blur. 

It is clear there is a large element of imagination here, just as the sea in Felicia’s Journey is 
imaginary when Felicia dreams about Ireland and Johnny, her child’s father. Water (be it the sea or a 
river) constitutes a symbolic frontier which separates the characters from a golden age or an 
inaccessible promise (Felicia dreams once more about Johnny in Ireland, carrying their son, whom she is 
aborting). In Remember, the symbolic association between water and memory is particularly palpable in 
this remarkable shot (37.07): struggling with his failing memory, Zev puts his hand on the vertical 
surface of a fountain. The figure of the old man, seen through that water screen, is blurring as his 
memory gets blurred. The hand gesture is a desperate bid to hold back what, like water, is escaping 
him.  

Just like Felicia, the filmmaker Edouard Saroyan (Ararat) is haunted by the films he is about to 
direct when he crosses the Canadian border: the missing pictures of the Armenian genocide. His face 
dissolves into the image of Mount Ararat as a stimulation of the Armenian imagination. This film is 
structured in a particularly complex way, mixing several temporalities: the genocide, the painting of a 
work by Arshile Gorky, the shooting of Edouard’s film, Raffi’s journey to Armenia, his examination by 
the customs officer. There are no fewer than seventy-eight temporal transitions in the film, some of 
which give an illusion of continuity. Speaking of Calendar, Egoyan remarked to Hamid Naficy that “the 
viewer has to identify the whole organization of time"1 but the structure of Ararat is just as complex.  

In Calendar, sequences from the two-week journey to Armenia and sequences from the following 
year in Canada alternate. In the Armenian sequences, we see Arsinée breaking up with Atom. In the 
Canadian sequences, he stages a strange ritual consisting of inviting women to phone their lovers. Time 
has a peculiar elasticity: two weeks and a whole year match. However, the editing blurs the boundaries 
between these two temporalities; each is subdivided into temporal areas which shift between one 
another. For instance, we slide from a temporality located in the past (the taking of photographs of a 
church) to a different, less specific, temporality,2 over which we hear the dialogue about the church, an 
entangling of past temporalities that the viewer finally identifies as Atom’s recomposed memory. Music 
in the previous sequence is an anticipation of the ritual (we recognize it in the Canadian sequences with 
the women calling their lovers). Thus, there is a new overlapping of sound between present and past: 
the voice of the woman ringing her lover is superimposed over Arsinée’s speaking to Ashot, their 
Armenian driver and Atom’s rival. Through this polyphonic vocal effect, we go back to a multilayered, 

 
1 Hamid Naficy, "The Accented Style of the Independent Transnational Cinema: A Conversation with Atom 
Egoyan", in T.J.Morris (ed.), Atom Egoyan Interviews, Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2010, 50. 
2 A sequence with Arsinée running among a flock of sheep reoccurs throughout the film. 
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complex past mixing Arsinée running among the sheep and, at the same time, continuing to speak to 
Atom. A new shift occurs: we are no longer in the past, or in memory (the frontier between the two is 
indeterminable) but within the temporality of Atom’s viewing of the videotape which documents the 
journey in Armenia, as the speeding up and freezing of frames indicate. The manipulations of the tape 
lead us to the future and identify the temporality of the viewing. Not only do temporalities slide into 
each other but they are also held in a relation of simultaneity: the picture of Arsinée running among the 
flock is, at the same time, a flashback, a recomposed memory and the mechanical reproduction of the 
video tape shot in Armenia. Arsinée is also the picture of a ghost, that of the woman Atom has lost and 
who is addressing him: “Why don’t you answer me?” And Atom begins to write an answer. The viewer 
may consider temporarily that Arsinée’s message and the writing of the letter are contemporary: thus, 
a new shift occurs between Atom’s voice, beginning his answer, and his message on the answerphone. 
What we took to be the continuation of the answer (“It’s May 23”) is flung into another temporality, 
thanks to a simple dialling tone. Temporal boundaries are made indeterminable, through latency, 
combination, and migration.  

For Atom, Armenia is an imaginary country, which is why he does not recognize it in the real 
Armenia. And that confrontation is violent, as Egoyan explains to Jason Wood: 

 

As an Armenian born in Egypt, so much of what I thought was Armenian was actually 
Middle Eastern, but that’s the culture I was raised in and certainly that my wife has been 
raised in. Arsinée Khanjian was raised in Lebanon and what we share as what we think are 
Armenian are actually Middle Eastern traditions and when you go back to Armenia you 
realize that it’s not a Middle Eastern culture at all. It’s a Caucasian culture and their habits 
and their social manners are really different to what constitutes Armenian; and that was a 
shock.3 

 

At the beginning of Calendar, Mount Ararat is a symbol consistent with his imagination, a “visible”, to 
quote Merleau-Ponty, “a connective tissue of external and interior horizons”.4 There is no clear-cut 
boundary between reality and imagination; the picture is what stitches them together. Often – in 
Family Viewing, Speaking Parts (1989), Calendar, and Ararat especially – the introduction of the video 
brings about the transition in imagination. In Speaking Parts, the different narration levels are 
particularly porous, particularly contaminated by the imagination of the characters: Clara remembering 
her brother, who sacrificed himself by giving her one of his lungs, the director distorting Clara’s script 
recounting this tragedy, Lisa adoring Lance, the actor chosen to incarnate Clara’s brother. 

This porosity culminates in the talk-show scene where different textures of images, from 
analogue film and several video formats, blend on different narrative levels: fiction, reality show, 
fantasy, film-within-a-film, slide into each other, in a time-space “of stacking, proliferation, 
encroachment, promiscuity.”5 This effect of proliferation and stacking results from unpredictable 
substitutions: the true brother for the false one, as a manifestation of the struggle which sets in 
opposition Clara’s and the director’s fantasies, and the nurse by Lisa, a figment of Lisa’s own 
imagination. The sudden appearance of Clara threatening to commit suicide reflects the imagination of 

 
3 Jason Wood, "Atom Egoyan", in Morris, Atom Egoyan Interviews, 105. 
4  "[Un] tissu conjonctif des horizons extérieurs et intérieurs" in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Le Visible et l’Invisible; 
Suivi de notes de travail, Paris: Gallimard, 1964, 171. My translation.  
5 "d’empilement, de prolifération, d’empiètement, de promiscuité," Ibid., 152. My translation. 
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Lance who has betrayed her by accepting the director’s new script. Lisa literally enters the picture after 
having touched the screen, that interface screen which materializes the site, as Raymond Bellour 
describes it, “where video, encroaching upon cinema, allows it to enter the picture as a manifest site of 
vibration and metamorphosis.”6 Vibration and metamorphosis, the increasingly jumbled confusion of 
multiple worlds and conflicting fantasies, are particularly important in this sequence from Speaking 
Parts, but can also be found in Calendar, Family Viewing, and Ararat. 

Without reaching such a level of confusion, Egoyan’s cinema offers numerous sequences whose 
origins are impossible to determine: are they the creation of a single character’s imagination, or are 
they part of the “reality” of the film? In Adoration, several sequences show Simon’s parents, but it is 
impossible to decide if these sequences are flashbacks, scenes from Simon’s play, or even his 
memories. In Ararat, the sequences of young Gorky with his mother appear to belong to a film-within-
a-film, but this is far from certain. The second fiction (the film-within-a-film: Saroyan’s film) and the first 
fiction (Egoyan’s film) cannot be distinguished from one another. This is what Gilles Deleuze calls a 
“crystal-image,"7 an image in which two sides coexist, namely: virtual/actual, imaginary/real, 
past/present and so forth. Even the characters are tricked; for example, in Ararat, Ussher is outraged by 
the intrusion onto the set of the script-consultant Ani while he is performing a surgical operation. He is 
no longer Martin, the actor of the primary fiction, but Ussher, the missionary of the second fiction. In 
The Adjuster, we can also see a film-within-a-film as the director character – named Bubba – shifts 
levels imperceptibly: he prepares to sacrifice himself in the house which is, in fact, his film set. 
Surprised by the owner of the house, he crosses the frontier between the two levels of fiction: “You’ve 
come in just at the moment that the character of the film – the person who is supposed to live here –
 decides that he is going to stop playing house. So, are you in or are you out?” 

In the crystal-image, Deleuze notes: 

 

The actual image and the virtual image coexist and crystallize. They enter into a circuit 
which brings us constantly back from one to the other; they form “one” and the same 
“scene” where the characters belong to the real and yet play a role. In short, it is the whole 
of life in its entirety, which has become spectacle.8 

 

The whole of life has become a show, that is to say a film shoot. The boundary between the film-within-
a-film and the film itself is thus completely blurred. Bubba is preparing to shoot a scene: he is fixing the 
frame of the camera, his own, just like Egoyan’s, and he gives his instructions to the actors: “Don’t 
move these wedges. These wedges allow the smooth movement of the camera.” Which camera is he 
talking about: the acting camera (that we cannot see on the set) or Egoyan’s camera? In the same way, 
in Speaking Parts, during Lance’s audition, Clara advises him to look carefully at the camera: Clara’s 
supposed camera and Egoyan’s are perfectly superimposed when the two characters look directly into 
the camera. 

 
6 « … où la vidéo empiétant sur le cinéma lui permet d’entrer dans l’image comme lieu manifeste de vibration et 
de métamorphose. » Raymond Bellour, L’Entre-Images: Photo, Cinéma, Vidéo, Paris: La Différence, 1990 , 197. My 
translation. 
7 Gilles Deleuze, Cinéma 2 l’Image-temps, Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1985, 93. 
8 « L’image actuelle et l’image virtuelle coexistent et cristallisent. Elles forment une seule et même scène où les 
personnages appartiennent au réel et pourtant jouent un rôle. Bref, c’est tout le réel, la vie tout entière, qui est 
devenu spectacle, » Ibid., 112. Translated by Hugh Tomlison and Robert Galeta in Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The 
Time-Image, London: Athlone Press, 2000, 79-80. 
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The presence of a character who is filming or taking photographs is systematic. To a greater or 
lesser degree, there is always a director figure making decisions about the mise-en-scène. Another 
indeterminable frontier is lost, that between fiction and autobiography. Calendar is certainly the film in 
which Egoyan plays the most with the confusion of these two registers, as he acknowledges to Hamid 
Naficy: 

 

Calendar is a very interesting situation because a lot of people felt that it was directly 
autobiographical. Even people who were close to us assumed that Arsinée and I had 
broken up. This is great that the film is able to translate that feeling, but in fact it wasn’t 
true. […] we were really playing the opposite of what we were experiencing.9 

 

Egoyan even told Jason Wood: “I play a character who I think was involved in my own worst nightmare 
of who I might be."10 It is possible that, according to Bellour’s definition, we are dealing here with a 
“self-portrait” rather than an “autobiography”, because cinema is a favourite site for the elaboration of 
the self-portrait: “[…] when cinema lies between documentary and fiction, testimony and narrative, 
haunted by the insistent, constant and yet intermittent, hidden presence of a voice and a body.”11 In 
Calendar, we are actually positioned “in between”: between documentary and fiction, past and 
present, here and there, film and video. As for Atom Egoyan’s body, its presence is radically hidden in 
Armenia since he stays behind his video camera or his film camera. However, its presence is asserted in 
the Canadian sequences, and it is very staged. As for his voice, it is omnipresent. We are still “in 
between”: between the voice’s presence and the body’s absence, between the hidden body and the 
fictionalized body. 

In Armenia, Atom restricts himself to the place of a viewer. When Arsinée invites him to go for a 
walk with Ashot, he refuses: “It’s not a question of wanting to go or not. It is much stranger than that. 
What I really feel like doing is standing here and watching. Watching the two of you leave me and 
disappear into a landscape that I’m about to photograph.” There is a frontier that must not be crossed: 
the frontier of the frame. Atom has a dialogue with Arsinée on both sides of the camera lens. Arsinée 
then looks at the camera to signify that she is looking at Atom. When, at the end, Arsinée and Ashot 
disappear into a cave, an unambiguous moaning from Arsinée is heard, while Atom stays within the 
limits imposed by his frame and by his field of vision. Calendar is the journey of a view that will never 
transgress its limits.  

Atom shares his viewer’s destiny with that of numerous characters in Egoyan’s films. In Exotica, 
the same optical system is used for both the customs and the nightclub: a one-way mirror through 
which clients or travellers can be watched. On each side of the one-way mirror, as on each side of the 
lens, there is a frontier: the optical interface which allows the view, but only in one direction. The 
viewer is placed in that strange position which consists of looking at a voyeur who is watching, just as in 
Felicia’s Journey, when Hilditch watches his mother’s television show through his binoculars, just as 
later he will look at Felicia’s legs in the same way. 

For Egoyan’s characters, being a viewer consists of looking at archived pictures: in Speaking Parts, 

 
9 Naficy, "The Accented Style…", 65. 
10 Wood, "Atom Egoyan”, 105. 
11 "[…] quand il se tient entre documentaire et fiction, témoignage et récit, hanté par la présence insistante, 
constante et pourtant intermittente, dérobée, d’une voix et d’un corps," Bellour, L’Entre-Images, 250. My 
translation. 
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Clara looks at her dead brother’s picture while Lisa loses herself in the contemplation of Lance. Hilditch 
watches his mother’s television cooking show closely. Examples abound. Looking at a picture is 
essentially lived through separation: from the deceased for Hilditch or Clara, from the beloved for Lisa 
or Atom, from the mother deprived of her daughter for Cassandra, the kidnapped child in The Captive 
(2014). Once again, when a character looks at a picture, the limit is indeterminable. In Family Viewing, 
Van discovers the image of his own childhood and, after a jump cut in the video, his mother’s smile: is it 
really what his father recorded or a picture fantasized by the young man? At the end of the film, his 
father collapses in the hotel room where he intended to find his fugitive son, and he sees on the 
television screen the woman he has lost. 

From the moment when the picture slides from recording to fantasy, going through the screen is 
possible: the pictures acknowledge the characters. Lance invites Lisa to meet him on the other side of 
the screen, as Arsinée invites Atom to leave his camera for a while and sing with the shepherds. In the 
same way, Hilditch sees his exasperated mother shouting “Joey” at him, no longer addressing the child 
who has just spilt some stuffing and run out of the frame, but the adult who is on the other side of the 
screen, even though his mother is dead, even though she is speaking to him from the television set. This 
shot/reverse shot represents the unrepresentable, what Bellour has called “the between-space, or the 
between-time, shaped by the disjunction-conjunction between mental representation and perception, 
surface and depth, front and back, present and past, consciousness and unconsciousness.”12 

In Egoyan’s films the characters frequently look directly at the camera. As early as Next of Kin, 
when Peter looks at the camera, it is the sign that he is addressing Bedros, the son whose identity he is 
usurping. In Family Viewing, Van, looking at the television screen, stares at the viewer: this glance 
materializes the interface between the viewer and the character. In contrast, Clara’s brother moves 
right to the foreground, up to the frontal limit of the picture, and watches Clara beyond the screen and 
beyond death. He is watching Clara who is filming him, just as Van’s father filmed his mother, or Atom 
filmed Arsinée. A symmetrical game plays out on both sides of the screen. The characters are watching 
us as much as we are watching them. Now the screen can be pierced, and the camera may enter its 
forbidden space: Clara enters the frame, her small camera in her hand. Moreover, the end credits of 
Next of Kin are made up of a sequence of photographs that relate the week Peter has spent in the 
Deryan Family. Thus, the viewer revisits some moments of the film, the father’s simulated heart attack, 
for instance, that Peter has photographed. In the very last shot of the film, we discover Egoyan’s 
camera behind the father with his wife and daughter. In an ultimate transgression, the camera enters 
its forbidden space of the frame. 

At the end of Next of Kin, Egoyan gives a hint of what he will develop later on: the migration of 
one visual support to another. In his films, he mixes photography, analogue cinematography and video, 
in a relationship of permanent and mutual transformation. And once again, Egoyan works hard to blur 
their boundaries as much as possible. In Calendar, we discover Atom’s photograph in the calendar, but 
never full frame. What interests Egoyan is the imperceptible transition from cinema to photography. 
This transition works during a long and steady sequence shot which ends with the camera release. This 
is an example of what Bellour has called “the photographic”.13 

In other sequences, the imperceptible mutation works from video to photography: in Calendar, 

 
12 « […] l’entre-espace, ou l’entre-temps formé de la disjonction-conjonction entre représentation mentale et 
perception, surface et profondeur, envers et endroit, présent et passé, conscient et inconscient. » Ibid., 38. My 
translation. 
13 “ … le photographique,” Ibid., 139. 
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the video frame freezes on Arsinée’s face, slips into a photographic portrait, without a precise 
boundary, as we need some time to perceive the photographic immobility of the frame. According to 
Bellour, video is “a place of transition and a system of transformation of the images by each other.”14 
And that is exactly what happens in Family Viewing: Sandra, the father’s partner, is watching the father, 
in the grip of sexual frustration. The shot / reverse shot is perfectly organized, but the supporting 
images are heterogenic: one-inch Beta for Sandra and one-inch Beta re-shot on a screen for the father, 
this process giving the picture a very pasty and ghostly aspect. Literally, a body of flesh and blood is 
watching, in the same physical space, a body reduced to an image, just as two psychic worlds, radically 
divided, are mutually intensifying their natural difference. It is also a strange mirror effect of the 
viewer’s position since Sandra, by physically watching Van’s father, is looking at a picture on a screen. 
As Atom Egoyan commented to Rebecca Comay: 

 

When you watch a film projected, you tend to assume that the image is caught by the truth 
of the camera – that it is real. But the moment you show a video monitor within a film, you 
become aware of this being a decision that someone has taken: that both images are 
constructed. This awareness comes about precisely by becoming conscious of the interface 
between the two mediums.15 

 

This interface is materialized by the presence of a picture display device: a television set, a monitor, the 
LCD screen of a handy cam or a mobile. In the frame within the frame, composition is manifest. The 
construction of the frame is shown to be deliberate. In Adoration, Simon shows the LCD screen of his 
mobile to the web cam of his computer: we are the viewers of an image inside an image inside an 
image. 

Video pictures are, by definition, very versatile. With electronic enhancement, they can 
transform before our very eyes. In a sequence from Calendar, we pass from an analogical photographic 
picture (a ruined fortress), to the same subject but in a video picture. With white toning, the picture is 
decomposed and recomposed and shifts in its nature. The video picture can be frozen, rewound, 
accelerated: that way, there is a transition from one image in analogous relation with what it is 
representing, to another one representing itself. According to Bellour: “The great power of video has 
been, is and will be to effect transitions: transitions from mobility to immobility, from photographic 
analogy to what is transforming it. The between-image is thus (virtually) the site of all these 
transitions.”16  

In Speaking Parts, the video image is blown-up and another frontier is reached, that of visibility. 
The number of pixels being fixed, the picture cannot be endlessly magnified. If you go beyond the limit, 
the pixels can be seen and the picture becomes unintelligible. There are numerous shots in Egoyan’s 
films that are at the very limit of visibility, whether it is due to superimposition in The Adjuster, to an 
out-of-focus effect in Exotica, to interference with the pixels in Speaking Parts. Beyond this limit, the 
picture is reduced to the materiality of its support: the long black shot after Hilditch’s suicide in Felicia’s 
Journey, with scratches and dust, or the white noise in Speaking Parts. These pictures that reach the 

 
14 "… un lieu de passage et un système de transformation des images les unes par les autres," Ibid., 15. 
15 Rebecca Comay, "Krapp and Other Matters: A Conversation between Atom Egoyan and Rebecca Comay" in 
Morris, Atom Egoyan Interviews, 142. 
16 « La grande force de la vidéo a été, est, sera d’avoir opéré des passages. Passages entre mobile et immobile, 
entre l’analogie photographique et ce qui la transforme. L’entre-image est ainsi (virtuellement) l’espace de tous 
ces passages. » Bellour, L’Entre-Images, 12. My translation. 
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limit of visibility suggest that there is something to see beyond their invisibility. Merleau-Ponty has 
described this hereafter of visibility by saying that, “Seeing is always seeing more than we believe – that 
should not be understood in the sense of contradiction; it should be understood that visibility involves a 
non-visibility.”17 This non-visibility has to be discovered in the shot at the beginning of Calendar, a 
fleeting, fragile and ghostly shot of Mount Ararat which shies away from our very vision, which is 
manifesting something hidden. Relating to Egoyan’s remark to Hamid Naficy, this non-visibility has a 
much stronger meaning than a simple representation of the mountain: “The most autobiographical 
element in the films for me is the notion of the submerged culture. The notion of a culture that has 
somehow been hidden, either for political or for personal reasons."18 Jammed, blurred, or bleached, 
the video image effects transitions: from an illegible visible to a beyond visible. In the first shot of 
Family Viewing, TV dinners obstruct our sight, obstacles that we have to cross to reach what is behind. 
It is the frontier of the picture itself that is to be crossed; the image is no longer a simple surface, but a 
volume of inexhaustible depth. According to Georges Didi-Huberman: 

 

Looking would be to note that the image is structured as an inaccessible front-inside which 
forces its distance, however close it may be, because it is the distance of a suspended 
contact, of an impossible contact of flesh to flesh. That simply means that the image is 
structured as a threshold.19 

 

To conclude, let us return to the border customs. Curiously, one scene is recurrent: a pregnant 
young woman reaches the customs, pursued by the theme of one film into another, as if the child that 
Felicia is carrying in Felicia’s Journey had grown in Simon’s mother’s womb in Adoration. In Exotica, 
Thomas experiences a kind of pregnancy: he is carrying eggs around his stomach. In this link between 
gestation and border crossing, there is a metaphor of the cinematographic creation process. The 
passage of frontiers, the quest for identity that goes with it, the secret and the endless interference are 
its catalysts. In Egoyan’s films, identity is a construction, as he remarked to Naficy: “I am definitively 
sensitive to the idea of our identity being a very, very self-conscious construct and to the possibility that 
our whole notion of personality is the thing that we choose to represent ourselves as opposed to 
something that is ingrained."20 This is blatant in Next of Kin, Family Viewing, The Adjuster, Ararat, 
Adoration or Remember. Yet, this identity construction requires us to decide on the scenario (did 
Simon’s father love his mother or want to kill her?), to assume a role (like Peter who becomes Bedros or 
Otto who becomes Zev), and to represent (staging the grandmother as a tramp in Family Viewing or 
staging an auto-da-fé as Simon at the end of Adoration). In these shots of Felicia, Simon’s mother or 
Thomas crossing the border and carrying children or birds, cinema itself is in gestation, beyond what is 
visible. 

(With many thanks to David Goldie for his advice). 

 
17 « Voir c’est toujours voir plus qu’on ne croit – il ne faut pas le comprendre dans le sens d’une contradiction, il 
faut comprendre que c’est la visibilité qui comporte une non-visibilité. » Merleau-Ponty, Le Visible et l’Invisible, 
295. My translation. 
18 Naficy, "The Accented Style…", 65. 
19 « Regarder, ce serait prendre note que l’image est structurée comme un devant-dedans inaccessible et 
imposant sa distance, si proche soit-elle. Car c’est la distance d’un contact suspendu, d’un impossible rapport de 
chair à chair. Cela veut juste dire que l’image est structurée comme un seuil. » Georges Didi-Huberman, Ce que 
nous voyons, ce qui nous regarde, Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1992, 192. 
20 Naficy, "The Accented Style…", 35. 
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