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A certain popular self-consciousness and cynicism has developed about the 

many adaptations of both “classic” and bestselling novels that have been re-

leased on fi lm and television over the last few decades. “So why another Jane 

Eyre,” critic Charles McGrath complained in Th e New York Times, in response 

to the most recent adaptation of the Charlotte Brontë novel by the Japanese-

American director Cary Fukunaga, “with so many perfectly serviceable ones 

already available on DVD and download?” Of course, the list could be ex-

tended: why another version of Pride and Prejudice? Of Sense and Sensibility? 

Why another Harry Potter? Indeed, why focus on a literary pretext at all when 

making a fi lm? Th e various answers to the question—a desire for market share 

or even less compelling, the notion that “movies get remade all the time”—are 

less interesting than the question itself, as it calls attention to the importance 

of the cultural phenomenon of adaptation in the history of fi lm and television. 

Since the invention of moving pictures, literary works have “proved to be an in-

exhaustible and almost foolproof resource” for fi lmmakers worldwide.1 Novels 

such as Brontë’s Jane Eyre have been adapted nearly thirty times since 1910.2 

Jane Austen’s works experienced a resurgence of adaptation in the 1990s that 

has yet to be exhausted. Over the years, international fi lmmakers ranging from 

Orson Welles, David O. Selznick, and Alexander Korda to Ang Lee, Emma 

Th ompson, and Jane Campion have relied on specifi c literary works by authors 

such as Austen, Henry James, Graham Greene, and Franz Kafka to produce 

adaptations for audiences and readers the world over. However, the question of 

the historical signifi cance of adaptation—the ways fi lmmakers have relied on 

literary works and what the relationship between a specifi c work of literature 

and its adaptation has meant to fi lmmakers, audiences, authors, and readers in 

diff erent times and in diff erent national contexts—has suff ered from scholarly 

neglect by fi lm historians who have left this important area of inquiry to other 

disciplines.



2 Introduction

Until relatively recently, the scholarly study of fi lm adaptation was the ex-

clusive province of literature departments and was characterized primarily by 

a series of case studies of adaptation that tended to reproduce conventional 

distinctions between high and popular culture and ignored the ideological 

aspects of the relationship between cinema and storytelling. In their exclusive 

focus upon questions of “fi delity to the original work,” that is, that a fi lmic 

adaptation should attempt to reproduce the literary original as faithfully as 

possible, adaptation scholars often did not recognize the ways that “the basic 

interest of the fi eld of fi lm and literature in how stories travel from medium 

to medium might have allowed the fi eld to anticipate contemporary theory’s 

linked concerns with narrative, intertextuality, and ideology.” Instead, they 

preferred to adhere to New Critical assumptions in their isolated adaptation 

studies in an eff ort “to shore up literature’s crumbling walls.”3 Since the study 

of fi lm adaptation did begin in literature departments rather than in the fi elds 

of fi lm or media studies—which developed much later—the focus upon “fi -

delity” to an “original” refl ected the prioritizing of the “high cultural” literary 

text over the “popular” fi lm text. Th ough there have been adaptation studies 

that focused upon other aspects of the relationship between literature and 

fi lm, the fi delity model continues to be the one most closely associated with 

this area of study.4

Approaches that have emerged since the “fi delity” model and that have 

sought to displace it shift quickly from the specifi cs of the adaptation of a 

certain work to the general frame of “intermediality” and “intertextual dialo-

gism”—preferring to emphasize the multiple facets of adaptation theory with-

out committing to any particular practice of “adaptation studies”: “Adaptation 

theory by now has available a well-stocked archive of tropes and concepts to 

account for the mutation of forms across media: adaptation as reading, rewrit-

ing, critique, translation, transmutation, metamorphosis, recreation, transvo-

calization, signifi er, performance, dialogization, cannibalization, reinvisioning, 

incarnation, or reaccentuation. Each term, however problematic as a defi nitive 

account of adaptation, sheds light on a diff erent facet of adaptation.”5 While 

this model off ers many options, it seems to “protest too much” against the 

traditional fi delity model by opposing it with a sheer impenetrable wall of 

alternative concepts. Other recent scholarship suggests that the intransigence 

of the fi delity model can only be undermined on the level of a metadiscourse 

that emphasizes the long entrenched opposition in Western culture between 

“word and image.”6

Both the fi delity model and the model of “intertextual dialogism” ultimately 

privilege the “textual” or “literary” aspects of the literature/fi lm relationship, 

either by prioritizing the former or by eliminating all notions of historical 

materialism in favor of a “free play of signifi cation.” Today’s “texts,” as op-
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posed to yesterday’s “literary works of art,” circulate “freely” and are no longer 

beholden to historically defi ned oppositions, such as that between high and 

popular culture. Th e dialogue between and among them now suggests “the 

infi nite and open-ended possibilities generated by all the discursive practices 

of a culture—the entire matrix of communicative utterances within which the 

artistic text is situated, which reach the text not only through recognizable 

infl uences, but also through a subtle process of dissemination.”7

Film adaptation certainly qualifi es as an example of “intertextual dialo-

gism”; however, the idea of “infi nite and open-ended possibilities” is mislead-

ing. Rather, concrete material interests, political and ideological diff erences, 

and power relations based upon such variables as gender, nationality, and class 

all mould the ways texts are transformed into other media and received by 

audiences in very concrete, materialistic ways. It is one of my goals to actively 

demonstrate the ways adaptation operates in cultural force fi elds that are tan-

gible, confrontational, and that carry with them concrete material eff ects. In-

tertextual dynamics are material dynamics and are therefore subject to the 

controls and limits that cultures everywhere impose upon the texts that circu-

late within them.

For these reasons, I will analyze the signifi cance of fi lm adaptations as social 

and cultural events in history.8 To do this, I will rely upon the methodology of 

reception study as proposed by Barbara Klinger and Janet Staiger in order to 

shed light upon the relationship between “narrative, intertextuality, and ideol-

ogy.”9 Because I defi ne fi lm adaptation as a form of reception throughout the 

work—on the three-tiered level of, fi rst, the relation between the literary work 

and the fi lm director and production teams; second, between literary work, 

fi lm, and historically specifi c audience reception; and, third, between the fi lms 

and my own readings in what I will refer to as a “post–Cold War” and “post-

feminist” context—I will pay close attention to the relationship between spe-

cifi c fi lms and the ways they were received at particular times and in particular 

places. I wish to focus closely upon individual fi lms in order to highlight how 

their relationship to their precursor texts, as well as to their transnational and 

sociocultural contexts, illuminates changing social and cultural circumstances 

and off ers inroads into reading these fi lms in a novel way.10 In short, I wish to 

enlist the classic “case studies” approach to diff erent ends: to demonstrate the 

ways in which fi lm adaptation can function as a kind of cultural strategy for 

grappling with diff erent types of social and cultural change.11

Since 2006, scholars interested in developing the fi eld of adaptation study 

as an autonomous disciplinary endeavor have called increasing attention to the 

signifi cance of material concerns in adaptation.12 However, with the exception 

of Guerric DeBona’s fi ne study Film Adaptation in the Hollywood Studio Era, 

which explores issues of the “cultural politics” of fi lm adaptation by way of his-
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torical case studies of classic Hollywood studio fi lms such as MGM’s David 

Copperfi eld and John Ford’s Th e Long Voyage Home, this newer work ends by 

remarginalizing history as a disciplinary center of adaptation studies, in that, 

it seeks to eliminate the framework of comparing a specifi c literary work with 

a specifi c adaptation of that work. Many seem to agree that this framework 

has been the major weakness—an Achilles’ heel—of adaptation study, and the 

key challenge of the “new adaptation studies” will be to “wrestle with the un-

dead spirits of “fi delity,” fi rst of which is “the defi ning context of literature.”13 

Instead, “industrial” factors, that is, primarily economic factors, should be the 

key focus, concentrating upon structural developments in the publishing and 

fi lm industries since 1980.14

Dispensing with the case study as a central component of adaptation study 

is premature for three reasons: fi rst, it ignores the fundamentally chronological 

relationship between literature and fi lm—one that off ers inroads to historical 

analysis between two diff erent media without implying the hierarchical rela-

tion between them of the fi delity model.15 Second, the specifi c case of litera-

ture to fi lm transformations can be eff ectively enlisted in the transnational 

reception study of adaptation, comparing the ways both fi lm production teams 

and audiences around the world conceptualized the adaptations they saw in 

relationship to the literary works they read. As fi lmmakers of the past ranging 

from David O. Selznick to Orson Welles, as well as fi lmmakers and publishers 

of the present, know all too well, the connections between specifi c works of 

literature and specifi c fi lms have market value and cultural value. All the more 

reason to continue to analyze this connection historically. Th ird, case studies of 

specifi c adaptations can continue to shed light on the relationship between au-

teurism and culture. Like their counterparts in the 1950s, present-day auteurs 

such as Emma Th ompson, Jane Campion, and Agnieszka Holland continue 

to be interested in the ways adapting literature to fi lm can address important 

contemporary cultural questions. Particularly in light of the increased number 

of female art directors in the contemporary period, it is important to pay at-

tention to their specifi c works, rather than subsume them under general cat-

egories such as “heritage cinema” or “the adaptation industry.”16

* * *

My study begins in the 1950s of West Germany and will explore the strategic 

function of three now classic “blockbuster” adaptations: Carol Reed’s adapta-

tion of Graham Greene’s Th e Th ird Man, David Lean’s adaptation of Pierre 

Boulle’s Th e Bridge on the River Kwai, and Orson Welles’s adaptation of Franz 

Kafka’s Th e Trial. Th ese Anglo-American adaptations played a signifi cant role 

in postwar West Germany by generating debates about the cultural and politi-

cal role of U.S. popular culture in the postwar context of both the Cold War 
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and the legacy of National Socialism in West German society. In contrast to 

the “offi  cial” goal of the Anglo-American fi lm industries, that is, to “entertain 

audiences worldwide” and appeal to an apolitical “international market,” these 

adaptations’ receptions reveal historically specifi c dynamics that demonstrate 

the ways the relationship between literature and fi lm was perceived as pro-

foundly political—both by fi lm audiences and by fi lmmakers. Film adapta-

tions would thus play a mediating role in addressing such signifi cant historical 

and material concerns as the relationship between culture and politics in future 

relations between the U.S. and Europe and the legacies of militarism, racism, 

and genocide in German society. Adapting literary texts to fi lms in Cold War 

Germany was never exclusively about issues of “fi delity” or “aesthetics” alone. 

Rather, the process could reveal West German eff orts to establish a national 

identity that could both integrate itself within and be actively critical of the 

postwar Cold War NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) alliance.17

Substantial interest in the cultural and ideological impact of the Cold War 

on societies world wide has emerged in the wake of the offi  cial Cold War—the 

political, economic, and ideological confl ict between the “capitalist” United 

States and the “communist” Soviet Union, which began after World War II 

and came to a political end with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.18 Given 

my focus upon the specifi c historical and national context of Europe and West 

Germany during the fi rst phase of the offi  cial Cold War, my own readings of 

these fi lms will incorporate that context and rely upon a “post–Cold War” per-

spective, that is, a perspective that frames the Cold War’s opposition between 

democracy and communism as an historical construct that aff ected the ways 

media such as literature and fi lm could circulate and interact within a specifi c 

context.

In the second part of my study, I will move the focus to the United States in 

the 1990s and evaluate the renewed fi lmic interest in the literary works of Jane 

Austen and Henry James. Close attention to such Austen adaptations as Ang 

Lee’s Sense and Sensibility (1995) and Roger Michell’s Persuasion (1995) and 

to such James adaptations as Agnieszka Holland’s Washington Square (1997), 

Jane Campion’s Th e Portrait of a Lady (1997), and Ian Softley’s Th e Wings of the 

Dove (1997), as well as to the ways these fi lms were received, reveals a com-

plex, intercultural, and intertextual dynamic that enlisted “classic” literary texts 

in fi lmic eff orts preoccupied with questions of contemporary gender identity. 

How did this preoccupation manifest itself?

Th e last fourth of the twentieth century saw the emergence of what has 

been called postfeminism or third-wave feminism. In contrast to second-wave 

feminists’ focus upon the importance of material conditions, postfeminists be-

came increasingly preoccupied with the realm of media representation.19 Th e 

answer to many of the unmet hopes of the second-wave women’s movement 
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for economic and political equality began to be sought more and more in the 

realm of consumption. Th e economic and political subject was also a desiring 

subject, and desire was the realm of media and popular culture. How could the 

women who had made real gains in the public sphere also fulfi ll their desires 

for sexual and familial relationships? Th is desire for a compatibility of private 

and public identities, rather than having to choose between the one or the 

other or consciously privileging one over the other, became a central aspect of 

the rather diff use agenda of postfeminism.

However, if consumption-oriented “shopping” fi lms set in the present, such 

as Pretty Woman, would focus upon the liberating potential of fashion, the 

agendas of the Austen and James adaptations went a step further.20 Filmmak-

ers in the 1990s used Austen’s and James’s texts to create an indirect cultural 

negotiation between feminism and postfeminism about the meaning of gen-

der in a postfeminist political context. In particular, these adaptations sought 

to explore “both/and” solutions for women and men to the confl icts the novels 

analyze between love and money, autonomy and commitment, thus exploring 

new ways of thinking about relationships between public and private realms. 

Th ey also encouraged their viewers to negotiate constructive relationships to 

consumer culture and to identify and avoid male narcissism. Classic nine-

teenth-century novels lend themselves to this type of adaptation task precisely 

because those works, with their focus upon the domestic realm, marriage, fam-

ily, and individual identity, off er a basis of comparison to gauge changes in 

contemporary gender issues.

In turn, I will also read these fi lms from a postfeminist perspective. Th is will 

involve taking into account the goals of the second-wave feminist movement 

that emerged in a number of Western countries in the 1960s and 1970s and 

comparing these with the more media-oriented feminisms that developed in 

the 1980s and 1990s.21 If postfeminists emphasize the ways women can utilize 

the realm of media, communication, and consumption to create alternatives to 

conventional gender roles, their forebears concentrated more upon the altera-

tion of material conditions in the realms of economics, politics, and law as a 

means of promoting equality between the sexes.22 Many scholars, such as Ta-

nia Modleski, have defi ned these media-oriented postfeminist developments 

as opposed to the goals of second-wave feminism.23

In contrast, I wish to focus upon how cultural forms such as fi lm adapta-

tion, particularly in the 1990s, would try to mediate between these increas-

ingly opposed realms of “material” and “celebrity” feminism in order to counter 

the polarized popular debate between “feminism” and “conservatism,” what 

Susan Faludi defi ned as “backlash”—the media and politically generated con-

servative reaction to the political and social inroads made by activism on be-

half of women’s rights in the 1970s.24 Th is campaign characterized “feminist” 
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attitudes as those in opposition to traditional notions of “family values” and 

suggested women and men had to take sides “for” or “against” “feminism,” 

rather than work to develop new ways of negotiating the relationship between 

the “public” sphere of work, career, and activism and the “private” sphere of 

personal and familial relationships.

Th us, the investigation of these two versions of the adaptation phenom-

enon reveals broader processes that demonstrate the ways historically specifi c 

intertextual dynamics between literature and fi lm can become important sites 

of cultural negotiation and struggle.

* * *

In “Film History, Terminable and Interminable: Recovering the Past in Re-

ception Studies,” Barbara Klinger defi nes the fi eld of reception studies in the 

following terms: “Th ose engaged in reception studies typically examine a net-

work of relationships between a fi lm or fi lmic element … adjacent intertextual 

fi elds such as censorship, exhibition practices, star publicity and reviews, and 

the dominant or alternative ideologies of society at a particular time. Such 

contextual analysis hopes to reveal the intimate impact of discursive and so-

cial situations on cinematic meaning, while elaborating the particularities of 

cinema’s existence under diff erent historical regimes from the silent era to 

the present.”25 Klinger’s defi nition is relevant to my study and is indebted 

in particular to the fi eld of British cultural studies. Cultural studies encour-

aged an exploration of the wider cultural contexts mediated by specifi c fi lm 

texts and focused more closely upon the ways “cultural values, meanings, and 

identities[were] made, negotiated, and remade in historically situated power 

relationships.”26 Klinger’s defi nition of reception study has also been infl u-

enced by the Foucaultian idea of “discourse/practice,” which takes issue with 

the opposition between ideas and practice and instead focuses upon the ways 

in which ideas shape practice for good or ill.27 As Pierre Bourdieu has written: 

“…discourse about a work is not a mere accompaniment intended to assist in 

its perception and appreciation, but a stage in the production of the work—of 

its meaning and value.”28

However, if fi lm and literature scholars tended to fetishize the “original 

work” in their studies of fi lm adaptation, reception studies scholars tend to 

overlook it completely. Klinger’s defi nition mentions such “intertextual fi elds” 

as censorship and exhibition but does not include literature. Th ere is a ten-

dency to say too little about the historical and ideological signifi cance of 

literature in relationship to fi lm.29 However, Klinger’s model does provide a 

space for conceptualizing adaptation within the intertextual zones that exist in 

relationship to specifi c cinematic events and which make it part of the larger 

project of “recovering the past in reception studies.”
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Th us, my work will look at three levels of reception or “intertextual zones” in 

relation to fi lm adaptation. First, the reception of the original literary work by 

the fi lmmaker(s) in the form of the production event of the fi lm itself. Second, 

the reception of this “image object” by reviewers and critics who expressed 

their views in newspapers, letters to the editor, and periodical criticism—star 

publicity, fi lm production publicity, censorship board recommendations, oral 

interviews, and for later material, internet databases will also be used.30 Th ird, 

I will off er my own readings of these adaptations in light of their transnational 

receptions. I distinguish among these three levels, because I am interested in 

the ways they interact and play off  each other: how they can engender dif-

ferent types of cultural confl ict and in turn demonstrate their signifi cance 

through the responses they elicit. Debates about “fi delity to an original,” for 

example, may raise signifi cant issues of the political function of a literary text 

in a particular culture, even as the fi lmic adaptation negotiates cultural debates 

that go far beyond the original work. My own approach to these fi lms will 

also situate my study squarely within today’s post–Cold War and postfemi-

nist context. In this sense, my method diff ers considerably from that of Janet 

Staiger, who defi nes “historical materialist reception studies” as an exclusive 

focus upon interpretations of fi lms or, as she terms it, “attempting an historical 

explanation of the event of interpreting a text” without also off ering either an 

explanation or an interpretation of the fi lms whose reception she analyzes.31 

Adaptation study allows one to see fi lm production as a version of reception, 

revealing the interactive potential of production and reception without level-

ing the distinction completely.

Conceptualizing adaptation in relationship to reception studies and ap-

plying the three-tiered model outlined above will not necessarily be a parallel 

task. In most—but not all—of the cases, the discussion of the reception of a 

specifi c adaptation will precede analysis of the adaptation itself and attempt 

to show interconnections between them. Sometimes, the relationship between 

literary work and fi lm adaptation will follow the conventional chronological 

model, as in my discussion of the adaptations of Austen’s novels; in others, 

such as Greene’s Th e Th ird Man, the relationship between fi lm and source text 

will be more complex, continuing on even after the fi lm’s release. Focusing 

upon the reception of adaptations will sometimes reveal a clear interest among 

critics in questions of the meaning of fi lm reception itself, as in the fi lm Th e 

Bridge On the River Kwai; in other cases, such as Welles’s Th e Trial, critical in-

terest will focus upon the perceived diff erences between novel and fi lm. Unlike 

the conventional academic “fi delity” model of adaptation, the critical historical 

reception will not always defi ne the relationship between source text and fi lm 

in the same way.32 Finally, my own readings will take into account the dimen-

sions of production and reception, thus attempting to engage in a dialogue 
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with both the fi lms and the responses to them in order to shed light upon 

contemporary issues. Attention to the ways adaptations create new discourses 

will demonstrate the ways intertextual dynamics between works of literature 

and fi lms can have concrete material eff ects.

* * *

Th e French historian Marc Ferro has looked at how fi lmmakers transformed 

literary works in order to explore the ways fi lms, as image objects, can have 

meanings “that are not solely cinematographic.”33 Analyzing the Soviet fi lm-

maker Lev Kulashov’s 1926 fi lm Dura Lex as an adaptation of a short story 

by Jack London, “Th e Unexpected,” Ferro demonstrates that plot alterations 

made by the fi lmmaker transformed the story into a fi lmic critique of the 

Soviet Union, though the action took place in Canada. Noting other changes 

and omissions, Ferro asks “can such additions, omissions, modifi cations, and 

reversals be attributed merely to the “genius” of the artist? Do they not have 

another meaning?”34

Ferro’s interest is in establishing the historical relevance of specifi cally nar-

rative fi lms. In contrast to “documentary” and newsreel fi lms that enjoy a more 

legitimate status as evidence among conventional historians, narrative fi lm is 

often dismissed as subjective, because it is primarily imaginative in nature. 

Th erefore, he off ers a model for analyzing narrative fi lms as cultural docu-

ments, one based upon a psychological model of manifest and latent content, 

where the latent content represents the social/ideological level of the narra-

tive. His method for deducing this meaning, which he vaguely defi nes in a 

diagram as a “search for signs,” derived from comparing the fi lm with the 

story upon which it was based. In other words, Ferro was able to gauge diff er-

ences between manifest and latent content based on changes Kulakov made 

to London’s original story (see Appendix 1, Tables 1 and 2). Th is method is 

timely and important, because it suggests the signifi cance of analyzing dif-

ferences between narratives and their fi lm adaptations for ideological import. 

It also suggests the fruitfulness of going beyond the “auteur theory” of fi lmic 

meaning, as such changes, combined with an analysis of a fi lm’s reception, 

reveal multiple layers that cannot be explained solely by reference to the con-

scious “aesthetic” intention of the individual fi lm director.

Ferro’s model also recalls such seminal works as Siegfried Kracauer’s From 

Caligari to Hitler that attempted to fi nd mechanisms for mediating between 

specifi c fi lms and the society within which they circulate. Such models have 

been criticized by more quantitatively oriented historians distrustful of gener-

alizations made based upon limited quantitative evidence. However, the issues 

between fi lm and society raised by the model of “mediation” continue to be 

central. As Gomery and Allen have stated, “relating the social structure of a 
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given time and place to the representations of that structure in fi lm is one of 

the most tantalizing yet vexing tasks faced by the entire fi eld of fi lm historical 

study.”35

Film adaptation can function as just such a form of mediation. When fi lm-

makers and fi lm production companies choose to transform pre-existing cul-

tural texts into fi lmic texts, that transformation is informed by a variety of 

sociocultural processes that tap into existing cultural discourses about a given 

work, such as traditionally defi ned “classics” such as Jane Austen’s Sense and 

Sensibility or Henry James’s Th e Portrait of a Lady. Market identifi cation is 

a critical element, but other factors play a role as well. Th e transformation is 

also defi ned by a cultural struggle between fi lmmakers and their relationship 

to an established work and author. Filmmakers such as Orson Welles, David 

Lean, Jane Campion, and Ang Lee seek to establish their own unique opinion 

or interpretation of a particular work. In this struggle to establish something 

“new” in relation to a “previous text” a certain history is created; a text in a new 

medium writes a new history. However, this history is not necessarily based 

upon the conscious intention of a specifi c fi lmmaker in classic auteur fashion. 

Rather, looking at a number of related fi lm adaptations reveals the ways the 

struggle against the tradition of a text taps into ideological struggles going on 

at other levels in a specifi c time and place.36

Th e text-into-fi lm dynamic takes place on both diachronic and synchronic 

levels. Texts adapted diachronically reveal ideological change over time, as in 

when the changes made to the original text are related to the diff erent socio-

historical contexts into which the novel and the fi lm emerge. Th is is particu-

larly evident in the case of the adaptation of nineteenth-century fi ction. Robert 

Stam defi nes this dynamic in terms of “the source novel as a situated utterance 

produced in one medium and in one historical context, then transformed into 

another equally situated utterance that is produced in a diff erent context and 

in a diff erent medium.”37 Even for contemporaneous works adapted to fi lm, 

other types of changes and modifi cations can reveal ideological struggles in-

directly through the progression from narrative to visual form. “Transmuta-

tions of plot and character,” for example, often go beyond technical changes 

required to transform written into visual sources and reveal novel ideological 

dynamics at work.38 Th e political dynamics are particularly signifi cant when 

characters’ nationalities are modifi ed, as was the case in Carol Reed’s Th e Th ird 

Man, in David Lean’s Th e Bridge on the River Kwai, and in Orson Welles’s Th e 

Trial. Alterations to the genre of the story also carry political implications, as 

in Kwai where a satire was transformed into a melodramatic narrative. In such 

cases, questions as to the meaning and signifi cance of the changes arise.

In both instances, fi lm adaptation is conceived in this study as a transna-

tional phenomenon, which has implications for both the relationship between 
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the literary work and its fi lmic adaptation, as well as the responses it generates. 

To begin, all of the fi lms under discussion in this work were adapted cross-

culturally: originally British, German/Czech, or French texts are transformed 

by Australian, Taiwanese, U.S. American, and European fi lmmakers into new 

works. In turn, the audiences intended for these fi lms are multinational, as 

indeed, the Hollywood fi lm industry has intended them to be since its in-

ception.39 However, conventionally this dynamic has not been understood as 

one emphasizing the diff erences in the ways audiences from diff erent cultures 

view fi lms; rather, fi lms were “standardized” to “appeal to” or “not to off end” 

as large an audience as possible. In Part One of the study, European texts are 

adapted by Anglo-American production teams for international audiences. 

As these fi lms entered the German context, their reception exemplifi es the 

unique ways they were received across cultural borders. In Part Two, critics 

and audiences come largely from the United States, while the fi lms, several of 

which have been recently classifi ed as “British Heritage Retrovisions,” were 

produced by cross-cultural teams for global audiences.

My readings of these fi lms will also refl ect my own position as a historian 

with a U.S. American and German cultural background.40 Working in Ger-

many as a U.S. cultural historian and moving between these worlds through 

language, psychology, and geography has made me aware of the ways cross-

cultural phenomena, such as fi lm, can be linked to the histories of the two 

cultures of which I am a part. It has made it possible for me to take advantage 

of excellent archival sources and to “see” the uniqueness of each cultural fi eld 

that has shaped my own development. My own position also calls attention 

to the emphasis upon the “post-ness” that characterizes the points of view of 

each part of this study. Th e point of view of the early twenty-fi rst century—the 

“post–Cold War” perspective that emerged following the end of the Cold War 

between the U.S. and the former Soviet Union in 1989, and the postfeminist 

perspective that was shaped by debates during the 1990s over the legacy and 

future of the feminist movement of the 1970s—shapes my cultural analysis 

and historicizes my project, calling attention to earlier movements and power 

relations. Overall, the diff erent cultural and historical contexts explored in this 

study illustrate the fruitfulness of widening adaptation and reception study, 

so as to highlight the cultural and ideological complexity of the issues they 

raise.41

Th is study conceives of itself as “historical” in nature. It is conscious of 

theories of the “textualization of history” as propounded by scholars, such as 

Hayden White, and addresses the question of the ways the term “history” will 

be understood.42 In a late 1980s forum discussion of the American Historical 

Review, White commented on the issue of representing history on fi lm, what 

he called “historiophoty.” He suggested that fi lm was just as capable as histori-
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cal narrative of off ering plausible historical accounts because both were based 

on the same principles of narrative construction. Yet, oddly, in the same text he 

suggests that the analysis of visual images requires a manner of reading quite 

diff erent from that developed for the study of written documents.43 I would 

argue, in contrast, that reading a fi lm historically requires skills similar to those 

necessary for reading written texts, that is, literary texts. Here, too, reception 

and adaptation study can off er options. Indeed, Ferro’s model of manifest and 

latent content in relationship to the transformation from literary work to 

fi lm, exemplifi ed in his reading of Dura Lex, might be understood as such a 

method. Finally, combining reception and adaptation study might also serve 

the purpose of encouraging historians to rely upon literary and fi lmic evidence 

more frequently, and thus to further an appreciation among historians of the 

relationship between literature and fi lm.

As a cultural historian who has spent many years teaching in literature 

departments, I have been confronted with the question of the epistemological 

status of historical discourse more frequently than have colleagues in history 

departments. As Wulf Kansteiner has argued, historians tend not to respond 

to White’s assertions about history in the same way literary critics [and even 

fi lm critics] have responded, primarily because they often adhere to the “myth” 

of historical objectivity and feel threatened by the blurring of distinctions be-

tween “fi ction” and “non-fi ction” that White’s theory of historiography seems 

to imply.44 However, the similarities between literary and historical texts need 

not necessarily lead to the collapse of all things historical into the realm of 

the literary. Indeed, scholarly developments, such as the New Historicism, in 

literary studies might even suggest that White’s ideas have infl uenced scholars 

to pay more attention to the historical dimensions of the literary.45 White has 

also stated that “it is absurd to suppose that because a historical discourse is 

cast in the mode of a narrative, it must be mythical, fi ctional, substantially 

imaginary, or otherwise “unrealistic” in what it tells us about the world.”46 

What this seems to imply is that White’s ideas have contributed to a recogni-

tion of the interrelationship of narrative forms such as literature, history, and 

fi lm and so have expanded the ways scholars can legitimately construct argu-

ments about the past and its relationship to the present.47 White’s argument 

has triggered a heightened theoretical awareness among many historians. Th is 

may not have led them to subscribe to White’s theory, but it defi nitely infl u-

enced the ways they understood the constructedness of their own work and 

how this constructedness was related to their own theories of history.48

My notion of history is based upon my longstanding interest in questions 

about the interrelationship between cultural forms, such as literature and fi lm, 

and the ways they have functioned as social and political phenomena. I have 

been especially infl uenced by women’s history and feminist theory, as well as 
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by Foucaultian notions of discourse/practice and the cultural Marxism of Brit-

ish cultural studies. My interest in the relationship between culture and society 

is governed by the conviction that an understanding of specifi c contemporary 

cultural phenomena can be illuminated by a study of its past forms. Current 

trends regarding the contemporary relations between culture and social power 

can often be critically illuminated by exploring these issues “historically,” that 

is, over time—with an eye toward discontinuities rather than continuities and 

confl ict rather than consensus. I also appreciate the heuristic value of close 

(qualitative) attention to specifi c cultural texts rather than a more general 

(quantitative) attention to many texts.

Most fi lm viewers will have a strong sense of historical context in relation-

ship to fi lms, though they may not be conscious of it. When viewers look 

at their television programs in the evenings to select a fi lm to view, they are 

usually confronted with three types of information about any specifi c fi lm: its 

title, its country of origin, and its date of production. But if viewers were to 

fi nd the following entries in their TV programs, how might they respond?:

Gone with the Wind (USA)

Spur der Steine (DDR)

Without the references to chronological origin, I would say that most viewers 

would feel deprived of a sense of orientation, even of important knowledge. 

Th ey might tune in and try to “fi gure out” when the fi lm was made based 

upon certain clues: fashion, car types, hair styles, furniture styles, actors; they 

might venture an educated guess based upon these clues. Th ey might feel ir-

ritated, because they know the date but nonetheless miss seeing it printed. 

Th e dynamic that this sense will set off  is profoundly “intertextual,” for once 

the date of production is affi  xed to the fi lm each viewer will construct for 

themselves an understanding of the context that specifi c date implies; it will 

be informed by more or less knowledge about the time period based upon 

personal experience, nostalgia, texts about the era, other fi lms, fi lm studies 

courses, or any number of other possibilities. Diff erent viewers will construct 

diff erent versions but all will engage in the process of attempting to link the 

fi lmic text with a context.49 It is this sense of “lack” or absence that I would 

defi ne as the necessary—though not suffi  cient—prerequisite for a sensibility 

defi ned as historical.
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PART I

≥

Post-Cold War Readings of the 

Receptions of Blockbuster Adaptations in 

Cold War West Germany 1950–1963

Central to the politics of the three adaptations I will explore in the context 

of West Germany in the 1950s—Carol Reed’s Th e Th ird Man (1949) based 

upon the story by Graham Greene, David Lean’s Th e Bridge on the River Kwai 

(1957) based upon the best-selling novel by Pierre Boulle, and Orson Welles’s 

Th e Trial (1962) based upon the novel of the same name by Franz Kafka—was 

the phenomenon of the Cold War following the military defeat of Germany 

and the end of World War II. As a political and ideological showdown be-

tween the state socialism of the former Soviet Union and the representative 

democracy of the United States, the Cold War was central to the political 

realignments that had shaped the European continent after the war. Th e divi-

sion of Germany after 1945 into “East” and “West,” communist and capital-

ist, the former aligned with the Soviet Union and the latter with the United 

States culminated with the building of the Berlin Wall in August of 1961. Th e 

intranational political division within Germany refl ected the international di-

vision between Eastern and Western Europe in concentrated form and ren-

dered Germany a central symbolic battlefi eld in this particular war.

However, the immense ideological diff erences between the contending 

Cold War parties were almost less problematic than the ways they chose to 

defend their respective diff erences. Th e Cold War got its bite through the 

military/ideological policy of “nuclear containment.” Th e atomic bomb was in 

the possession of both the United States and the Soviet Union, and the threat 

of a global nuclear war in the event of an off ensive military action taken by 

one or the other of the parties would spell the annihilation of whole societies. 

Consequently military alignments such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
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zation (NATO) headed by the United States and the Warsaw Pact headed by 

the Soviet Union were formed in order to promote “strength in numbers” to 

prevent the proverbial “fi rst strike”: the fi rst off ensive action against a nation-

state using a nuclear weapon.

Th e dynamics of the political Cold War and the threat of nuclear war had 

important repercussions for West Germany. Its proximity to the Iron Cur-

tain—the separation between the “free Western world” and the world of 

“communist totalitarianism”—increased the likelihood of potential military 

and nuclear confl ict on German soil, making West Germany particularly vul-

nerable. Moreover, the legacy of military defeat in World War II made Ger-

mans sensitive to the impact of war on West German society, and the broader 

question of German accountability for war crimes against humanity under 

National Socialism made them conscious of their political and national repu-

tation worldwide.

Between 1950, when Th e Th ird Man opened in German movie theaters, 

and 1963, when Orson Welles’s Th e Trial had its premiere, West Germany had 

gone through a process of cultural and national reconstruction that involved 

grappling with military defeat, integrating into the Western anti-communist 

NATO military alliance, rebuilding a national economy, and reestablishing 

an international reputation as a democratic nation state. Th e three transna-

tional Hollywood fi lm adaptations I will analyze played an important role 

in the process of cultural reconstruction of German society after the war and 

will illustrate the ways fi lm and literature could interact to produce important 

material eff ects. Both popular blockbusters, such as Th e Th ird Man and Kwai, 

as well as more art house fare, like Th e Trial, occupied intertextual zones that 

actively politicized the relationship between fi lm and source texts in diff erent 

ways and that elicited responses that called attention to the close ties between 

culture and politics in the postwar German context.

Scholars of U.S. popular culture have become increasingly interested in 

the ways cultures outside the United States, especially in Europe and Latin 

America, appropriate and confront U.S. cultural products, thus establishing 

a cross-cultural and transcultural basis for their study of U.S. popular cul-

ture.1 However, in most cases such works tend not to fi t into preestablished 

nationalistic categories for the study of culture and hence do not really shape 

debates in their respective countries.2 I would like to demonstrate the ways the 

methodologies of reception study and a focus on the ideological dimensions 

of the adaptation process can provide a useful basis for cross and intercultural 

fi lm studies. 

Given the global nature of the Hollywood fi lm industry and the eff orts it 

has devoted to making its products marketable across national boundaries, 

the dimension of the cross and transcultural acquires a good deal of signifi -
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cance. Furthermore, as Janet Staiger has suggested, “if reception studies can 

contribute to the understanding of how culture and politics interweave and 

aff ect each other, then this type of research will have important use values.”3 

In exploring the reception of three, twentieth-century, Anglo-American “fi lm 

classics” in Cold War Germany, my major interest is the ways in which Ger-

man audiences created interconnections between cultural and political issues 

in their responses to these fi lms and what role the relationship between lit-

erature and fi lm played in making such interconnections. Two of the three 

fi lms explored were major commercial successes and perceived as better than 

average products of the mass culture industry: Th e Th ird Man and Th e Bridge 

on the River Kwai. All three were associated with signifi cant literary works or 

literary fi gures popular in their own right. In the exploration of the German 

reception, a consistent dimension is the question of the construction of a new 

form of postwar German nationalism and what types of cultural and national 

interactions between West Germany and the United States were possible in 

the context of NATO and the Cold War alliance against the Soviet Union. 

Additionally, questions of German attitudes toward their own history have a 

central place.

Th us, these studies also contribute to dialogues suggested by German his-

torians such as Heide Fehrenbach, Uta Poiger, and Robert G. Moeller, all 

of whom are interested in the relationship between fi lm and postwar Ger-

man nationalism.4 Moeller explores the ways West German fi lms of the 1950s 

dwelt at length on the fi gure of the German soldier as victim of Stalingrad, 

disregarding other victims of Nazi Germany and thus “selectively remember-

ing” elements of the Nazi past. Fehrenbach looks at how the postwar German 

fi lm sought to “reconstruct [West German] national identity after Hitler.” 

While both Moeller and Fehrenbach emphasize German fi lms, Uta Poiger 

has analyzed how U.S. fi lms infl uenced and were received in West and East 

Germany by cultural elites in the 1950s. Poiger’s was the fi rst study to com-

paratively evaluate the ways U.S. popular culture was received in West and 

East Germany. However, her major focus was less on fi lm and more centered 

on music, especially jazz and rock and roll; when she did focus on fi lm she 

tended to emphasize the extent to which U.S. cultural products were becom-

ing increasingly depoliticized as a means of accommodating Cold War ten-

sions between East and West Germany.

All of these historians have made important inroads in the task of using 

fi lm as a cultural resource to analyze the reconstruction of German national-

ism after World War II.5 However, none have thus far focused upon the im-

portant connections between the fi lms they’ve analyzed and the literary texts 

upon which they were frequently based. With the exception of Poiger, they 

have not systematically explored the ways U.S. produced fi lms were received 
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by German critics and audiences. Reinhold Wagnleitner has made a case for 

the hegemonic function of U.S. cultural products, including fi lm, in postwar 

Austria. By emphasizing “U.S. cultural imperialism,” Wagnleitner attempted 

to explain the nature of U.S. cultural infl uence. On the one hand, he showed 

that the U.S. was a dominant cultural force during the postwar years; on the 

other hand, he also showed that this culture was itself shaped, ironically, by 

classically European hierarchical conceptions of the relations between “high” 

and “popular” culture. German speaking commentators would utilize this ten-

sion to defi ne their own role in relationship to the Cold War constellation be-

tween the U.S. and the Soviets. However, Wagnleitner’s analysis of the impact 

of U.S. cultural products on postwar Austria does not focus systematically on 

the receptions of specifi c fi lms, nor does he pay any sort of attention to fi lm 

adaptation as a cultural phenomenon. Instead, he interprets the overall impact 

of U.S. popular culture on Austria as a positive, constructive force and tends to 

read his generation’s positive response to postwar U.S. culture as representative 

of the entire nation.

Focusing upon fi lm adaptation in West Germany in the 1950s demon-

strates that while the U.S. fi lm industry certainly had its imperialistic cultural 

designs on German audiences, it was also aware that in order to gain legiti-

macy and popularity among those audiences, a production had to take those 

audiences into some kind of account. Nowhere is this more evident than in 

changes made between the original literary works and the adaptations. In the 

case of Th e Th ird Man, the attempt to downplay the ideological tensions of the 

early Cold War and instead to focus upon the relationship between Western 

Europe and the U.S. was especially relevant to the German context, where 

the communist/capitalist divide was intrinsic to the nation itself. However, 

in the case of a “war fi lm” like Th e Bridge on the River Kwai, U.S. fi lm public-

ity in Germany would, for example, attempt to off er conciliatory readings of 

its own fi lms in order to anticipate the criticism of German commentators, 

who in turn astutely took note of the publicity’s hidden agendas. To put it 

in Wagnleitner’s terms, while production publicity for a fi lm would empha-

size the United States’ shared cultural and political priorities with Western 

Europe, European commentators would tend to focus on what made those 

productions diff erent.

Relativizing the Cold War: Th e Th ird Man

Th e British/U.S. co-production Th e Th ird Man was one of the most popular 

fi lms in Germany in 1950. However, unlike the original unpublished story 

upon which it was based, its relationship to the developing Cold War opposi-
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tion between capitalism and communism was decidedly ambiguous,6 and its 

reception refl ected this ambiguity. Th e fi lm’s West German reception, as well 

as its publicity in the West, read Th e Th ird Man as an exercise in aesthetic unity, 

realism, and cultural internationalism—a model of sorts for Europe. East 

German critics, in turn, read it as anti-communist propaganda, while East 

German audiences attended the fi lm in high numbers. Th e production of the 

fi lm and the life of the story upon which it was based also refl ected this am-

biguous relationship to Cold War politics. In Greene’s original unpublished 

story, the cast of villains and antiheroes were British and Canadian subjects; 

in the fi lm they would be Americans. Th e original story also contained many 

more explicit references to the Cold War, which would go through a series 

of revisions the leitmotif of which seemed to have been to eliminate as many 

Cold War dualisms as possible. When the story was fi nally published after the 

fi lm’s release, two versions would go into circulation: one with more references 

to the Cold War and one with fewer, while the fi lm itself occupied a niche in 

between.7

Th e Th ird Man, in its eff orts to downplay Cold War associations that were 

more apparent in the original version of the story, shifted the politics elsewhere: 

from questions of East vs. West and communism vs. democracy to those of 

West vs. West, that is, the nature of the relationship between the United States 

and Western Europe and their apparently oppositional conceptions of culture 

that associated “high culture” with Europe and “popular culture” with the U.S. 

In its sophisticated dissection of the opposition between high and popular 

culture through the interaction of the lead characters Harry Lime, Holly Mar-

tins, and Anna Schmidt, Th e Th ird Man explores the implications of this oppo-

sition for the future of the relationship between the United States and Europe 

and suggests the possibility of an autonomous cultural space for Europe as an 

alternative to its political niche between the Cold War sides.

Th e place of Anglo-American popular culture was hotly contested in post-

war Germany, and despite the prevalence of U.S. fi lms on the German fi lm 

market, the consistently popular productions of the period were by and large 

of local—German or Austrian—origin.8 Th e Th ird Man and its German recep-

tion suggests that for an Anglo-American fi lm to gain popularity in Germany, 

it had to address some of the tensions between the United States and Europe 

that characterized the postwar relationship; in short, it had to engage in some 

sort of cultural mediation that actively addressed the power diff erences within 

“the West.” Th e adaptation process of Graham Greene’s “treatment” turned 

published story reveals specifi c political positions engaged in by adaptors and 

recognized and commented upon by audiences, as well as the cultural assump-

tions behind a British text as representing “Europe” in its embattled relation-

ship to “America” in the post–World War II world.
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Th e Cold War Anti-War Film: Th e Bridge on the River Kwai

By 1958, when Th e Bridge on the River Kwai was released in West Germany, 

a number of important developments had taken place in the relationship be-

tween West Germany and the United States. In 1955, West Germany joined 

the NATO alliance and, against the protests of a signifi cant number of Ger-

mans who never wanted to see another German in uniform, created a new 

model army, the Bundeswehr. West Germany’s strategic location at the border 

of the Iron Curtain made it an important ally for the United States during the 

Cold War. At the same time, the legacy of World War II and the German past 

raised questions about the possibility of new forms of militarism and ideologi-

cal extremism.

From the mid-1950s onward, Hollywood had been exporting fi lms with 

war as a central theme, and many German critics and commentators were 

highly skeptical of this trend.9 Offi  cially, Germany was defi ned world-wide 

as a defeated nation with a powerful legacy of dangerous cultural militarism. 

What then, critics asked, were fi lms with militaristic themes doing on the 

German market? Moreover, was there a way to enlist fi lms about war in the 

cause of criticizing rather than promoting war? Th e result was the emergence 

of the “war vs. anti-war” fi lm debate. Kwai stood at the center of this debate, 

because it too, like Th e Th ird Man eight years before, was an enormously popu-

lar Anglo-American fi lm import.

A central means critics used to gauge the fi lm’s political and social import 

as a “war” or “anti-war” statement was to compare it to the novel upon which 

it was based, Th e Bridge on the River Kwai by the Frenchman Pierre Boulle. In 

contrast to the United States where few were even aware that Kwai was based 

on a best-selling French novel in Europe, the novel enjoyed a wide audience 

in Germany and was frequently discussed by critics in relation to the fi lm.10 

Overall, German critics considered the book much more critical of war than 

the fi lm, despite the U.S. producer’s claims that they had turned a “satire” into 

a “tragic anti-war story.” Indeed, German critics discussed the implications 

of this shift in genre for the pro-war politics of the fi lm and suggested, for 

example, that the conclusion of the fi lm, the exploding bridge, symbolized 

the legitimation of state supported warfare if the right side—in this case, the 

Western Allies—won the war. Several German critics argued that while Kwai 

certainly contained anti-war sentiments and rhetorical criticism of war, its 

ideological promotion of the values of military heroism and honor, as well as 

its insistence upon the triumph of the British over the Japanese—not a theme 

in the novel—were intended to promote and support NATO policies; hence, 

Kwai was ultimately ambiguous: a Cold War anti-war fi lm.
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In my reading of Kwai in the context of the war vs. anti-war fi lm debates, 

I will compare the fi lm with the well-known German produced anti-war fi lm 

Die Brücke (1959) in order to demonstrate the ways U.S. popular culture could 

infl uence the postwar German fi lm industry and encourage German fi lmmak-

ers to produce a novel and potentially radical type of war fi lm: one fi lmed from 

the perspective of the offi  cial losers of war.

Historicizing “the Kafkaesque”: Th e Trial

By 1963, the Berlin Wall had destroyed all hopes of a possible reunifi cation 

of the two German states and cemented West Germany’s position as a central 

NATO ally. Paradoxically, this extreme political polarization of the country 

led to a fundamental political stability in the West that was supported by the 

booming West German economy. In this context, questions of the meaning of 

German nationalism and the signifi cance of Germany’s past as a Nazi dicta-

torship became more prominent in public discussion.11

Th e reception of the American auteur and actor Orson Welles’s adapta-

tion of Franz Kafka’s Th e Trial in postwar West Germany in 1963 highlights 

the ways questions of the German past and the legacy of fascism began to 

take on greater signifi cance. Th e fi lm’s ambivalent reception by German crit-

ics was closely tied to the process of “Vergangenheitsbewältigung” (coming to 

terms with the past) that had emerged in Germany in the mid-1950s with the 

widespread circulation and publication of visual images of Nazi war crimes 

and that was in the process of a more politicized transformation in the early 

1960s. Th rough the fi gure of Welles, I will focus upon the ways U.S. popular 

culture and the Hollywood fi lm industry could infl uence this process. Welles’s 

reading of Kafka as a “prophet of fascism,” whose Josef K. actively resists his 

oppressors even if to no apparent avail, set off  a timely discussion among com-

mentators about the meaning and function of Kafka’s works in West Germany 

in the 1950s and what had changed since. In 1963, in the midst of spectacular 

court cases and “trials” that began to highlight the widespread complicity of 

Germans in National Socialist war crimes, the theme of “active resistance” to 

tyranny that Welles’s version of Th e Trial off ered did not fi t the picture. It was, 

as one critic suggested, a distorted, “Americanized” fantasy. However, others 

appreciated the didactic value of Welles’s internationally co-produced fi lm, 

which coincided with the beginnings of the movement of the New German 

Cinema, a more confrontational eff ort to engage questions of the past through 

fi lm.

* * *
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Overall, close attention to these three adaptations, understood as cultural 

events through the prism of reception, reveals highly charged political and 

ideological investments and calls attention to the ways the strategic cultural 

functions of adaptations change in diff erent cultural contexts, and rendered 

the cross cultural aspect explicit and highly political in the case of mid-cen-

tury, Cold War West Germany. While these fi lms were “international prod-

ucts” intended for “international audiences,” situating them within specifi c 

frames of nationality sheds light upon political and cultural debates that tap 

into signifi cant historical issues involving cultural memory and nation build-

ing and that contribute to the process of “diversifying” the selective memory 

of Germans after World War II.12
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Chapter One

“Eine Revolution des Films”
Th e Th ird Man, Th e Cold War, and Alternatives to 

Nationalism and Coca-Colonization in Europe

≥

“Shelved and safe” as a twentieth-century fi lm classic, it is probably diffi  cult 

for most fi lmgoers today to imagine the hope and enthusiasm that greeted the 

1949 release of Carol Reed’s Th e Th ird Man in Europe. Based upon a short 

novel by Graham Greene, Th e Th ird Man—set in a postwar ally-occupied 

Vienna—tells the story of the naive American writer, Holly Martins ( Jo-

seph Cotten), who discovers the corrupt activities of his allegedly murdered 

American friend Harry Lime (Orson Welles), and reluctantly helps the Brit-

ish police offi  cers, Calloway and Paine (Trevor Howard, Bernard Lee) ap-

prehend him. A romantic subplot focuses upon his unrequited infatuation for 

his friend’s former lover, Anna Schmidt (Alida Valli), a Czech woman with a 

forged Austrian passport. Reed added to the basic “melodrama” of the plot by 

fi lming on location in Vienna; casting a distinguished collection of American, 

Italian, British, German, Austrian, and Russian players; using a multi-lingual 

script (English, German, and some Russian); adding a striking score by the 

zither player Anton Karas; and employing exceptional camera work. Th e fi lm 

won the Grand Prize at the Cannes Film Festival that year; the score became 

perhaps the best known tune in the world in the early 1950s, and thousands 

of fi lmgoers all over the world fl ocked into the theatres to see it (Figures 1.1 

and 1.2).

Th e movie was of particular interest to German speaking audiences, because 

it was actually fi lmed on location in the city of Vienna and cast a number of 

respected and popular Austrian and German stage actors, such as Paul Hör-

biger, Ernst Deutsch, Erich Ponto, and Hedwig Bleibtreu.1 Special emphasis 

was placed in the press upon the fact that the fi lm would open in Germany at 

the same time as in other West European countries, even before the opening 

in the U.S., suggesting a gesture of reconciliation toward German-speaking 

audiences.2 When the dubbed version opened in Germany’s major theatres 

in January 1950, the response was overwhelming. In Hamburg, in addition to 
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very large audiences, there were even public requests that the fi lm be screened 

in the original, English-language version. Th e Filmblätter, Berlin, for exam-

ple, reported that by 17 March 1950, “every tenth Berliner”—an audience of 

350,000— had seen Th e Th ird Man. When the fi lm opened in East Berlin, 

22,000 advance tickets were sold in the fi rst two days.3

During the shooting of the fi lm in early 1949, entire sections of Vienna 

were closed to the Austrian public, as Isa Hohmann noted in the Bühne und 

Film, Berlin, but Austrians were excited rather than resentful; they were proud 

that their city had been chosen by Reed as the ideal setting for his next fi lm 

and pleased that “the Austrian people in the fi lm would be played by Austri-

ans.” As if to underline the diplomatic signifi cance of the fi lming, Hohmann 

begins the article by giving the entire plot of Reed’s suspense thriller away 

and focuses upon the cooperation between Austrians and English: “das dürfte 

heut am Hohen Markt sein, wo die Engländer drehen!” (“Th e British should 

be fi lming at the High Market today!”) Reed’s decision to shoot on location 

had signifi cant meaning to Austrians, as the presence of the British was inter-

preted as a gesture of cultural exchange, even as Hohmann’s article relied on 

metaphors of occupation, with Reed as a kind of military leader with an excel-

lent command of his fi lm “crew.” From the outset, Carol Reed’s Th e Th ird Man 

was understood to be more than just another movie4 (Figures 1.3 and 1.4).

Figure 1.1. Alida Valli and Joseph Cotten 
as Anna Schmidt and Holly Martins in 
Th e Th ird Man. (Courtesy: Deutsche Kine-
mathek, Berlin/Studiocanal)

Figure 1.2. Orson Welles as Harry Lime 
in Th e Th ird Man. (Courtesy: Deutsche 
Kinemathek, Berlin/Studiocanal)
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Figure 1.4. Director Carol Reed towers over his “script girl,” as Peggy McClaff erty was 
referred to in the caption to this publicity photo, which accompanied the article by Isa 
Hohmann. (Courtesy: Studiocanal)

Figure 1.3. “A revolution in fi lm,” 
“future-oriented community produc-
tion”—such comments marked the 
German reception of Th e Th ird Man. 
(Courtesy: Deutsches Institut für 
Filmkunde, Frankfurt/Studiocanal)
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Indeed, the image of postwar European cooperation marked German dis-

cussions of Th e Th ird Man. Th e Filmblätter, Berlin “recognized in the fi lm the 

fi rst work of an explicit European spirit.” “Th is was a signifi cant example of 

a European community production,” noted the Frankfurter Neue Presse. Th e 

Schwäbische Zeitung referred to it as “a truly international fi lm.” Austrian press 

promoters for London Films gave producer Alexander Korda credit for being 

“the fi rst foreigner who did not simply bring his fi lms into the country, but 

who risked putting together a genuinely English-Austrian production.” Th e 

Telegraf am Abend-Berlin discussed the possible signifi cance of this “Euro-

pean” dimension of the fi lm: “Th e German London Film Society shows the 

way to the European fi lm. Th e Th ird Man … is a beginning with a good deal 

of potential: that would be something to show the world that the old Europe 

still lives and that it can exemplify culture, even in the modern context of fi lm. 

What could be attained if the best actors … directors … architects … [and] 

… technicians were assembled [for the purpose of creating] great fi lms.” Th e 

issue here was both the reintegration of Germany into the European com-

munity and more signifi cantly the establishment of Europe as a single living 

culture, the fi lm being an exemplar of that culture. Th e Th ird Man was a model 

of such a community production, a signal instance of an independent Euro-

pean production that exemplifi ed the possibility of a European Gemeinschaft 

(community). Walter Lenning off ered a theory of internationalism in a critical 

essay entitled “New Ways Toward Community Productions,” which was dis-

tributed to newspapers through the German London Films affi  liate. Th e Th ird 

Man was an example of a fi lm that showed what a genuine internationalism 

could contribute to the quality of a fi lm, particularly in comparison to con-

temporary examples of German and Austrian fi lms, which remained anchored 

in nationalism.5

What were the most signifi cant dimensions of this internationalism? One 

aspect was the cast of performers. Lenning noted that the German and Aus-

trian actors in particular regained their stature as stage artists via their Th ird 

Man performances, as they did not function merely as nationalist stereotypes 

(Figure 1.5). Victor Ally praised the characteristic of the star ensemble, which, 

instead of relying upon “the industrialization of the star,” used the ensemble 

conventions of the stage to exhibit international talent. Moreover, the shift 

from star to star ensemble also served the purpose of highlighting the realistic 

plight of postwar Vienna, as it drew attention to the situation of the characters 

rather than to a particular “star.” “Th e casting of the major roles,” wrote the 

Freie Presse, Bielefeld, “off ers an impressive example of what European com-

munity production means.”6

Another signifi cant dimension of the fi lm’s internationalism had to do with 

its depiction of the city of Vienna. In contrast to most German and Austrian 

productions that “sweetened” and “verkitscht” (kitschifi ed) the city in order to 
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render it a good export article, Th e Th ird Man showed a very diff erent city, pre-

sumably the “real” city: “meeting place and whirlpool of all the peoples of the 

European Southeast, today, an object of contention between the Super Pow-

ers, just like Berlin. Th is is the Vienna depicted in Th e Th ird Man.”7 Th e popu-

larity of the fi lm and its new spin on Vienna led another reviewer to point out 

that “the fear of the contemporary fi lm was without foundation.” Why was it 

that foreign producers had to tell German fi lmmakers about their own back-

yard?8 Th e “fear” of the contemporary fi lm had to do with German fi lmmakers’ 

tendency to prefer the Heimatfi lm genre that romanticized the German rural 

landscape and tended to avoid the chaotic milieu of the postwar cities.9 Th e 

popularity of Th e Th ird Man in Germany suggested to contemporary critics 

that German audiences were capable of absorbing and being edifi ed by more 

“realistic” fare, fare that showed “the authentic face of the defeated … [where] 

no quick reconstruction ethos insinuates itself. Here, the consequences of a 

war in the face of the people and their surroundings after the disintegration. 

Th e truth, fi nally. A grandiose fi lm.”10

Shortly after the war’s end, “Trümmerfi lme” (Rubble fi lms), depicting the 

rubble of the German present and uncertainties about the future of Germany’s 

Figure 1.5. “Whoever misses this fi lm, misses more than just a fi lm.” Der Abend, Berlin’s 
review along with the photos of the cast highlights the cultural investment placed in the 
international dimensions of Th e Th ird Man. (Courtesy: Deutsches Institut für Filmkunde, 
Frankfurt/Studiocanal)
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reconstruction, enjoyed some success, such as Wolfgang Staudte’s Die Mörder 
sind unter uns (The Murderers are among us), a film depicting a communist 
survivor of a concentration camp and an embittered medical doctor and for-
mer soldier coping with resignation, guilt, and defeat amidst the ruins of Ber-
lin. However, by the early 1950s, the agenda of many German films, notably 
the genre of the Heimatfilm, became one of emphasizing a healing, romanti-
cized image of “home” that blended out the rubble and conflicts of the present 
and instead focused upon the rural countryside as a source of ethical stability 
and community cooperation. Heimatfilms introduced an ideological basis for 
a reconstruction of German nationalism in the postwar period that sought to 
blend out the legacy and implications of World War II. The Third Man recalled 
the “rubble films” in its emphasis upon the troubled present, and its success 
suggested to a number of critics that German audiences might possibly be ca-
pable of confronting the challenges of reconstructing a new postwar German 
nation without necessarily escaping from the present and the past it implied 
(Figure 1.6). Yet, at the same time, The Third Man also appealed to German 
audiences’ tendency to define themselves as primarily victims of war—“the 

Figure 1.6.  The rubble of postwar Vienna in undramatic broad daylight. (left to right) 
Joseph Cotten and Carol Reed on the set of The Third Man. (Courtesy: Deutsche Kine-
mathek, Berlin/Studiocanal)
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defeated”—rather than as aggressors. Paradoxically, it tapped into the appeal 

of the Heimatfi lm genre with its use of the folk zither soundtrack that became 

a huge hit worldwide in the early 1950s.11

In addition to its internationalism and its realism, the fi lm was praised 

for its “unifying eff ect.” Th e fi lm managed to combine art and entertainment, 

high and popular culture. It was this combination that made the fi lm special, 

the ability to fuse two normally opposed realms and thus off er a third alterna-

tive of sorts. If the Austrian fi lm distributor newsletter off ered theatre owners 

the rather cynical tip of dividing their advertising strategies to suit the “type” 

of theatre where the fi lm would be playing: if “sensational” then to focus upon 

that aspect, and if “cultured” then to focus upon the fi lm’s “quality,” fi lm critics 

and fi lm clubs were preoccupied with how Reed managed to bring the two 

together and whether this fusion in fi lm might provide a model for social 

and cultural relations in general. Th e mark of a production that managed to 

combine these two normally opposed realms of art and entertainment was its 

“unifying eff ect,” which unsurprisingly had a number of connotations. Diff er-

ent critics attributed diff erent levels of importance to the script of Graham 

Greene, the direction of Carol Reed, the international cast, the camera work of 

Robert Krasker, the music of Anton Karas, and, fi nally, the unusual and wholly 

unexpected ending of the fi lm. However, they all agreed that it added up to 

a “unifi ed whole”: “the unbelievable and unusually intensive eff ect ... is based 

upon the artistic cooperation of all the intellectual, technical, and organiza-

tional strengths that carry this unusual fi lm.”12

Th is fi lm “unifi es the highest art and one hundred percent entertainment”; 

that, despite its many details, had “an inner and outer closure, a density of 

atmosphere, captured only rarely in a few fi lmic masterpieces, such as those 

by a John Ford or a William Wyler.” “People fi ght over the value or lack of 

value of German fi lms but never seem to fi nd a liberating way out of the laby-

rinth of the dream factory. Th e Th ird Man does.” While the “dream factory” in 

Germany and Hollywood continued to off er unedifying escapism, Th e Th ird 

Man confronted the public with something else: like a Van Gogh or a Ce-

zanne painting, it off ered “a true microcosm of human manners, thoughts, and 

feelings,” a merciless depiction of the nihilism of the postwar years. Greene’s 

stories are “menetekel, branded upon our skin, yet they carry forgiveness in 

their wake.” In Th e Th ird Man, “the normality of his people and their circum-

stances become more apparent, more tangible—verifi able—to us here, who 

can exchange experiences with the fi lm’s characters.” What German fi lms 

needed was not formalist literary experiments, another critic argued; rather, a 

new way was assured via “the visual richness that satisfi es both the primitive 

need for narrative as well as the more refi ned tastes.” As Karl Klaer noted, 

while Reed’s apparently seamless narrative was composed of over 1400 cuts, 
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“the most striking aspect of [Reed’s] directorial technique is the compelling 

rhythm of the images, the precise shift of the camera’s perspective within frac-

tions of a second, and the dialogues, cut up in surrealistic sketches that, in spite 

of everything, fl ow into a seamless whole.”13

Th is “aesthetic” complexity, which nonetheless amounted to a “seamless 

whole,” was precisely what German movie-goers needed. Because the fi lm 

off ered a compelling story without resorting to the standard fi lm formulas: 

stereotypical characters, romanticized rural settings, fl ashbacks, and bombastic 

music, it was a fi lm that could be viewed several times, and therefore a “fi lmic 

fi lm” that could educate the German public to think critically (again) about 

art, to remove the taint of Nazi propaganda.14 Teachers assumed that Th e Th ird 

Man would educate viewers to distinguish good from bad fi lms, that is, to see 

through the ruse of fi lmic conventions, to become more conscious of their 

aff ect on one’s feelings. Th is accorded with the assumption that Germans, by 

way of a careful viewing of Th e Th ird Man, could learn to work with their 

heads rather than their hearts and so prevent themselves from being manipu-

lated by propaganda (again). In this sense, art could serve a decidedly political 

function by reeducating German audiences.15

Reeducating them in the tradition of Western capitalism, of course. For 

Eastern bloc fi lm critics in Berlin, another divided “international” venue called 

attention to the potentially ideological function of the fi lm’s claims to “inter-

nationalism,” “realism,” and “unity.” For example, the notion that the fi lm por-

trayed the “real Vienna” was contested; Berlin fi lm critics in the Eastern sector 

rejected the image as “real”; they saw it as surreal, because, as Hans Winge 

noted, no one seems to live in this Vienna except for the actors. Th erefore, it 

was merely a negative version of the romanticized bell-jar image of the city. 

Moreover, the assumption that criminals could roam free and fi nd protection 

in the East, was clearly anti-communist propaganda. Reed had not produced 

a work of art; rather, he had merely aestheticized (“veredelt”) a crime fi lm in 

order to make a profi t. What was important to Winge was to question the 

fi lm’s claims to artistic status, as such claims presupposed a neutral standpoint 

the fi lm clearly did not have.16

Carol Reed took particular interest in the fi lm’s reception in Germany, and 

in an interview with a German newspaper noted that the tendency to criticize 

the fi lm as anti-communist propaganda tended to come from Germany, that 

is, from Berlin, whereas the British and the French did not raise the issue. Th e 

possible reasons given included Germany’s proximity to the Iron Curtain, not 

shared by the other European countries, which suggested that the criticism of 

the fi lm’s claims to neutrality was confi ned to limited geographic space and 

thus not applicable elsewhere; indeed, as one magazine noted, “probably just 

[communist] propaganda.”17
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Th us, one way the fi lm’s marketers framed Th e Th ird Man was as a neutral 

aesthetic product, exemplifi ed by its internationalism, its realism, and its unity 

of eff ect. To some degree, these characteristics—in a German context—were 

perceived to have political implications, insofar as they might assist in the 

task of making German audiences more critical and hence less susceptible to 

ideological “control.” However, this capability was contingent upon the fi lm’s 

status as a neutral aesthetic object, and publicity for the fi lm did everything in 

its power to market the fi lm as an object of art beyond the sordid politics of 

the postwar world, as exemplifi ed in its reception. Insofar as Eastern and com-

munist oriented critics attacked the fi lm, they did so by attacking its claims to 

internationalism and neutrality; indeed, they rejected its status as art, because 

they perceived it as ideologically biased in favor of the West.

Th e Politics of Producing Th e Th ird Man: 
Cold War and Post–Cold War Perspectives

Th e seeming idealism of the fi lm’s reception contrasted sharply with the 

stunning politics that marked the production of both the fi lm and the story. 

Released in Germany in the fi rst years of a Cold War that emphasized the 

ideological opposition between Western and U.S. values of democracy and 

capitalism and Soviet values of state socialism and communism, Th e Th ird 

Man contained enough plot elements that typifi ed this confl ict, such as the 

eff ort to prevent the character Anna from being “claimed” by the Russians as 

a citizen of Czechoslovakia, to suggest an anti-communist impulse played a 

central role. Th e members of the fi lm’s production team—Alexander Korda, 

Graham Greene, David O. Selznick, and Carol Reed—were all agents of the 

Cold War in some manner, either literally or fi guratively. Korda, Greene, and 

Reed had ties to British intelligence both during and after World War II, and 

the production of Th e Th ird Man involved “observing” the unstable political 

state of aff airs between Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.18 On the other 

side of the Atlantic, David Selznick, the fi lm’s U.S. producer, was an avid Cold 

Warrior and wished to see an increased emphasis upon the U.S. role as an anti-

communist force in the fi lm (see Figure 1.7).

However, Th e Th ird Man went beyond the polarities of the Cold War, which 

certainly helps to explain the fi lm’s “transpolitical” entertainment value even in 

the East, where audiences likewise fi lled the movie theatres, despite the aspects 

of anti-communist bias noted by East German critics. Several dimensions ul-

timately shaped its politics: most importantly, tensions between the British 

and U.S. fi lm industries. Th e Hungarian born, British national producer of the 

fi lm, Alexander Korda, made an eff ort throughout his career to promote and 



 “Eine Revolution des Films” 37

protect the British fi lm industry from the incursions of Hollywood, favoring a 

stance of relative autonomy for his British fi lm team. Ironically, in the case of 

Th e Th ird Man, his eff orts led to a distinct downplaying of Cold War tensions 

in the fi lm to counter the nationalistic bias of producer David O. Selznick.

Th is clash between Selznick, Korda, and Reed refl ected the cultural imperi-

alist dimension of the U.S./European, especially the U.S./British relationship, 

because the British fi lm industry had been nursing its resentment toward the 

dominant American fi lm industry for some time—with some justifi cation.19 

For example, according to Orson Welles, Korda was more or less forced to give 

the U.S. production rights to Selznick in exchange for the use of the two lead 

actors under contract to him: Joseph Cotten and Alida Valli. In a later conver-

sation described by Welles in an interview with Peter Bogdanovich, Korda is 

reported to have said to Selznick that he (Korda) hoped he would not die be-

fore Selznick so as to prevent Selznick from going to the cemetery to scratch 

Korda’s name from his tombstone.20 Selznick also tried to infl uence other as-

pects of the production. Yet, by and large, Selznick’s extensive memos sent to 

Figure 1.7. Th is publicity still—showing Joseph Cotten distributing CARE packages 
to Austrian children—links the production of Th e Th ird Man to U.S. Cold War politics. 
Interestingly, this still was not reproduced in any German newspapers or reviews of the 
fi lm I read, nor was this theme—certainly one that would have interested Selznick—ever 
given a place in the fi lm itself. (Courtesy: Studiocanal)
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Reed and Greene during the production of the fi lm were deliberately ignored, 

most notably, the suggestion to end the fi lm happily and to highlight the Cold 

War thematically by drawing more attention to the role of the Americans in 

Vienna.21 Th us, the confl ict between Selznick and the production team of Th e 

Th ird Man in many ways symbolized the hope for the possibility of an inde-

pendent European (British) fi lm industry.

On the level of the “authorship” of both the fi lm and the screenplay, several 

types of cultural politics, revealed in the critical and debated reception of the 

fi lm, may be discerned. First, the later eff ort to link the core creative impulse 

to Orson Welles instead of to Carol Reed by reference to the number of simi-

larities between Th e Th ird Man and Citizen Kane once again gave the credit 

back to the Americans. To some degree, this was linked to Welles’s status as an 

enfant terrible (a controversial fi gure) in America, a Europeanized American 

director at odds with the Hollywood glamour machine. However, Welles dis-

puted this reading of his dominant role in the production and linked it instead 

to the nature of his absence as a character in the fi lm; the object of fascina-

tion, interest, and discussion of all the main characters. His contribution to 

the fi lm of its most famous “cuckoo clock” lines has tended to be read as the 

tip of the iceberg. Welles denied the theory that he took over the direction of 

Th e Th ird Man. He noted explicitly, it was “Carol’s fi lm and Korda’s” (i.e. not 

Selznick’s).22

It was, of course, also Graham Greene’s fi lm, and Greene’s contribution of 

the screenplay, which he insisted had begun as a full-fl edged story rather than 

a mere “treatment,” reinforced the fi lm’s artistic ambitions as a European liter-

ary adaptation, particularly vis-à-vis Hollywood. However, Greene’s author-

ship of the short novel and the multiple screenplays that followed it become 

slightly relativized when the dynamics of story creation are taken into account 

and a connection is revealed between the fi lm’s German reception and the cul-

tural politics of the relationship between the story and the fi lm. Th e reception 

and distribution of the published story after the fi lm’s release will complicate 

the “story” further. Overall, the colorful relationship between the story and 

fi lm refl ect the shifting priorities of postwar fi lmmakers away from the clas-

sical, canonical adaptation of the prewar years to a more dynamic and open-

ended relationship between the two media. Indeed, David Selznick’s irritating 

interventionism refl ects the clash between the old model of classical, fi delity 

cinema competing with new, postwar forms of auteurism that prioritized ex-

perimentation over fi delity to an “original” text.23

Within the context of the ideological dynamics of the Cold War, the cre-

ation of the story of Th e Th ird Man and the fortunes of its major villain, Harry 

Lime, take on the cast of a subtextual espionage thriller involving a British 

intelligence offi  cer and former superior of Greene’s in the British Secret Intel-
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ligence Service (SIS), Kim Philby. Philby was a double agent for the Russians 

during his years at the SIS, and his long friendship with Greene raised ques-

tions about what Greene “knew” of Philby’s actions, as well as his own am-

biguous relationship to the cultural absolutes of the Cold War in relationship 

to his literary interest in “the grey zones” of human motivation.

According to Michael Shelden’s biography of Greene, the screenplay of the 

fi lm was considerably enhanced by stories related to Greene by a Viennese 

journalist named Peter Smolka, who told him about their mutual acquaintance 

Kim Philby’s anti-fascist resistance in the Vienna uprisings against Nazi oc-

cupation in the 1930s and alerted Greene to the underground tunnel network 

in the city; apparently, Philby had smuggled a number of communist resistors 

out of the city via the sewage tunnels. When Philby returned to England, he 

became one of the most notorious moles in the history of the Cold War, hav-

ing infi ltrated into the highest ranks of British intelligence before defecting to 

the Soviet Union in the early 1960s.24

Smolka was asked to sign a release form during the making of the fi lm 

waiving all rights of authorship, which he signed. Th e entire connection was 

kept as a “private joke” between Reed and Greene, according to Schelden, 

with the only overt reference being a cryptic mention of Smolka’s name actu-

ally written into the fi lm itself in an early scene when Major Calloway directs 

his driver to a military bar, apparently called “Smolka.” Greene and Smolka’s 

historical connection to Kim Philby, as well as the possibility that the “Th ird 

Man,” Harry Lime, is an imaginative reworking of Greene’s preoccupation 

with Philby’s communist history, which included the courageous actions in 

Vienna and a Jewish communist intellectual spouse, but also, more problem-

atically, a studied unwillingness during World War II of taking the German 

resistance to Hitler seriously, certainly deepens the fi lm’s connections to the 

moral tensions of the Cold War and its immediate history.

However, from a post–Cold War perspective, the Greene/Philby/Smolka 

connection assumes a diff erent cast. Shorn of the moral absolutes of the Cold 

War opposition between democracy and communism that made it necessary 

to disguise the Smolka subtext, today, ironically, this connection highlights 

the internationalism of the fi lm’s production and authorship, in many ways 

refl ecting and mirroring the German reception of the fi lm and the central 

impulses of the fi lm’s afi cionados—Europäische Gemeinschaftsarbeit (European 

community work). After all, Smolka rescinded his rights willingly, and the 

authenticity of the story and the clear knowledge of Vienna the fi lm refl ects 

are more readily accounted for by the inside knowledge of a Viennese journal-

ist than by the nostalgic tales about the origin of the story related by Reed 

and Greene, which suggested that the decidedly British Greene stayed in Vi-

enna for a few days and “absorbed the atmosphere” or that Reed and Greene 
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happily collaborated over coff ee at Maxim’s without incident.25 Hence, the 

“collaboration” that went into the creation and production of Th e Th ird Man, 

understood within both a Cold War and post–Cold War context, highlights 

the unseemly political dimensions, as well as the international dimensions, of 

the fi lm’s history.

Th e relationship between the published story of Th e Th ird Man and the fi lm 

cannot be understood within the conventional chronological model of fi delity. 

Rather, the dynamics of the cultural Cold War created a three way dynamic 

that might be characterized as “story/fi lm/published story.” Not only did the 

story appear after the fi lm, “oddly enough,” as the Rundschau Köln noted, but 

the French translation appeared before the English original.26 Moreover, the 

story was considerably modifi ed for American audiences in order to bring it 

into line with the fi lm, that is, to remove as many references as possible to 

the Cold War, which are much more explicit in the original British version. 

Th ese two variations on the story, the Cold War version—which included 

critical and “off -color” references both to the U.S. and the Soviet Union—and 

the more “neutral” version—where these references had been removed—were 

published in diff erent coun-

tries. Th e U.S. and France had 

translations of the neutral ver-

sion, whereas the Cold War 

version circulated in Germany. 

Th e more explicit Cold War 

references in Greene’s origi-

nal British version had already 

been pretty much expurgated 

from the fi lm, and Greene’s 

own ambivalent relationship to 

the published work suggested 

that he ultimately preferred the 

toning down of the Cold War 

dimension in the fi lm, open-

ing his preface to the published 

story with the line, “Th e Th ird 

Man was never written to be 

read but only to be seen”27 (see 

Figure 1.8).

Nonetheless, Th e Th ird Man 

as a published work is a sig-

nifi cant—though small—part 

of Greene’s literary oeuvre, and 

Figure 1.8. Joseph Cotten and Alida Valli on 
the set of Th e Th ird Man. Cotten appears to be 
holding a book as well as script pages—the image 
indirectly references the fi lm’s themes of “high” 
and “popular” literature as well as its own literary 
precedent: Greene’s as then unpublished story. 
(Courtesy: Studiocanal)
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the existence of the two versions sheds light on the central role of Cold War 

politics in the three way dynamic of the adaptation.28 As it turns out, the 

expurgated version was published in the U.S. not due to virulently anti-com-

munist editing teams at Viking, as was originally thought, but coincidentally. 

Greene and Carol Reed had produced this version of the story to pass on to 

the American and Soviet offi  cers in Vienna to attain their permission to fi lm, 

and Greene sent this version to the U.S. publisher by mistake.29 Ironically, 

it was David Selznick, a great advocate of linking the marketing of fi lms to 

literary “originals,” who encouraged Greene to publish the story to publicize 

the fi lm.30

Of course, Selznick had originally wanted more on the Cold War, but both 

the fi lm and later editions of the story would eliminate this dimension to 

achieve a balance among the contending forces. Th us, though both Greene 

and Reed repeatedly disputed any expressly political motivations, focusing in-

stead upon their desire to entertain, their eff ort to sustain a balance between 

East and West can certainly be interpreted as a political act on two levels.31 

First, to distance the fi lm and its makers from the Cold War politics (for 

example, the Philby connection) in which all were obviously involved, thus 

increasing the international appeal of the fi lm as a “disinterested” work of fi lm 

art. Second, it was also an eff ort to create a cultural document that sought to 

address the problem of bringing Europe back into the world community on 

terms diff erent from those envisioned by the United States. In short, Reed 

and Greene were primarily interested in casting light upon the future rela-

tionship between the United States and Europe, rather than focusing on the 

politics of East vs. West.

Reading Th e Th ird Man: Alternative Connections 
Between Politics and Culture

On 11 March 1950, shortly after Th e Th ird Man’s release in Austria and a 

month after its release in the U.S., a very brief, apparently descriptive, ar-

ticle on a Viennese review of the fi lm appeared in the New York Times: “Th e 

Austrian Communist evening newspaper, Der Abend, today called the fi lm, 

Th e Th ird Man, “a foul libel on Vienna and the Viennese.” In the fi lm, which 

had its premiere here last night, Vienna appeared as “a mouldy heap of ruins, 

half cemetery, half night club; a macabre robbers’ den where child murderers, 

pencillin swindlers, … idiots, and international police rush about,” the news-

paper said.”32 Th at the New York Times would label an Austrian newspaper 

“communist” and quote from a critical review of Th e Th ird Man suggested that 

it defi ned the paper’s criticism primarily in terms of the Cold War opposi-
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tion between Western democracy and Soviet Communism, implying that a 

pro-communist paper was suggesting—ostensibly inaccurately—the fi lm was 

“anti-communist” and thus an ideological endorsement for Western capitalist 

values. Surely in the minds of many American readers, the Austrian newspa-

per’s political leanings as sympathetic to communism would have discredited 

its evaluation of the fi lm by defi nition. Indeed, it might also have provided 

New York Times readers with the reassurance that as long as fi lms such as Th e 

Th ird Man were being rejected by “Communist propaganda organs” like Der 

Abend, they were serving their function as agents of democratic culture or as 

agents of anti-communism. In any event, for the recently opened fi lm, the 

comment off ered a certain domestic propaganda of its own, playing with the 

cultural ammunition of the Cold War to get a few more folks into the theatres. 

Th is impulse was vaguely at odds with those that wanted to make sure the fi lm 

was marketed as politically neutral, not so much as an aesthetic object, as in 

Europe, but rather as simply light entertainment.33

Th ough Der Abend was indeed a “communist” newspaper, one of several 

circulating in Austria at the time,34 it seems to have been critical of the fi lm 

less as a result of any overt representations of Cold War politics than of the 

representation of the city of Vienna, which to any Austrian publication would 

have signifi ed the representation of high culture. Th e city’s affi  liation with 

“high culture”—its music, history, art, and stage productions—were key as-

pects of its national identity, a source of international prestige as well as a point 

of contrast to the other major German-speaking city in Europe, Berlin, which 

was now associated with a history of militarism and defeat. Vienna’s cultural 

heritage was often invoked as a force of resistance to Nazi occupation, a claim 

that would not hold up on close inspection after the war but that nonetheless 

did its part to dissociate Austria from discredited German cultural institu-

tions.35 By establishing a link between Vienna and Berlin as divided, war torn 

cities, Th e Th ird Man called into question this division of identities and sug-

gested—through its linking of “high culture” with images of corruption—that 

high cultural institutions were complicitous in the nationalistic hysteria that 

promoted European destruction through war. Th e aesthetics of Reed’s fi lm, 

with its stark contrasts and off -center angles, reinforce an image of the city 

of Vienna as worn and decadent, a pawn of corruption and destruction, a 

metaphor both for the decay of the cultural foundations of a society and the 

unfortunate infi ltration of a new type of culture: “a mouldy heep of ruins, half-

cemetery, half nightclub”—a shadow of its former self.

Clearly, such a depiction might have reinforced the elements of the fi lm 

that explicitly delve into the charged symbolism of the Cold War, as noted 

by East Berlin critics when the fi lm was released: the harboring of the crimi-

nal Harry Lime in the Russian zone, the seedy fi gure of Baron Kurtz and 
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his Russian affi  liations, and the generally shifty nature of the Russian police. 

However, more apparent is the clear association of the “darkness” of Vienna 

with the idea of high culture, an association that is metaphorically reinforced 

throughout the fi lm, especially in scenes showing the apartments of Harry 

and Anna or the mysterious “collection” in Dr. Winkel’s parlor. Th ese meta-

phorical affi  liations between corruption and high culture are crystallized in 

Harry Lime’s famous comment to Holly under the Ferris wheel associating 

the Renaissance with terror and bloodshed and the more peaceful “democratic 

culture” of Switzerland with the cuckoo clock: “You know what the fellow 

said—in Italy, for thirty years under the Borgias, they had warfare, terror, mur-

der, and bloodshed, but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, and 

the Renaissance. In Switzerland, they had brotherly love … fi ve hundred years 

of democracy and peace—and what did that produce? Th e cuckoo clock.”36 

Lime’s sinister, ironic contrast and the dark images of Viennese high culture 

were nonetheless compelling to most viewers of the fi lm, if not to Der Abend. 

Spoken as they were by a famous American actor, Orson Welles, playing a very 

corrupt American, Harry Lime, the contrast created a productive link between 

politics and culture in a fi lm that called into question the oppositional logic 

of the political Cold War and focused attention on the political meaning of 

culture in the developing relation-

ship between the United States and 

Europe (see Figure 1.9).

In the 1950s, English language 

reviewers critical of the fi lm’s reputa-

tion as little more than sophisticated 

“entertainment” tended to associate 

its “political” message with the fi gure 

of Major Calloway and his role as 

representative of the Western occu-

pation of Vienna. Symbolizing law, 

order, and justice, Calloway embod-

ies the conventional understanding 

of the West’s role in bringing po-

litical and economic order back into 

the chaos of postwar Europe. Cool, 

detached, and objective, Calloway’s 

dogged pursuit of Harry Lime and 

his apparent contempt for Martins 

reinforces his separate, remote func-

tion. His purpose is the task of im-

posing order from without by rea-

Figure 1.9. A rarely seen publicity shot for 
Th e Th ird Man: a smiling Orson Welles chats 
with a policeman—very likely a fi lm extra—
in front of the Vienna Parliament. (Courtesy: 
Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin/Studiocanal).
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sonably just means. His goal is clear and unambiguous; he never waivers in 

his insistence upon the priority of apprehending Lime. Signifi cantly, he is 

profoundly emotionally detached from the intrigue involving the central three 

characters: Anna, Holly, and Harry. Of course, emotional detachment is a pre-

requisite for assuming the role of objective arbiter of political aff airs. Calloway 

triumphs in the end, eliminating the criminal and presumably destroying the 

penicillin racket, saving lives in the process. His role is crucial to our sense of 

the moral center of the fi lm; however, he is not a player in the cultural politics 

the fi lm is most interested in.

Th ose politics have to do less with the “offi  cial political” Cold War between 

East and West than with the opposition between the concepts of “high” and 

“popular culture” and their political signifi cance for the relationship between 

America and Europe during the Cold War. Far from simply operating as 

“taste categories” or as crude oppositional indicators of cultural hierarchy, the 

drama surrounding Holly, Harry, and Anna is best understood in relation-

ship to Reinhold Wagnleitner’s concept of “U.S. cultural imperialism,” and 

the ways America’s cultural politics in Europe during the Cold War refl ected 

both a shared conception of high culture, as well as a decided ambivalence 

about the relationship of U.S. popular culture to the future of European cul-

ture.37 Unlike the concept of “Americanization,” which connotes a one-sided 

dynamic between U.S. cultural dominance and European victimization (this 

is a widespread notion in Europe), the idea of “cultural imperialism,” Wagn-

leitner argues, “ran on the psychological track of defending the Occident,” thus 

presupposing a fundamental interconnection between these generally opposed 

concepts of high and popular culture.38 By deconstructing the opposition be-

tween high and popular culture by noting the ways both concepts were emi-

nently political and off ering a meditation on the cultural limits of America’s 

role in Europe, the fi lm undermines the Cold War politics that situated the 

major dilemma of the mid-twentieth century as that between East and West. 

Th ere was, and indeed is, a Th ird Man.

Analysis of the aesthetic dynamics in the fi lm, particularly apparent in the 

German language reception, has tended to overlook their socio-cultural impli-

cations. Critics dissatisfi ed with Graham Greene’s defi nition of the fi lm as pri-

marily “entertainment” often noted that it was “more” than this, had somehow 

to be “more” than that, but were uncertain how to conceptualize this “more.”39 

In light of recent history and the ever increasing autonomy of Europe as an 

economic, political, and cultural entity, I think that this “more” is linked to the 

ways in which the fi lm off ers—and off ered—a meditation upon the autono-

mous, political function of culture independent of the “offi  cial” political scene. 

It does this through the metaphorical function of the three characters Holly 

Martins, Harry Lime, and Anna Schmidt, the dimensions of “culture” each 
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represents, their interrelatedness in terms of the increasingly signifi cant rela-

tionship between the United States and Europe, and fi nally, the signifi cance of 

that relationship for the future.40

In a 1987 review of Joseph Cotten’s autobiography in the New York Times, 

Benjamin Stein called Cotten’s role in Th e Th ird Man, “the most subtle, 

thought-provoking metaphor for the American meddling in postwar Europe 

ever to appear on screen.”41 Stein’s comment is relevant to the fi lm’s resonance 

with viewers in 1950s Germany. While many associate the fi lm with Orson 

Welles’s brief appearance, it is the character of Holly Martins who clearly 

dominates the proceedings.42 Critics have interpreted Martins’s “meddling” 

in terms of his function as a metaphor either for “Western values” or else for 

“American innocence,” both very broad categories that do not really get to the 

heart of what makes Martins such an appealing, problematic fi gure.43 Which 

“values” does Martins represent in Vienna? What are the contours of his char-

acter? Holly Martins arrives on the scene as a self-described writer, but we do 

not learn what sort of a writer until his conversation with Major Calloway in 

the bar. When Calloway remarks that Martins’s description of his relationship 

to Lime “sounds like a cheap novellette,” Martins responds: “I write cheap no-

vellettes.” We learn that Martins is a writer of popular, western fi ction, but he 

is also a writer of “cheap novellettes.” He identifi es with both characterizations 

of his work, thus mirroring an important aspect of his function in the fi lm: a 

writer who identifi es and promotes the values of American popular culture in 

foreign land, but who at the same time does not identify with those values; 

instead, Martins identifi es with the European critique of that culture, the Eu-

ropean contempt for “popular” things. He attempts to “appreciate” the values 

of European “high culture,” such as when he praises Anna’s performance in 

the Josefstadt theatre or remarks on Dr. Winkel’s “collection,” yet Martins is 

dismissed by those Europeans he attempts to impress as a “vulgar” American, 

someone, to quote the comedians Mull and Rucker, “who wouldn’t know a 

great painting if it bit him on the inner thigh.”44 Martins’s ignorance is most 

clearly depicted in his lecture on the “crisis of faith” in contemporary litera-

ture, where he fi nds himself speaking on matters he knows nothing about, re-

inforcing the European stereotype of the vulgar, uncouth American. However, 

he shares this concept of himself, which renders him profoundly vulnerable 

and metaphorically eff eminate, as his name, “Holly,” suggests.

Nonetheless, Martins attempts to present his masculine function by rely-

ing upon the values of his own fi ction to fi nd out the “truth” about his friend, 

Harry Lime. As several critics of the fi lm have noted, his motives here are 

profoundly confl icted.45 At times, he seeks the type of justice associated with 

the values of Western pulp fi ction; at other times, he is most interested in in-

gratiating himself with Anna or preserving the good memories of his friend-
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ship with Lime, as it is this friendship that gives him a sense of identifi cation 

with the values of “high culture.” Th roughout his journey, he literally leaves 

pillage in his wake, as his indiscrete investigations lead to, among other things, 

the needless death of the porter. However, this profoundly transgressive di-

mension of his presence in Vienna is not just destructive. In the character of 

Sergeant Paine, we recognize that element of European society that identifi es 

with the values of American popular culture. Recognizing Martins’s name and 

praising his work—“I like a good Western … you can pick them up and put 

them down any time”—Paine’s forthright presence reinforces our sense that 

those values represented by popular culture can be understood beyond their ap-

parent opposition to the values of “high culture.” Th us, Martins’s ambivalent 

relationship to the popular culture he represents—both as “lesser than” high 

culture and, at the same time, appealing and popular—mirrors the forceful 

role that culture will play in European society in the postwar decades.

Holly Martins’s friendship with Harry Lime and the frequency with which 

the fi lm plays on the similarity between the names, encouraging a “confusion 

of identity” of sorts, was noted by a number of critics, and the signifi cance of 

this similarity is worth discussing.46 Very much based upon a form of hero 

worship, for Martins, Harry Lime represented all those dimensions of culture 

he seemed to lack: wit, fl are, a forceful presence, a worldliness that can be 

linked to Martins’s admiration for European high culture. Th e clear masculine 

connotations of the name “Harry” and its simultaneously close relationship 

to the more feminine name “Holly” represents the interconnecting, as well 

as the oppositional aspects, of the high vs. popular culture dichotomy. Par-

ticularly intriguing in this subjective identifi cation/confusion between the two 

characters are the ways in which the transgressive dimension of Harry Lime’s 

presence is so clearly linked to the concept of high culture, a fact crystal-

lized in his speech by the Prater wheel in which he associates the democratic 

culture of Switzerland with cultural mediocrity and the “violent” culture of 

the Renaissance with high culture. It seems to me that the fact that Harry 

Lime is an American, signifi es those dimensions of high culture that Ameri-

can and European elites shared, and notably, the underside of that conception: 

the annihilation of the other, the association of the spread of the values of 

that culture with a forceful imperialism.47 Particularly noteworthy is that the 

two—Harry and Holly—coexist and cannot be separated from one another. 

Th e dynamic between Harry and Holly represents the complex dynamic of 

U.S. cultural imperialism, the interrelationship between both conceptions of 

culture, American and European, interacting in a world where America now 

had defi nitive control over the future of Europe.

In this context, the “third man” turns out to be a woman, Anna Schmidt’s 

defi nitive role as the cultural wild card, the fi gure who literally embodies the 
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dilemma of the European continent. Having been twice defeated, she fi nds 

herself in the predicament of being uncompromisingly loyal to a man who be-

trays her and contemptuous of a man who loves her. Her slips of identifi cation 

regarding Holly and Harry mark her latent awareness of the relationship be-

tween the two; moreover, as a Czech with a false Western passport she has al-

ready decided in favor of the West, though she is in danger of being “claimed” 

by the Russians. She is the European pawn between the East and the West: 

the third man (Figure 1.10). Critics in the 1950s noted the signifi cance of 

Anna’s role as it manifested itself in the “surprise ending” of the fi lm. Th ough 

commentators like Andrew Sarris noted that Anna’s repudiation of Martins 

was also the repudiation of the director and the writer as European authors, 

rather than noting the cultural and political signifi cance of Anna’s role, Sarris 

shifts instead to a gendered analysis, linking the “social commentary” of the 

fi lm to “Major Calloway as the embodiment of political power at the cross-

roads of the Cold War,” and leaving Anna to join “Reed’s gallery of fatalistic 

heroines who ask nothing of life but that it shelter the men they love.”48 Sarris 

transforms the conclusion of the fi lm, a conclusion that marks Anna as an in-

dependent political factor, into a form of subjective female irrationality. Never 

minding the fact that Harry is dead and can no longer be sheltered, Anna has 

already told Holly that she no longer “wants” Harry, though he remains a part 

Figure 1.10. German publicity still that visually situates the character Anna (Alida Valli) 
as “the third man.” Here, too, in the picture column on the left, the international cast is 
emphasized. (Courtesy: Deutsches Institut für Filmkunde, Frankfurt/Studiocanal)
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of her.49 She has already repudiated Harry Lime for his misdeeds. By repudiat-

ing Holly, she claims a certain territory for herself.

In their dispute over the ending to the fi lm, Graham Greene recalled that 

director Carol Reed’s main argument against the generically conventional 

ending was that “the audience (my emphasis), who had just seen Harry die,” 

would fi nd such a conclusion “unpleasantly cynical.” Greene noted that he had 

not been persuaded by this argument at the time; instead, he found its fore-

sight less in the audience’s expectations than in Reed’s “masterful direction” 

and Karas’s zither music. Indeed, audience expectation would have been over-

whelmingly shaped to favor Holly Martins’s overtures toward Anna. With 

his unusual aura of manliness and vulnerability that was noted by critics from 

the outset (“Tatkraft und Verträumtsein”50—enterprising and day-dreamy) 

and the striking camera work that placed Joseph Cotten’s problematic motives 

within a context less of weakness than of a sympathetic aesthetic ambivalence, 

I could not believe that Anna was capable of resisting Holly. Moreover, Anna’s 

resistance, which is consistent throughout the fi lm, is never used to undermine 

Martins’s dignity; rather, he becomes more sympathetic as a result. Th e fi nal, 

bittersweet notes of Karas’s zither reinforce the aesthetic signals the fi lm has 

off ered from the start: that, in the fi nal analysis, America and Europe are 

more diff erent than they are similar and this in spite of the conception of 

high culture and anti-communism the architects of postwar policies shared. If 

Europe’s high cultural pretensions had betrayed her in times of war, America’s 

popular culture would nonetheless have to justify its postwar presence in terms 

more substantive than sentimental attachment (Figure 1.11).

What is the perspective of Europe as Anna represents it? Like the zither 

music, she functions as a source of commentary upon the proceedings, in par-

ticular, on the interconnection between Harry and Holly. In her dialogues 

with Martins, she consistently points out to him those elements of corruption 

and moral ambiguity he seems to share with Harry. Like Harry, Holly is not 

what he appears to be. When she discovers Holly in the cafe acting as decoy, 

she holds forth: “honest, sensible, sober, harmless Holly Martins. Holly, what 

a silly name.” In other words, his betrayal of Lime is no diff erent in its funda-

mentals from Harry’s betrayal of her. When she discovers Martins loitering 

around the train station as she is about to be transported outside the Russian 

zone, she needles him to the point where he admits he swapped his services 

to apprehend Lime for her passport. “Look at yourself, “ she says to Martins 

as she leaves, “they have a name for faces like that.” Th e camera then hones in 

on Martins’s profi le, his hat shadowing his eyes, while the rest of the face is 

illuminated. One can only conclude that she means “Janus-faced,” which the 

Random House dictionary defi nes jointly as “deceitful and two-faced,” but 

also, more neutrally, as “having contrasting aspects.” Anna’s words, combined 
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with the profi le shot, off er us both possibilities and again mark a point of com-

mentary, one might say, on the European conception of the presence of U.S. 

popular culture on its soil.

Anna’s ambivalence vis-à-vis U.S. designs on Europe and the fundamental 

diff erence between the two societies is the basis of much of the “foreign” dia-

logue among the characters, dialogue that is translated by bilingual characters, 

but only in its barest outlines. For German speaking viewers, many of the ex-

tended dialogues, such as Anna’s landlady (played by Hedwig Bleibtreu) rant-

ing about the “invasion” of Anna’s chambers by the foreigners to the porter’s 

(Paul Hörbiger) regret at having told Holly so much (“das hat man davon, 

wenn man freundlich ist mit den Ausländern”—that’s what one gets for being 

friendly to the foreigners), highlights the ambivalence the locals feel at the 

presence of the foreigner and the culture he brings with him. Th e porter puts 

it well when he threatens to “forget his Viennese charm” if Holly doesn’t leave 

immediately. Th e complex character of cultural imperialism and the Europe-

ans’ ambivalent relationship to it is starkly and ironically represented in the 

crowd’s suspicion that Holly may have killed the porter. Little Hansl (Herbert 

Halbik), having witnessed the argument between the porter and Holly, im-

Figure 1.11. Anna approaching the waiting Holly Martins in the fi nal scene of Th e Th ird 

Man. She will not leave with “her hand … through his arm” (119), as Greene had ended 
his story, but will walk past him without word or look. (Courtesy: Deutsche Kinemathek, 
Berlin/Studiocanal)
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plicates him in the porter’s death. Th e crowd outside the porter’s apartments 

becomes restless and Anna translates for Holly: “Th ey think you did it.” As 

Holly fl ees, we know of his innocence at the same time that we know of his 

complicity. His dualistic approach to fi nding the truth has, after all, played a 

clear role in the porter’s death.

Most critics of the fi lm have noted the striking use of music to underscore 

the story. Anton Kara’s zither accompaniment to Th e Th ird Man functions 

like a commentary upon both the characters and developments in the story, 

literally foreshadowing signifi cant dimensions of the plot, most notably, the 

“surprise ending,” where Anna walks past Holly, leaving him to light his ciga-

rette and ponder his losses.51 Like the complex interaction of the characters 

in relationship to the dichotomy between high and popular culture, the music 

is distinctive, because it cannot be situated squarely within that dichotomy. 

Containing elements of a wide range of music styles, this unique dance music 

stemming from the mountain regions of Austria and Bavaria functions as 

its own language, assuming the role of emotional commentator and, as critic 

Bosley Crowther wrote in 1950, “the spirit and voice of the locale.”52 Th us, 

against the Cold War dichotomies of East and West, high and popular, the 

fi lm’s music off ers a variation on the theme of the local, the cultural form that 

cannot be classifi ed and hence retains its creativity and expressiveness, which 

may account for its international popularity in the 1950s.

Th ough the point of view of Th e Th ird Man is best situated as that of the 

generation of World War II Europeans who still insisted upon the importance 

of “high culture” as a humanistic endeavor, its aesthetic open-endedness in 

an increasingly polarizing political climate and its critique of both European 

high culture and U.S. popular culture continue to be persuasive, particularly 

in view of the “triumph” of U.S. popular culture in Europe since 1949, when 

Th e Th ird Man was fi rst released. Today, the question of the “coca-colonization 

of Europe,” lacking as it does the transgressive connotation it had for many 

young Europeans in the 1950s,53 raises the question of what a new united 

European identity will ultimately be based on, much as Th e Th ird Man raised 

exactly the same question. As a Catholic fi lm journal put it at the time the fi lm 

was released in Germany: “(Hopeless? Th e fi lm does not off er an answer, just 

as it off ers no “end.” It continues in our reality. So it is up to us …) We don’t 

want to interpret anything into the fi lm. Yet, the unusual way in which the 

fi lm shows the human being in his capacity for decision, it likewise calls us to 

decide.”54 With the intensifi cation of the Cold War and increasing affl  uence 

in the 1950s, the question of European unity, and hence alternatives to “coca-

colonization,” were again postponed. However, in the early years of the Cold 

War, fi lms such as Th e Th ird Man held out the hope for an internationalist 

alternative, even if that hope was largely confi ned to the realm of art.
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* * *

By 1958, when the next fi lm under discussion, Th e Bridge on the River Kwai, 

was released in West Germany, ideals of internationalism had given way to the 

realities of Cold War confl ict, West German remilitarization, and the threat 

of nuclear war. At the same time, the increasing political stabilization and 

economic expansion of West Germany contributed to a greater conscious-

ness of its own war history and the cultural implications of Germany’s legacy 

of military defeat. Th us, an Anglo-American “war fi lm” adaptation like Kwai 

could trigger both tremendous popular response and decided critical ambiva-

lence about the relationship between U.S. popular culture in Germany and 

Germany’s history of militarism.
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Chapter Two

Th e Bridge on the River Kwai 

Revisited
Combat Cinema, American Culture, and the German Past

≥

Inundated with awards in 1958, including seven Academy Awards and three 

New York Film Critics Circle Awards, Th e Bridge on the River Kwai, produced 

by the noted Jewish/Austrian/American producer Sam Spiegel for Columbia 

pictures and directed by the British director David Lean, tells the story of the 

construction of the Singapor-Bangkok railway by British POWs (prisoners of 

war) for the Japanese during World War II. It is based upon the bestselling 

novel by the Frenchman Pierre Boulle. In the fi lm, a captured British troop led 

by Colonel Nicholson (Alec Guinness) marches into a Japanese prisoner of 

war camp and is ordered to help construct a bridge over the river Kwai by the 

camp’s commandant, Col. Saito (Sessue Hayakawa). A contest of wills ensues, 

as Nicholson objects to Saito’s order, which violates the Geneva Conventions 

that offi  cers are not to engage in physical labor along with their troops. Nich-

olson is tortured but wins the contest of wills, because Saito is under pressure 

to complete the bridge in a short time. Nicholson assumes command of his 

troops and the bridge project with great zest, motivated by a combination of 

British cultural arrogance, pride in British technical knowledge, and military 

norms that stress the importance of discipline and order in a POW situation. 

However, along the way, Nicholson’s identifi cation with the bridge project as-

sumes a life of its own, and he forgets that the purpose of the bridge is to 

help the Japanese win the war. In the meantime, a secret British commando 

reluctantly led by the American Shears (William Holden), a cynical escapee 

of the River Kwai camp, has orders to move into the jungle and destroy the 

bridge. Th e bridge has been rigged and is ready to be destroyed when Nich-

olson discovers the hardware attached to the pillar of the bridge. He alerts 

the Japanese Colonel, but all are killed in the fi nal skirmish that ensues. After 

being shot, Nicholson seems to realize his delusion and utters the line, “What 

have I done?” Th at said, his dying body collapses onto the detonator and the 

bridge is fi nally destroyed. Th e camp doctor, Clipton ( James Donald), observ-
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ing the debacle, speaks the fi nal line: “Madness, madness”1 (see Figures 2.1, 

2.2, and 2.3).

Kwai is known in fi lm historical annals primarily as one of the fi rst great 

“on location” epic fi lms dealing thoughtfully with the diffi  cult theme of war 

and also as part of a trend toward existential “anti-war” pictures coming out of 

Hollywood in the late-1950s. In the U.S., the fi lm was praised by critics, such 

as Bosley Crowther of the New York Times, as a multi-leveled picture with an 

anti-war message that off ered action without battle scenes. U.S. critics dis-

cussed diff erent aspects of the fi lm, but this discussion did not lead to public 

controversy or political debates. Generally, the fi lm is discussed primarily as a 

part of the epic oeuvre of director David Lean, which includes fi lms such as 

Lawrence of Arabia and which succeeded in bringing the increasing numbers 

of television viewers back into the movie theaters.2

In contrast, the fi lm launched a heated debate in Germany, when it was 

released in March of 1958. Prior to its release in West Germany, producer 

Sam Spiegel gave a press conference in Berlin. Spiegel described the fi lm—

tongue in cheek—as a “love story between a man and his bridge,” a tragic 

anti-war picture that diff ered from the predominantly satirical tone of Pierre 

Boulle’s novel. Spiegel’s name held a number of important cultural and politi-

cal associations for German journalists and audiences. He had produced the 

popular fi lm On the Waterfront with Marlon Brando (German title: Die Faust 

Figure 2.1. Colonel Nicholson (Alec Guinness) next to the wooden plaque commemo-
rating the completion of “his” bridge in Th e Bridge on the River Kwai. Photo: Columbia. 
“BRIDGE ON THE RIVER KWAI,” copyright 1957, renewed 1985 Columbia Pictures 
Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. (Courtesy of Columbia Pictures/Deutsche Kinema-
thek, Berlin)
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im Nacken); he was a Jewish emigrant to the U.S.; and as Universal Pictures’ 

representative in Berlin in the early thirties, he had been active in promoting 

the release of the fi lm adaptation of Remarque’s well-known anti-war novel, 

All Quiet on the Western Front in Germany to the likes of Hitler and Goebbels, 

“Vergeblich, wie man weiß,” (“to no avail, as is known,”)3 as one critic com-

mented. Spiegel’s eff orts to help remove the 1930 ban that had been placed on 

the fi lm in Germany had been unsuccessful.4

Close attention to the reception of Th e Bridge on the River Kwai by critics, 

journalists, and, to some extent, the general public reveals the ways that Kwai 

became embedded in a wide-ranging cultural dialogue that touched on both 

contemporary debates about the German present, notably the remilitariza-

tion of West Germany and the nuclear arming of the Bundeswehr, as well as 

questions about the German past directly tied to the shaping of West German 

“memory culture” in the 1950s. To situate my study, I will begin with a brief 

overview of the ways scholars have dealt with the relationship between U.S. 

popular culture and German memory culture; I will then focus on several 

bodies of commentary about Kwai: promotional essays about the fi lm released 

Figure 2.2. Sessue Hayakawa as the Japanese Col. Saito and Alec Guinness as the Brit-
ish Col. Nicholson. Photo: Columbia. “BRIDGE ON THE RIVER KWAI,” copyright 
1957, renewed 1985 Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. (Courtesy of 
Columbia Pictures/Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin)
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by Columbia Pictures’ publicity division and German translations of British 

reviews after the fi lm’s London release, both of which refl ected or explicitly 

stated the points of view of the U.S. and British producers of the fi lm; Ger-

man critics and commentators who linked Kwai to a “pro-war” point of view 

in the sense of a glorifi cation of militaristic values; those who tied it to an 

“anti-war” point of view, thus occasionally refl ecting or, more often, partially 

incorporating elements of the Columbia publicity; and those who classifi ed 

the fi lm as primarily “ambiguous,” as seemingly promoting and criticizing 

war simultaneously. Some of the critics who classifi ed the fi lm as ambiguous 

sought diff erent approaches to “pinning the fi lm down,” such as comparing 

the novel and the fi lm, which in turn refl ected a loosening of the still domi-

nant “Filmwirkungs” model of fi lmic reception, since it opened the possibil-

ity of active interpretation. Several dimensions of what might be termed the 

“general public’s” response to the fi lm will also be discussed. Finally, I will look 

at Bernhard Wicki’s popular “anti-war” fi lm Die Brücke as a fi lmic response to 

Th e Bridge on the River Kwai.

Figure 2.3. Kwai’s scenic bridge explodes dramatically at the fi lm’s conclusion. Photo: 
Columbia. “BRIDGE ON THE RIVER KWAI,” copyright 1957, renewed 1985 
Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. (Courtesy of Columbia Pictures/
Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin)
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* * *
Th e relationship between U.S. popular culture and the politics of memory in 

1950s West Germany has barely been studied. Th ose who have focused on 

U.S. popular culture in 1950s West Germany, such as Uta Poiger and Heide 

Fehrenbach, have not looked at questions of the politics of memory.5 In turn, 

historians of memory culture and visual culture in West Germany have fo-

cused almost exclusively on the impact of its German forms.6 Debates about 

the 1950s refl ect questions of the extent to which German political and visual 

culture contributed to the task of active “Vergangenheitsbewältigung,” that is, 

the process of acknowledging and confronting the legacy of the German war 

and German war crimes, or rather suppressed such issues. Concepts such as 

Peter Reichel’s “erfundene Erinnerung,” Robert Moeller’s “selective memory,” 

or Habbo Knoch’s “Erinnerungskultur” or “memory culture” attempt to show 

the complexity of the ways questions of memory manifested themselves in vi-

sual form.7 Many scholars now agree that memory was actively constituted in 

the 1950s rather than passively denied or repressed and that German political 

and visual culture, though dominated by the image of the German as victim, 

also displayed other kinds of memory politics that could manifest political 

opportunism as well as moral responsibility, democratic convictions as well 

as residual fascist thought patterns.8 U.S. visual culture’s contribution to these 

dynamics of memory, despite its strong presence in 1950s West Germany, is 

either downplayed or else associated exclusively with the Cold War period of 

the 1950s rather than with the period of National Socialist rule between 1933 

and 1945.

U.S. made war fi lms in 1950s West Germany off er a good opportunity to 

explore the link between German memory politics and U.S. popular culture. 

If contemporary historians, such as Peter Reichel, tend to collapse the distinc-

tion between German and U.S. war fi lms, commentators in the 1950s insisted 

on the distinction, emphasized the specifi city of “American war fi lms,” and 

wished to talk at length about the impact of U.S. war fi lms on German so-

ciety.9 West German critics focused specifi cally on “American produced” war 

fi lms, because they assumed such fi lms would promote militaristic values such 

as “oaths of allegiance, manly pride, heroic death as duty, blind obedience, and 

battle fame,” both directly and indirectly. Th is assumption allowed them to 

assume an ironic distance, since such values had been dubbed as unacceptable 

in West Germany by the Allies after World War II. What were Germans sup-

posed to make of being inundated with ideological assumptions they were no 

longer allowed to share? Armed with this ironic distance, a number of Ger-

man critics used it as an opportunity to discuss their own past. Th e fact that 

the majority of U.S. war fi lms exported to West Germany in the 1950s were 

not about the German war but rather about the war in the Pacifi c or in Korea 
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reinforced the distance from which German critics could speak from a more 

or less “neutral” perspective about war.10

War fi lms, not especially popular in the months immediately following the 

end of hostilities, nonetheless gained popularity as the 1950s progressed, show-

ing a fourfold increase between 1952 and 1958. One of the top grossing fi lms 

of 1958, David Lean’s Bridge on the River Kwai “had been a war fi lm,” Werner 

Jungeblodt, member of the German Catholic Film Commission, noted appre-

hensively, “or had it been an anti-war fi lm?” As the debate continued, he noted 

ironically, fans of the popular fi lm were whistling the Col. Bogey March in 

the streets of Germany “from north to south.” Indeed, Kwai was the number 

two grossing fi lm in Germany in 1958 and among the most controversially 

discussed fi lms of that year. In his review of the fi lm in Der Abend, Berlin, 

Karl-Heinz Krüger concisely defi ned the dimensions of this controversy: “In 

this country, the key issue will be: is this fi lm for or against war?”11

In “Stories from the Barbed-Wire University: POWs in the West German 

Discourse of Victimization,” Robert G. Moeller links Th e Bridge on the River 

Kwai’s popularity in the late-1950s to the West German public’s receptivity to 

fi lms about World War II, particularly fi lms that thematized the plight of the 

POW as a victim. Furthermore, he suggests that Kwai’s critical reception was 

characterized primarily by a shared understanding that Kwai was an anti-war 

fi lm, punctuated by a continuing strain of racial bias rooted in the stereotypi-

cal depictions of Russians (“the Mongel hourde”) from fi lms of the Goebbels 

era.12

Moeller’s principal interest is in the relationship between public memory 

and the German POW in West German fi lms, and Kwai’s general theme of 

the plight of the POW certainly linked it to West German fi lms of the same 

period that dealt with that theme.13 However, the overall critical response 

was not primarily concerned with the theme of the POW as victim nor was 

it characterized primarily by racism toward “Asians” or agreement about the 

fi lm’s war politics. Rather, Kwai was situated in relationship to the meaning 

of U.S. war fi lms for German society and the increase of war fi lms produced 

in the United States and exported to Europe during the Cold War. Its wide-

spread popularity triggered both important discussions of the meaning of the 

fi lm and its popularity, as well as fi lmic responses that sought to provide alter-

native frameworks.

Furthermore, as U.S. fi lms became more complex and ambiguous in their 

use of war themes, as we will see in the case of Kwai, West German critics and 

commentators became increasingly uneasy. West Germany’s position in terms 

of its war legacy in the 1950s did not encourage “ambiguous” renditions of 

war. Germans were either victims in their own eyes or perpetrators in the eyes 

of the world. However, when U.S. fi lms like Kwai brought in more complex 
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issues in other national war contexts, West German critics did not change the 

subject. Rather, they engaged in thought-provoking debates that revealed a 

clear preoccupation with and desire for more complex discussions of their own 

past. In this way, Kwai and its intertextual reception would call attention to 

the relationship between U.S. popular culture, fi lm reception in Germany, the 

National Socialist past, and the Cold War present.14

* * *

Th e press releases for Die Brücke am Kwai from Columbia pictures reveal an 

active awareness of the sensitivity of West Germans to the war theme, and 

Kwai was aggressively promoted primarily as an anti-war picture. Two separate 

packages of promotion materials were released by Columbia. One, a series of 

translations of excerpts from the initial British reviews after the fi lm’s premiere 

in London in October of 1957 was directed principally at theater owners. Th e 

second, a set of essays written by German members of Columbia’s distribution 

headquarters in Munich, were made available to the German press in time for 

the fi lm’s German premiere. Th e rave reviews excerpted from the British press 

were intended to reassure German theater owners that they could anticipate 

a very successful box offi  ce run based upon the enthusiastic British response, 

that the prospects of success in Europe were generally very high.15

Anticipating criticism that the fi lm could harbor pro-war tendencies, Co-

lumbia publicity attempted to defi ne both what the fi lm was and what it was 

not. What it was not was a “Durchhalte-Film,” a “last stand” movie: “that es-

pecially unctious genre of war fi lm that coined politically counterfeit money, 

that appealed to heart and reason with sentimentalism and lies and declared 

death on the battlefi eld as youth’s worthiest goal.” Kwai was not a “hold out to 

the last man” picture, because Nicholson’s triumph over the torture infl icted by 

the Japanese Colonel was not a result of a “heroism complex” on Nicholson’s 

part. Rather, it demonstrated that Nicholson tolerated the torture as a human 

being who saw his enemy as a human being and who expected human law to 

prevail. Self-respect, not honor or prestige, were Nicholson’s ultimate goals. 

“Holding out to the last man,” as all Germans knew from painful experience, 

was something very diff erent from “clinging tenaciously to the holy vested 

rights of human dignity.” Importantly, “Durchhalte Films” had been a familiar 

part of the fi lm landscape during the Nazi era, but there were also “durchhalte” 

style fi lms being imported to Germany from U.S. distributors, emphasizing 

similar “durchhalte” themes from a U.S. perspective in the context of World 

War II, the Korean War, etc.16

What ultimately gave Th e Bridge on the River Kwai its anti-war credentials 

according to Columbia’s fi lm publicity? “In the face of the present and fu-

ture threat of hydrogen bombs, sputniks, and interplanetary interconnections,” 
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the fi lm off ered two dimensions of particular interest to German audiences: a 

coming to terms with World War II and an “unambiguous declaration against 

war that exposed its empty pride, racialism, and false heroism.” Th e fi lm func-

tioned as a memorial to recent German history, somewhat illogically, because 

all sides in the fi lm, from Saito to Nicholson to Shears to Warden, recognized 

the insanity of war. Colonel Saito, described in the material as the “Prussian 

of the Far East,” was of interest to German audiences because of the complex 

way he was depicted, not as a pure villain but as a human being with black 

and white dimensions. If Saito reminded of the past, Col. Nicholson off ered 

a vision of the future in the form of the bridge he had built. Nicholson was 

able to build a bridge for the enemy, because his idealism made it possible for 

him to see into the future, into a time when the bridge might serve as a con-

nection between the diff erent cultures (and former adversaries) of the world. 

When “his” bridge is destroyed, German audiences would realize that that 

same bridge had to be rebuilt somehow, “that after the power of destruction 

must follow the powers of construction.”17

Th us, I would argue, Columbia publicity constructed a reading of the fi lm 

that seemed to trace a seamless path from German national defeat—the de-

struction of the bridge—to German integration into the NATO alliance—the 

rebuilding of the bridge. As far as Columbia was concerned, if German audi-

ences were to be reminded of the past, then it was not to come to terms with 

past crimes, but rather to “think about war in order to prevent the catastrophe 

of WWIII,” i.e., becoming a member of the Western alliance. Th e bridge was 

ultimately a symbol of “freedom and cross cultural understanding corrupted 

by war” that would “rattle the conscience of the economic wonder Germany” 

and would persuade “both men and women” of the futility of war.18

Biographical depictions of the stars and producers of the fi lm—David 

Lean, Sam Spiegel, Alec Guinness, Sessue Hayakawa, and Geoff rey Horne—

emphasized the authenticity and veracity of each member’s humanistic, anti-

war oriented contribution to the whole. Here, the most explicit mention of 

Spiegel’s Jewishness was made: that a family member lived in Israel. Lean was 

depicted as inordinately modest and interested only in the authenticity of the 

production, as demonstrated by the fact that he spoke with “hundreds of men 

about the period of the construction of the Burmese railway.” Th e actors were 

depicted as primarily devoted to their craft rather than star-oriented.19

Th e fi lm premiered in Stuttgart and Frankfurt in early March and in Berlin 

a week later. In Frankfurt, William Holden was greeted by young women in 

traditional Hessian folk costumes; in Berlin, Jack Hawkins accompanied a 

British military band. Audiences were “überrascht, verblüff t, und hingeschmet-

tert”—surprised, perplexed and overwhelmed. Th e fi lm proved to be a tremen-

dous popular success throughout Germany. In Munich, the Filmpress reported 
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that 200,000 “Münchner” had seen Bridge at the Mathäser Film Palast, the high-

est attendance record at a Munich premier theater since the end of the war.20

Critical ambivalence about the fi lm was directly proportional to its wide-

spread popularity. First and foremost, critics wanted to know what that popu-

larity meant. If, as the Columbia publicity argued, the fi lm was fundamentally 

anti-war in its tendencies, then its popularity could well be linked to German 

audiences’ increasingly democratic orientation and separation from its Nazi 

past. And indeed, a number of critics went ahead and made this connection 

explicitly, reiterating aspects of the Columbia argument and then refl ecting 

upon the enthusiastic audience response. If, however, the fi lm was pro-war in 

its tendencies, audience response could potentially mean the opposite.21

Interestingly, what many critics agreed upon was that Kwai was an Ameri-

can fi lm, despite the predominantly British infl uence and theme. Th is em-

phasis succeeded in linking Kwai to the contemporary politics of the Cold 

War rather than to its own more historical theme of British military action 

during World War II. In a number of West German discussions of the fi lm, 

the specifi cally British component was downplayed in favor of locating the 

fi lm in a broader context ideologically oriented toward the NATO that co-

opted the British aspects under U.S. Cold War auspices. Columbia publicity 

had not emphasized the national origin of the fi lm, though they did generate 

a separate publicity pamphlet of British reviews that had a decidedly nation-

alistic bent. West German critics rejected the nationalistic tone of the British 

reviews and criticized the fi lm when they did focus on the specifi cally Brit-

ish aspect as an homage to British imperialism in the wake of the Suez crisis 

of 1956—triggered when Egypt nationalized ownership of the Suez canal, 

and Great Britain, eager to regain control of the canal for European interests, 

intervened militarily; later, U.S. infl uence contributed to undermining these 

British military actions and the canal remained in Egyptian hands. While 

critics who pointed out the Suez connection also tended to classify the fi lm 

as pro-war, those critics who emphasized the anti-war aspects of the fi lm paid 

less attention to specifi cally British themes and instead focused on its trans-

national character as, for example, a U.S./British co-production based on a 

French text.

Th e majority of critics assumed the American infl uence meant the fi lm 

would have pro-war tendencies, as exemplifi ed by one critic’s insistence that 

the fi lm had not been “Americanized,” as so many of his colleagues claimed, 

but that the “European” or anti-war animus dominated. Th us, the war vs. anti-

war debate was closely tied to the foreign national origins of the fi lm based, I 

would argue, on the perception that most war fi lms were indeed coming from 

the United States and that they were ideologically inclined to promote war, 

because the United States had triumphed in World War II.22
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Most fi lm critics in Germany subscribed to the “cultural absorption” or 

the “Filmwirkung” model of audience response. A fi lm of quality would have 

a positive infl uence, emphasizing democratic and humanistic values, while 

one of negative quality would tend to promote militarism, materialism, and 

undemocratic values. Particularly, Protestant and Catholic fi lm critics were 

concerned with the impact of fi lms such as Kwai upon young people. Con-

sequently, gauging the pro- or anti-war tendencies of a fi lm became a litmus 

test for assessing the status of democratization trends in Germany, as well as 

a guarantor for ensuring that militaristic tendencies would not arise among 

the next generation. For example, the Evangelischer Film Beobachter ultimately 

could not recommend Kwai for younger audiences, because it advocated oc-

cidental military traditions and the cultural and racial superiority of the Brit-

ish over the Japanese; it depicted an unproblematic, seamless unity between 

troops and commander without ever showing disorientation or confusion. 

Finally, and centrally, the destruction of the bridge signalled that ultimately 

the war proceedings were justifi ed by Allied triumph. Because these were not 

explicit themes but rather ideological tendencies, the ultimately pro-war eff ect 

was not intended and would therefore be even more pronounced among the 

general public. As this debate continued it became clear that both sides could 

fi nd “ammunition” for their respective arguments, which called into question 

the “cultural absorption” model, because it suggested that the fi lm could be 

actively interpreted by both sides in order to suit their purposes. For a number 

of critics, this proved to be the most problematic and unique dimension of 

Bridge; it suggested that a new type of war fi lm had been created to please all 

sides in the war vs. anti-war debate, thus destabilizing political binaries.23

West German critics, commentators, and readers who classifi ed Kwai as a 

“pro-war” fi lm did so because they read it as a fi lmic product of specifi c national 

interests: those of the United States and its role in the NATO as gatekeeper of 

the Cold War, or as a legacy of British imperialism. For these commentators, 

nationalism and militarism went hand in hand, especially if it appeared that 

such tendencies were disguised or indirect. By way of powerful cinematic ef-

fects, the fi lm managed to “seduce even the most skeptical critics into standing 

at attention.” Th e fi lm’s music encouraged militarism; it sought “to synchro-

nize the march of the amputees of 1939 to 1945 and that should not be.” Ulti-

mately, the fi lm was a “heroic epic through the back door.”24 Th e West German 

Protestant fi lm magazine Kirche und Film even quoted critics from the GDR: 

“Madness, but necessary! Th at is the NATO moral code! Th at is the intention 

of this fi lm … the responsible organs in the German Democratic Republic are 

protecting the public from this type of sugar coated poison and likewise cannot 

tolerate its indirect promotion through a musical hit.”25 Th us, the politiciza-

tion of Kwai—as an ideological endorsement of Cold War politics rather than, 
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as Columbia publicity claimed, as a “neutral” anti-war fi lm—was actively criti-

cized by a number of West German critics and demonstrated that this type of 

criticism was certainly not limited to the communist East.

Other West German readers and viewers, like Dr. D.C. from Coburg, a 

veteran and former POW in Russia, experienced Kwai as above all a fi lm to 

which he was expected to respond in a specifi c way, and he resented the pres-

sure. Columbia publicity had made a point of aggressively marketing the fi lm 

to German audiences as an anti-war picture so that an expectation of sorts 

had developed that Germans “should” go to see the fi lm, that it was a political 

act or “a sign of good citizenship,” as Dr. D.C. sarcastically suggested in his 

critique of the fi lm. He disagreed with the fi lm’s publicity: “Th e last two words: 

“Madness, Madness” are too thin a veneer to cover the absurd and question-

able content of this war history.”26

Historical issues of class and race played a key role in Dr. D.C’s critique 

of the fi lm. Far from admiring Col. Nicholson’s staunch adherence to the let-

ter of the Geneva Conventions, he argues instead that, in his experience as 

a POW and as a veteran, “the morale of the companies during the war ac-

tually increased when offi  cers did not receive special treatment and worked 

alongside their company and decreased when they did not.” In the fi lm, Col. 

Nicholson’s adherence to the conventions is a clear ideological signal for his 

respect for international law, symbolizing his essential democratic humanism, 

in contrast to the Japanese Colonel’s aggressive disdain for international law. 

By linking the Geneva Conventions to military and class hierarchies, this edu-

cated reader calls attention to the fi lm’s misrepresentation of the dynamics of 

actual military life. Moreover, by depicting the Japanese military as incapable 

of building the barest of bridges, the bridge as constructed by the British be-

comes a symbol, in the end, for the reconstruction of the tarnished reputation 

of the white race. “Such [ideological] tendencies seem to me to be of little use 

in the task of creating a conciliatory international climate.”27

Dr. D.C.’s criticism suggested that certain German viewers were as little 

keen on being told to forget about their past as they had been keen on being 

told to remember. Th us an important dialectic was set in motion between what 

Columbia Pictures producers thought German audiences wanted to see and 

hear—that Kwai was unbiased, transnational, anti-war, and future-oriented—

and what some members of the audience actually saw and heard.28 Moreover, 

Dr. D.C.’s thoughtful critique of Kwai was not couched in a rhetoric of “in-

jured citizenship” that signalled nostalgia for the past in either the form or 

content of the criticism. Nor does his response to Kwai imply a one-sided 

agenda on behalf of “the private good” alone. Rather, his critique articulated 

ways toward an expanded German memory culture that was willing to engage 

critically with the public history of World War II.29
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Far from being anti-war, several critics also insisted that Bridge was actually 

an homage to British imperialism. In the wake of the Suez crisis, the British 

needed a fi lmic “Hermann’s Denkmal” to remind them of their glorious past. 

Much of the positive British press response to Kwai sounded too nationalistic 

and jingoistic in the opinion of German critics, “unusual in the normally bal-

anced British critical response.”30 To misunderstand Kwai as anti-war is to 

miss the fundamental meaning of the Arc de Triumph, a “Denkmal ” (a memo-

rial that commemorates and celebrates) rather than a “Mahnmal ” (a memoral 

that warns). “If we Germans had made such a fi lm,” Gert Schulte noted in the 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, “we’d have been accused of being “Prussians,” 

i.e., warmongers.”31

Such “warmongering” was especially problematic in a nuclear age, and Ger-

man critics made mention of the atom bomb in the context of discussions of 

Kwai in provocative ways. As one reviewer in the Deutsche Woche put it: “In our 

nuclear era, shouldn’t a fi lm [like Kwai] have a message, a clear “no?”32 Colonel 

Nicholson works on his bridge, as another reviewer in the Süddeutsche Zeitung 

added, “with the same blind work energy that wishes to produce something 

technically perfect merely for its own sake. Th e atom bomb probably was cre-

ated this way, and the bridge over the river Kwai was created with similar 

motives … yet the Colonel’s “heroic aura” is never called into question.”33 

Th ough, historically, the atom bomb was created with very clear motives in 

mind, the analogy between bomb and bridge called into question the ethic of 

work discipline without regard to political and historical context. Moreover, 

the analogy linked Kwai’s plot to an important political subtext: the relation-

ship between individual agency and the creation of military technologies, not, 

as the Columbia publicity argued, to a call for understanding between former 

enemies. Dr. D.C. took it one step further and suggested that ultimately it was 

the destruction rather than the construction of the bridge that was the central 

pro-war point: “In the meantime that “heroic deed” has been prepared, that 

will lead to the destruction of the bridge, several heroes, and all of our illu-

sions. Had it been historically feasible, one might have brought in a very small 

H or A bomb as a fi nal note—but it was only just 1942.”34 Th is provocative 

satiric reference to the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by the Allies in 

1945 signalled the reader’s association of Allied victory with the actual use of 

nuclear weapons rather than with contemporary “anti-war” NATO policies of 

“deterrence.”

Overall, the critics who insisted that Kwai was a bona-fi de war fi lm did so 

because, in their eyes, the fi lm sustained a romantic link between the state and 

the military they had come to reject based on their own historical experience35; 

this link seemed even more dangerous in the new context of the prospect of 

nuclear war. Furthermore, critical energies were fuelled on the perception that 
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viewers were being told what to think and how to respond to the fi lm through 

U.S. and British propaganda.36

Th e critical contingent who read Kwai as an “anti-war” fi lm in turn praised 

its tendency to downplay national interests and to emphasize that in “war” 

everyone was a loser. Th ey appreciated in particular what they interpreted as 

a nonpartisan critique of military formalism that did not distinguish between 

the British and the Japanese, the war’s winners and losers.37 In this, German 

advocates of Kwai as an anti-war fi lm parted company with Columbia Pic-

tures implicitly racist and nationalist emphasis on the diff ering “styles” of the 

British and Japanese commanders: Nicholson as “offi  cer and idealist,” Saito as 

caught “between arrogant racial and caste pride and the constant fear—to be 

seen by Europeans as a second class human.”38 Th e anti-war Kwai critics were 

not, on the whole, interested in racial insinuations about the Japanese. Th ey 

were more impressed with the nonpartisan rejection of military formalism, be-

cause it did not blame particular parties. Th is was not a fi lm about “sadists who 

incinerate their fellow human beings.” Instead, it was a criticism of military 

order and honor codes as embodied in Colonel Nicholson’s “absurd loyalty 

to paragraphs.” In comparison to the various B war fi lms (“Heldenschnulzen”) 

that were currently fl ooding the market, Kwai “forced one to think.”39

However, the German anti-war Kwai advocates were also very aware of the 

implications of eliding questions of national diff erence, even if they uniformly 

praised this tendency. In Kwai, war was defi ned as “specifi c rules created for 

the exact implementation of deadly operations that end by slapping them-

selves in the face; questions of guilt and who is at fault remained unresolved.” 

“Kwai did not raise the question of who was guilty … with those who became 

collaborators in the process of confi dently fulfi lling their military duties or 

with those who believed in the cause and then were punished for it.” Surely 

for many German critics and many viewers of Kwai, this aspect was especially 

appealing as it managed to bracket issues of war culpability and accountability, 

while simultaneously off ering a critique of war. In this way, Kwai could poten-

tially off er a model of how to be against war without asking specifi c questions 

about the past. At the same time, German critics clearly recognized that this 

was not a fi lm about “coming to terms with the past” and World War II, as 

the Columbia publicity claimed, because it did not address questions of guilt, 

accountability, or complicity.40

Given these contradictory pro- and anti-war readings, it was hardly sur-

prising that a third category of German criticism defi ned Kwai as essentially 

ambiguous: “Both the British press and U.S. propaganda claim the fi lm is anti-

war, but instead it seems to want to please everybody: militant and pacifi st 

alike.” Kwai “both glorifi es and unmasks—its anti-war tendency is as if in-

scribed into an optical illusion.” According to critic Walther Bitterman, Kwai 
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was “an ambiguous jungle saga for every man … uptight veterans and radical 

pacifi sts will be equally impressed.”41 Ultimately, it would be diffi  cult for Ger-

man viewers to fi nd their way through “the thicket of tendencies.”42 Th ree 

dimensions of the fi lm’s perceived “ambiguity” preoccupied critics: the rela-

tionship between its presumed anti-war message and its music, its character-

ization of Colonel Nicholson, and the political implications of the diff erences 

between the novel and the fi lm.

A central problematic dimension of ambiguity in the fi lm was the relation-

ship between the fi lm’s anti-war aspects and the soundtrack, the well-known 

“Colonel Bogey March.” “Just when cries of ‘madness, madness’ signal an anti-

war message, a catchy military march ensues, so that we fall right back into our 

collectivist sleep after having been briefl y scared awake,” wrote Gert Schulte. 

Indeed, another critic argued that the “decision” as to whether the fi lm was 

pro- or anti-war depended largely upon whether a viewer “values the collec-

tively mastered task over reason, collective song, and collective enthusiasm.” 

If so, Kwai would encourage precisely the “dark grandeur and muffl  ed arousal 

that psychologically savvy organizers try to create.” Th e Colonel Bogey March 

was a musical hit in West Germany, selling more copies there than in any 

other country world-wide: 1 million copies in fi ve months. As one critic in 

the General Anzeiger concluded: “What no march composer has been able to 

accomplish since 1945, namely to bring a Prussian, Bavarian, or Northrhine 

Westfalien synchronized rhythm under the people, an American composer 

[Mitch Miller] has managed to do.”43

Others rejected the militaristic collective obsession thesis and argued in-

stead that “we would rather be obsessed with a fresh melody than with rotted 

ideas and ideologies. Th at this happens to be a military march shouldn’t worry 

us, given the musical optimism. It helps to deal with such peace-loving tasks 

as kitchen work.” Here, the “obsession” with the music signalled that German 

democratization through American consumer culture was fi rmly underway 

and that political obsessions such as militarism had given way to the peace-

ful occupations of private life.44 Th e fact that young people invented sensa-

tional texts to the tune of the Colonel Bogey March that had little to do with 

military issues, for example, about the divorce of the Shah of Iran, tended to 

support the “civilian” readings of the phenomenon in their emphasis on the 

private sphere of marriage and domestic life. During the divorce proceed-

ings of Th e Shah and Queen Soraya, whose German background made her 

particularly interesting to the German public, rhymes about her presumed 

barrenness—the reason for the divorce—were circulating to the “militaristic” 

march: “Too bad, Soraya can’t have a child, Too bad, the Shah has air in his 

Spind,” or a less raunchy, and less nationalistic, version of the second line: “Too 

bad, we aren’t with her now.”45
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Concrete memories of war experiences were also triggered by the “Colonel 

Bogey March.” One Bonn journalist ironically noted that Konrad Adenauer 

had recently suggested to journalists that they should write about the theme 

of the military march, given that the “reconstructed” German Bundeswehr did 

not yet have a new, fi tting melody. Perhaps the River Kwai theme would do, 

the journalist noted, tongue in cheek. Th e journalist recalled that twenty years 

before, a command—directed at exhausted troops—to whistle “a song” did not 

spawn the optimism of the River Kwai march. Instead, soldiers obeyed passively, 

but would have preferred to “pfeiff  ihm was,” that is, to tell the commander off . 

Like the Coburg reader, Dr. D.C., who also insisted that soldiers on the front 

and in POW camps rarely felt like whistling defi ant tunes, the Bonn journalist 

emphasized those dimensions of Kwai’s military music that glorifi ed the expe-

rience of war and thus falsifi ed the history of World War II.46

Ultimately, what made the ambiguity of the link between music and anti-

war theme questionable for critics was the relationship between military music 

and the “divided memories” of postwar Germans. Th e music could potentially 

trigger positive memories of war or negative memories of war; it could tap into 

a cultural reservoir of the past that associated military music both with “col-

lective enthusiasm” and “passive obedience.” Th is “both/and” dimension had 

a wide-ranging appeal, because it refl ected the dynamics of cultural memory 

more eff ectively than did the “either/or” residual militarism/incipient democ-

ratization model set up by critics.47

Another suspect dimension of the fi lm’s ambiguity had to do with the fi g-

ure of Colonel Nicholson, the British offi  cer played by Alec Guinness: the 

confl ict between the desire to build the bridge and the bridge’s essential func-

tion as an aid to the enemy. Columbia publicity suggested Nicholson was an 

“offi  cer and idealist,” who in the end realized that the building of the bridge 

was “wrong.” Critic Walther Schmieding, writing in the Ruhr Nachrichten, saw 

something diff erent; for him, Nicholson was a devout militarist who recog-

nizes his delusion much too late: “Twenty-eight years of schematic thinking 

have crippled his judgement … He’s like a Foreign Legioner, a robot, who 

works precisely without regard to consequences; he’s infected with the ‘spirit 

of the army’ or rather with the spirit of the armies, since British and Japanese 

here are similar. Th is bitter criticism must be decoded, however. For two and a 

half hours we are on the side of Colonel Nicholson, only in the fi nal minutes 

is the horrible point revealed.”48 Despite his militarism, the audience is on Col. 

Nicholson’s “side,” although it “ought to be shocked.”49 Th e fi lm insisted upon 

holding a “protective hand” over Col. Nicholson: He loved his bridge and we 

sympathize, wrote Karena Niehoff ,50 picking up on Sam Spiegel’s suggestion 

that Kwai was a “love story between a man and his bridge.” U.S. producers’ 

gendering of the bridge as female was thus interpreted by Niehoff  as one 



 Th e Bridge on the River Kwai Revisited 69

mechanism the fi lm used to render Col. Nicholson sympathetic or human. 

On the one hand, Nicholson was an obsessive militarist, on the other, a “tragic 

fi gure” representing a blind, perhaps “Prussian” energy that sees a diffi  cult 

task as a purpose in itself.51 Th e response to Colonel Nicholson’s character 

revealed a pattern of reluctant empathy—almost all praised Alec Guinness’s 

performance for the way he managed to render believable both “the regula-

tion oriented stiff  military man and the dream obsessed perpetrator.”52 How-

ever, rendering this type believable and sympathetic was not just an aesthetic 

accomplishment but also a multi-leveled political one: “Such types [as Col. 

Nicholson] existed—those that stopped at nothing to realize their ambitious 

plans, who even forced sick men to work. Th ese types have the lives of count-

less good men on their conscience. From this we might learn how to train our 

offi  cers, today, diff erently, then things should become diff erent now, right?”53 

Th e fact that Colonel Nicholson contained aspects of both a victim and a 

perpetrator ultimately resonated with German viewers struggling with a war 

legacy that divided them neatly between the one category or the other. As Bob 

Moeller has suggested, a key dimension of coming to terms with the German 

past is to begin to understand the ways Germans could have been both vic-

tims and perpetrators.54 German responses to the character of Col. Nicholson 

suggest that the process of deconstructing the opposition between victim and 

perpetrator could manifest itself in the responses to popular culture, and that it 

was beginning by the late-1950s. Habbo Knoch off ers a useful model for un-

derstanding this phenomenon. West German memory culture, he puts forth, 

was characterized by a divided, yet osmotic, set of memory pictures consisting 

of the primary experience of war on the one hand, and the NS crimes on the 

other. Rather than being oppositional, this double memory structure of war 

and crime was a constituting factor of West German memory culture.55 Films 

like Kwai both tapped into and shaped that culture.

Further eff orts to decode Kwai for its ambiguous political tendencies in-

cluded comparing the fi lm with the bestselling novel by Pierre Boulle, upon 

which it was based.56 Several key changes had been made to the book which 

transformed it from primarily a satire to a melodramatic tragedy. Th e Ameri-

can character Shears was added to what had originally been an all British 

team, and he was given a brief love interest. Female partisans replaced male 

partisans during the commando unit’s trek through the jungle. Th e tension be-

tween Colonel Nicholson and the Japanese Colonel Saito is mostly retained, 

but the conclusion is signifi cantly modifi ed. In the book, Colonel Nicholson 

defends his bridge to the end and never has an epiphany, and the bridge re-

mains standing. In the fi lm, Colonel Nicholson realizes his “error,” is shot, and 

then “accidentally” falls on the detonator, thus destroying the bridge. Th e fi nal 

scene shows the doctor, Clipton, commenting on the destruction with the 
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statement, “madness, madness,” which replaces Colonel Warden’s justifying 

his fi nal violent outbreak to his superiors after the incident.

Th e book was well known in Germany, and the book’s sales increased after 

the release of the fi lm.57 Th e Westfalenpost reported that the novel had sold 

35,000 copies in four years, and when the fi lm was released in France, sales of 

the novel reached 80,000 after four weeks. Furthermore, sales were holding up, 

presumably in Germany as well as in France. Sam Spiegel directly addressed 

the relationship between novel and fi lm during his Berlin press conference in 

January 1958: “we made [an anti-war] tragedy with ironic overtones out of 

a satire,” and “Boulle liked the fi lm version better than his own novel.” Th e 

fi lm credited Boulle with having written the screenplay, but in fact he’d had 

practically no hand in it, as Spiegel’s remark indirectly revealed. However, for 

German—and European—audiences, the novel’s, as well as the screenplay’s, 

European origins were important to emphasize in Germany, given the Ger-

man tendency to question the anti-war credentials of cultural products pro-

duced in the United States.58

Th e actual authors of the Kwai screenplay, as would later be revealed and 

confi rmed, were Carl Foreman, author of the critically acclaimed screenplay 

High Noon, and Michael Wilson, best known for Salt of the Earth, two black-

listed U.S. screenwriters who had refused to testify before the House Un-

American Activities Committee and who were expatriated to Europe in the 

late-1950s. Foreman had written an early draft, which—after confl icts with 

Sam Spiegel and David Lean—was given over to Michael Wilson to rewrite. 

Interestingly, Foreman’s primary confl icts with Spiegel and Lean had to do 

with questions of whether to retain Boulle’s satirical and ironical point of view 

at key points, particularly at the end of the fi lm. Foreman wished to emphasize 

the irony of the similarities between the British Col. Nicholson and the Japa-

nese Col. Saito, as well as the fi nal irony of the bridge’s remaining standing 

and Colonel Nicholson’s never realizing his error. While the pattern of confl ict 

between the two military men was retained, Lean, presumably out of “British 

pride,” ultimately rejected Foreman’s desire to stick to the novel with regard to 

Nicholson and insisted that Nicholson “realize” his error at the end and “do” 

something to expiate himself. Spiegel, in turn, wanted the destruction of the 

bridge presumably for dramatic and commercial purposes. At that point, Fore-

man abandoned the project, and Wilson was hired.59

For several German critics, this shift from satire to tragedy had political 

implications. Analogous to the confl icts between Foreman, Lean, and Spiegel, 

German critics drew attention to precisely those changes that had been made 

to Boulle’s novel within the context of their own concerns about whether Kwai 

was primarily war or anti-war oriented. Th ose who were familiar with Boulle’s 

novel, like Walter Talmon-Gros, criticized the altered ending:
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In Pierre Boulle’s novel, the bridge does not remain standing for nothing. So 

Lean must construct the embarrassing coincidence, that the dying Colonel, him-

self, causes the detonation through his fi nal fall. Th e insanity of war would have 

been more clearly shown, however—as in the novel—if only the two British 

parties that are positively and negatively preoccupied with the bridge had de-

stroyed each other, while the object of their military eff orts remained untouched. 

Th rough the conclusion, the fi lm becomes rather sensationalized, which compro-

mises its status as a great humanitarian document.60

Th ough Talmon-Gros basically accepted Kwai as an anti-war fi lm, from his 

perspective the new ending compromised its anti-war tendencies, because it 

demonstrated that “Lean had obviously fallen in love with the bridge as much 

as had Col. Nicholson and so had lost sight of the correct standards.” Rather 

than risk a clear anti-war message, the fi lm compromised by resurrecting the 

“heroic honor” of the British colonel.61

Hellmut Haff ner, writing in the Abendzeitung, München, attributed the 

pro-war message of the fi lm to the medium of fi lm itself, in contrast to the 

anti-war message of the book: “In the novel the sole survivor (Col. Warden) 

reports: “I am an excellent marksman. What luck! Th ey were both (Shears and 

Joyce, his commando comrades) torn to pieces!” Here the grotesque blindness 

that characterizes militaristic thinking becomes clear. One cannot show or 

visualize or depict this. In that the fi lm does so, it accomplishes the opposite 

of what it intends: to give the heroes their haloes. Th is wouldn’t be a problem 

if the fi lm wasn’t so well made.”62 Haff ner implicitly compares the book’s end-

ing, in which Col. Warden narrates the reasoning behind his decision to kill 

his comrades, with that of the fi lm, where Warden is visually shown shooting 

and then apologizing for his actions to the female partisans who had each 

fallen in love with one of the men. In the fi lm’s conclusion, it is the military 

physician, Clipton, who looks out upon the carnage and comments, “Madness, 

madness.”

Enno Patalas, co-founder of the leftist German fi lm journal, Filmkritik, of-

fered a diff erent reading of the relationship between novel and fi lm. For him, 

the fi lm continued the “compromised truth” that the novel began, because it 

insisted on a linear narrative rather than focusing upon the “discontinuities 

of war.” Like the fi lm, the novel contained its problematic elements: it sug-

gested that all positive actions contradicted the imperatives of war, but it also 

respected the principles of discipline and hard work; it ridiculed the mentality 

of colonialism, while it also suggested that only the white race was superior: 

“emotional ties to past or dying norms and the rational recognition that these 

are obsolete seem to be competing for the soul of the former rubber planter 

and intelligence agent Boulle.” However, like Talmon-Gross, Patalas agreed 
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that the novel’s ending suggested the absurdity of war, whereas Kwai’s end-

ing was “pseudo-tragical and sentimental.” Moreover, the fi lm was even more 

racist for Patalas than was the novel: “in the novel the sadistic, alcoholic Saito 

and the incompetent [ Japanese] engineers are extremes, whereas the fi lm sug-

gests they are the norm,” thus taking advantage of existing prejudices and 

stereotypes.63

Like everyone else, Patalas assumed that Boulle had written the screenplay, 

and he emphasized further diff erences between “the scriptwriter Boulle and 

the novelist Boulle” that for him had signifi cant implications for the war vs. 

anti-war debate. Whereas the novel has the commando unit accompanied by 

local [male] partisans, the fi lm off ered “pretty women” tagging along through 

the jungle, the clear waters of which were “attractively dyed with Japanese 

blood.” Along with the fi lmic addition of the music, this all added up to one 

basic eff ect: “to distract viewers from the horrors of war depicted.” Rather than 

emphasizing commercial motivations for the changes, Patalas highlighted in-

direct political eff ects that made Kwai into a fi lm that ultimately “celebrated 

questionable triumphs.”64

Critics might well have zeroed in on marketing as the major motivation 

behind the fi lm’s ambiguity: the fi lm industry’s desire to reach as wide an 

au dience as possible. Instead, those critics who were preoccupied with the 

ambiguities of the fi lm focused upon possible political motivations. Several 

times the fi lm was referred to as being “raffi  niert,” (cunning) suggesting politi-

cal subterfuge. What made the fi lm’s ambiguity a political issue for German 

critics? Th ere were several reasons, and they were all linked to the specifi cally 

German issue of the politics of memory. One reason, already touched upon, 

was the concern for German youth and the assumption that young German 

people should not be exposed to war propaganda of any kind, direct or indirect. 

One eff ect of this was the concrete guidelines for the evaluation of war fi lms 

developed by members of the Freiwillige Selbstkontrolle der Filmwirtschaft 

(FSK) (German voluntary self-regulation of the fi lm industry). Another, also 

focusing specifi cally upon the question of German nationalism, suggested that 

the fi lm’s ambiguity, its simultaneous emphasis upon the glory as well as upon 

the criticism of war, was not a formula that could be used by Germans, because 

if they produced fi lms that emphasized heroic virtues in any way, they would 

be criticized by the world community for falling back into old, warmonger-

ing patterns. In this sense, the fi lm’s ambiguity called attention to Germany’s 

key point of vulnerability within the NATO alliance, namely, its past. West 

Germany was integrated but, due to its history, always under surveillance: an 

essentially unfree “partner.” Additionally, critics assumed that exposure to war 

oriented propaganda could “fester” and encourage residual patterns left over 

from the Nazi era, thus jeopardizing eff orts to democratize and mainstream 
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German culture. Finally, ambiguous messages about questions of war in fi lm 

raised unique and problematic questions about exactly how Germany should 

orient itself toward the threat of nuclear annihilation, where it was clear that a 

diff erent approach to the problem of war was necessary.

In many ways the war vs. anti-war debate in West Germany was a response 

to American produced and exported war fi lms, to U.S. mass culture, and to 

those dimensions of what Reinhold Wagnleitner has called “U.S. cultural im-

perialism” that sought to direct German opinion about their own past through 

fi lm production publicity/propaganda.65 If American producers claimed to be 

producing anti-war fi lms for the European public, and later fi lm historians 

would see the late-1950s as an era of “thinking man’s war fi lms” that tried to 

grapple with the diffi  cult theme of war, German critics saw here a new fi lm 

formula that attempted to justify warfare in an anti-war guise.66 Discussing 

such U.S. fi lms as Th e Caine Mutiny and From Here to Eternity, as well as Kwai, 

critic Walther Schmieding made the following observation in 1958:

Th e institutions of the army and the marines, of war in general, have become 

taboo for American fi lms in a certain respect. In order to break through these 

taboos, the U.S. fi lm must make cunning detours, to write between the lines, 

in other words. But this is only partially successful. Th e force of the criticism is 

reduced. Typical for Kwai is that a British Colonel has all our sympathies. He 

is an irreproachable offi  cer. His counterpart, the civilian oriented American, for 

whom the others “reek of heroism,” is a questionable character, a ne’r do well and 

confi dence man.67

Certainly for many members of the German critical establishment, as well as 

for some members of the German public, war fi lms like Kwai directly raised 

issues of the relationship between politics, memory, and culture that could 

not be cordoned off  into non-political arenas, as, for example, the Columbia 

publicity attempted to do in its eff ort to promote an ostensibly non-political, 

“universal” anti-war message. Moreover, though Kwai was considered unique, 

it was clearly perceived as part of a trend of war pictures that increasingly 

sought to accommodate ambivalent public sentiments toward war: “An Amer-

ican distributor and American producer (from Vienna), the English director 

David Lean, the English actor Alec Guinness as the Colonel—well, that is 

a mixture that does the NATO justice. Politically, therefore, nothing can go 

wrong. Artistically, one can only express admiration. Th e problematic of the 

theme, however, that sways between love of peace, humanity, and the promo-

tion of war remains unresolved.”68 Clearly, something had gone “wrong” politi-

cally, as Germany’s membership in the NATO rendered Schulte’s critique a 

political one, whether he liked it or not.
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Kwai’s ambiguity about war as a theme was also closely tied to its indi-

rect ideological endorsement of NATO and the policy of nuclear deterrence. 

Th e logic of deterrence stipulated that only membership in the NATO could 

prevent the catastrophe of all out nuclear war, which theoretically rendered 

warfare a transnational phenomenon. By linking the concept of war to the idea 

of the potential destruction of all humanity, Columbia publicity for Kwai at-

tempted to universalize and depoliticize war as a phenomenon. In the fi lm, this 

is accomplished by way of the “existential” problem of the characters engaging 

in the project of conventional warfare of the past that appears to transcend 

national diff erences: the structural similarities between the main characters 

Nicholson and Saito, for example, or the multiple meanings of the bridge proj-

ect. However, the threat of nuclear warfare, itself, is tied to the Cold War dy-

namic of nuclear deterrence as a policy between two world military alliances: 

the United States and the Soviet Union. Th erefore, the anti-war message had 

to be rechanneled into a conclusion that was “NATO gerecht” (NATO just), 

one that ideologically justifi ed Allied victory and legitimated future Allied 

actions. Colonel Nicholson’s late “conversion” accomplishes this shift, as does 

the destruction of the bridge. National diff erences are reestablished, British 

military culture proves itself in the end, and NATO and its deterrence policies 

are vindicated insofar as the U.S./British alliance in the fi lm refl ected the Cold 

War politics of the fi lm’s production team.

Surely this was one of the major reasons Carl Foreman referred to the end-

ing that was ultimately given to the fi lm by Spiegel and Lean as a “cop out.”69 

And indeed, much of the fi lm’s “ambiguity” can be traced back to the diff er-

ences between Foreman, Wilson, Spiegel, and Lean as to the direction the 

fi lm should go. As blacklisted writers, both Foreman and Wilson tended to 

frame their comments upon these diff erences in aesthetic terms. However, it 

was clear that the respective nationalistic sympathies of both Lean and Spiegel 

gave Kwai its ultimately pro-war framework, which was off set in diff erent ways 

by the infl uence of Foreman and Wilson. Foreman emphasized the critique of 

military formalism that characterized both Nicholson and Saito, while Wilson 

contributed the character of Shears and the mirrored parallel tension between 

Shears and Warden. Th ese tensions were not emphasized by German critics, 

probably because they tended not to link possible anti-war points of view with 

the U.S.. Had Foreman and Wilson been given credit for their contributions, 

the “ambiguous” patterns so many German critics discerned could have been 

more defi nitively linked to specifi c Cold War tensions that had emerged out of 

such postwar developments as the McCarthy “red scare” and the Hollywood 

blacklist, developments that added credence to Foreman’s later assertion that 

“we had won the war, but we had lost the peace.”70
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For the German viewers who accepted Lean and Spiegel’s cultural formula, 

there were certain perks, the most evident of which was the off er to forget 

about the past, and Kwai ’s popularity signalled that the formula was eff ec-

tive. However, the war vs. anti-war debates, which the fi lm triggered in West 

Germany, kept questions about war alive that the NATO alliance—with its 

emphasis on the Cold War in the present and “deterrence” in the future—

could not resolve, namely, the legacy of war and militarism on German society, 

and demonstrated the confl icted ways U.S. popular culture shaped the ways 

Germans sought to grapple with that legacy. Especially in discussions of the 

“ambiguity” of the fi lm, critics touched on issues most relevant to questions 

of the German past: the relationship between culture and ideology during 

the Th ird Reich, as in discussions of the “Colonel Bogey March;” the larger 

implicit questions of the “Clean Wehrmacht” and the relationship between 

agency and complicity in the responses to the character of Colonel Nicholson; 

and especially the critique of the link between nationalism and militarism that 

informed the comparison of Boulle’s novel and Lean’s fi lm. Overall, the am-

biguity actively encouraged critical speculation rather than passive acceptance 

and thus contributed to expanding and liberalizing German memory culture 

by calling into question the “victim/perpetrator” model associated with the 

German past.

In the wake of the Kwai debates, questions as to the fi lmic representations 

of war became increasingly controversial and came to a head when public 

discussion of the future of the German Bundeswehr and whether or not it 

should be armed with nuclear weapons were at their height.71 Werner Hess, 

fi lm commissioner for the Protestant Church in Germany, announced that “as 

demonstrations against the threat of nuclear death attract tens of thousands, 

the fi lm industry, both foreign and domestic, sees fi t to produce and circulate 

an overabundance of war fi lms.” Hess assumed that such fi lms encouraged 

militarism and should be avoided by all those Germans who did not want to 

contribute to “sawing off  our own weak democratic branch upon which we 

have laboriously built our nest.” In the July 1958 issue of Kirche und Film, Hess 

called his fellow clergymen to encourage their congregations to “just say no” to 

military fi lms, given that the criteria for determining “militaristic tendencies” 

in fi lms as established and revised by the FSK in late March 1958 simply could 

not sort out such slippery features as Kwai and other fi lms like it.72

Yet if conservative churchmen like Hess still assumed that “militaristic” 

fi lms such as Kwai could rekindle nascent anti-democratic tendencies in the 

German public, some members of the public at least were marching to a dif-

ferent drummer. When a representative from Columbia Pictures came to the 

town of Schwabach for a discussion of Kwai, he encountered a group of sev-
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enty—two thirds of which were young people, including young soldiers and 

school kids, as well as older folks—who were very eager to discuss the fi lm 

and its social and cultural implications. Interestingly, whereas the older group 

reacted to Kwai on an emotional level, the younger group asked questions 

“cooly and logically,” raising such matters as why the state triumphs in the end 

of the fi lm. What good was Albert Schweitzer, one participant noted, if state 

power ultimately triumphed, to which another young person responded that 

there could never be enough Schweitzers. Albert Schweitzer’s criticism of the 

dangers of nuclear fallout and his status as an apolitical humanitarian made 

him a prominent fi gure in the movement to prevent the nuclear arming of the 

Bundeswehr. Th is response pleased the journalist present at the discussion, 

as the overall tone of the article attempts to downplay the political implica-

tions of the questions raised by the young people, preferring instead to classify 

their analytical stance toward the fi lm as “youth’s right, that doesn’t yet know 

the right way and doesn’t have enough people who can lead them.” Th at the 

representative from Columbia pictures took “half a notebook’s worth of notes, 

many more than the journalist,” suggested how interested American fi lm dis-

tributors were in the public responses to their fi lms overseas.73

Increasingly, German cultural elites also wished to garner more systematic 

information about the social and cultural eff ects of the genre of war fi lms 

on the German public. To this end, the Catholic Church sponsored a study 

of the increase in war fi lms in West Germany during the 1950s, written by 

Werner Jungeblodt, an Amtsgerichtsrat (county court judge) and member of 

the Catholic Film Commission, published by the Diocese of Rottenburg in 

1960. Rejecting the Protestant Church’s call to “just say no” as insuffi  cient, 

this erudite study presented an overview of the types of war fi lms that had 

been screened in Germany, off ered a thesis about their origins and signifi -

cance, and looked to recent German fi lms as possible models for a genuinely 

“anti-war” fi lm. Because the study was grounded in conservative assumptions 

about ‘Filmwirkung’ traditionally found in denominational fi lm criticism and 

concerned primarily with the eff ects of fi lm on young people, it took seriously 

another study done by the journalist Walther Schmieding on why the public 

watched war fi lms. Schmieding found that most viewers watched war fi lms for 

either “personal/psychological” or “historical/psychological” reasons. Th e for-

mer stressed reasons such as the desire for excitement and adventure, the iden-

tifi cation with the hero, and working out hidden wishes. Th e latter stressed the 

more problematic “encouragement of nationalistic feeling” through romantic 

depictions of war. Signifi cantly, these reasons were more widespread than ar-

tistic motivations or political/pedagogical motivations, which included coming 

to terms with German history, though the meeting in Schwabach suggested 

that “political/pedagogical” motivations” were defi nitely there.74 Nonetheless, 
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Schmieding discerned that diff erent models of fi lm reception were at work 

spanning the gamut from instinctive response to active interpretation.

Jungeblodt’s main thesis was that the majority of war fi lms were coming 

from the United States and that most of these fi lms had a tendency to pro-

mote militaristic values among a public inclined to spend money to see war 

fi lms for “personal/psychological” or “personal/historical” reasons, that is, for 

the wrong reasons.75 Th e success of such fi lms encouraged and supported West 

German war fi lm production with problematic war fi lm formulas that off ered 

largely distorted versions of the history of World War II. For example, suc-

cessful U.S. fi lms such as Rommel der Wüstenfuchs, (Th e Desert Fox, dir: Henry 

Hathaway, 1952) had developed formulas that infl uenced German produc-

tions such as the adaptation of Carl Zuckmeyer’s Des Teufels General (Th e 

Devil’s General): “famous, audacious soldier, deeply unpolitical and in the 

service of Hitler while simultaneously rejecting Hitler.” What was positive 

about these fi lms was that they criticized the thesis of collective guilt and 

tried to show how diffi  cult the situation was for Germans during the Hitler 

dictatorship. However, it was problematic that all the responsibility for war 

was placed in the hands of a small clique and hence only half truths were told. 

In the meantime, the SS has assumed the role of the predictable evil-doer.76 

Other German fi lms, equally troubling, off ered a distorted picture of war as a 

“Betriebsunfall der Geschichte” (an industrial accident of history) and “fateful 

natural force.” Here the study was quoting the decidedly left wing fi lm critic 

Enno Patalas, which suggested that left of center arguments about German 

fi lms were beginning to infi ltrate the conservative churches.77

Signifi cantly, Jungeblodt introduced his study with the example of Kwai 

as a problematic, ambiguous, U.S. war fi lm that had taken West Germany by 

storm and provocatively juxtaposed it with the recent German fi lm Die Brücke. 

Rather than making a direct comparison of the two fi lms, Jungeblodt left it at 

the apparently unpolitical assertion that Bernhard Wicki’s, Th e Bridge, which 

was nominated for an Academy Award and won the Golden Globe Award as 

Best Foreign Film in 1960, demonstrated that there was still such a thing as 

“German fi lm art.”78 In light of the war vs. anti-war debate, comparing Bridge 

on the River Kwai with Wicki’s Die Brücke might very well reveal that Kwai 

leaned toward the former and Bridge toward the latter. However, what is more 

interesting is to look at Wicki’s fi lm as a response to Kwai as an American 

‘anti-war’ fi lm, in other words, as a response to U.S. popular culture. Th is fi lmic 

response reveals what was at stake for many Germans in terms of their future 

role as a democratic nation: creating cultural forms that allowed for greater 

leeway in the construction of their memories of World War II within a Cold 

War context.79 Scholars of German visual culture, such as Bob Moeller and 

Peter Reichel, have analyzed Wicki’s Die Brücke in relationship to other West 
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German and East German fi lms, respectively, emphasizing the ways it either 

parted company with or reinforced the prevailing tendency in German war 

fi lms to idealize German victimization.80 I would like to off er an alternative 

reading of Die Brücke by going beyond the German war fi lm scene and com-

paring the fi lm to the U.S. blockbuster, Kwai.

Wicki’s Die Brücke tells the story of a group of adolescent German boys 

who are inducted into the German army shortly before the end of the war in 

the spring of 1945. Filled with patriotic spirit and eager to escape the ado-

lescent frustrations of their limited rural environment, the boys are ready to 

join the more experienced soldiers at the front, as American tanks approach. 

Th e boys’ teacher, exempted from service due to health problems, is appalled 

that his pupils have been inducted so late in the war and tries to intervene 

for them with the commanding offi  cer. Th e offi  cer rejects the teacher’s argu-

ments, but later issues the command that the boys should be “protected” by 

stationing them at a bridge already destined to be blown up by German forces 

to prevent American tanks from entering the town. Th is bridge turns out to 

be the boys’ local town bridge, a far cry from the adventure on the front lines 

they had hoped for and none of them know of the bridge’s fate. When their 

commanding NCO (noncommissioned offi  cer) goes for coff ee and is killed 

by a fellow military man who suspects him of desertion, the boys are left on 

their own. When one of their own is killed by a passing fi ghter plane, they are 

psychologically overcome and thrown into a frenzied disorientation that leads 

them to fi ght the oncoming tanks single handed. In the skirmish that ensues, 

there are scenes of agonizing violence and dying. Later, the commando unit 

originally sent to blow up the bridge shows up, and the boys are so shocked to 

discover that their “protecting” of the bridge has been a complete sham that 

they kill the leader of the unit. By the end of the fi lm, all but one of the boys 

has been killed. In the fi nal scene, the camera hones in on the object of all the 

dead boys’ patriotic zest, the local bridge, and the fi lm fades out, leaving the 

bridge demonstrably standing (see Figures 2.4, 2.5, and 2.6).

Die Brücke was based upon a novel of the same name by Manfred Gregor, 

published in 1958. When Wicki was asked to direct the fi lm he made signifi -

cant alterations to the original novel, based upon his desire, as he said, to make 

an “anti-war” fi lm. Th e book, he argued, tended to emphasize the boys’ heroic 

ardour unironically, and the bridge they were protecting had strategic sig-

nifi cance in the novel which it would not have in the fi lm. Wicki also altered 

the novel’s complex fl ashback structure into a straight narrative, emphasizing 

the adolescent struggles and troubled family lives of the boys in the fi rst part 

and then devoting most of the second half of the fi lm to devastating battle 

scenes that emphasized the boys’ fear and disorientation as opposed to any 

heroism.81
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Th ough in interviews with Wicki and in secondary materials on Th e Bridge 

there is no explicit mention made of the fi lm Th e Bridge on the River Kwai, 

there are signifi cant clues to suggest that Kwai and the debate about what 

constituted a war or an anti-war fi lm were on Wicki’s mind. Th e fi rst has to 

do with Wicki’s clear intention to make an anti-war fi lm. As most discussions 

of war fi lms had to do with defi ning why fi lms that claimed to be anti-war 

were actually not anti-war, the desire to make an anti-war fi lm would have to 

be a dialogue of sorts with predecessors that tried but failed, so to speak, to 

get a genuinely anti-war message across. Second, aspects of the fi lms’ sound 

eff ects and plot suggested that Kwai had infl uenced the production. When 

the American tanks approach the small German town, the sound of their 

approach precedes their arrival by several moments, as do the sounds of the 

approaching train in Kwai just before the bridge is destroyed. Whereas in 

adventure-oriented Kwai, men fi nd explosives attached to bridge pillars in 

the receding waters of the river, in the more mundane Bridge, the boys fi nd 

smuggled bottles of alcohol hidden by the shore of the river and, dreaming of 

the glamour of war, fi ght amongst themselves over who can claim the bounty. 

Finally, in the conclusion of the fi lm, producers requested that Wicki end the 

Figure 2.4. Th e young soldiers conscripted in the fi nal days of World War II in Die 

Brücke. From left to right: Karl (Karl Michael Balzer), Klaus (Volker Lechtenbrink), Sigi 
(Günther Hoff mann), Hans (Folker Bohnet), and Albert (Fritz Wepper). Kirch Media 
GmbH. Used with permission. (Source: Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin)
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fi lm with a fi nal shot of the bridge, not with the scene Wicki had originally 

intended of the surviving boy stumbling through the streets of his town as 

American tanks pass indiff erently and white “surrender” sheets hang out the 

windows of the local houses. Wicki agreed to this change of his plans, where 

he had rejected other suggestions by the producers. Th e fi nal scene of the 

dark, foreboding, little, German bridge surely must have conjured up images 

of Kwai’s bridge and the fi nal scenes of its destruction. And indeed, the debate 

over Kwai’s anti-war status often hinged upon the meaning of the destruc-

tion of the bridge at the end with a number of critics suggesting that the fi nal 

spectacular destruction was both a justifi cation of war through a glorifi cation 

of Allied victory and a commercial concession to the fi lm industry. Wicki’s 

bridge, on a symbolic level, might ostensibly avoid this trap.

Despite the lack of direct evidence, a close comparison of Kwai and Bridge 

is highly suggestive. On the level of both form and content, Wicki’s Bridge 

off ers stark contrasting dimensions to Kwai that reveal an important dialectic 

with Kwai through the prism of the war vs. anti-war fi lm debates and suggests 

that creating a German anti-war fi lm could mean off ering a counterpoint to 

U.S. produced so called anti-war fi lms of the late-1950s as much as it could 

represent either a “realistic” depiction of World War II in Germany or a com-

Figure 2.5. Th e unspectacular and strategically insignifi cant bridge from Die Brücke. 
Kirch Media GmbH. Used with permission. (Source: Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin)
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ing to terms with the question of the German past. In this way, Th e Bridge 

would off er a critique of war that took into account diff erent factors than U.S. 

produced fi lms and so widen the framework within which memories of World 

War II were being constructed. At the same time, it would adhere to Kwai’s 

formula of rendering war a “transnational” phenomenon and thus fi t into the 

NATO agenda.

On the level of form, Bridge couldn’t have presented a more striking counter-

point to Kwai. Wicki’s fi lm off ered the stark contrasts of black and white over 

Kwai’s Cinemascope color and replaced dramatic music and catchy military 

tunes with highly abstract, modernist sound eff ects, electronically simulating 

the sounds of approaching tanks, for example, or inserting foreboding, sudden 

tones into scenes that seemed mundane and ordinary. If Kwai had taken place 

in the exotic jungles of Bangkok and Ceylon, as well as emphasized adventure 

and drama with a spectacular bridge as its center, Bridge was set locally and 

realistically in the grey “Alltag” of a dreary, little, German town.82 Th ough 

several scenes borrow from the dramatic lighting of classic black and white 

fi lms like Carol Reed’s Th e Th ird Man, overall, Wicki consciously chose bare, 

unattractive settings, which couldn’t have been easy, given the genuine beauty 

of the German rural landscape. A colleague of Wicki’s remembers that he and 

Figure 2.6. Screaming for assistance, Walter (Michael Hinz) is overcome by the sudden 
death of Sigi (Günther Hoff mann). Kirch Media GmbH. Used with permission. (Source: 
Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin)
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his assistants had to “drive all over Germany” in search of a bridge with just 

the right qualities of unspectacularness.83 Importantly, Wicki chooses to adopt 

a straight narrative story, signifi cantly altering the more complex fl ashback 

point of view the novel off ered. Here, of course, there is a similarity with Kwai 

that off ered viewers a chance to compare narratives.

On the level of content, Wicki’s Bridge dramatically altered precisely those 

dimensions of the story that had been criticized as pro-war commercialism 

in Kwai. Rather than depicting attractive, heroic male soldiers, he off ers the 

viewers gawky, sexually self-conscious boys (compare Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.4). 

If Kwai had drawn from the sex and war format by inserting female fi gures as 

romantic interests or sexual objects, Bridge integrates women into the story in 

a more complex way, emphasizing that German mothers could represent both 

an anti-war and a pro-war point of view. Th ere were lots of women in Bridge, 

none of whom were represented as sex objects, even as the boys saw women 

as a major source of sexual frustration and anxiety. In one fade out, a young 

civilian in the throes of a typical adolescent identity crisis is suddenly trans-

formed into an awkward soldier in basic training. Th e short scene emphasizes 

the continuity of adolescent self destructiveness and frustration with military 

aggression. Wicki was clearly infl uenced by Freudian notions of adolescent 

identity crisis that defi ned adult attitudes toward youth in the late-1950s. In 

Bridge, he projects the notion of the adolescent who has to fi gure out who he 

is as an adult, the psychological model for postwar German youth onto the 

earlier more militaristic generation.84 While the scenario of sending children 

to war clearly functioned as a critique of the heroic militarism in Kwai, it also 

bracketed questions of culpability for the war by suggesting that the Ger-

man soldier was little more than a crisis ridden adolescent son of more or less 

cynical, self-serving fathers, who therefore could not fairly or responsibly be 

understood as an agent.85

Perhaps the most remarkable parallel between the two fi lms is in the mean-

ing and function of the bridge itself. Wicki’s fi lm opens without credits of 

any kind, only a shot of the dark, heavy bridge with the text “Die Brücke” 

superimposed over it. While in Gregor’s novel the bridge did have strategic 

signifi cance, Wicki altered the meaning of the bridge in the fi lm in a way 

that gave it a function very similar to the bridge in Kwai—as a military object 

that ultimately sets countrymen against each other. If in Kwai this dynamic 

is a source of ideological and dramatic tension, then in Bridge, it is a foregone 

conclusion. Th e bridge is meaningless strategically, and the boys’ eff orts in its 

behalf are wasted. Th ough it was intended to be destroyed, the bridge remains 

standing, because the young soldiers chose to defend it. If in Kwai, the viewer 

is given opportunities to empathise with Col. Nicholson’s desire to build the 

bridge and is impressed with the bridge’s formidable scenic beauty, its de-
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struction sends a clear signal that the right side of the confl ict ultimately won 

the skirmish. In Wicki’s fi lm, the bridge serves no such ideological function. 

It is aesthetically unspectacular and militarily insignifi cant. However, when 

compared to Kwai, the bridge clearly serves an ideological function, namely, 

to demonstrate how the symbolism of the bridge in commercial fi lms might 

promote a more anti-war message in a Cold War context than fi lms like Kwai 

were doing (compare Figures 2.3 and 2.5).

Other themes raised in Kwai reappear in Bridge. Th e word “Wahnsinn”, or 

madness, is repeated at several points, emphasizing the absurdity of sending 

boys to war or of war in general. Likewise, the theme of idealism is thema-

tized in Wicki’s fi lm as well. If in Kwai, Colonel Nicholson is intended to be 

and defi ned by the Columbia publicity as an “idealist fi gure” whose idealism 

is corrupted by the external forces of war, in Bridge, the boys are defi ned as 

“idealist” by the commanding offi  cer in dialogue with the teacher, who in turn 

questions the values of military idealism in his plea to spare the boys from the 

fi nal throes of a lost war.

Many German critics in the late-1950s thought that Wicki had been suc-

cessful in his eff orts to create a genuinely anti-war fi lm as he had managed to 

avoid even the typical “unconscious” promotion of military values.86 In partic-

ular, Wicki’s graphic and decidedly unglamorous use of violence in the battle 

scenes was seen as creating an uncompromising image of the horrors of war. 

And indeed, in comparison to other German war fi lms, Wicki’s fi lm was the 

exception that proved the rule.87

However, though it sought to set itself apart from the ideological imper-

atives of such fi lms as Kwai in so many dimensions of form and content, 

Wicki’s Die Brücke shared with Kwai one central characteristic which, de-

spite its clear deromanticization of the heroic soldier and the war fi lm plot, 

nonetheless compromised its status as an anti-war statement: its unwillingness 

to understand war as a direct result of confl icts between specifi c historical 

nation-states. In his 1959 review of Die Brücke in Filmkritik, Enno Patalas 

argued that the fi lm “respected the taboos of West German fi lm production, 

that it managed to courageously break through at other levels,” namely, the ta-

boo of raising questions of agency and accountability for Nazism and fascism: 

“with one exception all of the adults in the fi lm appear as innocent victims of 

History or Fate.” Patalas continues: “though the fi lm does show the motives 

that infl uence the boys’ suicidal actions, they nonetheless remain private and 

coincidental. Th e general causes for the fanaticism of a part of German youth 

in 1945 are not discussed. Even the mechanism of the military is vindicated 

in that the superiors do ultimately wish to protect the boys from harm … 

Hence, war ultimately once again wins the character of an unavoidable Fate, 

that was no one’s fault and that no one could prevent.”88 However, what Pa-



84 From Fidelity to History

talas neglected to discuss was the infl uence of U.S. popular culture on this 

particular “Cold War anti-war” fi lm formula, a formula that rendered issues of 

national accountability taboo that was manifested in fi lms such as Kwai, and 

that would infl uence productions such as Die Brücke: the studied avoidance 

of questions of national accountability in favor of a transnational anti-war 

message that ultimately supported the Cold War policies of NATO and its 

allies.89 As communist East Germany would increasingly lay ideological claim 

to issues of anti-fascism and link fascism to such contemporary issues as the 

nuclear threat,90 or indeed, “the militarization of the West German fi lm” to 

“imperialist Bonn,”91 linking war to national accountability was potentially 

suspect politically and not the war fi lm formula offi  cially advocated by the 

largest producer of war fi lms and exporter of war fi lms to Europe, namely, 

Hollywood.

Th e kinds of dilemmas this formula could pose were suggested by the decid-

edly enthusiastic responses to the vicious battle scenes in Die Brücke by some 

German youths and children in the fi lm theaters of Bremen and Hannover 

of the late-1950s: “Th at is our fi lm. One should fi ght for one’s fatherland just 

like these young guys. Th ey are patriots! Where are such patriots today? Now I 

know what role models are!”92 Whereas adults tended to respond to Die Brücke 

as an anti-war statement, some youths clearly read it as a war fi lm.93 One 

concerned journalist, Klaus Norbert Scheffl  er, wrote an open letter to Wicki 

suggesting the major reasons why he thought the youths had “misunderstood” 

the fi lm: the fi lm did not address the historical and social causes of war; it had 

failed to take an ethical stand on the question of the boys’ induction and ulti-

mate deaths, ultimately defi ning it as “meaningless” rather than “wrong;” and 

fi nally, that the problem of war could not be solved through aesthetic means 

alone, a point which Enno Patalas also supported.94

In 1961, Walther Schmieding responded to these ostensibly pro-war re-

sponses to Die Brücke by explicitly linking them to the ambiguity themes 

of Kwai. Such responses suggested that perhaps all anti-war fi lms could ul-

timately be transformed into their opposites. A “textbook example” of this 

could also be seen in the American fi lm Kwai: the fi nal words of “madness” 

were drowned in the melody of a military march. Yet, what made Wicki’s fi lm 

diff erent from Kwai, according to Schmieding, was that general critical agree-

ment had dubbed Kwai a war fi lm disguised as an anti-war fi lm, whereas in 

Bridge, Wicki’s “earnestness and absolute sense of responsibility could not be 

doubted.”95

Schmieding’s evaluation both linked the two fi lms by way of the ambigu-

ity theme and distinguished their respective political motivations. Certainly, 

Die Brücke shared with Kwai a basically ahistorical “anti-war” agenda that lent 

itself to the general imperative of the cultural politics of the NATO alliance—
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condemning all conventional warfare, based upon the assumption that nuclear 

warfare was the new order of the day and that it was nuclear warfare that had 

to be prevented. And like Kwai, Die Brücke could be interpreted diff erently 

by diff erent groups with diff erent agendas. In West Germany, not raising the 

question of the origins of World War II also linked Die Brücke to other Ger-

man war fi lms, as Patalas noted. However, Wicki broke with the Cold War 

anti-war fi lm formula even as he adhered to it, for he did not redeem the Allies 

as the ultimate victors, as did Kwai with the destruction of the bridge at the 

fi lm´s conclusion. Th us, in its “dialogue” with Kwai, Wicki’s Die Brücke man-

ages both to separate war from German national accountability—a move that 

fi ts the NATO agenda—and to criticize the Cold War imperative in Kwai 

that ultimately justifi ed war through Allied victory. In Die Brücke, the state 

does not triumph in the end, and in this sense, of course, it was very much 

about the German past.

In the conclusion of his chapter on war fi lms, “Des Teufels Generäle,” in 

the study, Kunst oder Kasse: Der Ärger mit dem Deutschen Film (1961) (Art or 

Profi t: Th e Trouble with the German Film), Schmieding took German fi lm-

makers to task for their unwillingness to confront questions of the histori-

cal origins of World War II: “Instead of off ering concrete historical analysis, 

(German) directors yielded to general accusations against war that demon-

strated a vaguely defi ned desire for peace. Th e goal they ought to have pursued 

[to address the historical origins of World War II] they did not see or did 

not want to see. Instead, they kept pursuing the goal of creating the ultimate 

perfect anti-war fi lm. Th ey did not recognize this as an illusion in a world 

that to this day sees its only hope of preserving peace in arming itself to the 

teeth.”96 What the reception of Kwai reveals is that the war vs. anti-war fi lm 

debates and the fi lms they addressed were key means of bringing this problem 

of choice, memory, and the relationship between history, culture, and poli-

tics to public light; that they revealed the symbiotic relationship between the 

United States and West Germany with regard to raising key questions (or not) 

about the transition from a fascist to a Cold War based democratic order. As 

we have seen and as Schmieding suggested, this general “Cold War anti-war” 

formula was tied to the new Cold War order which implicated the United 

States and West Germany and the representations of war that both produced. 

Yet if Wicki´s Die Brücke, the last of West Germany´s combat fi lms of the 

1950s, refrained from raising questions about the origins of World War II, 

when situated in relationship to the American produced Kwai, it nonetheless 

off ered a German critique of the irony of preserving peace through both U.S. 

and German produced Cold War anti-war fi lms. It was unintended but un-

mistakeable that in this process—engaging in dialogue with US blockbusters 

such as Kwai—German critics and commentators, fi lm-makers such as Wicki, 
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and surely also some members of the general public expanded the forms Ger-

man memory culture could assume by calling attention to those dimensions of 

popular culture that encouraged forgetting rather than remembering.

* * *

When Orson Welles’s internationally co-produced adaptation of Franz Kaf-

ka’s Th e Trial was released in West Germany fi ve years later, the question of 

what aspects of the German past ought to be remembered had undergone 

signifi cant expansion. Whereas Kwai could trigger discussion of the legacy 

of militarism and defeat, Welles’s adaptation of Kafka would tap into another 

dimension of German memory politics: the war crimes of National Socialism 

and the Holocaust. Th is in turn would raise questions about the ways U.S. 

popular culture sought to approach issues of German history.
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Chapter Th ree

“Josef K. von 1963”
Orson Welles’s Americanized Version of  Th e Trial 

and the Changing Functions of the Kafkaesque 

in Postwar West Germany

≥

Th e American auteur and actor Orson Welles’s lifelong interest in a critique of 

fascism was evident in his 1962 adaptation of Franz Kafka’s Th e Trial as well as 

in the ways he modifi ed the story for his purposes. Welles’s reading of Kafka as 

a “prophet of fascism,” whose Josef K. actively resists his oppressors—even if to 

no apparent avail—sought to shift the story’s focus from Josef K.’s anonymous, 

personal torment to the larger institutional and political structures of the post-

war period, totalitarianism, fascism, state communism, and Cold War angst. 

Within these structures, Welles suggests that Josef K.’s irrational and absurd 

trial paradoxically made a strange kind of sense and called attention to the 

protagonist’s status as a human agent capable of resisting authoritarianism.

When Welles’s adaptation of Franz Kafka’s Th e Trial was released in West 

Germany in 1963, many critics were preoccupied with the changes Welles 

had made to the original work, perhaps unsurprising at fi rst glance, given 

the assumption that fi lm adaptations are meant to abide by the literary work. 

However, the key issue here is the meaning of fi delity. What makes specifi c 

texts meaningful within a particular culture, so that issues of “textual fi delity” 

become signifi cant?1 Since the end of World War II and the Th ird Reich, 

during which time Kafka’s works were banned in Germany, those same works 

had reentered the Federal Republic—they continued to be banned in East 

Germany—essentially transformed in their original meanings. Th ey had be-

come symbolic of what is still known as “the Kafkaesque,” an atmosphere of 

“angst,” resignation, and powerlessness linked with the anxieties of postwar 

life. Promoted primarily through the editorial eff orts of Kafka’s friend and 

literary executor, Max Brod, who encouraged a reading of Kafka’s works as 

allegories with a universal philosophical dispensation and an understanding 

of their author as a type of spiritual fi gure outside all historical and literary 

context2, the “Kafkaesque” would nonetheless fi nd itself circulating in very real 



94 From Fidelity to History

historical and national contexts where the idea of “postwar anxiety” meant dif-

ferent things to diff erent people, including fear of nuclear annihilation, com-

munist takeover, and in the case of West Germany, fear and unease over the 

legacy of the Th ird Reich and its eff ects on German society as well as on its 

international standing as a nation.

By the early 1960s, West Germany had been defi nitively integrated into 

the Cold War alliance with the United States, which tended to encourage a 

focus upon the “immediate” threat of communism and to discourage an open 

confrontation with and working through of the fascist past. Until recently, 

many scholars of German history have argued that an active eff ort to confront 

the legacy of the National Socialist past did not begin until the late-1960s. 

However, revisionist historians have recently put forth that the issue of how to 

remember World War II and what conclusions to draw from it were already 

on the agenda by the mid-1950s.3 Habbo Knoch conceptualizes this process 

of active memory construction in terms of what he calls “the long 1960s”: “the 

“modernization” of memory took place between 1955 and 1965 when Nazi 

crimes attracted public attention and when they were reinvented as a visual, 

emotional, but virtual and limited, experience. In the long 1960s that began in 

the second half of the 1950s, West German society continued its long process 

of “coming to terms with the past.” It produced its images of Nazi crimes to 

serve not as a mirror but as a movie of something that took place far away 

and remote from everyday life.4 Th is chapter seeks to explore a small corner 

of this process by focusing upon the ways in which a German speaking author 

banned by the Nazis was appropriated by an American fi lm auteur and how 

postwar German commentators responded to his attempt to combine “mirror” 

and “movie.”

Certainly one of the founding texts of “the Kafkaesque,” Th e Trial was writ-

ten by Kafka as a fragment during World War I and organized and pub-

lished as a novel by Brod after Kafka’s death in 1924.5 In the original story, 

the protagonist Josef K. is arrested in his apartment without being informed 

of charges, accusers, and without being imprisoned. Instead, his ensuing trial 

becomes an extension of the hierarchy and regimentation he experiences at 

his job as a bank administrator, where he attempts to save face and keep the 

proceedings a secret to protect his reputation. Th ough he is never informed 

of the charges, Josef K. is progressively integrated into the legal formalities of 

constructing a defense within a system that off ers him no basis upon which to 

act. Th roughout his trial, Josef K. comes into contact with a number of fi gures 

who aid and abet him within this absurd scenario: Miss Burstner, his boarding 

house neighbor, Hassler, his attorney, and Leni, Hassler’s nurse. Th roughout 

Th e Trial, a series of erotic scenarios involving Josef K. and a variety of female 

fi gures tend to link sexuality to the other corrupt dimensions of the court. As 
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Josef K. becomes increasingly frustrated and disoriented, searching for help 

that only seems to involve him more deeply in the unjust proceedings, he is 

eventually found guilty and executed by knife at the hands of two “wardens” 

of the court.

In his internationally co-produced and “co-acted” fi lm, which starred An-

thony Perkins as Josef K., Welles as the attorney Hassler, Romy Schneider as 

the nurse Leni, and a number of other internationally prominent stars, Orson 

Welles altered the story in a number of telling ways.6 Most signifi cant for the 

German reception, he linked Kafka almost directly to the issue of German 

fascism in his adaptation of Th e Trial. Welles tapped into one of the then pre-

vailing interpretations of Kafka as a “prophet of fascism,” a writer whose works 

had anticipated the dehumanization and tyranny of the concentration camps 

in their focus upon how the rational, bureaucratic mechanisms of the state 

can lead to the annihilation of the individual. However, rather than linking 

the fi gure of Josef K. to the idea of victimization under that system, he in-

stead focused upon the protagonist as a fi gure of ambivalent resistance. In an 

interview with the French fi lm journal Cahiers du Cinema, Welles explained 

why he refused to take over the ending of Th e Trial where Josef K. is executed 

without resistance: “To me it’s a ‘ballet’ written by a Jewish intellectual before 

the advent of Hitler. Kafka wouldn’t have put that after the death of six mil-

lion Jews. It all seems very Pre-Auschwitz to me.”7 Welles’s sense of Th e Trial 

as being narrated by a Jewish man in pre-fascist Europe ultimately motivated 

him to alter it in such a way for his fi lm so as to emphasize the themes of 

agency and resistance. Josef K. is executed at the end, but he resists his oppres-

sors, and the theme of resistance plays a far greater role in the fi lm than it does 

in the novel. In the novel, Josef K. off ers a certain amount of resistance at the 

outset, which gradually breaks down, whereas in the fi lm his level of resistance 

actually increases.

Welles reinforces his emphasis on agency through his modifi cation of the 

“Parable of the Law,” which appears quite late in the novel, as a frame for 

understanding the proceedings of his fi lm. In the parable, a guard stands be-

fore the door of the Law, controlling entry. A “man from the country” comes 

requesting admittance, but is not allowed to enter. Th e man decides to wait by 

the door, in the hope of some day gaining admittance. In old age, still waiting, 

he asks the guard why in all the years of waiting no one else has ever come by 

to request admittance to the law, to which the Guard replies: no one else could 

gain admittance at this door, as it was intended only for him, and now he (the 

guard) would close the door. Th is parable, presented on pin screens in the fi lm 

created by Russian artists, begins the fi lm, thus framing the subsequent plot, 

whereas in the novel the parable is told towards the end. However, in the fi lm, 

the parable reappears briefl y towards the end as well, emphasizing the contrast 
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between “the man from the country” and the fi gure of Josef K. Indeed, Josef 

K. interrupts the fi gure played by Welles as he attempts to tell the story again, 

thus disrupting its function as parable (i.e. having universal, humanistic sig-

nifi cance). Welles’s reframing of the “Parable of the Law” highlights Josef K.’s 

resistance to its message of chaos and arbitrary power.

As Josef K. prepares his case, he moves through a series of modernist and 

baroque spatial environments—not specifi cally located anywhere—that tend 

to dwarf and overwhelm him from the perspective of the viewer and that make 

his eff orts to take charge of the situation appear quite ludicrous. He becomes 

progressively more active and resistant as his case becomes more involved and 

tends to put up a front of resistance whenever he is confronted with court 

offi  cials. When he is fi nally executed, it is not with a knife but rather with dy-

namite that sends up a cloud of smoke, reminiscent of an atomic explosion for 

a number of critics, though Welles denied the connection. In the fi lm, the two 

court wardens appear to be uncomfortable with the prospect of stabbing the 

condemned man and prefer to dispense with him “at a distance” by throwing 

sticks of dynamite into the pit where he had been lying.

One very telling change was noted only by a few critics. In Kafka, as Josef 

K. is being carried to the execution sight, he spots a fi gure raising a hand to-

ward him in a window. He then speculates who this person might be, a foe, or 

even possibly a friend? No such fi gure appears in the fi lm, and several critics 

noted this as a point of even greater unremitting pessimism in the fi lm than in 

the novel. At least Kafka off ered the hope of some kind of human connection 

in the midst of the tyranny of arbitrary power. In contrast, Welles off ered only 

the nervous resistance of a completely isolated individual.8

Th roughout the proceedings, Josef K. has a series of erotic encounters, most 

of which fi nd their precedent in the novel. However, unlike the novel’s pro-

tagonist, Welles’s Josef K. is active in the legal sphere but generally passive 

in the erotic sphere. Consistently, he is reluctantly seduced by the women he 

meets. For example, during the fi rst “realistic” scene, Josef K.’s arrest, Welles 

links Josef K.’s sense of “guilt” to his sexual feelings for his neighbor, Miss 

Burstner, who has been transformed from a stenographer in Kafka to a night-

club dancer. Th us, sexuality in the fi lm is a source of guilt and anxiety for Josef 

K., rather than a means of resistance to the system that entraps him.

Josef K. moves among a group of other “accused persons” who take on the 

contours of concentration camp victims/survivors, and throughout the fi lm, 

there are explicit references to the cruelties of the concentration camps, such 

as a row of meat hooks Josef K. walks past as he moves through the building 

where his trial is taking place.9 Welles works symbolic references and associa-

tions to modern forms of state run totalitarianism and tyranny into the plot, 

including the legacy of concentration camps under German fascism, the threat 
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of nuclear annihilation as a result of the Cold War, and the subordination of 

the individual to a technocratic mass society. By integrating these references to 

diff erent forms of state tyranny as a series of surreal confrontations that Josef 

K. has with his environment as he prepares his trial, Welles, in eff ect, links all 

of these totalitarian forms into one “modern order,” suggesting cultural con-

nections between them that transcend national boundaries. As we will see, 

German fascism in a fi lm for German viewers functions both as a specifi c 

historical referent and as a part of a larger transnational tendency toward to-

talitarianism that ideologically linked “the brown and the red” worlds.10 Th is 

tension between the historically specifi c and the metaphysical general would 

prove to be a central aspect of the identity of “Josef K. of 1963” and marked a 

development in Kafka’s German reception away from philosophy and toward 

history, meaning German history (see Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1. Anthony Perkins as Josef K. in Orson Welles’s 
adaptation of Franz Kafka’s Th e Trial. Th e row of meat hooks 
in this still makes the visual connection to Nazi war crimes 
explicit. (Courtesy: Deutsche Kinemathek, Berlin/Studiocanal)
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* * *

When Welles’s version of Th e Trial was released in the United States, the is-

sue of textual fi delity played only a minor role in critics’ responses to the fi lm, 

both negative and positive. Th ose critics who didn’t like Th e Trial tended to 

blame the ego of Orson Welles and his inability to discipline it in such a way 

as to produce a second world class fi lm. Since Citizen Kane, several argued that 

Welles had not made a similar masterpiece, and the Th e Trial was no exception. 

Living up to Citizen Kane was more important to U.S. critics than whether or 

not Th e Trial was an adequate adaptation of Kafka.11 While critics who didn’t 

like the fi lm tended to argue that the fi lm was not true to Kafka, those who 

liked the fi lm didn’t necessarily make fi delity the major issue. Th e fi lm had of it 

“more Welles than Kafka,” to be sure, but then again it was so much better than 

other fi lms, “even when they are well made.”12 Th e fi lm had humor; American 

critics appreciated the humor in the fi lm. However, this was associated with 

Welles rather than Kafka. American audiences won’t catch the humor, critics 

argued, because they will see the name Kafka and automatically think of “polite 

despair.”13 Th at Welles actually derives much of this humor from Kafka was not 

at issue. U.S. critics also frequently mentioned the portrayal of sexuality in the 

fi lm. Here, too, they assumed this was a Wellesian addition; it wasn’t. When 

Peter Bogdanovich asked Welles where he got the concept of the “dirty pictures 

in the judge’s textbook,” Welles responded, “From Kafka. And I got all the dirty 

eroticism of the rest of the movie out of that one thing.” Later in the interview, 

Welles told Bogdanovich to “read the book sometime. It’s short.”14

* * *

Few critics who reviewed Welles’s fi lm in West Germany in 1963 were un-

familiar with Kafka, and most based their observations on the comparison 

between novel and fi lm. Yet here, too, this was not an inevitable approach. As 

in the U.S., there were critics in Germany who linked the fi lm to Welles’s oeu-

vre, especially to Citizen Kane, primarily because Citizen Kane was not even 

screened in Germany until twenty years after its release. Th is gave viewers the 

chance to make comparisons, and one Berlin critic wryly noted that Welles 

hadn’t developed his fi lm technique much since that time.15 Indeed, a number 

of critics titled their reviews “Citizen K,” suggesting that the themes of Th e 

Trial had more in common with Welles’s earlier fi lm than they did with Kafka, 

that it was, in essence, more American than German.16 Another critic linked 

Th e Trial to the era of German expressionism and referred to it as in its essence 

a silent fi lm, “even if Orson Welles lets his actors talk too fast.”17

When Welles’s fi lm was released in West Germany, the indigenous fi lm 

industry was under fi re on a number of fronts. As elsewhere, television was 

making major incursions into formerly movie-going audiences. But more sig-
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nifi cantly, the German fi lm industry was subject to major criticism for not 

managing to keep up with the quality productions issuing from other Euro-

pean countries, such as France and Italy. Th e German fi lm was in a moribund 

state and needed revivifying. Film clubs in West Germany that came into 

existence after the war to promote international fi lms as a source of reculti-

vating and recivilizing German society were generally appalled by the escap-

ist Heimatfi lm fantasies and other fi lm fair that was popular with German 

audiences, but not, in their eyes, of great aesthetic or didactic value. In 1962, 

young German fi lmmakers issued the “Oberhausen Manifesto,” a moment 

that has been linked to the beginnings of the New German cinema. However, 

as Heide Fehrenbach has argued, the Oberhauseners were not part of a new 

generational trend, but had emerged out of the critical fi lm club scene and fi lm 

festival scene of the 1950s. It was not until the mid-1960s that New German 

cinema began to come into its own.18 In the meantime, art cinema in Ger-

many was coming from elsewhere and looked to as potential models for a new 

German cinema. Orson Welles was a respected American auteur and popular 

actor with international credentials; Kafka was an internationally respected 

German speaking author who had been banned by the Nazis. Th is combina-

tion promised something novel and sought after: greater political and artistic 

diversity for German audiences in need of reeducation and aesthetic quality 

for German fi lmmakers in need of inspiration.

Publicity for the fi lm in West Germany was managed by the Schorcht Film 

Verleih. Th e Schorcht Verleih had distributed some of the most successful 

fi lms of the 1950s, such as Kinder, Mütter und ein General (Children, Moth-

ers and a General) (1955), Das Bad auf der Tenne (Th e Bath on the Th reshing 

Floor) (1956), and Ein Stück vom Himmel (A Piece of Heaven) (1958). How-

ever, after the death of its founder, Kurt Schorcht, in 1959, it “lost direction,” 

despite increased investment and went out of business in 1965.19 Th e publicity 

Schorcht generated for Welles’s Th e Trial refl ected a fi lm industry in a time of 

transition in its eff ort to market the fi lm as politically aware cinema, an elite 

art cinema product and a potentially popular blockbuster. Its overarching goal 

seems to have been to reclaim Kafka as a German author of international re-

nown. Kafka “could not conquer the walls of German dictatorship” of the past 

and was rejected as decadent by communist East Germany. Nonetheless, his 

work triumphed in France, England, and the United States.20 Now an Ameri-

can auteur of the highest caliber had decided to adapt a famous Kafka text, 

and expectations for the fi lm were very high. Th e Schorcht publicity quoted 

Welles’s emphasis upon the “prophet of fascism” model at several points,21 and 

now, at a time of a “Kino tief,” a “cinema slump,” Welles had taken a great risk 

with controversial material that had arrived late on the German scene due 

to its place on the “rassische Verbotsliste,” the list of racially banned authors.22 
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Furthermore, the publicity emphasized that the fi lm was true to Kafka, de-

spite one invented love scene by Welles involving Anthony Perkins and Romy 

Schneider. With this pronouncement, Schorcht seemed to be attempting to 

appeal both to elitist Kafka afi cionados as well as “average fi lmgoers” inter-

ested in love and romance between attractive and popular actors.23

Most German critics of the fi lm—as well as some French critics whose 

work was published in German periodicals—relied on a number of aspects 

from the Schorcht publicity as a jumping off  point, but then went in decidedly 

diff erent directions. Th e majority of German critics did not agree that the fi lm 

was true to Kafka and sought to understand the fi lm within the framework 

of “Welles vs. Kafka,” two auteurs with decidedly diff erent agendas. Yet, in-

terestingly, this was not primarily a question of a demand for textual fi delity. 

Rather, setting up this opposition was a means of understanding the meaning 

and function of Kafka’s work in German society since the end of the “rassische 

Verbotsliste,” as well as understanding the meaning that the “Kafkaesque” held 

for elite members of German society since the end of the war and, crucially, 

what had changed since.

Schorcht’s publicity, as well as several critics, pointed to a recently pub-

lished (1961) Kafka bibliography that contained over fi ve thousand entries, 

testifying both to the literary signifi cance of Kafka, as well as to the many 

possible ways Kafka might be understood. 24 Th e socialist-oriented critic, Rolf 

Traube wrote in the Deutsche Volkszeitung, Düsseldorf, that Kafka had been 

a very fashionable author after World War II: “Th e awareness that one has 

barely escaped a terrible catastrophe and is most likely moving toward an even 

greater one gave a snobbishly cultivated ‘Kafkaesque’ a popularity that soon 

irritated professonal literary observers, so that in 1955 the young people in the 

Group 47 resolved the following: whoever pronounces the name Kafka one 

more time today, will be fi ned one German Mark.”25 Th e “Group 47,” whose 

membership included such fi gures as Hans Magnus Enzensberger, Ingeborg 

Bachmann, and Günther Grass, had been founded to create a more innovative, 

politically aware space for literature as a counter voice to the Adenauer era’s 

social, political, and cultural conservatism, and their satiric criticism clearly 

called attention to the more conservative function of the “Kafkaesque” that 

was often associated with what Andreas Huyssen referred to in 1986 as a 

“depoliticized version of modernism that had come to provide a much needed 

cultural legitimation for the Adenauer restoration. During the 1950s, the 

myth[s] of … universal existentialist Angst … helped block out and suppress 

the realities of the fascist past. From the depths of barbarism and the rubble 

of its cities, West Germany was trying to reclaim a civilized modernity and to 

fi nd a cultural identity tuned to international modernism, which would make 

others forget Germany’s past as predator and pariah of the modern world.”26 
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Traube’s review demonstrated that criticism of this depoliticized version of 

Kafka was already circulating in the 1950s.27 By 1963, Traube continued, the 

“Kafkaesque” could no longer function exclusively as an elitist form of intel-

lectual contempt. Welles’s production would be subject to objective scrutiny 

rather than to fashionable acceptance. Critical refl ection upon Welles’s fi lm 

was one means of coming to terms with the diff erent possible meanings at-

tached to the “Kafkaesque” in the postwar period.

Confronted with Orson Welles’s reading of Kafka, German critics often 

felt compelled to put into words what it was that Kafka meant to them. Few 

did this by dismissing the fi lm; indeed, the fi lm was praised by most critics as a 

fascinating attempt to come to terms with Kafka. However, by and large, Ger-

man critics were profoundly ambivalent about Welles’s version of Th e Trial. 

Within the framework of the “Kafka vs. Welles” debate two principle defi ni-

tions of the “Kafkaesque” emerged from the critical discourse. Th e fi rst was the 

“prophet of fascism” model, the notion that Kafka’s works had “anticipated” the 

concentration camps in their emphasis upon arbitrary tyranny and violence, 

which was understood as at odds with the second notion of Kafka as a meta-

physician whose stories raised general questions of the meaning of existence. 

Th is tension between a “historical” Kafka and a “metaphysical” Kafka governed 

the discussion of the ways Welles had updated or modernized Kafka to make 

him relevant to the early 1960s. Even if critics “preferred” an ahistorical, meta-

physical version, the debate nonetheless created a space for a historical Kafka 

that Welles, in his fi lm, had inextricably linked to the German past.

* * *

Th e fi rst defi nition, the “anticipation of fascism,” was one that was quite famil-

iar to most German critics, though it did not go uncontested. Welles off ered 

this version in the Schorcht fi lm publicity, reprinted in the Welt am Sonntag: 

“Why Kafka? Because of his up-to-dateness. Th is story of a person, who winds 

up underneath the wheels of the organized society, the wheels of the police, 

the army, the justice system … and then there is this premonition of the times 

of concentration camps, that still exist today. And will always exist.”28 Overall, 

in contrast to his early fi lms, which focused upon the U.S. plutocracy, Welles 

understood his later work as an attempt to analyze abuses of state power: “be-

cause today [1958] the state is more powerful than money.”29 Th e Trial was in 

keeping with the former. Th e motif of “abuse of state power” allowed Welles 

to incorporate references to diff erent tyrannical political systems into his fi lm, 

but his specifi c reference to “concentration camps” was an unmistakable refer-

ence to German fascism.

Th ere were a number of German critics who also associated the name 

of Kafka with a “premonition” of  “things to come”: “Franz Kafka predicted 
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what—in the decades following his death—happened to so many people: 

the state of absolute lawlessness”30; K.H. Krüger noted that “this premoni-

tion [of Kafka’s] of the concentration camps is nonetheless made palpable 

by Welles.”31 A critic in the Westfälische Rundschau, following the Schorcht 

publicity, wrote: “Th at is the story, that is a dream, fi lled with dream logic. 

“Do not try to solve puzzles!” Orson Welles warns. Despite this reality shim-

mers through everywhere. Th e reality of the concentration camps and the 

Gestapo, that Kafka anticipated. Th e reality of today, where the individual 

is lost in the whirlpool of the masses. A fi lm that fi nally demonstrates what 

fi lm is and should be.”32 In his analysis of Th e Trial, Reinold Th iel, fi lm critic 

for the German fi lm journal Filmkritik and SPD activist, linked the “antici-

pation of fascism” model to Hannah Arendt’s reading of Kafka as a critique 

of the bureaucratic government form of the antebellum (pre–World War I) 

administration of Austria and suggested that Welles had taken over Arendt’s 

perspective in his fi lm and transferred it to the bureaucratic state of modern 

times.33 Like Arendt, Th iel argued, Welles ignored Kafka’s “metaphysical as-

pect,” his interest in “the meaning of existence,” and instead focused solely 

upon historical dimensions. Ultimately, Th iel did not think Kafka’s Trial was 

an appropriate vehicle through which to critique the totalitarian state and 

that Welles’s version left the viewer “with the baroque violence of isolated 

ideas.”34 Others disagreed, Volker Baer wrote in the Tagesspiegel Berlin: “over 

these pathetic creatures, who are being intimidated to death by a totalitarian 

system, hang coldly threatening meat hooks that recall terrible associations 

with concentration camps. Welles has extended and concretized Kafka’s vi-

sion.”35 Baer thought that the most authentic dimensions of Kafka had been 

captured by Welles in the visual images of the fi lm and less in the dialogue 

and performances.

Enno Patalas, founder of the journal Filmkritik, suggested that the inter-

pretation of Kafka as a “prophet of fascism” had had a critical function in the 

immediate postwar years. Particularly, such works as “In der Strafkolonie” (In 

the Penal Colony) began to be taught at German universities just as the fi rst 

eyewitness accounts of concentration camps were published after the war.36 By 

the early 1960s, many critics were ambivalent about this model and tended to 

reject it by referring to it as a “fashion” or “trend” that had long since passed and 

that, moreover, had been imported from outside. According to critic Walter 

Kaul, foreigners had essentially made Kafka into “a world fashion, in whose train 

concepts such as Angst, mechanization, and bureaucratization cavorted with 

one another.”37 Orson Welles had picked up on this model in his adaptation. 

Critic Karena Niehoff  also passionately rejected this interpretation: “Welles 

would like to persuade Kafka, as have others before him, that he had prophe-

sied Hitler, all terror dictatorships, concentration camps, and other anonymous 
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tortures: a visionary contemporary critic … Welles misunderstanding is “hor-

ribly banal”; he views Josef K. as a classical hero, who goes to his death with 

the courage of a Russian anarchist, the Scholl siblings, or the Warsaw Ghetto 

fi ghters, unconquered, with one last cynical word on the lips, ennobled by the 

radiance of innocence in an evil world.”38 Why Niehoff ’s resistance to Welles’s 

“heroic” version of Josef K.? Kafka did not see fascism coming, she continues. 

Rather, he saw a world without God. However, Niehoff ’s discussion of her 

own sense of Kafka revealed a preoccupation with questions of guilt and its 

attribution that suggested history played a role in the “Kafkaesque” as much as 

did metaphysics and religion: “that which gets the heart beating while reading 

Kafka is the untragic triviality and how it insinuates itself; the absurd does not 

reveal itself as such; rather, it becomes the crystalline result of an unprotected 

Reality considered through to its logical conclusion; the complacent daili-

ness hides and releases in every moment the possibility, not only to be put on 

trial, but—what is even worse—to actually become guilty, guilt based upon an 

unknown and inaccessible law.”39 Despite her generalized language, Niehoff ’s 

bitter resistance to the “heroic” Josef K. and preoccupation with K.’s having 

become “guilty” indirectly revealed an awareness that the reality of the recent 

German terror dictatorship was the reality of collaboration rather than hero-

ism. Karena Niehoff  was a Jewish woman who had survived the Nazi period 

in the Berlin underground. After the war, she began her journalism career and 

wrote for the Berliner Tagesspiegel between 1952 and her death in 1992. She 

was also a witness in the postwar trial of the German fi lmmaker Veit Harlan, 

where she had been subject to some anti-Semitic violence. She was politically 

engaged, but refrained from talking about the past and did not draw attention 

to her status as a Jewish survivor in her work. Ironically, her ironic-associative 

style of writing refl ected here in her critique of Welles’s fi lm, hinted at her own 

personal experience of persecution.40

For the conservative critic Walter Kaul, writing for the Kurier, Berlin, the 

“prophet of fascism” model also concealed a preoccupation with getting to 

historical essentials in aesthetic terms: “Every bitter association is quickly 

blended out through the hoaky fl ashing of a blade, at which point one yearns 

for Bunuel-Dali’s (from Th e Andalucian Dog) shaving of the eyelid from the 

eyeball.”41

One French critic, Alexandre Alexandre, writing for Der Kurier from Paris, 

noted that Kafka’s texts were a means of coping with the terrors of the Ge-

stapo during the war and that his texts continued to be relevant in a postwar 

world where “the deeply awaited Renaissance of freedom and human dignity 

did not immediately materialize.”42 Another French critic, writer and aca-

demic Jean-Louis Bory, also actively approved of Welles’s linking Kafka to 

fascism. Welles had “modernized” Kafka. He wrote in Arts that Welles had 
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“accused that which had made history even more Kafkaesque than Kafka: the 

world of the concentration camps and, in short visual allusions, had awakened 

the memory of the Nazi camps. Th is KZ world threatens to become our world 

as we continue on the road of progress.” For Bory, Welles had detected two 

interrelated types of guilt. Th e fi rst was the guilt of the accused who resists 

the accusation; he is guilty of being an individual. And as an individual, he is 

guilty of collaboration, of being a cog in a system, becoming frightened only 

when he is accused himself.43 Bory, as a French critic, was surely not unfamiliar 

with issues related to French collaboration with the Nazis during World War 

II. His opinions, as well as the opinions of other French critics, were circulated 

widely in German fi lm magazines.

Like Bory, German critics were preoccupied with questions of agency and 

guilt. Welles “modernization” of Kafka was about the state of “Josef K. in 

1963”:

Today, whoever has experienced a trial, whether a political trial directed against 

war criminals all the way to civil cases involving traffi  c violations, notices again 

and again how in our secularized times the consciousness of guilt has either re-

ceded or been completely damaged. Particularly in treason cases, the familiar 

phenomenon may be observed, that fear of terror and its organizations is much 

stronger than the feeling that one is guilty of something … In Welles’s fi lm, the 

conscience has long since been lost, and the terror of an authoritarian regime and 

its organizations liquidates the isolated, soulless human being.44

Despite the self-righteous tone, the analysis here of how in police states fear 

replaces conscience as a basis for action or agency hints at the relevance of 

such issues for an understanding of the (then) recent German past. Indeed, as 

the previous fi ve years had seen a number of spectacular court cases, such as 

the “Einsatzgruppen” trial in the late-1950s, in which individuals brought suits 

against former SS members, and the 1961 Eichmann trial in Israel, which was 

closely observed by the German public, the courtroom had been transformed 

from a metaphysical symbol to a concrete, historical place. Welles’s fi lm thus 

encouraged viewers to link Kafka’s Trial to the present moment.45

* * *

Making Kafka into a “prophet of fascism” was one thing, but transforming Josef 

K. into an active agent who resists the tyrannies of the court was quite another. 

Many German critics rejected this idea by way of a critique of the American 

actor Anthony Perkins’s performance. German critics often framed Welles’s 

casting of Anthony Perkins in the role of Josef K. as a type of misreading of 

the fi gure.46 In Kafka, they claimed, Josef K. has two primary characteristics: 

he is passive and he is anonymous; Anthony Perkins did not fi t either of these. 
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First, Perkins was a well-known star in the early 1960s, which made it diffi  cult 

for viewers to understand the fi gure of Josef K. in the “authentic” Kafkaesque 

sense of anonymity. Th e German born, Jewish refugee François Bondy, Swiss 

citizen and political editor of the Schweizer Monatshefte,47 described this no-

tion of anonymity in his critique of the casting of Perkins, which again shed 

light upon the ways such apparently “neutral” notions as “anonymity” were 

being actively tied to more controversial—more politicized—concepts such 

as “complicity”: “In Th e Trial, there is a tendency to self-destructiveness, to 

complicity in one’s own destruction, to masochism … Orson Welles does not 

pick up on this strain. Only for this reason could he choose an actor, to whom 

the grey anonymity of the Man without a last name does not fi t, and in whom 

one can detect no traces of resignation or complicity with his own enemies.”48 

Second, Josef K. is perceived to respond passively to the arbitrary charges of 

the court in the novel. In the fi nal scene of the fi lm, in particular, as well as 

in his response to the parable of the law, Josef K. actively resists the court’s 

interpretation of the events, as well as his execution.

A number of critics attributed this resistance to an “Americanization” of 

Kafka through the fi gure of Welles. Th e director had projected his own iden-

tity as a “rebel against American conformity” onto Josef K., yet nonetheless 

remained an American.49 In the fi lm, Perkins assumes the contours of an 

“Americanized” resistance hero, taking on the court single-handedly and refus-

ing to succumb.50 American art had a tendency to exaggerate and overextend, 

another critic argued, citing such disparate examples as William Faulkner, 

Margaret Mitchell, Jackson Pollock, and Elia Kazan; Welles belonged in this 

company.51 Th e link to Welles as an American made plausible the otherwise 

unconventional connection between resistance and Americanization and ex-

emplifi es how the fi gure of Welles as an American “auteur” could function as 

a “transnational mediator,” in Uta Poiger’s term, for rather unconventional 

notions of “Americanization,” ones that went beyond the U.S as imperialist 

world power or purveyor of “mass culture.”52

Resistance to the casting of Perkins functioned on another level as well: this 

particular Josef K. had a “past.” As one German critic put it, Perkins’s star im-

age was so infl uenced by his previous roles, particularly that of Norman Bates 

in Hitchcock’s Psycho, that his presence in the fi lm functioned as an “illusions-

störende personelle Vordringlichkeit,”53 an obtrusive, illusion shattering persona. 

Th us, the content he gave to the form of the “anonymous” Josef K. was that 

of a murderous, neurotic cross-dresser. And even his later more romantic role 

as the young lover opposite Ingrid Bergman in Lieben Sie Brahms? (Goodbye 

Again) echoed the eff eminate qualities of the character of Bates for a number 

of German critics. Th us, paradoxically, critics found Perkins too heroic, Amer-

ican, and protest oriented on the one hand and too neurotic, hectic, and jumpy 
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on the other. Th is combination of qualities, bridging as it did conventional 

divisions of gender, was not suited to the characterization of an “anonymous” 

everyman.

However, other critics appreciated the dimensions Perkins brought to the 

role and did not necessarily collapse his previous performances into one ste-

reotypical image: “Anthony Perkins has dispensed with the sophisticated la-

dies’ man type.54 He portrays the increasing confusion of Josef K. with great 

sensitivity and intelligence.”55 “Anthony Perkins,” the Augsburger Allgemeine 

stated, “personifi es the trembling soul of Josef K.”56 Critic Peter Körfgen of-

fered a subtle analysis of why he thought Perkins performance fi t to Kafka 

quite well by comparing Kafka with Hitchcock’s fi lms: “It has been criticized 

that Anthony Perkins’s Josef K. does not go under the skin. But Kafka is not a 

Hitchcock. His intellectualism prevents him from leaving things at a reparable 

shock. Th e insinuating confusion of our time does not hit like a bolt of light-

ning. And psychologically it is much more likely that the crew of an anchor-

less ship would be subject to a paralyzing sense of horror than to spontaneous 

panic.57 Signifi cantly, Körfgen linked this empathy for Perkins’s “lähmendes 

Entsetzen” (paralyzing horror) to his understanding that Kafka’s works did in-

deed contain elements of resistance, an aspect that was regularly underplayed 

by German critics.

During their fi rst meeting to discuss the possibility of Perkins’s playing the 

role of Josef K., Welles said to Perkins that his taking the role was a precon-

dition for his making the fi lm.58 Perkins was well-known in the early 1960s, 

and a number of German critics attributed Welles’s (mis)casting of Perkins to 

have been undertaken largely for commercial reasons.59 However, in later in-

terviews, Welles revealed that it was precisely the qualities Perkins brought to 

his previous roles that Welles wanted in the part of Josef K. In addition, Welles 

also linked those qualities to Perkins’s status as a closeted homosexual; Josef 

K.’s fears were thus linked to transgressive sexuality.60 Th us, subjectivizing and 

“sexualizing” K.’s guilt was one of Welles’s central strategies in his adaptation 

of Kafka. Indeed, Welles relied upon the intertextual quality of Perkins’s image 

to lend to Josef K. a complex subjective dimension.

Interestingly, German critics did not directly comment upon the sexual 

dimensions of K.’s guilt; instead, they argued that the fi lm parted company 

with Kafka, because it relied too much upon “psychological realism” where a 

star, not an anonymous hero, determines the action. “Biography”, rather than 

“existence,” was the fi lm’s main issue.61 Th us, a genuinely Kafkaesque hero, 

in German eyes, was one whose primary characteristics were passivity and 

anonymity, not sexuality and not biography. To sexualize his crisis was to per-

sonalize it and thus make it less publicly signifi cant to the question of the 

“plight of modern man.” Th is was the essence of the problem with the fi lm in 
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the eyes of several German professors at the Technische Hochschule Stutt-

gart. In a panel discussion in a “large packed lecture hall” between humani-

ties professors and a representative from the Schorcht Film Verleih, Rudolf 

Lubowski, the question was raised: “Was Welles’s Th e Trial “Kafkaesque” or 

not?” Lubowski responded to the professors with the assertion that the fi lm’s 

psychological aspect had its purpose: to make “the nightmare of modern exis-

tence emotionally accessible to the average cultural consumer.” Th e then critic 

of the Deutsche Zeitung, Hellmuth Karasek, countered with the response that 

culture was meant for the “happy few” and that to psychologize was “to vul-

garize.” By transforming Kafka into a mass cultural vehicle, Karasek implied, 

Welles had created a “dangerous forgery.”

While not giving much space to the responses out of the “packed lecture 

hall” to this conservative reading of Th e Trial, the journalist of this piece none-

theless conveyed his or her own criticism of this old fashioned reading of 

Kafka in the sarcastic introduction to the article: “Th e apologists for literary 

purism and the unassailability of the literary work of art were in their element 

when it came to the issue of whether the fi lm had either totally messed up or 

retained minimal traces of the “Kafkaesque” atmosphere … Rudolf Lubowski 

quickly became the black sheep, upon which the conceited and the diff erenti-

ated, the objective and the resentful reproaches against this fi lm and against 

the fi lm industry were unloaded.”62 Dietmar Schmidt, editor of the Protestant 

Information Services periodical Kirche und Film (Church and Film) and bi-

ographer of the controversial Protestant church president Martin Niemöller,63 

called attention to what he perceived as an anti-intellectual trend in the West 

Germany of the early 1960s that might well have described the elitist panel 

discussion at the TU Stuttgart. He suggested in an editorial in Kirche und 

Film that fi lms like Th e Trial could provide models of “heilsame Unruhe,” forms 

of “healing restlessness,” that might awaken the conscience of their viewers 

more eff ectively than most church sermons were doing. Additionally, Schmidt 

suggested that church leaders should take the critical capacities of their con-

gregations more seriously and promote more complex cultural products that 

did not necessarily off er “positive images.” In the area of literature, according 

to the well-known scholar Walter Jens, a one-sided emphasis on the “posi-

tive” had taken over, and the same seemed to be happening in fi lm: “With a 

nonchalance, from which can only be assumed that there never was such a 

fi gure as Goebbels or such an institution as the Reichskulturkammer, or in-

deed, that both have again become defi nitive authorities, the familiar adjective 

pairs “nihilistic” and “positive,” “corrupting” and “healthy” are thrown into the 

debate.”64 Schmidt linked the “either/or” criticism of fi lms such as Th e Trial to 

the cultural politics of the Th ird Reich and called his readers to remember the 

function of “black and white” points of view on public culture in the past.
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If many German critics preferred Josef K. as an anonymous everyman lack-

ing sexuality and biography, and hence rejected Anthony Perkins’s Josef K., 

they were more enthusiastic about the cast of female players, especially about 

the Austrian actress Romy Schneider’s performance as Leni. Th eir discussion 

revealed the ways Schneider’s image as the naive, charming Kaiserin Sissi, a 

holdover from her popular fi lms of the 1950s, was shifting in the early 1960s. 

Schneider as “Sissi, the young Empress” embodied an archetypal female ideal 

of the 1950s in Germany and Austria. Sissi’s dilemma as a foreign import 

into the royal Austrian house was that—unlike her mother-in-law, who iden-

tifi ed with the public function of ruling and insisted that her daughter-in-

law do the same by giving her children to a royal governess—she wished to 

raise her children herself in classic, middle-class fashion and vehemently re-

jected any claims or pretensions to power. Th e popularity of this image in the 

German-speaking world would haunt Schneider and “force” her—in a man-

ner of speaking—into exile in Paris, where she took on other roles and was 

recognized by the critical establishment as a fi ne character actress.

German critics took note of the dramatic shift in Schneider’s image in 

their response to Th e Trial. While many could not see beyond Perkins’s previ-

ous roles, Schneider had clearly shifted away from her 1950s screen image: 

Schneider’s “bravado performance as the (sexually promiscuous) nurse has 

nothing more in common with the little Sissi soul she once was.”65 Th e Frank-

furter Allgemeine wrote: “Romy Schneider has dispensed with the charming 

little goose Sissi. Th e svelt, high-heeled witch with the cat’s eyes, quick steps, 

pressing gestures and whispers understands the elementary art of seduction. 

An excellent performance.”66 Often Schneider’s performance was favorably 

compared with the performances of the other actresses, Jeanne Moreau, who 

played the nightclub dancer Miss Burstener, and Elsa Martinelli, who played 

Hilda, the court attendant’s wife, in what seemed like a contest of European 

nation-states—West Germany, France and Italy—for the prize of who could 

play a Kafkaesque female most eff ectively.67 In the eyes of German critics, 

Schneider’s was the most convincingly Kafkaesque performance.

What exactly did this mean? More detailed discussions of Schneider’s Leni 

revealed a key assumption some critics held about the role and place of women 

in a Kafkaesque universe: that they were not true “subjects”: “Romy Schneider 

as Leni … is a doll in a double sense of that word, in her erotic submissive-

ness and marionette-like impersonality. She represents completely the image 

of the women in Th e Trial who do not possess suffi  cient substance, who are 

too animalistic, ever to become the “accused” themselves.”68 Apart from draw-

ing attention to the interesting fact that there are indeed no accused women 

in Kafka’s universe, the critics’ interpretation of this absence highlights the 

archetypal signifi cance attached to forms of “submissive” female sexuality and 
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the ways these apparently stood in deep confl ict with notions of agency. Ironi-

cally, several critics praised Schneider’s Leni as her fi rst quality characteriza-

tion, even as they defi ned her, tongue in cheek, as without character, a being 

“somewhere between a frog and a human,” referring to Leni’s physical defect: 

small webs between several of her fi ngers.69

Th ose critics who commented upon the clearly sexual, as opposed to “Kaf-

kaesque,” dimension of the female performances stressed the morally problem-

atic nature of the behavior: “Kafka’s reality is completely disconsolate—how 

dreadful then, that the ‘deliverance through the woman’ seems here always 

to be expected from some half-prostitute in a form of fi nal confusion, which 

loses itself in empty sensuality.”70 Th is could not be Kafka, despite the fact 

that these sexually aggressive female characters all crop up in Th e Trial. Th ose 

critics who conceded that there were sexual dimensions to be found in Kafka 

and who liked Schneider’s performance sarcastically attributed her shift of 

image to the “arts” the “little Vienna beast” had learned in Paris.71

Th us, Schneider’s performance as Leni was, on the whole, considered 

quintessentially Kafkaesque, while Anthony Perkins’s Josef K., with important 

exceptions, was not. What did this suggest about the changing functions of 

the Kafkaesque in postwar West Germany? One very interesting aspect is tied 

to gender. Despite Josef K.’s passive anonymity, his status as subject is rein-

forced as an “accused” party. Women in this world of passive anonymity oc-

cupy a space a notch below even this status, as their “sexuality” degrades them 

to animal status. German critics did not think to link the sexual aggressiveness 

of the female characters in Th e Trial to the more active dimensions of Josef K. 

that Welles creates, nor did they relate a Josef K. who resists his oppressors to 

the isolated moments of resistance in the Th ird Reich, as Niehoff  suggested 

but then rejected, the Warsaw Ghetto fi ghters, or the Scholl siblings. Instead, 

the proper world of Kafka was a world where men were unjustly accused but 

did not resist and women were not “accused” at all. Th erefore, the framework 

of the “Kafkaesque” essentially excluded women as agents and suggested the 

limits, as critic Reinhold Th iel argued, of using Kafka as a framework within 

which to analyze the dynamics of state power.

Nonetheless, the reception of Orson Welles’s adaptation of Franz Kafka’s 

Th e Trial in the West Germany of the early 1960s demonstrates that there had 

been a development of sorts in the ways Kafka could circulate in German soci-

ety. If Kafka’s works could be actively linked to German history and its terrors, 

as was argued by some German and French critics, during—in France—and 

immediately following—in Germany—the war, the “fashionable” pessimism 

of the Kafkaesque that could be linked to a suppression of the past, which fol-

lowed in the fi rst half of the 1950s, had now given way to the option of both. 

Whether active agents circulated in a “Kafkaesque” world was, on one level, 
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the hubris of an isolated American fi lm auteur, yet it provoked questions in 

West Germany that found something like a concrete historical agent, if not an 

active rebel, hidden away under the layers of metaphysical existence: “Persecu-

tion no longer emerges, as in Kafka, out of a metaphysical consciousness of 

guilt; rather, it is secret yet real powers that take a Josef K. to court leading to 

execution. Th e Josef K. of 1963 … this must be decisive.”72 It was then up to, 

among others, the New German cinema to interpret this historical agent and 

what he—and indeed, she—chose to do or not to do.

* * *

While Welles’s Th e Trial did not become a popular blockbuster in 1963, its 

status in German fi lm circles is well-established. Enno Patalas has described 

Th e Trial as a “Film Club Heuler,” a fi lm that was well-liked and appreciated 

in art fi lm circles and that has since taken on a didactic aspect.73 Pupils read-

ing Kafka for the Abitur exams—Kafka is a regular on exam lists in German 

schools—might see the fi lm as part of their coursework, or the fi lm may be 

screened as a “classic” in what’s left of small art cinemas in Germany today.

In hindsight, Welles’s “sexualization” of Josef K., which several German crit-

ics linked to the vulgarity of mass culture, has proven to be prophetic. Four years 

after the fi lm’s German release, the publication of Kafka’s Briefe an Felice (Let-

ters to Felice) would reveal an intriguing connection between the “metaphysical” 

aspects of Kafka’s Trial and his tormented engagement to Felice Bauer, the 

woman to whom Kafka was engaged twice but never married. Th is material was 

not yet available to the public when Welles made his fi lm, though Felice Bauer 

had sold the letters to Kafka’s publisher in New York in the late-1950s. Th us, 

both Welles and Perkins’s attempts to give to Josef K. a dimension of sexual 

guilt would, to some extent, anticipate later revelations about the relationship 

between Kafka’s biography and his work.74 During his engagement with Felice 

Bauer, Kafka was engaged in an intimate correspondence with Bauer’s best 

friend, Grete Bloch, at the same time that he was writing in a similar vein to 

Bauer. Bloch revealed this correspondence to Bauer, who subsequently called a 

meeting between herself, her friend, and Kafka at a hotel in Berlin to confront 

Kafka with what both she and Bloch perceived as his duplicity. Kafka’s account 

of this “hearing” reveals that he remained completely silent throughout, un-

able to articulate an adequate “defense” on his own behalf and claiming to be 

completely unaware of a confl ict between the two correspondences. Because 

he perceived his engagement as, in essence, an extension of his literary calling, 

which could or would not exclude any form of literary expression, Kafka had 

an acute awareness of a confl ict between his writing and the bourgeois norms 

attached to marriage and founding a family. He began work on Th e Trial in 

August of 1914, shortly after the “hearing” in the Berlin hotel.75
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Th ese revelations suggest a completely diff erent reading of Kafka’s Trial 

from those that ultimately defi ned the contours of any historical or metaphys-

ical “Kafkaesque” and certainly lend credence to the distinction between the 

pre- and post-fascist Kafka. Indeed, nearly 130 years after Kafka’s birth, schol-

ars of German literature are still battling with the metaphysical “Kafkaesque” 

fi rst created by Max Brod and attempting to situate him in a historical and 

cultural context that today is more interested in “re”-constructing Kafka as a 

product of his time.76

However, in 1963, Kafka’s status as a German language writer banned 

by the Nazis and his politicized function as a “prophet of fascism” enlisted 

Welles’s fi lm and the leitmotif of “Americanized resistance” in the continuing 

process of coming to terms with the past in West Germany. While receptive 

to the idea that fascism may have been anticipated by a Jewish writer, German 

critics preferred an “anonymous, passive” Josef K. to one who resisted his op-

pressors. Ultimately, this “preference” refl ected less a more accurate reading of 

Kafka than it did a defensive, though basically accurate, perception of the in-

creasing exposure of the “anonymous German everyman” to historical scrutiny 

as the 1960s progressed. Orson Welles cryptically suggested such an aspect in 

a statement quoted in the publicity material: “My fi lm is not only about the 

conspiracy of the court against the innocent; it is much more a study of the 

corruptibility of the judicial process. My hero ( Josef K.) is not innocent; he is 

capable of being just like the others. Yet none of the others comes to his aid. 

And neither does he do anything for those around him.”77
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PART II

≥

Postfeminist Relations between 

Classic Texts and Hollywood Film 

Adaptations in the U.S. in the 1990s

Barbara Klinger has made a case for developing and improving the fi eld of 

reception study of fi lm by paying closer attention to: 1) public combat over 

fi lm meaning rather than unities, 2) historicizing inquiry beyond industrial 

practices, and 3) pursuing diachronic and synchronic meanings.1 Implicit in 

her three points is a framework for an understanding of “the historical” in 

relationship to fi lm studies and adaptation studies to which I subscribe: that 

a focus upon confl ict rather than consensus can tell us more about relations 

between audiences and fi lms in the past; that knowledge of the past should 

be sought beyond the privileged spheres of economics and politics to include 

such cultural phenomena as fi lm and literature; and that focusing upon both 

diachronic and synchronic meanings can off er a richer sense of the relation-

ship between context and meaning, in other words, what knowledge about the 

past can tell us about contemporary concerns.

Part Two will explore the relationship between the reception and adapta-

tion of specifi c nineteenth-century “classic” texts, notably works by Jane Aus-

ten and Henry James. In the late-1990s, six fi lm and television adaptations 

of nearly all of Jane Austen’s novels, including Sense and Sensibility, Pride and 

Prejudice, Emma and Persuasion were produced. Not long after, a smaller but 

no less signifi cant series of adaptations of Henry James’s novels were released 

to fi lm audiences: versions of Washington Square, Th e Portrait of a Lady and 

Th e Wings of the Dove. My focus on the Jane Austen and Henry James fi lm 

“booms” of the 1990s refl ects the traditional Hollywood tendency to mine 

nineteenth-century literature for its “realistic” and prestigious, i.e. canonical 

and thus easily identifi able, texts. However, this series of Austen and James 

adaptations also raises a key question: Why are certain canonical books inter-

esting to Hollywood during certain periods?2
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A recent study of “British Heritage Retrovisions since the mid-1990s” sug-

gests that this question is best answered by paying attention to the industrial 

dimensions of these fi lm productions; the Austen adaptations, for example, 

“were … variants of the English heritage fi lm—attempts by the industry to 

prolong the Anglo-Hollywood costume trend.”3 In other words, there was 

nothing distinctively “Jane Austen” oriented or, indeed, “Henry James” ori-

ented about these adaptations. Th at the Austen and James fi lms were part of 

a trend of fi lm adaptations of classic literature—that was by no means exclu-

sively British—was clear; however, close attention to the specifi c fi lms, as well 

as to their reception, reveals an obsession with the fi gures of Austen and James, 

their literary personas and reputations, and the ways the fi lms modifi ed the 

novels. Additionally, the nature of the modifi cations in the fi lms shows that 

the individual fi lmmakers were very much interested in both authors’ works 

and paid close attention to those works. Th us, while the focus on long term 

fi lm production trends is important, it is no less important to focus closely 

upon individual fi lms and the ways audiences interacted with them.

In exploring this question in the case of adaptations of Austen and James, 

one dimension is particularly signifi cant: the centrality of questions of chang-

ing conceptions of gender identity in the late twentieth century. Importantly, 

this contemporary dimension becomes most evident when comparing the fi lm 

adaptation with the original work, not so much for the sake of rating the fi lm’s 

“fi delity” to the original but for analyzing how classic texts are enlisted by 

Hollywood in an intertextual discourse on gender. Th e popularity of Austen’s 

works, tied as they are to a tradition of “female authorship” and to a focus on 

marriage and private life, is often explained by critics as representing a con-

servative perspective on gender issues in the fi lms’ critical reception; however, 

the adaptations negotiated ideological dilemmas such as confl icts between 

work and family, intimacy and autonomy for women and men in a postfemi-

nist context. James’s works were associated with the conservative—implicitly 

male—ideal of “Great Literature,” even as the adaptations were very much 

preoccupied with a shift of perspective on male identity from conventional 

subject to the visual equivalent of admired object, a status heretofore held 

almost exclusively by women.4

Th us, these adaptations of Austen’s and James’s works can provide fascinat-

ing insights into shifting conceptions of gender identity when they are looked 

at in relation to both the original works and to each other. Additionally, there is 

a clear confl ict that exists between the level of the reception of the fi lms, which 

tends to remain wedded to conventional ideas of male and female authorship, 

respectively, and the diff erent goals of the fi lmmakers involved in these adap-

tations, who tend to pursue—both consciously and unconsciously—a “post-

feminist” agenda, or “reading strategy,” in Janet Staiger’s terms.
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In using the term postfeminist as a framework within which to understand 

the sort of “collective agenda” of the fi lmmakers involved, as well as to explain 

at least a portion of the fi lms’ reception, I will defi ne the concept broadly, 

relying upon such diverse theorists as Susan Bordo, Susan Faludi, Deborah 

Tannen, Gisela Bock, and Steven Cohan.5 Th ough I fi nd interesting Tania 

Modleski’s well-known defi nition of postfeminism as being essentially in op-

position to second-wave feminism, I do not rely on her negative defi nition.6 

Rather, I think the term is fl exible enough to incorporate a number of diff er-

ent ways of understanding the relationship between feminism and postfemi-

nism that are marked by intense creativity, as well as ambivalence, frustration 

as well as hope. Concretely, I would like to employ the term postfeminism as 

a means of calling attention to gender related issues that have emerged since 

the women’s movement of the 1970s. Th us, the term will function as a means 

of drawing attention to a past movement in order to show both its contempo-

rary infl uence and shifting focuses and emphases that have become signifi cant 

since. As Charlotte Brundson has argued, “postfeminism has a considerable 

purchase in any approach to [certain kinds of fi lm material], not least because 

of the way in which it attributes an historical specifi city to the women’s move-

ment of the late-1960s and 1970s. It is a useful term historically, because it 

allows us to point to certain representational and discursive changes in the 

period since the 1970s.”7 No matter how conservative the conclusions of some 

of these fi lms appear to be, no fi lmmaker or adaptor of the classic nineteenth-

century literary text has remained untouched by the women’s movement. And 

because nineteenth-century “realist” texts were fi rst and foremost about issues 

of gender, they prove to be highly appropriate vehicles for eff orts to redefi ne 

what gender means in the twentieth and twenty fi rst centuries.

What were some of the issues that emerged since the 1980s that became 

part of a “postfeminist” agenda? Chief among them was the problem of ar-

ticulating a specifi cally female identity that could reconcile public and private 

spheres and could combine economic autonomy with desires for personal in-

timacy. Media discussion of women’s issues in the 1980s and 1990s often cre-

ated oppositions between “radical feminism” and “conservatism,” associating 

feminism with career-oriented women who prioritized accomplishment over 

intimacy, individual freedom over family commitment, and conservatism with 

“family values” that emphasized traditional female values of motherhood, nur-

ture, and, by extension, patriotism.8 Focusing on themes of “mediation” rather 

than economics, scholars and commentators such as Deborah Tannen sought 

to critique these oppositions by stressing new models of communication to 

overcome linguistic diff erences between men and women and to encourage 

men to develop more active, self-critical attitudes towards their own gender 

identities.9
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Th e ever increasing infl uence of multi-media images and their impact upon 

gender identity also characterizes postfeminism. Feminist philosophers and 

fi lm historians such as Susan Bordo and Steven Cohan became increasingly 

interested in questions of the body and how consumer culture mediated im-

ages of female and male bodies.10 Rather than rejecting consumer culture for 

creating sexist images of women and men, as the second-wave feminist move-

ment tended to do, Bordo and Cohan stressed the importance of analyzing 

and negotiating the realms of consumer culture in order to understand newly 

developing conceptions of gender identity linked to “ideas of performance, 

style, and desire”11

Th us, reconciling oppositions between public and private spheres through 

language and representation and utilizing consumer culture to understand gen-

dered subjects as both “desired and desiring” became a hallmark of the post-

feminist point of view, and fi lmmakers in the 1990s, such as Ang Lee, Emma 

Th ompson, Jane Campion, and Agnieszka Holland, would enlist the works of 

Jane Austen and Henry James to draw attention to these issues. However, at 

the same time, critics and viewers of the Austen and James adaptations tended 

to remain wedded to traditional notions of adaptation as fi delity, and—with 

some exceptions—understood the Jane Austen and Henry James fi lm booms 

as reactionary cultural phenomena that signaled modern women’s increasing 

frustration with “postmodern liberation.”

Th ere is a confl ict of sorts between the reception of the fi lms and the ways 

the fi lmmakers attempt to invent new ways of adapting classic works while 

simultaneously attempting to appeal to a large market. In James Naremore’s 

terms, there is a confl ict that exists between the model of translation of text to 

fi lm that demands “fi delity” on the one hand, and the model of performance 

that demands “a unique signature” on the other.12 While audience expectation 

and market forces shape the fi lms using a model of translation, comparing 

the fi lms with the original novels and with each other shows a model of per-

formance at work. However, these performances are not isolated, essential-

ized, “auteur” performances in the traditional sense. Rather, they refl ect eff orts 

to deal with cultural trends relating to gender issues through the vehicle of 

adaptation, suggesting the strategic cultural function of adaptation for ne-

gotiating diff erent types of social and cultural change. Th e use of canonical 

literature by specifi c fi lmmakers will thus be a central issue even as the model 

for understanding the fi lmmaker as “auteur” is signifi cantly revised, because it 

is between this dynamic of translation, performance, and response that impor-

tant ideological dynamics emerge that both engage and refl ect contemporary 

cultural politics.

In particular, some critics of the Austen fi lms did not follow the traditional 

path of classifying the fi lms solely in terms of preconceived notions of “Jane 
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Austen adaptations.” Th e feminist playwright Wendy Wasserstein shifted the 

focus and indirectly linked Ang Lee’s and Emma Th ompson adaptation of 

Austen’s Sense and Sensibility with the contemporary fi lm Th elma and Lou-

ise, a fi lm about two women fl eeing the FBI after killing a potential rapist.13 

Between the analysis of the Austen and James fi lm booms, respectively, I will 

follow up on this clue from the Austen fi lm reception and off er a close com-

parison of the adaptation of the nineteenth-century Austen novel Sense and 

Sensibility with the actively debated, contemporary, Ridley Scott fi lm Th elma 

and Louise.

If comparing Sense and Sensibility to its precursor text highlights the ways 

gender ideologies have changed over time, comparing such adaptations with 

a fi lm about “contemporary women” clearly shows the specifi c ways the “his-

toric” Austen characters in the fi lms are in fact contemporary as well. Th is 

comparison is intended to draw attention to the ways the respective recep-

tions of the two fi lms created an opposition between the poles of “feminism” 

and “conservatism” that suggested the cultural politics of these two fi lms were 

completely diff erent. In fact, a comparison of the two fi lms actively under-

mines this specifi c diff erence and locates that diff erence elsewhere. Sense and 

Sensibility shares with Th elma and Louise a similar literary structure that em-

phasizes the complexity of the female character by demonstrating the ways a 

relationship of equality between two very diff erent women leads the one to 

take on some of the characteristics of the other. As this dynamic progresses 

in both fi lms, it also calls attention to cultural tensions that characterized the 

“postfeminist” context of the 1990s, particularly, the tension between the un-

met expectations of equality raised by the women’s movement of the 1970s and 

the high level of self-reliance demanded of women by a postmodern economy. 

Hence, linking these two fi lms off ers yet another means of drawing attention 

to the ways Hollywood narratives can engage in intertextual dialogues with 

each other across genres that shed much light upon the relationship between 

female character development in popular narratives and changing late twenti-

eth-century defi nitions of gender identity.14 

* * *

All of these cases illustrate the ways a historical approach to adaptation can 

off er more illuminating possibilities than either ahistorical conceptions of 

“fi delity” or “intertextuality.” Adaptation understood as a certain kind of re-

ception can actively function to mediate the relationship between fi lm and 

society and thus become a means of discussing signifi cant political and social 

issues. Whether in West Germany in the 1950s or in the U.S. at the end of 

the twentieth century, fi lm adaptation was never just about “fi delity to the 

original work” nor purely “infi nite and open-ended.” Rather, fi lm adaptation 
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functioned historically to mediate the relationship between culture and poli-

tics in diff erent times and in diff erent places.
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Chapter Four

Jane-Mania
Th e Jane Austen Film Boom in the 1990s

≥

Th roughout 1995 and 1996, a series of fi lm adaptations of Jane Austen’s novels 

were released to audiences around the world. Beginning, as one critic put it, 

“almost subliminally” with Clueless—a loose adaptation of Emma set in a con-

temporary Beverly Hills high school—written and directed by Amy Heck-

erling (Fast Times at Ridgemont High), the trend continued with Persuasion, a 

British production adapted for the screen by Nick Dear and directed by Roger 

Michell, Sense and Sensibility, adapted by Emma Th ompson and directed by 

Ang Lee, Pride and Prejudice, adapted by Andrew Davies and directed by Si-

mon Langton for British television, and fi nally, British and American versions 

of Emma.1 Although adaptations of Austen’s novels with varying degrees of 

quality had been produced throughout the previous two decades, notably, Fay 

Weldon’s fi ne adaptation of Pride and Prejudice for the BBC in 1980, it was 

clear to many critics that this sudden spate of Austen dramatizations could 

not have emerged out of a cultural vacuum.2

Despite the fact that the last decades of the twentieth century saw a con-

sistent trend toward highly aestheticized “historical” dramatizations, notably 

the many Merchant/Ivory productions beginning with A Room with a View 

and moving on through dramatizations of Edith Wharton and Henry James, 

critics nonetheless chose to defi ne the series of Austen fi lms largely as an 

isolated phenomenon, best interpreted not within the larger context of recent 

historical dramatizations but in terms of the author, the female author, herself. 

Th e reviews dealing with the fi lms carried titles such as “Jane Reaction,” “Jane 

Mania,” and “Jane Addiction,” suggesting two things: that the fi lms could 

only be understood in terms of the person of the female author—“Jane” rather 

than Austen—and that an interest in this fi gure—mania, addiction, etc.—was 

irrational, subjective, but above all, personal and private in nature, unrelated 

to the public world of business, law, and politics.3 Th ese two key assumptions 

comprise the legacy of the concept of the female author, whose sphere of au-
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thority, that is, of public knowledge, is radically circumscribed. Analysis of the 

reception of the Austen fi lms by the American and, to some extent, German 

reviewing establishments reveals the ideological aspects of this legacy, which 

shaped the central question raised by practically all the reviewers of the fi lm 

adaptations of Austen’s novels: why are we in the midst of a “Jane Austen fi lm 

boom” at the end of the twentieth century?

Responding to this question, Evan Th omas wrote in Newsweek magazine: 

“People have become accustomed to vulgarity, as well as other common indig-

nities—their neighbors threatening to sue them, their colleagues incessantly 

whining, their former lovers spilling their secrets, and perfect strangers insult-

ing them or, worse, confi ding in them. Possibly, they are growing sick of it. Th e 

cult of Jane Austen, with its nostalgia for a more decorous and polite age, is 

one small sign.”4 Th omas’s glib rhetoric of boundary transgression conceals an 

important subtext: that the reason behind the Jane Austen boom is a desire to 

reestablish conventional distinctions between public and private life. Th is pre-

sumption directly links Jane Austen to the legacy of female authorship, the leg-

acy that equated female authority with authority over the private sphere alone. 

Moreover, Th omas reads this “nostalgia” as a fundamentally apolitical desire, 

a rather amorphous longing for more polite social interaction. Other critics, 

less sanguine than Th omas about the implications of reestablishing conven-

tional notions of public and private, nonetheless equate the dramatizations of 

Austen’s novels with the desire to do so: “What could possibly account for this 

Jane mania? … I thought I understood the Victorian revival … But Regency 

England? And not really Regency England of a distinctly weird George III 

but these Cinderella idylls about it—in which, to paraphrase Nina Auerbach, 

before a novel or a life could properly begin, the women must wait at the door 

for the gentlemen to enter. Is it an aspect of antifeminist backlash?”5 George 

III represents the public world, whereas Austen’s Cinderella idylls represent 

private life, a life to which the forces of “antifeminist backlash” would like to 

see women return. Th us, Leonard links the fi lms to the reactionary politics of 

the New Right: to return women to the private sphere where they presumably 

belong. Whether critics politicize the nostalgic longing for order—women are 

fl ocking to Jane Austen fi lms, because they are frustrated with postmodern 

liberation6—or not—the fi lms are constrained by the emphasis upon who or 

who will not marry whom7—, by associating the Austen dramatizations with 

precisely this “nostalgic” impulse, all the critics link the fi lms to the legacy 

of female authorship that associates women’s domestic writing with writing 

about private life alone. Th is association more or less guarantees that the fi lms 

will function either as reaffi  rmations of conservative values or as apolitical 

romantic idylls.
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It is worth noting that when critics pay attention to specifi c fi lms, without 

linking their discussions to the above question, very diff erent readings emerge, 

readings that, in emphasizing questions of production and adaptation, raise 

provocative issues about the relationship between text (fi lm) and context (the 

late twentieth century). For example, Wendy Wasserstein’s review of Sense and 

Sensibility did not situate the fi lm within an overarching “Jane Austen boom.” 

Rather, she compared it to “contemporary” depictions of “intelligent women” 

in Hollywood:

It’s not that Hollywood isn’t aware of female intelligence. Recently we’ve had an 

onslaught of supporting role lawyer babes, psychologist cat woman babes, and 

of course, the nicest wife who ever lived and also happens to be a surgeon babe. 

What is stunning about Sense and Sensibility, and Emma Th ompson’s knowing 

screenplay, is that when all the latter twentieth-century ‘you’ve come a long way, 

baby’ trappings are removed, we’re left with the heart of the matter: character. Th e 

Dashwood sisters’ intelligent life is internal and can’t be roughly sketched in with 

threatening, high powered jobs and Armani suits. Attention to the personalities, 

therefore, must be paid.8

Wasserstein argues that Sense and Sensibility arrives in a contemporary context 

that has a diffi  cult time depicting female intelligence as real or believable. What 

all of the above Hollywood renditions of female intelligence have in common, 

after all, is that they are “babes” at heart or private, sexual beings. By rendering 

intelligent life internal rather than external, Sense and Sensibility shows that 

female intelligence cannot be understood strictly within the boundaries of the 

public world of work, but must also be understood in relationship to a woman’s 

personal life and sexuality. Th us, Wasserstein suggests that Austen’s focus upon 

intelligent female character actually undermines distinctions between pub-

lic and private life, distinctions which continue to associate women’s deepest 

character with her private sexuality, or “babeness.”

However, overall, even as critics focused closely upon the fi lm as text, their 

assumptions about Austen as a female author often marred otherwise insight-

ful analysis. Discussing the signifi cance of the relationship between Elinor 

and Marianne in Sense and Sensibility, Martin Amis put forth: “When Elinor 

addresses Marianne as “my dearest,” we are moved, because the endearment 

is literally true—and may well remain true, for life. For the unmarried, no 

reconfi gurement awaits the pattern of their love; their nearest are their dearest 

and that is the end of it … And we naively console ourselves that Jane Austen, 

whatever else she lacked, at least had Cassandra.”9 Addressing a seemingly 

feminist issue, female relations in the novels of a canonical British author, 
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Amis situates himself squarely within the tradition of female authorship by 

linking his reading of the scene to the personal maladjustment of the female 

author herself. “We fancy ourselves perfectly placed to pick up the distress 

signals sent out by Persuasion, with its tartness and well-trimmed melancholy,” 

Anthony Lane wrote in Th e New Yorker, “We cannot conceive that anyone as 

long suff ering as Jane Austen could also be so funny. Her balance is beyond 

us; however good a person we may think she was, she was better.”10 According 

to David Ansen in Newsweek, Persuasion “is a comedy tinged with the mel-

ancholy and the ache of missed opportunities ... it’s the closest she came to 

revealing her own yearning soul.” 11

Given the history of eff orts to privatize the public authority of the female 

author, the above attempts to link the Austen fi lm adaptations to the female 

author’s private “long-suff ering yearnings” may be more a sign of backlash than 

the fi lms to which they are presumably a response. Here, we see how Austen’s 

reception draws attention away from the public signifi cance of the fi lm adap-

tations by claiming to situate their meaning within a naturalized, ahistorical, 

but above all, privatized notion of female yearning. But if this is not the right 

context in which to situate the Austen boom of the 1990s, what is?

In an insightful review of the Austen boom in the New York Review of Books, 

critic Louis Menand suggests an alternative conceptualization of context for 

the Austen fi lms. “Th ese fi lms have all come out at the same time, it’s true,” 

Menand writes, “but they were all put together at diff erent times, and the im-

pulse to make them must have been much stronger than the mere impulse to 

watch them. Th e shortage of leading roles for women in contemporary screen-

plays,” Menand suggests, “is probably a better explanation for the appearance 

and the quality of these fi lms than some imagined cultural turn.”12 But surely 

it is less a question of the quantity—shortage—of women’s fi lm roles than of 

their quality, that is, their content. Susan Faludi has suggested that the por-

trayal of women in fi lm in the 1980s took a sharp turn from the celebration 

to the vilifi cation of female independence, that is, women’s public roles: “Th e 

backlash shaped much of Hollywood’s portrayal of women in the 1980s. In 

typical themes, women were set against women; women’s anger at their social 

circumstances was depoliticized and displayed as personal depression instead; 

and women’s lives were framed as morality tales in which the “good mother” 

wins and the independent woman gets punished.”13 Films such as Fatal Attrac-

tion, Broadcast News, Crossing Delancey, and Baby Boom all manifested aspects 

of this trend toward vilifi cation, emphasizing the ways in which women’s quest 

for public recognition and independence was presumably directly related to 

their inability to create and sustain intimate relationships with men. Women’s 

public roles were thus represented as being fundamentally at odds with their 

private beings and thus wholly unrelated to them.
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I want to argue that several of the Austen fi lms of the 1990s, notably Sense 

and Sensibility and Persuasion, attempt to reforge a link between public and 

private spheres for both women and men and thus can only be understood as a 

response to, rather than as a manifestation of, the society-wide backlash of the 

1980s: the New Right’s eff orts to reprivatize male and female relationships.14 

Th at response, in turn, has been very much shaped by the women’s movement 

and its profound ideological eff ects on the late twentieth century, even as it 

shows itself to be ambivalent about that infl uence. To best understand the Jane 

Austen boom of the 1990s is to disassociate the fi lms from the cultural myth 

of Jane Austen as a female author and instead to locate them squarely within 

what might be called the postfeminist context of the late twentieth century, a 

context preoccupied, as was Austen, with the “discourse rather than the repre-

sentation of politics.”15

Critics generally agreed that two productions stood out in the series of 

Austen fi lms that came to the screen: Sense and Sensibility and Persuasion. Sense 

and Sensibility, adapted for the screen by Emma Th ompson and directed by the 

Taiwanese director Ang Lee, became a hit production in 1996 and received an 

Academy Award for Best Screenplay.16 One of the least popular, and certainly 

the least dramatized of all of Austen’s works, the novel was reworked exten-

sively for the screen. Always situated in the shadow of Pride and Prejudice, the 

choice of Sense and Sensibility as fare for an expensive Hollywood vehicle itself 

signaled what might be called an “Americanized” change of approach to the 

Austen canon, one that privileged one of Austen’s “minor” novels, because it 

had, according to the U.S. producer of the fi lm Lindsay Doran, the “qualities 

in a book … that would translate into a good fi lm: … wonderful characters, 

a strong love story … relevant themes, and a heart-stopping ending.” When 

Doran later “found” herself working “as an executive at a Hollywood studio,” 

her fi rst priority was “still to make a movie out of my favourite book.” Em-

phasizing her Hollywood pedigree: her father, D.A. Doran, had been a studio 

executive for forty years, Doran legitimized bringing a minor Austen novel to 

the screen in terms of the democratic priorities of the Hollywood entertain-

ment industry as opposed to the more elite criteria of the literary establish-

ment17 (see Figure 4.1).

Th e publicity surrounding the fi lm centered around its star, Emma Th omp-

son functioning both as female lead and screenwriter, its director, Ang Lee, as 

a foreign element seemingly unsuited to an Austen dramatization, and its co-

star, Hugh Grant. Much of what made the fi lm such a success was the atten-

tion it received as a result of its stars, but shrewd marketing emphasizing the 

connections between the fi lm and the legacy of Austen as female author also 

played an important role. New editions of Sense and Sensibility, with the fi lm’s 

stars gracing the cover, put Jane Austen’s least respected canonical work on 
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Figure 4.1. Publicity poster for Sense and Sensibility depicting Elinor (Emma Th ompson) 
and Marianne (Kate Winslet). (Courtesy: Photofest)
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many a bestseller list. In addition, the publication of Emma Th ompson’s pro-

duction diaries along with her screenplay further fueled the new Jane Austen 

mania.18 Some critics even compared Th ompson to Austen as a female autho-

rial fi gure, and producer Doran actually suggested that the screenplay should 

be “novelized” and marketed as the Austen novel.19 Asked what she would ask 

Jane Austen if she were to come back to life, Emma Th ompson only somewhat 

facetiously replied: “What percentage she wants of the gross.”20

To understand the ways in which the fi lm breaks with the legacy of fe-

male authorship is to focus less on its reception than on the ways in which 

Th ompson modifi ed the text of the novel to suit the screen. In the novel, two 

genteel but impoverished sisters, Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, represent 

two opposing emotional strategies in the task of surviving their sole chance of 

access to solvency and public esteem: the marriage market. Elinor, the elder 

sister, represents the strategy of sense, in that she believes that feelings must 

be controlled for the sake of society, whereas Marianne believes feelings and 

passions should take precedence over societal norms. Th eir attitudes about 

emotions refl ect the way each deals with the excitement, uncertainties, and 

risks of courtship. Th eir suitors, Edward Ferrars and John Willoughby, each 

represent a seeming complement to the female roles: Edward, suited to Elinor, 

is rational; Willoughby is emotional and passionate. In the novel, both suitors 

disappear from the scene fairly early on, leaving the ideal of complementar-

ity in the air. It is now the women who must work out the implications of 

their diff ering emotional structures for their own lives. An older, more rational 

suitor, Colonel Brandon, is waiting in the wings for Marianne in case the 

match with Willoughby does not turn out. Th e novel concludes with two mar-

riages: between Elinor and Edward, and Marianne and Brandon.

In the New York Review of Books, critic Louis Menand noted how Th omp-

son solved the narrative problem of the “disappearing suitors” in her screen-

play. She fl eshed out the role of the third, younger sister, Margaret, who is not 

at all developed in the novel, in order to create a friendship between her and 

Edward at the beginning of the fi lm, thus rendering Edward more interesting 

and memorable enough to survive his early disappearance.21 Yet by situating 

Margaret in relation to Edward, rather than in relation to the other two sisters, 

Menand dismisses the possibility of Margaret as a viable third party. Another 

critic saw the possibility of a connection but then rejected it due to age: “A 

third sister, Margaret, played by Emilie François, is, at eleven, too young to 

stand for anything.”22

However, close attention to the role of Margaret in the fi lm reveals a func-

tion that goes beyond a mere aesthetic modifi cation for purposes of narrative 

interest. A review of Th ompson’s screenplay shows that the character of Mar-

garet was to provide a third dimension of female identity: the independent, 
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modern woman no longer a pawn of her own emotions. An opening scene, 

later cut from the fi lm, is a dialogue between Mrs. Dashwood and her dying 

husband outlining the marital futures of the three daughters: Elinor as sen-

sible, Marianne as romantic, and Margaret as independent.23 Th is triangular 

theme runs throughout the fi lm, but the omission of the opening scene renders 

it largely implicit, a “modern” subtext that mediates between the predominant 

Austenian themes of “sense” and “sensibility”24 (see Figure 4.2).

On one level, the character of Margaret in the fi lm suggests the immaturity 

of a young girl who must grow up to learn her sister’s, Elinor’s, coping mecha-

nisms. However, on another level, she is clearly a harbinger of the future. She 

is the future of women, representing their desire to enter the public world; 

Margaret wishes to go to sea and become a pirate. Her way is openly to ques-

tion unjust laws, fl eeing out of doors when Elinor insists she “come inside.” 

Th roughout the fi lm, Margaret always insists upon speaking directly about 

public injustice. She questions the laws of entail and manages to get Elinor to 

speak openly as well:

Elinor: Margaret, are you there? Please come down. John and Fanny will be here 

soon.

Margaret: Why are they coming to live at Norland? Th ey already have a house 

in London.

Figure 4.2. Th e three sisters in Sense and Sensibility: (from left) Marianne (Kate Winslet), 
Margaret (Emilie François), and Elinor (Emma Th ompson). (Courtesy: Photofest)
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Eleanor: Because houses go from father to son, dearest—not from father to 

daughter. It is the law … If you come inside, we could play with your atlas.

Margaret: It’s not my atlas any more. It’s their atlas.25

Likewise, Margaret questions the norms of silence governing public discus-

sion of desire and romance. Like the neighborhood gossip Mrs. Jennings and 

unlike her family, she prefers to “talk about things.”26 Whereas even Marianne 

clearly subscribes to norms of polite discourse, attempting to shield Elinor 

from the embarrassment of having her suitor’s name made public, Margaret’s 

request for more frankness is clearly not satirized within any of the scenes 

where she off ers her third viewpoint. Th e viewer recognizes that, unlike Mrs. 

Jennings, Margaret is requesting not gossip but open communication.

Th us, Elinor’s “sense” cannot be understood merely in opposition to Mar-

ianne’s sensibility: repressing one’s emotions rather than expressing them 

within a fundamentally passive relationship to the public world. Instead, Eli-

nor’s “sense” is updated, so to speak, to function as a model of female comport-

ment existing somewhere in between the poles of autonomy (Margaret) and 

affi  liation (Marianne). Th is renders Elinor a very modern, perhaps even post-

modern, entity for contemporary audiences, as public conceptions of female 

identity tend to situate women ideologically either in terms of independence 

or affi  liation, resulting in a double bind for many women that has made it 

diffi  cult for them to discuss publicly both aspects of their identities without 

being classifi ed either as neo-traditionalist or “radical” feminist. Th us, the fact 

that Elinor’s sense triumphs with Margaret, as well as it does with Marianne 

at the end of the fi lm, acquires a diff erent meaning than it had for Austen. 

For Th ompson, Elinor’s sense must come to mediate between the demands of 

Margaret and the desires of Marianne.

How does Elinor mediate between the two poles of independence and af-

fi liation? Within the female triad Th ompson creates, all of Elinor’s actions 

acquire signifi cance insofar as they serve as models for both Margaret and 

Marianne. Elinor’s knowledge of Lucy Steele’s engagement to Edward and 

her unwillingness to make it public, for example, exemplifi es a form of female 

heroism: honorable behavior vis à vis her rival, who has more ancient claims 

upon her lover.27 As Th ompson pointed out in an interview with the German 

magazine, Der Spiegel, female heroism in Austen cannot be demonstrated by 

actions, as with men, but rather by way of character.28 If, for Marianne, Elinor’s 

behavior might appear to demonstrate too much discipline and self-control of 

heartfelt emotions, for Margaret, it represents precisely the type of behavior 

necessary for success in the public world. Elinor exemplifi es a model for public 

conduct, or what Th ompson refers to as female heroism, within the central 

dilemma of patriarchy, the confl ict between love (affi  liation) and money (inde-
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pendence). Yet, particularly in her relationship to Marianne, Elinor illustrates 

an affi  liative nature that several critics patronizingly misread in terms of the 

“crucial heaviness of … sisterly love,” that is, love unable to be channeled into 

the conventional direction of heterosexual bonds.29 In the deathbed scene with 

Marianne, Elinor reveals a powerful capacity for emotion which calls atten-

tion to the sensible aspect of her nature. Th us, combining characteristics that 

serve as models both for independence and affi  liation, Elinor demonstrates 

that female character consists of both independence and affi  liation, sense and 

sensibility.

What sort of a man can accommodate such a female personality? Th omp-

son’s rendition of Edward takes on particular signifi cance in the late twentieth 

century:

Elinor: Margaret has always wanted to travel.

Edward: I know. She is heading an expedition to China shortly. I am to go as her 

servant but only on the understanding that I will be very badly treated.

Elinor: What will your duties be?

Edward: Sword-fi ghting, administering rum, and swabbing.

Elinor: Ah.

Edward: All I want—all I have ever wanted—is the quiet of a private life, but my 

mother is determined to see me distinguished.30

To posit a man with no ambition who just wants to have a “private” life as a fi t 

partner for Elinor is to suggest a new male type as well, one not conventionally 

associated with romance. Th e notion of “private” meant something diff erent 

for Jane Austen than it means today: it was a term not yet gendered female. 

For Edward to desire a private life suggests a male identity not beholden to 

the conventional sexual division of labor. Correspondingly, the marriage of 

Elinor and Edward does not represent a validation of private female identity. 

Rather, it is a modern ideological validation of Elinor’s particular virtues: her 

self-reliance and her intellectual and practical capacity to mediate between 

independence and affi  liation.

Yet the powerful ambivalence regarding this “resolution” is demonstrated 

in the response to Elinor’s “breakdown” when she learns Edward is free to 

marry her. Th e scene triggered two types of responses in many viewers: either 

laughter or a reserved silence. Th ose who responded with laughter felt the 

emotion conveyed in the scene was happiness, the conventional response to 

the “happy end.” However, the “silent” group used very diff erent adjectives, 

primarily of relief. Th is group did not see the marriage as a reward for good be-
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havior. Rather, the fi nal breakdown suggested that acquiring a partner willing 

to accommodate women’s public and private dimensions cannot be eff ected by 

will or by virtue; it is simply a matter of luck. Th is factor calls attention to the 

not so perfect role the “sensible” woman will play at the end of the twentieth 

century, in the absence of luck: taking full responsibility for both public life 

and private life, the modern variation on the dilemma of love and money that 

so interests Th ompson in Sense and Sensibility.31

If Elinor’s sense represents less a private means of coping than it does a 

way to reconcile both public and private, Emma Th ompson’s emphasis on the 

themes of love and money in the plot of Sense and Sensibility stresses the in-

terrelationship of public and private life for women in the early nineteenth 

century and, more generally, an insistence upon demonstrating the connec-

tion between the personal and the political for women in the present. While 

critics tended to focus on the personal female relationships in Sense and Sen-

sibility, Th ompson emphasized instead that for Elinor and Marianne, their 

“private” pain is clearly linked to their “public” exclusion from entail, and this 

interconnection is reinforced throughout the fi lm; indeed, it is highlighted 

much more directly in the fi lm than in the novel. In the novel, for example, 

the description of the cottage the Dashwoods rent after leaving the estate of 

Norland emphasizes largely its aesthetic defi ciencies, whereas the cottage in 

the fi lm is grey, stark, and unfurnished, symbolizing the loss of wealth and 

status the family has experienced.32 Director Ang Lee made every attempt 

to emphasize themes of social class throughout the fi lm by way of attention 

to the spaces the Dashwoods inhabit. Discussing the ballroom scene where 

Elinor and Marianne confront Willoughby’s betrayal, Th ompson writes in her 

diaries: “I could never have imagined the scene occurring in so many diff erent 

rooms, but Ang’s (director Lee’s) vision is full of movement—and notions of 

class.”33 Th e diff erent rooms in the ballroom scene emphasize the class diff er-

ences of the participants; the more lavish and ornate room where the sisters 

discover Willoughby, for example, symbolizes the wealth for which Marianne 

has been abandoned.

Th e dilemma of love and money, as understood in Austen’s time, high-

lighted the centrality of “good” marriages for the economic and emotional 

standing of women in the early nineteenth century, that is, for both their pub-

lic and private standing in society. Critics who spoke of the dated nature of 

this theme—after all, women today can earn their own money and no longer 

need to rely on men for their economic well-being34—missed the larger point 

Th ompson and Lee wished to convey: that presumably private questions of 

love and romance were inextricably linked to public issues of law and eco-

nomics. Moreover, the subtextual presence of Margaret Dashwood further 

suggested that the connections between private and public realms had a clear 
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relevance for the late twentieth century, not because women like Elinor Dash-

wood—women who mediated the confl icting demands of independence and 

affi  liation—were excluded from the realms of law and economics as they had 

been in Austen’s day but because they were now included in them, largely 

on an unequal basis. Indeed, the dilemma of love and money had acquired a 

diff erent meaning for women in the late twentieth century; it had become a 

“both/and” rather than an “either/or” problem. Not, as Th ompson said in one 

interview and as was the case in the nineteenth century, “if you haven’t any 

money, you can’t get married, and if you don’t get married, you’ll never have 

any money.”35 Rather, as she more aptly put it in a German interview: it may 

be wonderful to fall in love, but can women today “aff ord” to do so?36 As those 

still made primarily responsible for emotional and family life even as they have 

entered the men’s public world and those most fi nancially disadvantaged by 

divorce, women must come to recognize that “love” is as pressing an issue of 

public concern for them as “money.”

Why choose a Jane Austen novel to convey such a message? Claudia John-

son has suggested that the novels of Jane Austen are best understood not in 

relation to the legacy of female authorship but rather in relation to the English 

reaction to the French Revolution at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

Austen’s novels, she argues, attempted to use aesthetic strategies to question 

the ideological polarities the reaction to the Revolution had wrought.37 As 

artists from very diff erent cultures, both Th ompson and Lee nonetheless share 

Austen’s method of using representations of family life as a means to make so-

cial and political points about a contemporary society ideologically polarized 

as a result of the combined legacies of the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 

the free market counterrevolution of the 1980s. Yet crucially, both were situ-

ated in relation to the tradition of female authorship in such a way as to make 

the collaboration seem almost miscegenous. “You certainly wonder,” one critic 

dubiously wrote in Time magazine, “how a Taiwan born director … managed 

to reach across time and cultures to deliver these delicate goods undamaged.”38 

Indeed, Ang Lee was viewed by many critics as an anomalous choice for an 

Austen fi lm, presumably because of the diff erence between Eastern and West-

ern culture. Yet his other fi lms, notably Th e Wedding Banquet and Eat Drink 

Man Woman clearly employ aesthetic strategies very similar to Austen’s. And 

Th ompson, ironically, is viewed as a perfect mediating vehicle for an Austen 

novel not because she is interested in Austen’s original aesthetic strategies as 

a means of “uncovering the ideological underpinnings of cultural myths” but 

because she “has always been good at the cadences and muffl  ed sobbiness of 

rebuked love.” “In Th ompson as in Austen, sense and sensibility are not so very 

far apart.”39
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Yet Sense and Sensibility is ambivalent about itself and its political subtexts 

as well, no doubt due to the importance of producing a successful, profi table 

fi lm, and its tapping into the nostalgic associations surrounding the legacy 

of female authorship was by no means accidental. Although critics gener-

ally noted a marked diff erence between the way Lee worked with lavish and 

scenic “high culture” themes and materials, in comparison to, for example, 

Merchant/Ivory productions, clearly much of what is aff ecting about Sense and 

Sensibility is its rich and ornate costumes and scenery, cues that would draw 

attention less to concrete themes of social class and gender inequality than to 

the status of “high culture.” While Th ompson tried at times to draw attention 

away from the high culture elements of the fi lm, as when she insisted that 

production designer Luciana Arrighi’s aristocratic picnic arrangement during 

a key scene should be replaced by “cheese, bread, apples, and beer,” because the 

Dashwoods are “poor,” the trappings of high culture in Sense and Sensibility are 

diffi  cult to overlook.40

Moreover, Emma Th ompson’s star status, particularly the eff ort to link her 

person to Austen’s as a female authorial fi gure, tended again to promote An-

glophilic associations with British high culture. Th at Th ompson, the author of 

the screenplay, doubled as one of the characters in the novel she adapted for 

the screen also highlighted the collapse of the vital distinction between the 

female author and the text (fi lm). Indeed, Th ompson’s published diaries on the 

making of the fi lm, along with the screenplay were marketed as high culture, 

seemingly removed from the distant world of contemporary cultural politics.

But perhaps the most conservative dimension of the fi lm is that, at bottom, 

its overall aesthetics do not reinforce its political subtexts, a theme I will ex-

plore in greater detail in Persuasion. It was not just Jane Austen Society mem-

bers who pointed out that the physical attractiveness and eroticism of cast 

members such as Hugh Grant reinforced a reading of the fi lm as just another 

“love and romance” plot, where aesthetic signals trigger from the outset who is 

meant for whom in the private world of romantic relationships. In conforming 

so precisely to Hollywood standards that associate the cues of high culture so 

completely with idyllic beauty and lavish scenery, Sense and Sensibility suc-

ceeded, unfortunately, in camoufl aging its most innovative dimensions.

* * *

Persuasion, adapted for fi lm by Nick Dear and directed by Roger Michell—

“two men of the British theatre,” as one critic put it—was the fi rst “period” 

Austen dramatization when it was released in the fall of 1995.41 Highly praised 

by practically all major fi lm critics, the fi lm nonetheless received little publicity 

and disappeared quickly from public attention after the release of the much 
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more popular and talked about Sense and Sensibility.42 Like Sense and Sensi-

bility, Persuasion lags behind Pride and Prejudice in popularity, though it is 

considered one of the fi ner, and certainly the most romantic, of Austen’s six 

novels. In Persuasion, the heroine, Anne Elliot, was persuaded by a trusted and 

established mother surrogate, Lady Russell, to reject an off er of marriage from 

Frederick Wentworth on account of his lack of fortune and gentility. Th e story 

begins seven years later when Anne, at the age of twenty-seven, still ensconced 

in her loveless and negligent aristocratic family of origin, reencounters Fred-

erick Wentworth, now an established captain in the British Navy. Wentworth 

still resents the rejection, and Anne regrets it, but because neither speaks of 

their feelings directly, most of the action involves indirect communication be-

tween the former lovers via dialogue with the other characters or various types 

of exchanges of gesture or gaze with one another. Th e plot is thus driven by 

silence, or an absence of verbal communication.

Critics tended to associate the “silence” exclusively with Anne, attempting 

to link it to her status as an over-the-hill spinster. It is Anne, not Freder-

ick, who “nurses her silent hopes,” as she is a “twenty-seven year old Cin-

derella who has lost her prince the fi rst time round and who no longer has 

her looks.”43 Critics generally overemphasized the role of Anne Elliot in the 

fi lm and underemphasized that of Frederick Wentworth, largely due to their 

assumption that Persuasion was best understood within the legacy of female 

authorship and its emphasis on the female heroine/female author. As Persua-

sion is commonly interpreted as the autumnal novel Jane Austen wrote on her 

deathbed, it is misread as autobiographical, the story of a lonely, dying female 

author “revealing her own yearning soul.”44 Th e fi lm is interpreted in similar 

terms. John Bowman in the American Spectator, for example, read the fi lm as 

a model of “every woman’s romance: the need to be loved for herself alone 

and the fulfi lment, after many false steps and near misses, of that need.”45 Yet 

Persuasion’s silences are not Anne’s exclusively. Th ey are in fact, integral to her 

relationship with Frederick, who is likewise silent, even as he is entitled to the 

prerogative of speech.

Persuasion’s silences can thus be linked to the politicized themes of gender 

and (mis)communication in late twentieth-century life and the great diffi  culty 

in bringing this “transparent communication” about.46 Indeed, communication 

between men and women has become a potent theme in contemporary cul-

tural studies. Linguists such as Deborah Tannen in You Just Don’t Understand 

have attempted to defi ne gender diff erence less in terms of biology—gender 

diff erence is grounded in nature—or politics—men dominate women—and 

more in terms of diff ering communication patterns between the sexes which, 

when rendered transparent, might be less a source of tension than of under-

standing. While this defi nition of gender diff erence might strike some as 
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notoriously depoliticized, its intent is decidedly political: to undermine the 

association of gender diff erence with hierarchy or nature and, in the process, 

to bring men into the task of reforming the relationship between public and 

private life. While contemporary gender diff erence may have its modern roots 

in the doctrine of separate spheres, the diff erences created by the separation 

can be broken down via communication.

Th is thesis might sound idealistic, but Dear and Michell take it very seri-

ously on two fundamental levels: that of what I will call “the mind,” or point 

of view of the camera, and of the body, or what the camera “sees.” Several crit-

ics noted that we, the audience, see the developments in Persuasion from the 

heroine’s point of view, that is, the point of view of a subjected female. As men 

of the British theatre, Dear and Michell’s regendering of the eye of the camera 

is a fi rst step in breaking down its conventional male gaze.47 Several critics 

noted the strikingly innovative use of the camera to “refurbish the conventions 

of the costume drama,”48 but did not link that innovation to gender. How did 

the fi lmmakers manage to capture the subjective, internal viewpoint of the 

novel with the “‘objective’ eye of the camera?,” as the German critic Patrick 

Bahners diplomatically put it.49

If Sense and Sensibility broke with Hollywood norms in portraying the “in-

telligent female character,”50 Persuasion goes a step further, off ering the entire 

narrative from Anne Elliot’s point of view. Despite her elite social standing, 

Anne’s position in her family is strikingly marginal. We see with Anne’s eyes, 

as Bahners noted, but Anne is not seen. Persuasion thus dramatizes a particu-

lar instance of female subjection and, simultaneously, off ers the audience the 

point of view of a female subject.51 Given that both director and screen adap-

tor were “men of the British theatre,” Persuasion might be “understood,” like 

Tannen’s eff orts, as an attempt to deconstruct gender diff erence by way of a 

communication medium.

Th e political implications of another of Michell’s aesthetic strategies is par-

ticularly striking: his reconfi guration of the body. In an early scene, Sir Walter 

Elliot is shown holding forth on the subject of physical attractiveness in men. 

He is surrounded by women: Elizabeth, the eldest daughter, Anne, Lady Rus-

sell, and Mrs. Clay. None of these women are “made up” in the conventional 

Hollywood manner and thus do not conform to Hollywood beauty standards. 

Devoid of make-up and fl attering lighting, none of the female characters off er 

the audience a conventional cue as to who the subject of romantic interest will 

be in the fi lm. Indeed, all of the conventional Hollywood beauty that the fi lm 

off ers belongs to the most heartless and mercenary characters: Sir Walter El-

liot and his nephew, Sir William Elliot, who will inherit the Elliot estate due 

to Sir Walter’s lack of male heirs. By severing the connection between beauty 

and virtue, as well as that between beauty and sexual desirability, Michell suc-
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ceeds in disrupting just about every aesthetic convention associated with the 

tradition of “costume drama,” and even Western art in general.

Susan Bordo has argued that a feminist politics of culture must take into 

account two dimensions of mass cultural imagery of gender: the tendency to 

homogenize, that is, to “smooth out all racial, ethnic, and sexual ‘diff erences’ 

that disturb Anglo-Saxon, heterosexual expectations and identifi cations” and 

the tendency to normalize, or create images that “function as models against 

which the self continually measures, judges, ‘disciplines,’ and ‘corrects’ itself.”52 

She further suggests that, to remedy these two tendencies, it is necessary to 

conceptualize the body not as a sight of the play of cultural diff erences but as 

a battleground. She provides a concrete example: a pro-choice advertisement 

off ering a woman’s face split into halves, the left half a conventional photo, the 

other half its negative. Superimposed over this divided image is the text “Your 

body is a battleground.”53

Michell’s Persuasion, clearly distances itself from the tendencies of homog-

enization and normalization, and its reception reveals the “battle” over the 

female body and its right to intimacy and authority if it is not perceived as 

“normalized.” Many critics, reading Persuasion as a “conventional romance,” 

actively resisted identifying with the characters portrayed by Amanda Root, 

Susan Fleetwood, and even Ciàran Hinds, because they simply could not 

overlook this “break” with Hollywood beauty norms: “A few anachronisms 

[in Persuasion] can be overlooked, but there is no getting around that not-

to-be-overlooked, or looked-at, heroine.” Simon continues: “A few years be-

fore,” we read in the novel, Anne “had been a very pretty girl, but her bloom 

had vanished early. Miss Root, manifestly a diff erent part of the plant, has 

no bloom whatsoever, and seems never to have had.”54 “In their attempts to 

purify the movie [Persuasion] of Hollywood sheen and give it an air of natu-

ralism, the producers … have too zealously ripped away the romantic gauze: 

the distressing results are an unappealing Anne Elliot, a pockmarked Captain 

Wentworth, a greasy-locked Benwick, and a slovenly-looking Lady Russell.”55 

“Even more disturbing … is the Lady Russell of Susan Fleetwood, an actress I 

could never abide, and who, besides looking slovenly … towers physically over 

the tiny Miss Root. You feel that to stop Anne from marrying Wentworth, she 

might not so much have persuaded her as merely sat on her.”56 Various other 

demeaning adjectives were used to describe Amanda Root: “with her pursed 

mouth and shoe button eyes;” “plain and sad-eyed;” “prim and tight-lipped” 57 

(see Figure 4.3).

By structuring the fi lm around the point of view of a romantic heroine who 

is “not seen” and “not to be looked at,” that is, not seen not only by her family 

and the looks conscious patriarch who heads it but also by the so-called criti-

cal fi lm establishment of late twentieth-century culture, unwilling or unable 

to imagine romantic attachment outside the powerful homogenizing and nor-
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Figure 4.3. Th e two lead characters from Roger Michell’s BBC adaptation of Jane Aus-
ten’s Persuasion: Anne Elliot (Amanda Root) and Frederick Wentworth (Ciàran Hinds). 
Anne and Wentworth consult in a crisis situation involving the injured Louisa Musgrove. 
Captain Benwick (Richard McCabe) looks on helplessly. Th is still shows clearly the un-
glamorous and “naturalistic” depiction of the characters that was criticized by many critics. 
(Courtesy: Photofest)
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malizing forces of popular culture. Michell’s adaptation of Persuasion “deepens 

and confuses our apprehension of Jane Austen,” because “the novel, too, does 

something comparable.”58 Michell retains Austen’s critique of male vanity in 

his adaptation, as well as Austen’s critique of the critical male gaze, as embod-

ied in Sir Walter, who judges human beings based almost solely upon their 

physical appearance. Perhaps it is something like an instance of “Austenian 

irony” when late twentieth-century fi lm critics assume the point of view of 

the characterological object, Sir Walter, of some of Jane Austen’s “most with-

ering satire.”59 Th at irony points to the important distinction between Jane 

Austen’s works and the literary and generic categories in which she has been 

classifi ed—categories that have been appropriated by the visual expectations 

of Hollywood formulas for the “costume drama” that demand the same physi-

cal perfection as does Sir Walter.

Like Sense and Sensibility, Persuasion also emphasizes the importance of 

social class and hierarchy via use of the camera. However, as with its choice of 

actors, Persuasion departs from Sense and Sensibility’s reliance upon the “con-

ventions of the costume drama.” While Sense and Sensibility limits its fi lmic 

explorations of class diff erence to those aspects relevant only to the happiness 

of the genteel but impoverished sisters and glamorizes “high culture” via cos-

tumes and lavish scenery, Persuasion highlights crass divisions of social class in 

general, showing anonymous farmers laboring around the estate and focusing 

the camera upon their facial expressions and profi les. Th us, the infrastructure 

of the narrative is made visible to the audience, and it is signifi cant, because 

Anne’s gender marginality is linked to the class marginality of her servants. 

For example, in a scene showing Anne leaving the estate of her father, a scene 

which one critic objected to on the grounds that it must be historically inac-

curate, Anne is shown riding in an animal cart.60 Clearly, this is the mode of 

transportation to which her servants are entitled, yet to place Anne in such a 

cart is to represent the parallels between gender and class marginality.

However, it is not just the lower class world but also “the upper-middle-

class Regency world [Persuasion] evokes [that] feels scruff ed and lived-in,” 

according to David Ansen in Newsweek.61 Michell “made it his business,” ac-

cording to Anthony Lane, to “roughen and dampen the Austen world into a 

state of nervous desperation.”62 With this demythologizing of the upper class 

dimension of the costume drama, Dear and Michell attempt a most unusual 

endeavor in Persuasion: to gender the world of Jane Austen male. Th is “regen-

dering” functions on two levels. What Anne Elliot witnesses—what we wit-

ness by way of the camera—is a world of men. We begin, for example, not in 

the company of women but of men, a room full of sailors toasting the defeat 

of Napoleon.63 Th roughout, we are confronted with the sense that this world 

of Persuasion feels, above all, “scruff ed and lived in.” However, it is the second 
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level that is most intriguing. Th e weather beaten faces of the sailors, along with 

the unmade up and physically imposing female characters, Mrs. Croft and 

Lady Russell, suggest a world where women who exercise power do so along 

lines conventionally defi ned as male: directly and forcefully, rather than pas-

sively and indirectly, as would be the case during the Victorian period of “sepa-

rate spheres.” Characters in Persuasion who anticipate the model of “separate 

spheres,” particularly Mary Musgrove, are satirized by Dear, as they are by 

Austen. Th e world of the proto-Victorian female is, above all, claustrophobic; 

the world of the “self-made” sailor is, decidedly, open. By demythologizing the 

costume drama visually, Dear and Michell actively regender it, thus rendering 

the presence of men in the world of domestic fi ction plausible.64

However, this is not a world where the “masculine” principle of activity 

dominates the female principle; it is not the male side of separate spheres. 

Rather, it is a world where we witness male presence in a domestic world from 

the heroine’s point of view. In turn, we are made to see the divided nature of 

the “self-made” male subject: On the one hand, the uniform that symbolizes 

that in 1814, an offi  cer in the British Navy “was pretty much the most exalted 

being on the planet,”65 that is, a static, fi xed entity with public authority but no 

inner life. On the other, not the uniform but the face of Captain Wentworth, 

along with the faces of other Navy men, all distinguished in their ability to 

express very dynamic emotions through their decidedly imperfect features. If 

Anne’s silence is a product of her gender role, Frederick’s silence is the product 

of the division between what he represents to the world and what he desires.

“Women need to reaffi  rm they have equal power with men,” actress Amanda 

Root, commenting on Persuasion, said in an interview. “Austen deals with that, 

pretty positively. My character faces a life of spinsterhood, yet she gets on with 

it and not in a weepy way. She deserves the kiss we gave her at the end of the 

fi lm. But I think it says something that that kiss, because it isn’t in the book, 

made a lot of people go completely mental.”66 Indeed, in Persuasion a scene 

showing Anne Elliot and Frederick Wentworth kissing briefl y on a public 

street was included in the adaptation, and it did trigger critical commentary. 

Anthony Lane, for example, writing in the New Yorker, had the following to 

say: “ Th ere are times when [the fi lm’s] clutching at modern sensibilities makes 

scant historical sense; if you’re going to show Anne and Frederick kissing in 

the street—a street in Bath, of all places—you might as well go the whole hog 

and have them perform oral sex in the Pump Room, but the kiss is just a ro-

mantic sop”67 In line with many Austen purists, Lane resists the scene because 

it’s not in the novel and thus “historically” inaccurate.68

Yet Root’s implicit association of that kiss scene with feminist concerns of 

equality between men and women is interesting, because so much feminist 

literature associates the culmination of romantic novels, marriage, with the 
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central validation of female identity and the containment of female power 

within a male defi ned and dominated institution.69 Why should this scene be 

any diff erent symbolically? One major reason is that, in both Sense and Sensi-

bility and Persuasion, marriage is conceived as a reward for female virtue, not 

a validation of female identity. When they receive their marriage off ers, the 

lead heroines in both fi lms have already come to terms with the possibility of 

“spinsterhood,” recognizing that their identities are not based solely upon the 

acquisition of a partner. Th ey have each done so by diff erent routes. Elinor’s 

identity consists in learning to mediate between the poles of independence 

(Margaret) and affi  liation (Marianne), demonstrating or symbolizing women’s 

capacity and need for both dimensions, while Anne must learn to assert her-

self against the authority of her female guardian, Lady Russell.

What sort of men do these women marry? Edward, as we have seen in 

Sense and Sensibility, wants the comfort of a “private life” but is clearly unwill-

ing to fi ght for it. Indeed, he is the fi gure Mrs. Jennings implicitly refers to 

when she tellingly declares: “I do not know what the young men are about 

these days—are they all in hiding?,”70 suggesting that the Elinors of the world 

may very likely not be rewarded for their virtue. Contemporary cultural criti-

cism focusing upon issues of male identity fi rst raised by the feminist move-

ment have answered Mrs. Jennings’s query with a variety of theories, notably 

Barbara Ehrenreich’s illuminating Th e Hearts of Men, where she argues that 

Western male identity is no longer predominantly shaped by the ethic of the 

breadwinner, thus releasing men from the cultural obligation to marry, even as 

they continue to earn higher wages than women. She refers to men’s increas-

ing identifi cation with consumer culture in terms of a “fl ight from commit-

ment” to women as wives and mothers. Moreover, she defi nes the “backlash” of 

the 1980s not in terms of a male reaction against feminism but rather in terms 

of a female reaction to men’s increasing rejection of the role of breadwinner.71

If Sense and Sensibility’s key subtext is about contemporary female iden-

tity, Persuasion’s is about contemporary male identity. If Anne represented 

the dying aristocracy and Wentworth the up-and-coming democratic classes 

of entrepreneurs and independent agents in Austen’s day, in the late twenti-

eth century, the fi gures clearly represent something very diff erent. Frederick 

Wentworth’s silence after his return to Anne’s circles is, after all, what must be 

explained, since it is certainly he who must raise the issue of their previous en-

gagement and reacquaintance publicly. His silence is best understood within 

the ideological force fi elds represented by the three central women in the fi lm: 

Lady Russell, Mrs. Croft, and Anne Elliot.

Lady Russell’s stature and bearing, commented upon so disparagingly by 

certain critics, is a central symbolic statement in the fi lm, because it is not 

meant to be understood in relation to Anne’s physical presence but rather 
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to Wentworth’s. A brief but critical scene where Lady Russell and Freder-

ick Wentworth confront each other, and which is not part of the plot of the 

original novel, clearly marks them as equal contenders for power and infl u-

ence, and Lady Russell’s insistence that Frederick Wentworth is not grounded, 

one might say, outside the confi nes of his own person—he had, as she puts it 

in the fi lm, “nothing but himself to recommend him”—is the key prejudice 

Wentworth knows he has to overcome. Given that she sees only his presumed 

growing partiality for Louisa Musgrove, she is evidently confi rmed in her sus-

picions that Wentworth is as incapable of “constancy” as he is wanting in birth 

and breeding. Clearly, Lady Russell is wrong, but her instincts are on behalf 

of Anne, whose public stature will be based upon whom she marries. Th at 

Lady Russell prefers to see Anne publicly distinguished rather than privately 

“happy,” represented by her preference of Sir Walter’s heir, William Elliot, can 

be read ideologically as a clear defense of what might be called the “male as 

breadwinner” model. Th at Wentworth is now rich suggests he has overcome 

the obstacle; nonetheless, Lady Russell’s point of view symbolizes the power-

ful interconnection between masculinity and social class.

If Lady Russell represents the link between male identity and social class, 

Mrs. Croft off ers another challenge. She questions his masculinity insofar as 

she accuses him of what can only be defi ned as sexism. In a dialogue between 

her and her brother, Mrs. Croft’s insistence that women are “rational creatures” 

rather than “fi ne ladies” is fi elded by Wentworth via hasty retreat. Michell 

chose an actress whose stature and bearing was comparable both to that of 

her husband, the Admiral, as well as to Wentworth’s. Neither does Mrs. Croft 

think too highly of her brother’s powers of diff erentiation in matters of love 

and commitment when she remarks that, now that he is rich, any charming 

young woman between the ages of fi fteen and thirty might do for him. In 

the novel, the line is uttered not by Mrs. Croft but by Wentworth himself, 

and there he means it sarcastically—“He said it, [Anne] knew, to be contra-

dicted”—whereas in the fi lm, Mrs. Croft does not expect to be countered.72

Finally, there is Anne Elliot’s challenge, her assumption that women are 

more emotionally constant than men. Th is is, of course, refl ected in her dialogue 

with Captain Harville, who insists that men are quite capable of constancy, 

that is, lasting emotional commitment. Th us confronted with the central chal-

lenges to masculine identity posed by women in the late twentieth century: 

that they have fl ed from commitment to women economically, politically, and 

emotionally, Wentworth’s “silence” acquires a particular signifi cance. Th e kiss 

scene in Bath thus represents a good deal more than just a “romantic sop,” 

for insofar as Anne has been infl uenced—indeed, persuaded—by both Lady 

Russell and Mrs. Croft, she contains all three dimensions of the critique. Th e 

scene can thus be read as a defense of the idea of male constancy, rather than a 
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validation of female identity and a symbolic insistence upon the idea that men 

and women can overcome the silences those challenges have created.

I would conclude that the fi lm’s central message of male “constancy,” 

combined with the “regendering” of the domestic milieu as male, off ers a re-

sponse of sorts to that dimension of both conservative and feminist discourse 

that suggested the realms of the emotional and aff ective belong exclusively 

to women. And indeed, unlike the “men’s movement” of the 1990s, led by 

Robert Bly and others, which tended to stress—implicitly though not explic-

itly—separate spheres of male and female activity, the men in Persuasion and 

the women whom they marry share one another’s worlds.73 Correspondingly, 

women are not placed in the position of assuming responsibility for teaching 

men to “feel” their emotions, the conventional cultural function of the female 

associated with the ideology of separate spheres.

Although Persuasion was critically acclaimed, it was not a particularly pop-

ular fi lm. Certainly budgeting and marketing constraints played an important 

role. Unlike Sense and Sensibility, Persuasion did not have the advantages of star 

status in its direction or its cast. However, more critical is the relationship be-

tween the fi lms’ aesthetic and political dimensions. In Sense and Sensibility, the 

basic aesthetic strategies of the fi lm conform with major strains of the legacy 

of female authorship: the glamorization of high culture and the physical ide-

alization of the main cast members. Th ese signals encourage a conventional 

reading that emphasize that the relationships the fi lm portrays are strictly 

“private” in character, with no signifi cance outside the confi nes of the personal. 

Persuasion, in contrast, violates fundamental genre expectations and, in the 

process, exposes more fully its fundamentally political intention: to question 

the separation of public and private worlds along gendered lines.
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Chapter Five

Th elma and Sense and 

Louise and Sensibility
Challenging Dichotomies in Women’s History 

through Film and Literature

≥

While fi lmmakers were engaged in postfeminist explorations of identity issues 

in their adaptations of Jane Austen’s works, the critical reception of the fi lms 

tended to frame the “Austen boom” as a conservative response to postmodern 

liberation. However, the feminist playwright Wendy Wasserstein’s review of 

Sense and Sensibility stood out by linking the Austen fi lms to questions of 

contemporary Hollywood depictions of female character: “Precisely 200 years 

ago, Jane Austen was writing great parts for women. She didn’t have to meet 

with a creative executive with a post–Th elma and Louise agenda or a Holly-

wood agent with a client list of impatient, over-thirty females to get the idea. 

In Jane Austen’s world, women’s choices, marriages, yearnings, and economic 

status were the stuff  central storylines were made of.”1 Following this small 

clue from the reception of the Austen adaptations, I would like to explore 

some implications of recontextualizing the Austen boom not as a conservative 

but rather as a postfeminist phenomenon, that is, one that seeks to engage 

questions of the relationship between gender and culture not only within the 

genre of the “Austen adaptation” but also across genres, in order to address 

issues of gender identity that have become relevant since the women’s move-

ment of the 1970s.

What distinguishes Wasserstein’s perspective from more conservative 

commentators is her assumption that popular fi lms like Sense and Sensibility 

(1995), directed by Ang Lee and starring Emma Th ompson and Kate Winslet, 

and Th elma and Louise (1991), directed by Ridley Scott and starring Geena 

Davis and Susan Sarandon, actually have something in common in their focus 

upon female intelligence or female character, in spite of the completely dif-

ferent categories into which each fi lm was placed.2 And indeed, a close read-

ing of both fi lms in relationship to each other reveals an active challenge to 
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the conventional dichotomies of public/private and feminism/conservatism 

associated with the conservative reception of the Austen boom. Th elma and 

Louise is a particularly noteworthy point of comparison, because it shares with 

Sense and Sensibility a fundamentally similar plot structure: two women with 

very diff erent personalities confronting a challenging situation that leads each 

protagonist to take on some of the characteristics of the other (see Figure 5.1; 

compare also Chapter 4, Figure 4.1).

Figure 5.1. Publicity poster for Th elma and Louise with Susan Sarandon (Louise) and 
Geena Davis (Th elma). (Courtesy: Photofest)
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In this chapter, I would like to compare the two fi lms in order to show ex-

actly how they challenge these conventional dichotomies. I would also like to 

show why it is that such fi lms are generally not understood in relationship to 

each other, but rather in relation to specifi c genre categories which perpetu-

ate, at the level of reception, conventional notions of “separate spheres.” Th is 

will become clearer when comparing the diff ering receptions the two fi lms 

received when each was released.

When Th elma and Louise was released in 1991, it was often compared to the 

“buddy fi lm” genre associated most notably with Butch Cassidy and the Sundance 

Kid, thus acquiring the somewhat oxymoronic label of “female buddy” fi lm, a 

label that did not particularly capture the reviewing establishment’s imagina-

tion.3 What did capture its imagination was the assumption that the fi lm had 

a “feminist” message, best understood in terms of the following questions: “Are 

Th elma and Louise feminist role models?; are the violent actions exhibited in 

Th elma and Louise morally reprehensible?; and, is the movie’s male-bashing 

unfair to men?”4 All of the questions, structuring the discussion of the fi lm 

in terms of a radically feminist, i.e., separatist agenda, failed to emphasize the 

diff erences between the two women, or that their diff erences as characters was 

the motor of the fi lm, not their similar genders. Critics off ered viewers a “radi-

cal feminist” framework in which to situate both Th elma and Louise, which 

could then be fruitfully invoked as an implicit contrast to more conservative, 

well-behaved women.5 Th e background critics used to understand the fi lm’s 

characters was not the particular social and cultural context in which these 

two very diff erent women fi nd themselves; rather, the background became 

the implicitly conservative, non-male-bashing woman less violently inclined. 

Which isn’t to suggest that feminist dimensions do not shape the fi lm; it is 

rather—as I’ll note later—to ask why certain dimensions of the fi lm are de-

fi ned as feminist and others are not. According to most critics, the feminist 

dimension in Th elma and Louise turned out to be the aggressive behavior of 

the women themselves and not the point of view of the camera regarding the 

signifi cant diff erences between the two women.6

If Th elma and Louise was thus situated on the radical left with reference to 

possible “female” attitudes, Sense and Sensibility was situated on the right. De-

fi ned at the outset either as a “romantic domestic comedy” or, more frequently, 

as a dramatization of a “Jane Austen novel,” meaning roughly the same thing, 

critics were preoccupied with the potentially reactionary implications of the 

Jane Austen fi lm boom in the mid-1990s, rather than with the signifi cance of 

the character diff erences between the two female leads—though Wasserstein’s 

review is a notable exception here in at least drawing attention to the issue. 

Fixating largely upon the historical period of the fi lm rather than on the fe-
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male characters, critics pondered the meaning of the Jane Austen fi lm boom 

in a postfeminist age, off ering such acute analysis as the suggestion that the 

Austen fi lms may well indicate a “frustration” with “postmodern liberation.”7

Th erefore, by comparing the receptions of the two fi lms briefl y, we can see 

that an opposition has been created in relationship to the approaches critics 

use to understand fi lms dealing with female character. Either they are linked 

to the radical feminist left or the conservative, family values right, obviously 

obscuring the complexity of the question of female character in the fi lms and, 

by extension, the question of the future and problem of gender identity as 

a cultural issue. Moreover, the nature of this particular opposition functions 

to limit the relevance of the fi lms to women alone, as review blurbs such as 

“sisterhood is powerful” for Sense and Sensibility and speculation over whether 

Th elma and Louise “may” be “lesbian” would suggest.8 Moreover, these cat-

egories of classifi cation actively function to obscure the important similarities 

between the two fi lms, namely, the relationship of diff erent female characters 

to the modern patriarchal contexts in which they develop. My essential point 

is that when fi lms do focus upon the question of female character, that “char-

acter” tends to be framed within the opposition discussed above, which works 

against the task of actually evaluating the nature of female character as it is 

presented in the fi lms.

To begin to understand both fi lms in terms of their focus upon the de-

velopment of female character, it is important to look in an obvious place: at 

their plots. Th e plots of these fi lms suggest a context within which to evaluate 

the women very diff erent from not only the opposition between “feminism” 

and “conservatism” suggested by the reception but also from a prevalent popu-

lar mythos of postmodern “women’s liberation” in the 1990s: “having it all.”9 

Neither Th elma, Louise, Elinor, or Marianne “have it all.” But what do they 

have? If having it all very concretely refers to the myth that a modern liberated 

woman has both a committed personal relationship with a man (married, if at 

all possible), a family, and a successful career, as well as an unlimited array of 

possible lifestyle choices, all of the female characters in the fi lms fall abysmally 

short. Th elma has a lousy marriage, no children, and no career. Louise has a 

problematic relationship and a lousy career as a waitress; she got what she 

“settled for,” as she puts it in the fi lm, suggesting that she blames herself for 

not living up to this mainstream ideal. Elinor and Marianne are manless and 

moneyless. Th e dilemma of “love and money,” as it is articulated by Austen 

in her novels and experienced by Elinor and Marianne, is updated by Emma 

Th ompson in her screenplay to resonate with the contemporary version of this 

dilemma as it is understood by modern audiences, the confl ict between home 

and work, family and career, or the lack of family (love) and lack of career 
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(money) all of these female characters experience in one form or another. Th us, 

these women are basically on the margins of what their respective societies 

consider the “ideal woman”: solidly middle class and married “well.”

Why are these women so marginalized despite the clear potential, charm, 

intelligence, attractiveness, and strength of character each manifest? Both fi lms 

off er clear answers. Th eir marginality is directly related to their gender and 

must be understood not as personal fault but rather as a structural relationship 

to specifi c social institutions: the law, the economy, and the family, or rather, 

men. In both Th elma and Louise and Sense and Sensibility, women’s problematic 

relationship to the law is foregrounded. Th e implicit assumption that it is the 

law that encourages male violence against women and refuses to recognize 

its own double standard involving most crimes of violence against women, 

or the nature of the genesis of that violence in “normal” male gender roles, 

leaves women with little recourse when they are victims of that violence. Th e 

recourse they do fi nd in Th elma and Louise is not in the law but in female soli-

darity against their marginal status in the law. Critics tended to focus upon the 

violent actions the women engage in and not upon the development of their 

mutual agreement that they are both outcasts. Th elma and Louise attempt 

to circumvent the law not so much by “running away,” but through female 

solidarity, i.e., agreement on their similar structural relationship to the law, 

a solidarity that develops “on the road” between the two lead characters, but 

that is also participated in by a third party, the waitress Lena (Lucinda Jenney) 

at the country and western bar, whose remark to Detective Slocum (Harvey 

Keitel) that Th elma and Louise “weren’t the murdering types” is meant to be 

understood literally and sympathetically, rather than ironically and confronta-

tionally, despite the fact that it is factually wrong.

Th is theme, female solidarity as a means of defense against legal marginal-

ity, has a pedigree in American literature going a long way back. Stories such 

as Susan Keating Glaspell’s “A Jury of Her Peers,” written in 1917, likewise 

dramatize women agreeing to an alternative understanding of justice based 

upon the diff erent relationship of men and women to the law. After the mur-

der of her farmer husband, the former Minnie Foster is suspected of the deed 

but cannot be pinned down with evidence. When the representatives of the 

law come to search the scene, the male members of the party go upstairs while 

their wives remain in the kitchen. What the wives fi nd is a strangled canary, 

suggesting Minnie Foster’s psychic, emotional, and domestic strangulation by 

her husband, as well as a motive for the murder. Th e women agree to hide 

the canary from the men, because they realize that the violence committed 

against Minnie is not recognized by the law, whereas the violence committed 

against her husband is. Th e women thus off er an alternative standard for judg-

ing Minnie, and she is presumably released.
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Like Th elma and Louise, the women in “A Jury of Her Peers” make a deci-

sion to agree that it is their gender that unites them in their marginality. More-

over, the moment of recognition is off ered to the audience/reader in a similarly 

passionate, somewhat sentimental, and personal way: sharing a gaze of “mutual 

recognition.” Th erefore, it is not a recognition fi rmly anchored in mainstream 

cultural traditions but rather situational and essentially personal in nature, 

perhaps corresponding to the relative decline of the women’s movements in 

each respective era.10 Signifi cantly, in Glaspell’s story, the women cannot count 

on any understanding—sympathetic or otherwise—from the men folk. Asked 

in the story whether she thinks the men would recognize the implications 

of the dead canary, Martha Hale replies ambiguously, “maybe they would … 

maybe they wouldn’t,” (304) meaning essentially that the women have decided 

to take the law into their own hands. Like the women in “A Jury of Her Peers,” 

Th elma and Louise intuitively grasp that even the—now—greater personal 

sympathy for their plight exhibited by the FBI agent Slocum (Harvey Keitel), 

does not translate into support at the more signifi cant structural level of the 

FBI as a public agency. Hence, they too, like the women in Glaspell’s story, 

choose not to confi de in the men.

Women’s legal marginality in Sense and Sensibility is also a central dimension 

of that fi lm. When the Dashwoods fi nd themselves ousted from their home 

due to the death of their father, Elinor clearly articulates women’s marginality 

from the law to her youngest sister, who fails to accept the dictum: “Houses go 

from father to son, dearest, not from father to daughter. It is the law.”11 While 

the early nineteenth-century historical setting might encourage audiences to 

think this particular type of legal marginality is an arbitrary thing of the past, 

what is critical to note is the way it is articulated as a structural relationship 

based upon gender, a structural relationship that—theoretically—determines 

how the women will behave toward potential marriage partners and what sorts 

of partners they choose, because it is that particular economic and legal ar-

rangement that will allow them a less marginal status in society. Th e private, 

personal pain they experience as a result of the death of their father is thus 

linked to their “public” exclusion from entail, and this connection is reinforced 

by way of a number of aesthetic strategies throughout the fi lm, notably, Lee’s 

emphasis upon the declining social status of the women and the increasing 

sparseness and modesty of the spaces they inhabit. To a great extent, both 

fi lms clearly situate their main characters on the margins of the central social 

and cultural institution of the law and use various fi lmic strategies to highlight 

this marginality. Implied, of course, are the structural, rather than personal, 

origins of their particular confl icts.

Likewise, both fi lms highlight the connections between the economic cir-

cumstances of the female characters and the presumably “personal” and highly 
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problematic relationships they have with men. While in Th elma and Louise, 

Th elma’s status as a housewife makes her economically dependent on her hus-

band, a dependence foregrounded in the fi lm by her need to ask her husband 

for permission, as well as to insist that her relationship to him should not be 

based upon dependency—“you’re my husband, not my father”—, in Sense and 

Sensibility, it is clear that the women’s poverty has a clear impact upon the 

nature of the personal relationships they choose to enter into. When Fanny, 

Edward’s sister, arrogantly suggests to Elinor’s mother that Edward is “en-

tirely the kind of compassionate person upon whom penniless women can 

prey,” she has articulated the connection between public and private very suc-

cinctly, as Elinor’s poverty and gender render her personal motives suspect by 

defi nition.12 Marianne’s aborted engagement to Willoughby is also a result 

of economic considerations on his part: his public standing in society will 

be insupportable without the foundation of a “good,” i.e., lucrative, marriage. 

Seduction and abandonment, with the man either leaving a woman with the 

burden of a child without support, as was the case involving Willoughby and 

Colonel Brandon’s ward, Eliza, or sexual manipulation linked to theft, as with 

Th elma and J.D., further draw attention to the interconnections between per-

sonal and fi nancial realities. Th us, economic marginality and volatile, noncom-

mittal, and damaging relationships with men are shown to be related to one 

another. Th erefore, it is not just a question of “male-bashing,” as most critics 

saw it. If we venture to see the connection between the economic marginality 

of the women—and men—and the decidedly problematic nature of their per-

sonal relationships, the social rather than individual dimensions of the gender 

themes in the fi lms become much clearer.

Given this structural marginality within which the women fi nd themselves, 

how do they cope with their marginality? Th is is the essence of the question of 

female character. Before I launch into that discussion, let me say a few words 

about the concept of female character and how it is understood in contempo-

rary cultural studies. As a tool of literary analysis, the concept of character was 

usually situated in terms of the confl icts individual characters in the tradition 

of realist and modernist literature experienced in relationship to themselves, 

their society, and each other. Critics in the 1950s and 1960s formulated the 

notions as follows: man vs. man, man vs. society, and man vs. himself.13 Th e 

obvious gendering of character here has given way to more neutral termi-

nology, such as “person vs. person,” “person vs. environment,” and “person vs. 

self,” as a result of the women’s movement and its impact on the academy.14 

Nonetheless, recent scholarship has reintroduced gender in relationship to 

character, emphasizing not the presumed neutrality of gender—man vs. him-

self—but rather its clear infl uence upon character as such; hence, there are 

male characters and female characters, each infl uenced by the social contexts 
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that either limit or enable their development within or against the norms of 

gender identity in any given context.15

Indeed, “female character,” or women’s social, personal, and cultural devel-

opment as an idea in literature, was always construed to have political as well 

as personal implications, although the genrefi cation of literature has tended 

to stress female character in so-called private contexts alone.16 For example, 

Jane Austen’s works are still very much defi ned as “novels” dealing more or 

less exclusively with women’s personal quest for happiness, marriage, romance, 

etc. However, as Claudia Johnson and other scholars of Austen have demon-

strated, Austen was clearly interested in the implications of diff erent types 

of female characters for the future development of society at large and, to an 

extent that scholars disagree on, with the relationship of the status of women 

to the public realm.17 Emma Th ompson’s screen adaptation of Sense and Sen-

sibility recognizes this dimension clearly and makes eff ective, though not un-

problematic, use of it.18

However, it is important to note that since the women’s movement the 

question of female character has become an issue “for its own sake,” so to 

speak. Female character no longer is interesting exclusively for how it is re-

lated to the general order of society. Rather, female character is interesting, 

because contemporary women must carve an individual niche out for them-

selves, create “an own” identity, an own story in the context of the narrative of 

individualism and democracy that has been the legacy of the modern world 

since the French Revolution, and that has, until quite recently, been exclusively 

gendered male. Yet, on an even more signifi cant level, the question of female 

character today draws explicit attention to the question of male character as 

a gendered phenomenon, meaning that questions of female character are, by 

defi nition, also questions about male character and hence about the possible 

future of gender identity. It isn’t just about women anymore, even though crit-

ics continue to make every eff ort to limit the relevance of fi lms such as Th elma 

and Louise and Sense and Sensibility to women alone. Indeed, it is important to 

note that both fi lms were scripted by women and directed by men, suggesting 

a collaborative model on the level of fi lm-making, at any rate.19

Th us, if we take Wendy Wasserstein’s very inclusive notion: “women’s 

choices, marriages, yearnings, and economic status” as a broad defi nition of 

female character conceptualized in terms of the legacy of the term discussed 

above, that is, how women deal with their marginality in relationship to the 

social, political, and cultural institutions of modern life, especially those of the 

law and of economics, is there anything new we can learn by comparing the 

two fi lms?

One particularly signifi cant coping mechanism all of the women have at 

their disposal is friendship, that is, a relationship of basic equality with one 
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another. Th ey may have other relationships that unite them, such as biologi-

cal sisterhood in Sense and Sensibility, but the bases of their relationships are 

those of friendship, and the nature of their friendship is based upon the char-

acteristics each brings to the relationship. However, this element of equality 

is less a utopian model for all relationships than it is a context against which 

the diff erences between the women become meaningful. What is most sig-

nifi cant and noteworthy is that the bases of the women’s relationships are not 

their similar characteristics, that is, their gender and structural relationship to 

society, but decidedly diff erent ones, situated along precisely the poles repre-

sented by the Austen novel: sense and sensibility. All the female characters are 

situated along the poles of rationality, or sense, on the one hand and passion, 

or sensibility, on the other. Louise and Elinor share a fundamentally rational, 

skeptical approach to the world around them and do not reveal their emo-

tions particularly readily. In a key mise-en-scène at the beginning of Th elma 

and Louise, Louise is characterized as neat, meticulous, and controlled, shown 

getting ready shortly before the big trip in an unusually clean, well-organized 

kitchen and packing her clothes for the weekend like a military man. Like 

Louise, Elinor is orderly and meticulous, which is shown in the way she deals 

with new acquaintances and negotiates the power games of their social lives. 

She is ever diplomatic and attuned to the needs of others, calm, and disci-

plined. Her counterpart, Marianne, minces no words and is prepared to sac-

rifi ce a pleasant social atmosphere to express a thought, feeling, or conviction, 

even if it is not particularly sound. Like Marianne, Th elma is passionate and 

too “open” to strangers, disorganized, and impulsive, marvelously shown in 

both her packing scene and the bar scene, when the two women fi rst encoun-

ter the potential rapist. As the women in Th elma and Louise move in a much 

less confi ned, though a good deal more atomized, society, their manifestations 

of rationality and passion take on diff erent forms, but the internal dynamic is 

clearly similar.

What is the signifi cance of this opposition between rationality and passion 

today? While the reception of the two fi lms suggests they can only be classi-

fi ed in terms of the tension between conservatism and feminism, the dynamics 

between the characters undermine this opposition by demonstrating the com-

plexity of female character. For example, in Sense and Sensibility, the tensions 

between the three lead characters draw attention to a highly relevant con-

temporary opposition suggested by Deborah Tannen in her work on gender 

and linguistics: that between independence and affi  liation.20 However, while 

Tannen defi nes this opposition along gendered lines, in Sense and Sensibility, 

it is best understood in relationship to the three lead characters, Elinor, Mari-

anne, and Margaret. Notably, Elinor functions as a model for both Margaret, 

the independent younger sister, and Marianne, the more passionate, affi  liative 
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nature, in that her actions—keeping her knowledge of Lucy Steele’s engage-

ment a secret for reasons of honor and exhibiting strong emotions, particularly 

in relationship to her sister—demonstrate that she possesses both dimensions. 

Instead of falling neatly into either the “conservative” or “feminist” category, 

Elinor’s contemporary appeal is precisely her manifestation of both tendencies 

toward independence and affi  liation, tendencies that are defi ned as opposi-

tional within even the most progressive debates.21

However, within this model, it is nonetheless the more rational woman 

who occupies a privileged vantage point, because she is more self-reliant in 

relationship to her society and therefore more likely to survive the dangers of 

her marginal status. In this schema, rationality, in general, is a strategy women 

must develop to survive as marginal entities, because their marginal status ren-

ders their passions profoundly dangerous. Th is is demonstrated fi rst in their 

greater awareness of the connection between sexuality and power. Louise and 

Elinor question the seemingly benign romantic and sexual attentions of men 

and attempt to point out the dangers to their more passionate counterparts. In 

Th elma and Louise, Louise attempts to enlighten Th elma about the motives of 

the would-be rapist while they are still “having fun” in the bar and insists, after 

telling Harlan to leave by blowing cigarette smoke in his face, that Th elma 

should not be too open in what she communicates:

Th elma: Geez, Louise, that wasn’t very nice.

Louise: Can’t you tell when somebody’s hittin’ on you?

Th elma: Oh, so what if he was—it’s all those years of waitin’ tables that’s made 

you jaded, that’s all.

Louise: Maybe.

Th elma: Well, just relax, will ya, you’re makin’ me nervous!22

Elinor likewise cautions Marianne about Willoughby:

Elinor: Mr. Willoughby can be in no doubt of your enthusiasm for him.

Marianne: Why should he doubt it? Why should I hide my regard?

Elinor: No particular reason, Marianne, only that we know so little of him.23

Unlike their more passionate counterparts, the rational women also have a 

greater awareness of the importance of fi nancial independence. Elinor is preoc-

cupied with economy, whereas her mother and her sister tend to overlook such 

matters, and Louise, the “breadwinner” in the friendship, repeatedly emphasizes 

the importance of money as a basis of the two women’s fl ight to “freedom.”
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Th is greater emphasis upon self-reliance on the part of the more rational 

women must be understood less as an absolute opposition to the greater pas-

sions of the other, that is, one woman is always passionate whereas the other is 

always rational. Rather, it makes more sense in the context of the fundamen-

tally unequal relationship the women have in relationship to the larger society. 

Th us we have what might be called a tension, rather than a clear-cut opposi-

tion, between self-reliance and equality, because the equality of their particular 

friendship exists in the context of their inequality as women in relationship to 

men and the larger society. Th e apparent opposition between rationality and 

passion for contemporary audiences is that friction between women’s increas-

ing self-reliance in society and their continued inequality in relationship to 

major social and cultural institutions such as the law, the economy, and the 

family. I would like to put forth that it is this forceful cultural dynamic that 

drives the fi lms forward, more than the car and the violent behavior in Th elma 

and Louise24 and more than the costumes in Sense and Sensibility.25 Ultimately, 

Th elma and Louise have much more in common with Elinor and Marianne 

than they do with Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.

Two further dimensions of female rationality in relationship to female 

characterization in the two fi lms should be noted, because they contribute to 

the task of challenging the dichotomous views the opposition between radi-

cal feminism and conservative true woman imply. Th e fi rst and most obvious 

point is that rationality as such is not gendered male in the fi lms, as not only 

are most of the male characters decidedly non-rational but neither woman is 

off ered to the audience as a “sexy babe” with the external intellectual dimen-

sions such as business suits and high powered jobs suggested by Wasserstein. 

Th eir intelligence is “internal” and hence not gendered. While a number of 

critics have argued that Louise and Th elma mimic or invert the male buddy 

role and shed their accoutrements of femininity, such as clothes and make-up, 

over the course of the fi lm, the changes of appearance and behavior seem to 

draw attention to their actions as eff orts to establish a self-reliant identity as 

women rather than a metamorphosis into maleness. Moreover, their rational-

ity does not render them asexual. Both Louise and Elinor have their share of 

sexual passions, obviously more openly displayed in the former but nonethe-

less legitimated in the context of the story. Finally, and this is by extension, 

passion as such is not equated with female sexuality. Marianne’s and Th elma’s 

more open displays of feeling do not make them more sexual in relationship to 

their counterparts. Th e issue for Th elma, in particular, is learning to deal with 

her sexuality in a more rational, less impulsive manner, so she can avoid ex-

ploitation in the future. Marianne must learn this as well, though her society’s 

conventions necessarily link female sexuality with marriage.
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But more than survival-in-marginality is at stake for the women in the fi lms, 

especially for the rational women. In both Sense and Sensibility and Th elma and 

Louise, the more rational women have a secret, a secret they can share neither 

with their more passionate counterpart nor with men. Louise, for example, 

cannot and does not tell Th elma about having been raped in Texas or tell her 

boyfriend Jimmy about the murder. In Sense and Sensibility, Elinor’s greatest 

challenge is not revealing her knowledge of Edward’s engagement to Mari-

anne and not revealing her true feelings to Edward. Controlling their impulse 

to convey this information even under the most high pressure circumstances 

is a highly signifi cant and meaningful similarity between the two fi lms. What 

is the signifi cance of this secret for female character?

One function of the secret is a clear eff ort at a type of heroic behavior, that 

is, a type of behavior that has public relevance beyond the personal, subjective 

confl icts of the individual. As Emma Th ompson thoughtfully pointed out in 

an interview, in literature as in life, women rarely have a chance to demonstrate 

their agency by way of actions, as men do in situations of war and confl ict, for 

example. Rather, they must demonstrate their agency, their independence, by 

way of character. Elinor’s secret is such an example of female heroism, accord-

ing to Th ompson, keeping a promise to a rival for reasons of honor, even if it 

interferes with her potential happiness.26 Certainly Louise keeps her secret 

from Jimmy out of similarly honorable motives, a desire not to make him an 

accessory to the crime, which also makes it impossible for her to marry Jimmy, 

hence he is “not an option.” Th erefore, her private happiness is likewise jeopar-

dized by her honor, further buttressing its status as heroic gesture.27 Th e notion 

of honor is signifi cant, because it signifi es an eff ort on the part of the women 

to establish a relationship to the public sphere, that is, to the institutions from 

which the women are, in essence, marginalized: the law in particular. Th ey give 

a more signifi cant meaning to the nature of their experiences and transform 

them from strictly personal dilemmas into actions of much greater public sig-

nifi cance; the secrets of both rational women suggest eff orts to forge an inde-

pendent niche for themselves, a space for independence and self-reliance apart 

from their marginalization.

Both women guard their secret with great vigilance, keeping it not only 

from the men but also from their closest female counterpart. Th e meaning 

of this aspect of the women’s silence functions on a number of signifi cant 

levels. First, both Elinor’s and Louise’s secret jeopardizes their implicit claims 

to greater rationality vis-à-vis their counterparts. For Elinor to reveal Lucy’s 

engagement to Edward to Marianne or for Louise to reveal the rape in Texas 

to Th elma would draw attention to the limits of female self-reliance, or fe-

male independence and rationality in the context of institutional marginality, 
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suggesting the ultimate bankruptcy of the strategy of female rationality in 

the face of gender marginalization. Each woman’s secret would be interpreted 

less as evidence for her structural marginalization than evidence that personal, 

subjective motives are the primary source of her actions.28 Th e only way for 

the women to forego this particular ambiguity is either to keep it out of cir-

culation completely or else to bond in “personal” female solidarity against the 

mainstream society.

On one level, both fi lms’ conclusion highlights the problematic nature of 

female rationality or heroism. While Th elma and Louise’s suicide draws atten-

tion to the limits of female self-reliance, while simultaneously manifesting it, 

the marriages of Elinor and Marianne, particularly that of Elinor, has a good 

deal less to do with the women’s honorable behavior and a great deal more to 

do with simple luck. Elinor’s breakdown scene after Edward fi nally turns up 

to tell her he is free to marry her elicited ambivalent responses from audiences 

who weren’t sure whether Edward’s return was a reward for Elinor’s virtue 

or else a happy coincidence, since Lucy’s decision to marry Edward’s brother 

instead of Edward was unrelated to Elinor’s heroic “secret.” Th ompson’s emo-

tional response, noted by several critics as “a moment of superbly honest fi lm-

making,” was labeled as such precisely because it drew attention to Elinor’s 

vulnerability and ultimate dependence on circumstance despite her heroism.29 

Without structural equality in their relationships to men and institutions, 

women’s self-reliance, whether economic, political, emotional, or otherwise, 

is on shaky ground.

Closer attention to the similarities between the conclusions of both fi lms 

will shed light upon the tension-ridden relationship between female self-reli-

ance—female rationality, in more conventional terminology—and the mar-

ginality that continues to characterize their relationship to institutions such as 

the law and the economy, thus rendering them fundamentally unequal, despite 

their heroism, rationality, and self-reliance. If the conclusion of Th elma and 

Louise is interpreted as a suicide at the level of narrative realism, at the sym-

bolic and aesthetic level, it is clearly a marriage between the two women, not 

unlike the marriages that conclude Sense and Sensibility.30 Th e vow to drive 

off  the cliff  together, sealed by a kiss and a clasp of hands, marks the women’s 

entry into the idyll of lifetime partnership as the only really viable realm for 

genuine equality. Th erefore, rather than addressing the tension between female 

self-reliance and inequality at the social level, which both fi lms clearly raise in 

their focus upon the gender marginality of the two women, the fi lms rely upon 

the dimension of marital closure to ensure an aesthetic resolution of sorts, as 

well as a retreat back into the private realm.31 Th is is their core similarity as 

narratives of female character development and, to a large degree, signals the 

limits of that genre as a means of articulating structural inequalities.
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However, the strength of this genre is its capacity to dramatize the com-

plexity of the problem of female character outside the antagonistic opposition 

used to understand so many questions of “femaleness” in the cultural debates 

of the 1990s: the opposition between radical feminism and conservative, do-

mestic family values.32 Moreover, each fi lm’s focus upon the complexity of 

female character draws attention to the limits of female self-reliance in a con-

text of institutional marginality. For even as women off er gestures of heroism, 

that is self-reliance, those gestures will be of limited value unless recognized 

as public statements by the social and cultural institutions that continue to 

marginalize women. 

* * *

While the critical establishment’s response to Sense and Sensibility and Th elma 

and Louise suggested a deep-seated ideological opposition between conser-

vatism and feminism, comparing the two fi lms in terms of their approaches 

to female character locates the dilemma of postfeminism in more complex 

tensions between women’s increasing self-reliance and continued institutional 

gender inequalities.33 Emma Th ompson’s adaptation of Sense and Sensibility 

draws attention to the characteristics Elinor and Marianne actually share with 

Th elma and Louise and suggests why fi lmmakers in the 1990s continued to 

rely on the nineteenth-century literary imagination to understand contem-

porary gender dilemmas rather than making fi lms about the present. In the 

fi nal chapter, I will explore how the works of Henry James were enlisted by 

fi lmmakers, female fi lmmakers in particular, to steer a course beyond such op-

positions as feminism and conservatism and to take a closer look at issues of 

contemporary male and female identity.
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Chapter Six

Jamesian Proportions
Th e Henry James Film Boom in the 1990s

≥

Close on the heels of the Jane Austen dramatizations came a series of adapta-

tions of novels by the Anglo-American novelist Henry James: Th e Portrait of 

a Lady, directed by Jane Campion, Washington Square, directed by Agnieszka 

Holland, and Th e Wings of the Dove, directed by Iain Softley.1 Whereas all of 

the Austen dramatizations had been directed by men, two of the three James 

adaptations were directed by women, a fact that sparked commentary from 

several critics, emphasizing the extent to which they as “foreign” (non-U.S.) 

directors might be overly intimidated by so illustrious a modernist as James.2 

However, the release dates of the three fi lms—Th e Portrait of a Lady in De-

cember 1996 and Washington Square and Th e Wings of the Dove nearly a year 

later—obscured this important dimension; Th e Portrait of a Lady was discussed 

in relationship to the Austen fi lms, while the other two tended to be discussed 

as a pair with comparatively little reference to the earlier fi lm.

None of these fi lms achieved the popularity or acclaim of the best of the 

Austen dramatizations, Sense and Sensibility and Persuasion, nor were they dis-

cussed in the context of a “Henry James fi lm boom” in the way the Austen 

fi lms had been discussed in the context of a “Jane Austen fi lm boom.”3 Cer-

tainly the gap in the release dates played a major role; however, it also had 

to do with the assumption that the Austen adaptations were more explicitly 

linked to a political—read: conservative—imperative by critics that associated 

an interest in Austen with a desire on the part of “liberated” women to return 

to conventional “private” relationships. In the case of James, the line between 

the art of his novels and politics is less clear precisely because he has been 

associated with an apolitical, “universal” aesthetic tradition of modernism, a 

tradition he both represents and helped to establish.4

If the reception of the Jane Austen dramatizations was shaped by the legacy 

of female authorship, that is, the tendency to link the fi lms to the private au-

thority of the female author, the James dramatizations are best understood in 

relationship to the reception of the Austen fi lms and to the legacy of “Great 
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Authorship,” which James helped to create,5 emphasizing the concepts of 

“complexity” and “ambiguity,” and situating the theme of “renunciation” as a 

universal moral value.6 With few exceptions, critics tended to discuss the fi lms 

in relationship to their success or failure at capturing Jamesian “complexity 

and ambiguity.” However, intriguingly, the terms “complexity” and “ambiguity” 

were associated less with the fi lms’ actual similarities or diff erences to James’s 

texts, which turn out to be quite diff erent from those discussed in the reception, 

and instead functioned as an overarching terminology by which to distinguish 

the “complexity” of Jamesian literary modernism from the club footed medium 

of fi lm, and hence to suggest that the fi lms had no relevant contemporary tale 

to tell. Moreover, the rhetoric of elitist high culture, the absolute opposition 

between fi lm and literature, belied the affi  nity of James’s stories and novels to 

the cinema, an affi  nity refl ected both in analyses of the relationship between 

cinema and James’s fi ction, as well as the extent to which fi lmmakers all over 

the world have used James’s texts as a basis for their fi lms.7

Th e rhetoric of “complexity” also served to distinguish the James drama-

tizations from the Austen dramatizations, or Henry James the “‘modernist” 

from “costume dramas” in general, and hence to reinforce the authoritative 

gap between male and female authorship. However, the fi lms reveal a contin-

ued experimentation with the costume drama genre begun with the Austen 

fi lms, that is, an eff ort to historicize the aesthetic tradition of each author 

and, by extension, a preoccupation with cultural politics related to the ques-

tions raised by the Austen fi lms: the status of contemporary male and female 

identity.8 However, the more pessimistic strain in the James dramatizations 

must not be understood in relationship to the opposition between the light-

hearted “happy end” of the female author and the great modernist themes of 

renunciation of the great author. Rather, the fi lms are best understood in rela-

tionship to the ways they attempt to transform the presumably universal and 

humanistic themes associated with the concepts of “complexity” and “ambigu-

ity” into more historically oriented themes related to issues of contemporary 

gender identity. Th is historicization of “Jamesian Modernism” is best evalu-

ated in relationship to the reception of the fi lms, the context within which they 

are understood, and to the changes and continuities apparent in the transfor-

mation from novel to fi lm.9

Attention to the James adaptations of the 1990s and the ways they were 

received will also reveal the affi  nity between James’s works and the impera-

tives of contemporary consumer culture. In particular, all three adaptations are 

clearly preoccupied with the relationship between gender and sexual objectifi -

cation and suggest that the increasing sexual objectifi cation of the male body 

will have cultural ramifi cations for contemporary gender identity. If defenders 

of the idea of classic texts defi ne the notion of “Jamesian Proportions” in lit-
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erary terms, the 1990s fi lm adaptations lend to this idea an intriguing “bodily” 

twist.

* * *

If the Austen fi lms were discussed in terms of the person of the writer, with 

an emphasis upon the “Jane” and not upon the “Austen,” the James fi lms were 

discussed in the more general terms of the “tradition” of a particular oeuvre. 

“Jamesian” was a commonly used adjective, referring to whether the adapta-

tion had been wrought in “some sort of Jamesian proportions”10; or that the 

“Jamesian tradition” represented “hard” reading, even in the days when reading 

wasn’t rare.11 James’s works were referred to as “classic” and “monumental,”12 as 

well as “rich, strange, and complex.”13 Other critics from times past were used 

to buttress these various claims.14

What meanings did critics give to these concepts? For some, “Jamesian” 

ultimately referred to “deep explorations of character,”15 though this was not 

discussed in any specifi c terms. Indeed, very few critics actively connected 

their discussion of James’s depth or complexity with the goings on in the fi lms 

themselves, even when they felt the fi lms were well made; they tended to off er 

such comments as a sort of mystifying device, claiming that they knew what 

made James deep and complex, but that the fi lmmakers had, to a large degree, 

missed the mark. A typical mystifying generalization about James was that 

off ered by the reviewer in the Neue Zürchner Zeitung: “Jamesian” meant to her 

“the catastrophic insight into the complexity of all being.”16 Th e fi lms, need-

less to say, didn’t meet the standard, even when they were praised. Th us, the 

overriding tone of the reception was that the James adaptations were not as 

“Jamesian” as they ought to be, that they did not “get,” as Louis Menand put 

it in his review of Washington Square and Th e Wings of the Dove, “the Lesson 

of the Master.”17

Th is dominating current all but suppressed those critics who saw similari-

ties of theme and tone between the James and the Austen dramatizations, 

for example, themes of confl ict between love and money, the importance of 

marriage, female independence, or the inability to express what one has on 

one’s mind.18 If anything, critics and fi lmmakers such as Jane Campion made 

active eff orts to diff erentiate their productions from the Austen fi lms, insisting 

that James was “modern” whereas the Austen fi lms were “soft.”19 Eroticizing 

James, as Campion does, was interpreted as a means of diff erentiating James 

from Austen rather than what it obviously was: an interpretation of James by 

Campion. Suppressing the erotic is common to both James and Austen. Why, 

then, insist on the diff erence? In the case of Campion, attempting to distance 

her fi lm from the legacy of female authorship and to associate it instead with 

the tradition of “modernism” was surely a means of legitimating her directorial 
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authority by disassociating it from the tradition of female authorship—her 

fi lm was to have more than private signifi cance: claiming James, and thus the 

literary tradition of modernism, for a critique of patriarchy. It was precisely 

this equation that critics tended to reject. As Stanley Kauff mann put it: “this 

would be a better fi lm than we can think it if the novel didn’t exist.” By giving 

Henry James a feminist spin, Campion only succeeded in reducing the “com-

plexity” of the original.20

A number of commentators, including the fi lmmakers themselves, framed 

their endeavor as one of “modernizing” or “updating” Henry James. While 

Campion linked this modernization to a diff erence from Austen, others were 

less concrete, associating “modernizing” with moving the date of the action 

in the story up eight years—from 1902 to 1910—as was done in Th e Wings 

of the Dove.21 “Modernizing” James was linked generally to making the plots 

relevant to contemporary audiences, though this relevance was not made as 

clear or as political in Th e Wings of the Dove as it was in Th e Portrait of a Lady. 

It was also an indirect form of justifi cation for “meddling” with the novel, 

either through lack of understanding or simply because the producers prob-

ably hadn’t read it in its entirety.22 Of the three works, Washington Square was 

generally found to be the most “faithful” to James. Most of the talk about the 

fi lms related to their affi  nity to or distance from the original work, as if this 

was the only relevant basis for discussion of the dramatizations. Moreover, this 

point of view was sustained regardless of how familiar the critic was with the 

original work and with very little attention to the question of the signifi cance 

of the perceived diff erences between the novels and the fi lms. Insofar as they 

were “interpreted,” it was in broad terms of “modernizing” or “updating,” nei-

ther of which was explained at any length.

Overall, the James fi lms tended to be discussed individually, whereas the 

Austen fi lms were more frequently discussed as a group, in keeping with the 

assumption that what they had in common—uniting the protagonists in mar-

riage, a happy end—was more important than what diff erentiated them. Th e 

fi rst James dramatization, Th e Portrait of a Lady, directed by Jane Campion, 

was released in late December 1996. In the fi lm, a young, independent minded, 

American woman, Isabel Archer, comes to Europe to “experience life.” She 

turns down a series of eligible, archetypal male suitors—the English Lord, the 

American Breadwinner, and, insofar as Ralph Touchett might be considered 

a suitor, the sensitive, if somewhat voyeuristic, Modern Male—along the way, 

and after unexpectedly inheriting a fortune that might make it possible for her 

to “realize the requirements of her imagination,” she falls for and marries an 

expatriate aesthete and fortune hunter named Gilbert Osmond, who turns out 

to be cruel and dominant, transforming Isabel into little more than a precious 

object in his fi ne collection (see Figure 6.1).
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Figure 6.1. Nicole Kidman (Isabel) and John Malkovich (Gilbert Osmond) in Th e Por-

trait of a Lady. (Courtesy: Photofest)
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Th e fi lm was discussed primarily in contrast to the Austen adaptations and 

to costume dramas in general. Th e stylistic dimensions of the fi lm—the intro-

ductory scene of young women dancing, along with various erotic and surre-

alistic scenes, as well as the more open-ended conclusion—were discussed as 

either innovative (“bold modern touches”)23 or irritating (“deliberately arty”)24; 

on the one hand the product of an artist and auteur, on the other pretentious 

and, to a certain degree, sacrilegious. Critics were also divided over whether 

the fi lm was feminist or antifeminist; whether Isabel was a “victim” or an 

“idealist.”25

However, the point of greatest resistance was not Campion’s stylistic 

touches or her putative feminist framework but rather her casting of John 

Malkovich as Osmond. Th is was deemed a major fl aw, because audiences were 

incapable of understanding what it was about him that attracted Isabel. Even 

critics more or less conversant with James, such as Roger Ebert, attributed this 

“error” to a misreading of the character in the novel, i.e., Osmond in the novel 

is more complex, sympathetic, and attractive than he is in the fi lm.26 While 

Malkovich does exhibit a sort of indirect physical brutality in the fi lm, as in 

the scenes where he steps on Isabel’s dress so that she falls or when he forces 

her to sit on a pile of pillows, neither of which takes place in the novel, overall 

Osmond’s dark character was a point of convergence between novel and fi lm, 

as the character of Osmond is taken for a charlatan by all the other characters 

in the novel except the protagonist, Isabel. Summarizing the plot of the last 

third of Th e Portrait of a Lady, even Henry James considered Isabel’s “sweet 

delusion,” i.e., her love and esteem for Osmond, to be the most diffi  cult part 

of the story to render believable: “oh, the art required for making this delu-

sion natural!”27 Nina Baym, in her 1976 study of the diff erences between the 

earlier and later versions of Th e Portrait of a Lady, noted that Isabel’s choice 

of Osmond is the major thematic problem in the later version of the novel, 

troubling to many critics, and the result of James’s revisions of Isabel from an 

emotional, fearful, and humanly misguided character to a more cerebral, subtle 

character in the later version, in keeping with the aesthetic imperative of his 

“late works.”28

All of which demonstrates that, in this regard, Campion was quite “faithful” 

to the novel, and that audience response to the fi lm in many ways resembled 

critical response to the novel: how could an independent, thoughtful woman 

be so utterly wrong in her choice of mate? While fi lm critics such as Richard 

Schickel and Roger Ebert deemed it a form of antifeminism,29 Campion’s 

interpretation of James, that Isabel’s “sweet delusion” is based neither upon 

idealism nor masochism, but upon the patriarchal assumption that a woman 

can only fi nd personal and emotional fulfi llment through complete identifi ca-
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tion with and sexual capitulation to a male partner, in eff ect historicizes her 

“quest,” linking it to the role and place of women in contemporary society 

and placing into relief the underside of the rational “postfeminist” subject: the 

needful, dependent, privatized female self, whose feminism has become little 

more than a fashionable label on the postmodern marketplace of “choice.” Th e 

fact that Isabel happens to identify with Osmond rather than with the other 

suitors is less important to Campion than that this particular form of identifi -

cation is the goal of her quest. By making it diffi  cult for audiences to identify 

with Isabel’s choice, Campion highlights the extent to which the seemingly 

free and independent feminist, i.e., the woman who professes feminist beliefs 

about freedom and choice, is not nearly so much her own mistress as she be-

lieves herself to be but that she must fi nd that out, so to speak, “on her own.”

Ruth Sidel’s study of young, working women and their conceptions of their 

futures, On Her Own: Growing Up in the Shadow of the American Dream, is 

relevant to Campion’s interpretation of James. Isabel must learn from her mis-

takes, learn that the choices off ered to her by her culture have limits, even if she 

feels entitled to something more. But most importantly, she must learn this for 

herself, because she will not receive help from either women (i.e. feminism) or 

men (a supportive mate). Consequently, her assumption that she is entitled to 

support in her quest for fulfi llment in public and private life is a painful delu-

sion she must dispense with.30 In this regard, Campion is a good deal harsher 

in her judgment of the inner and outer obstacles women face than even James. 

Evidence for this resides in her depiction of Henrietta Stackpole.

Perhaps the more problematic modifi cation of Th e Portrait of a Lady Cam-

pion makes is less the casting of Malkovich as Osmond than the reduction 

of the character Henrietta Stackpole to a noisy side-kick. Th ough she is cer-

tainly a very funny character in the fi lm, her loud voice, off -center spectacles, 

and “vulgar” American habits, such as sneaking hotel breakfast food out in a 

bag labeled “waste not want not,” render her slightly absurd in comparison to 

Isabel. Interestingly, in portraying her this way, Campion follows the ideology 

toward Henrietta proclaimed by James in his preface to the New York edi-

tion of Th e Portrait of a Lady, but not the actual characterization of Henrietta 

herself.31 Th ough she was reduced in signifi cance in the revision of Th e Por-

trait of a Lady for the New York editions, she nonetheless off ered a consistent 

counterpoint to Isabel’s peculiar quest, both in her active involvement on the 

marketplace and in her decidedly unglamorous relationship to Mr. Bantling, 

who, presumably as Henrietta’s suitor, is given one brief gratuitous scene at the 

end of the fi lm, but whose presence is not woven into its plot. Henrietta in the 

fi lm is alone, slightly neurotic, and preoccupied with little more than Isabel’s 

choice of mate. It is as if she, the independent career woman, is condemned to 

idolizing Isabel for being such a man-magnet.32 In contrast, even in the later 
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version of Th e Portrait of a Lady, James gives Henrietta a variety of preoccupa-

tions and a suitor who treats her very well. Why Campion did not see fi t to 

do likewise may have to do with formal considerations pertaining to focus in 

the plot, but it also may have to do with the sense of isolation that runs as a 

powerful aesthetic current throughout the fi lm. While much of Campion’s 

symbolism is tied to a sense of entrapment,33 Isabel’s isolation is reinforced 

metaphorically and symbolically throughout the fi lm as well. Campion’s open-

ing sequence foreshadows this through the image of young women dancing 

and fantasizing. Th ese young women are profoundly isolated in their “collec-

tive” fantasy, gazing into the camera but rarely at each other. When the story 

begins, overly close, off -center close-up shots, frequent images of Isabel gaz-

ing into a mirror, and indeed, the concluding scene renders Isabel’s world one 

that isolates and separates her from those around her. Th is isolation is linked 

to contemporary women’s sense of “postfeminist” isolation, where liberation 

is ostensibly a product of “self-motivation” and “self-creation,” rather than a 

social and political project. Paradoxically, the fi lm represents the dangers of 

this isolation in the form of the relationship between Isabel and Madame 

Merle. As the quintessential, self-created subject, Madame Merle’s fascination 

for Isabel is precisely her ability to move in the world without attachments 

or commitments of any kind. Ultimately, there is no female fi gure who off ers 

Isabel any kind of social or emotional support as, for example, Henrietta off ers 

in the novel.34 Indeed, Henrietta, the active career woman, in being deemed 

vulgar, loud, and tasteless, symbolizes the absolute gap perceived by women 

between personal intimacy and public accomplishment. Furthermore, Isabel 

does not feel a signifi cant connection to Osmond’s daughter, Pansy, the link 

that takes her back to Rome in the novel. Isabel is radically isolated from 

women as much as she is isolated from men, much more so in the fi lm than 

in the novel.

Men do not fare much better than women as alternative sources of support 

in Isabel’s quest, as she is so fi xated upon her search for a mirror, a refl ec-

tion of herself and her own desires, that she overlooks those who would off er 

support rather than identifi cation. What is intriguing is that, in her choice 

of Osmond in the book, Isabel essentially sought an escape from her sexual 

impulses into an ideal world of art and culture. In the fi lm, Campion defi nes 

Isabel’s attraction to Osmond in exclusively sexual terms; she is seduced by 

him, in a manner not unlike the young aristocratic woman who is seduced by 

Valmont in the fi lm Dangerous Liaisons.35 Whereas in the novel, Isabel’s sexual 

side is triggered more by Caspar Goodwood than it is by Osmond, in the fi lm, 

it is presumably Osmond’s taste and style that seduce Isabel, literally. Th is as-

sociation of style with sexuality—that Isabel’s “stupefaction” is, as one critic 

put it, “sexual, moral, aesthetic”36—is indeed a very contemporary dimension 



172 From Fidelity to History

of Th e Portrait of a Lady, as it refl ects the imperatives associated with contem-

porary advertising and postmodern consumer culture: the aestheticization of 

sexuality through external form and style.37 Isabel’s seduction is less a form 

of masochism than it is the result of the peculiar idealism of contemporary 

advertising, one that binds style and sexuality so closely together that it is only 

the constrained and stylized body that can represent the sexual; in the fi lm, 

we clearly witness her transformation into an aesthetic—sexual—object at the 

hands of Osmond. Yet more often, this imperative has come to dominate ide-

als of both maleness and femaleness, and for contemporary audiences, John 

Malkovich did not correspond in their imaginations to a desirable male object. 

Viewers could not understand what Isabel—especially Isabel in the form of 

Nicole Kidman—saw in Osmond (Malkovich).

Indeed, what Isabel “sees” is, for Campion, the principle metaphor for Is-

abel’s misguided quest, and it overrides the alternative approach to female 

choice the fi lm off ers, Henrietta Stackpole’s more pragmatic vision. In her 

observation of various fi gures and situations, Isabel’s gaze seems to fl uctuate 

between the vampiric and voyeuristic as, for example, in the intriguing close-

up where she is watching Mr. Touchett die, always curious but rarely sympa-

thetic, always just a bit out of focus. It is an immature gaze, one that is in an 

experimental mode and that must learn the limits of its own voraciousness. 

For Campion, Isabel’s gaze is a female gaze, both in the form of her own role 

as director of Isabel’s gaze, which is also a new form of “looking” for women, 

as female directors continue to be a rarity on the movie-making scene and in 

the sense of a vulnerable gaze, one that has not had much practice in the art 

of analyzing her environment, even as she feels entitled to more maturity—or 

knowledge—than she actually has. For Campion, Isabel’s quest, i.e., James’s 

novel, functions as a sort of “founding text” for the female gaze. However, 

Campion is intensely critical of this gaze, because it derives its impetus solely 

by way of the dynamic of identifi cation and signifi cantly confuses erotic de-

sire with identifi cation and both with freedom. Th at she chooses a narcissistic 

aesthete, a male object over a British Lord, an American Breadwinner, or even 

a Sensitive Lover, all variations on the outmoded concept of the male subject, 

signifi es her equation of a postmodern consumer culture of style with feminist 

liberation, where her gaze is on par with the male gaze and hence subject to 

similar “chances and dangers.” However, this is not quite all, for Isabel’s gaze is 

not competing with that of the men but rather transforms the male characters 

into types; they are, in other words, transformed into objects of her gaze. An 

interesting and signifi cant problem is thus introduced in the fi lm, which will 

be developed further in the following James adaptations, Washington Square 

and Th e Wings of the Dove: the complement of the female gaze, namely, the 

male object or male narcissist.
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Th e transformation of men into sexual objects within mainstream culture 

has a relatively long history, going back, according to Barbara Ehrenreich, 

to the founding of Playboy magazine and the glorifi cation of men as middle 

class consumers along with the eroticization of the male body in some of the 

most signifi cant fi lms of the 1950s. However, even as late as 1966, when fi lms 

such as Harper made male preoccupation with aging, exercise, appearance, and 

beauty a leitmotif while simultaneously carting out Paul Newman’s body and 

“laser blue gaze” for audience appreciation, the central theme of the tale was 

nonetheless the hero’s absolute rejection of male narcissism. Indeed, the degree 

of criminal intent and culpability is allotted to each male character in direct 

proportion to the extent to which he identifi es himself in narcissistic terms. 

Our hero, in contrast, though structurally an object of the viewer’s gaze, rejects 

narcissism and promiscuity, pining instead for the wife who has left him and 

telling his lawyer pal he shouldn’t be so obsessed with aging. While Harper 

may very well have been America’s more upstanding answer to the sybaritic 

James Bond in the 1960s, this production leaves no doubt that male narcissism 

is rejected as an ideal male type.38

In Th e Portrait of a Lady, Campion’s reading of Osmond suggests the male 

narcissist is not only a card-carrying member of the group of male types de-

picted in the fi lm but that he has become the preferred type for women. How-

ever, what critics could not identify with was Osmond’s sadistic cruelty and 

arrogant contempt for all around him; Malkovich portrayed him in a Jekyll 

and Hyde manner with only moments separating the metamorphoses—he 

also seemed to be hiding a vicious temper. Th is underside of Osmond’s tem-

perament is not in the novel; Osmond is a passive aggressive aesthete and a 

narcissist—he is psychologically not physically brutal. In addition, he is de-

scribed by James as genteel and handsome, whereas Malkovich’s persona is 

that of a “snaky, sinister poseur.”39 Nonetheless he is, of all of Isabel’s suitors, 

an extension of the objects he owns and the one least endowed with a sense of 

character, and his type, both as an eminently desirable type for women and as 

a fraud, is a major aspect of James adaptations in the 1990s.

* * *

Agnieszka Holland’s adaptation of Washington Square, released in the U.S. in 

October 1997, tended to be compared with Th e Wings of the Dove rather than 

Th e Portrait of a Lady because of their similar release dates; however, their lit-

erary history suggests important connections between them. James wrote Th e 

Portrait of a Lady on the heels of Washington Square and considered Portrait 

to be “more spacious, more human, more sociable” than Washington Square, a 

work he dismissed on the grounds that it had been too subject to the forces 

of “condensation.” For example, he did not consider the character of Morris 
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Townsend to have been a genuine “portrait.” “Th e only good thing in the story 

is the girl,” he wrote to his brother William in November 1880.40 In the story, 

loosely based upon an actual incident related to James by a friend, Mrs. Fanny 

Kemble41, a young American heiress, Catherine Sloper, is held in contempt by 

her father for her lack of style, charm, and attractiveness. Soon she is pursued 

by and falls for an attractive young man, Morris Townsend, who, as her fa-

ther suspects, is primarily interested in her fortune. While her love for Morris 

helps Catherine to achieve psychological independence from her father, he 

ultimately abandons her, because she does not come with her father’s money. 

However, when Morris returns to Catherine after her father’s death to renew 

the acquaintance, Catherine sends him away.

Critics tended to either compare Holland’s fi lm to the simultaneously re-

leased Th e Wings of the Dove favorably, or unfavorably, to William Wyler’s 1949 

adaptation, Th e Heiress, based upon a stage adaptation of the novel. However, 

few took an extended interest in comparing Holland’s fi lm with Campion’s 

and how diff erently each chose to deal with the central problem of female self 

knowledge and independence and male objectifi cation. Why, for example, did 

Campion choose to make the object of her heroine’s aff ections less attractive 

in the fi lm than he was in the novel, while Holland chooses exactly the oppo-

site strategy: making Morris more attractive and sympathetic? How did each 

modify the endings of their respective novels, that is, their interpretations of 

their heroine’s fate? And what might their diff erences in interpreting James 

have to do with their diff erent approaches to feminism, a characteristic attrib-

uted consistently, though not terribly sympathetically, to both of these fi lms?

Both Campion and Holland, as female directors, might be said to be reap-

propriating James’s heroines, Isabel Archer and Catherine Sloper, from James’s 

own appropriation of them, “his tendency to transform the social psychology 

of women into the formal aesthetics as well as the psychohistory of the liter-

ary author.”42 Th is process of transformation also pertains to the transition 

from novel to fi lm, and if James ultimately subordinated his critique of phal-

locentric structures to a literary model,43 Campion and Holland, in their task 

of adapting the novels, surely faced a similar, indeed much more personal, 

challenge in the ways they sought to combine, rather than to subordinate, 

their feminism with their sense of the literary. If both works were fl awed, both 

must nonetheless be taken seriously as pioneering eff orts to combine these 

two signifi cant imperatives.

Campion and Holland begin by historicizing the journeys of their respec-

tive heroines: they are, in their essence, profoundly female journeys and must 

be taken seriously as such. Critical of the liberal feminist stance that suggests 

women are rational, feminist actors on an equal opportunity, equally rational 

marketplace, Campion and Holland focus upon heroines fi nancially indepen-
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dent from the outset in order to highlight what they see as the more signifi -

cant problem: psychological dependency. Both fi lms off er an interpretation of 

this dependency and by doing so suggest alternative models of independence.

For Campion, Isabel’s quest for “her clearest mirror” renders her vulnerable 

and dependent from the outset. While James proposed the question, “what 

will she do?,” as though it was a great mystery, Campion knows what Isabel 

will do, as she reveals in the opening sequence of Th e Portrait of a Lady; Isabel 

will search until she fi nds a relationship in which she “goes under” or subordi-

nates her independent nature to the whims of another person. In contrast to 

fi gures such as Henrietta Stackpole, Isabel sees the goal of her quest for inde-

pendence as dependence upon someone else, a complete identifi cation, which 

is what it is that she feels with both Madame Merle and Gilbert Osmond. 

While this is a quest that Campion sympathizes with and takes very seriously 

as a signifi cant portion of most female biographies, her major point in Portrait 

is that it is a quest that is destined to fail. Campion does not see fi t to show 

an alternative quest, because in keeping with James’s preface to the New York 

edition of Th e Portrait of a Lady, she reduces the representative of such an al-

ternative quest—Henrietta Stackpole—to an absurd comic fi gure. Th e fl aw in 

Th e Portrait of a Lady is that, in making Isabel a symbol for all women or sort 

of universal female fi gure, Campion disowns the possibility that many women 

may have already learned this particular lesson; indeed, apparently, it is a les-

son Campion has learned.44 However, what is striking about Campion’s fi lm is 

the extent to which she elevates this particular problem of female psychology 

to an aesthetic level, exploring it by way of metaphor and thus making it a 

signifi cant public issue.

However, the reception of the fi lm suggests that audiences could not identify 

with Isabel’s object of identifi cation, Gilbert Osmond, and hence did not take 

seriously the relationship between the meaning of her quest and her choice of 

object. In short, audiences had a diffi  cult time imagining Nicole Kidman fall-

ing for John Malkovich. Yet, how do you convey a critique of female romantic 

illusions without risking either alienating your audience, which is obviously 

what happened with the casting of Malkovich, or legitimizing the quest for 

identifi cation by making audiences able to identify with Isabel’s object of de-

sire? Th is is the dilemma Th e Portrait of a Lady confronts, and by choosing to 

“alienate” her audience, so to speak, Campion’s exploration of a particular form 

of female psychological dependency encountered signifi cant resistance.

In contrast, Holland’s strategy in Washington Square is exactly the opposite: 

render the object of female identifi cation highly desirable and sympathetic in 

order to highlight an alternative path to female psychological independence. 

Th is is the main reason why she made the character of Morris Townsend more 

sympathetic and complex, not, as Louis Menand argues rather obtusely, to 
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highlight parallels between Morris’s character and Dr. Sloper’s and thereby ex-

plain the latter’s unwillingness to bless the union.45 In addition, Holland posits, 

if only metaphorically, an alternative form of female quest: one that privileges 

creative relationships outside the heterosexual ideal. Indeed, the theme of mu-

sic as a form of relating to others, as it is developed and sustained in the fi lm, 

accompanies Catherine’s maturing emotional life—she moves from being so 

afraid of singing in public out of fear and nervousness toward her father that 

she urinates on the carpet to achieving, through Morris, a form of sanctuary 

through music in their musical duets, fi nally playing solo for the neighborhood 

kids she now cares for and teaches to love music as a form of self-fulfi llment. 

Th is is the central point of the song the children sing at the close of the fi lm:

Th ere once was a plain little piece of string,

all alone and with nothing to do.

Each night it would wish more than anything

for a someone to tie itself to.

Th en one day a fi ddler came wondering by,

and the plain little string quickly caught his eye.

Th e fi ddler said just come along with me,

I can tell you how happy you’ll be. …

You’ve made a mistake said the little string,

I have never made music before.

Th e fi ddler said I’ll teach you how to sing,

And you won’t be alone any more.

He played on the string

at a fancy dressball,

and the song fi lled the dancers and fi lled the hall.

So sometimes a plain little piece of string

Makes the prettiest music of all.46

Th rough this narrative, the former goal of the female quest, the desired object, 

Morris, becomes a means or perhaps a stage along the way to a sense of one’s 

own signifi cance in relationship to a larger community. Needless to say, this 

parallel narrative is a modifi cation of the original novel. Catherine’s renun-

ciation of Morris is thus neither a form of vengeance, as was the case in the 

fi lm, Th e Heiress, nor is it symbolic of her father’s success in “killing off  … his 

daughter’s capacity for love,”47 nor indeed, a form of universal moral vindica-

tion, as it seems to be in the original novel. Instead, it becomes a rejection of 

the typical female quest as defi ned by Campion: the search for one’s “clearest 

mirror” in the form of a male object. Campion’s ending to Th e Portrait of a 

Lady, in contrast, leaves the audience uncertain about Isabel’s next move. As 
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she does not promise Osmond’s daughter, Pansy, to return to Rome, she is 

free at the end of the fi lm, in contrast to the novel, to choose another road. 

Campion may have left the path open, but in isolating Isabel so profoundly, 

both narratively and symbolically, the audience is left to assume that she may 

well continue on the same road as before, if not to Rome, then toward another 

party willing to take from her the burden of her freedom.

What neither fi lm posits as a viable possibility is a committed, monoga-

mous relationship between members—two subjects—of the opposite sex, 

neither as a means nor as an end. In this, of course, the fi lms stand in stark 

contrast to the Jane Austen dramatizations and indeed to James’s writings, 

which even in the more complex and experimental adaptations, did not ques-

tion the possibility of reconciliation between female independence and mar-

riage. Th e “happy end” marriages of the Austen adaptations were criticized as 

a conservative response to postmodern liberation by many critics and rejected 

as a model of “modernity” by fi lmmakers such as Jane Campion, who explic-

itly wished to highlight the diff erence between James and Austen. However, 

one of the problematic aspects of this opposition between the Austenian happy 

ending and the Jamesian depressing ending is that it universalizes the ideolog-

ical meanings of specifi c narrative conclusions to the disadvantage of texts that 

do not insist upon an absolute opposition between female independence and 

marriage; it universalizes the myth of absolute gender incompatibility in the 

name of Literary Modernism, which ignores the social and cultural function 

of marriage in a society where women striving for psychological independence 

nonetheless marry men, and vice versa.

Without insisting that James’s novels should all end like Austen’s, I would 

nonetheless like to suggest that the ideology of renunciation, a characteristic 

of so many Jamesian conclusions, has ideological functions just like the happy 

endings of Austen’s texts, and an interesting aspect of the newest James dra-

matizations is to explore what the cultural function of this renunciation of 

marriage, family, and long term relationships is in these fi lms. James was more 

modern than Austen, Campion stated in an interview: “he breaks apart the 

fairy tale: no one is going to fi nd the right person.”48 Th is is an interpretation 

of James on Campion’s part, reinforcing a cultural myth that separates the two 

writers in order to gender the public relevance of their works. I am not per-

suaded that James, a life-long bachelor, did not believe in or condone marriage 

and family any more than Jane Austen, a life-long spinster, did. Indeed, both 

their oeuvres, as a number of critics saw, are obsessed with it, preoccupied with 

it, and unable to imagine human society without it for good or ill.49

What then, to repeat the question, is the ideological function of marital 

renunciation in Campion’s and Holland’s fi lms? I think it is a symbol for a 

powerful cultural confl ict that has developed over the last two decades in re-
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sponse to a signifi cant shift in ideals of femaleness and maleness, respectively. 

Th at shift is essentially an inversion of the cultural model of femaleness and 

maleness that has shaped the imaginative depictions of gender in fi lm, if not in 

literature, over the last century: the assumption that women appear, while men 

act.50 In more and more fi lms, and particularly in these James dramatizations, 

the situation is radically reversed, on a number of levels: women act and men 

appear, women function as subjects, while men function as objects. Or, perhaps 

more specifi cally, the female heroines, operating in a context where they are 

attempting to assert their subject status in the face of norms that insist upon 

their object status, witness the increasingly divided consciousness of their male 

counterparts, whose movement is in the opposite direction: from subject to 

object. Within this confi guration—the logic of these James adaptations—no 

committed relationship is possible. How does this dimension manifest itself?

In Campion’s adaptation, we witness an Isabel who is “all eyes,” her quest is 

centered in her ability to “see and imagine,” to analyze life as though it were 

an artwork.51 Th is clearly places her in the position of a subject, a possessor 

of a distinctive gaze. Campion’s fi lm stands or falls, as does James’s original, 

on our ability to “see the world through Isabel’s eyes.” Yet of all the suitors 

who knock at her door, Isabel chooses the one who is in his being—if not his 

countenance—most the object of appreciation, an aesthetic object, indirectly, 

through the aesthetic objects he owns. Osmond is also an erotic object; indeed, 

this is what he most represents to Isabel, a fusion of the aesthetic and erotic. 

He is, in essence, a male object or narcissist, which in his movements and 

gestures—perpetually lounging and reclining—he seeks to reinforce. Th at is 

what Isabel sees and falls for. From this perspective, Osmond might be viewed 

as a symbol for postmodern consumer culture, a culture whose market driving 

force is motored by the collaboration between the aesthetic or the stylish and 

the erotic. However, this male narcissist cannot accommodate a female subject, 

and it is here that the relationship between Isabel and Osmond founders, as 

viewers and audiences did not see Gilbert Osmond in the same way Isabel saw 

him, a desirable sex object fusing lust and form/art (see Figure 6.2).

In contrast, in Washington Square, the viewer is one with Catherine in fi nd-

ing the object of her aff ection “beautiful.” Morris does indeed go beyond the 

type of the attractive fortune hunter as James conceived of him. He is, as Louis 

Menand put it, “a young man whose narcissism is unembarrassed and per-

fectly understandable. Catherine adores him, his sister adores him, the cam-

era adores him; why shouldn’t he do the same?” (see Figure 6.3). Th is candid 

self-identifi cation as a desirable object informs Morris’s logic of why he won’t 

marry Catherine without her money, a logic that is not in the novel: Morris 

“just can’t imagine life without the fortune he considers his due for allowing 

himself to make love to such a plain woman. Her money, as he tells Catherine 
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when the crisis comes, is her “attribute”: his attribute, he says, is this and points 

to his own gorgeous face.” Menand calls this plot twist, “quite Jamesian,” even 

as it has little to do with what James saw in the story.52 Indeed, for all of Cath-

erine’s “plainness” and passivity, she shamelessly appropriates the gaze that has 

heretofore been an exclusively male prerogative—that of viewing the other as 

a desirable object—expressing openly in the fi lm (“you are so beautiful”) what 

she only thinks to herself in the novel. We know Morris’s beauty and charm 

are important aspects of what makes him appealing to Catherine. When ask-

ing Dr. Sloper for Catherine’s hand, Morris even suggests that Catherine’s 

devotion—her willingness to listen to his stories and “be charmed”—outdis-

tances that of other women he’s known and even his own. Catherine links his 

charm and style to his moral worth, just as Isabel does in the case of Osmond. 

However, by defi ning this dimension of himself as a market commodity, akin 

to Catherine’s money, Morris in eff ect severs this link. Catherine refuses Mor-

ris when he later returns, still handsome and charming—very diff erent from 

the novel, where more time has passed and the years have not treated Morris 

well—not because he had “trifl ed with her aff ection” as James says53 but be-

cause she no longer needs his beauty and charm to give herself value, when 

beauty and charm are all, indeed, he has to off er. Catherine Sloper, the fe-

male subject, does not require or desire a lifelong relationship with Morris 

Townsend, a male narcissist or male object.

Figure 6.2. John Malkovich as Gilbert Osmond in Th e Portrait of a Lady: the male lead as 
the “reclining” consumer and aesthete. (Courtesy: Photofest)
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Figure 6.3. Film still from Washington Square with Ben Chaplin (Morris Townsend) and 
Jennifer Jason Leigh (Catherine Sloper). (Courtesy: Photofest)
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With regard to Morris’s status as a desirable object, the fi lm’s reception 

reveals a certain uneasiness about Catherine’s attraction to Morris, one that 

suggests that men are increasingly viewing themselves as potential sex objects. 

In response to Morris’s argument one critic wrote: “[Catherine] can’t see the 

converse of what [Morris] is telling her, that without his looks, she wouldn’t 

be interested in him. Like her father and unlike her aunt, she doesn’t see that 

perfectly good marriages have been built on less.”54 Th e assumption here that 

women are increasingly demanding that men “appear,” much as women have 

been expected to do, rather than to “act” very much informs this critic’s inter-

pretation of Morris’s argument, as he simply ignores the fact that Catherine 

turns Morris away at the end.

Catherine’s signifi cant relationship with what can only be defi ned as a rep-

resentative of the male subject is, of course, with her father, and her psycho-

logical separation from him and his image of her as undesirable reinforces the 

fi lm’s strong insistence on women’s psychological separation both from the old 

model of masculinity, the male subject, and the new model, the male object. 

Th e female subject has no choice but to look to the future for alternative, more 

compatible male types, which, as yet, do not exist. However, the central mes-

sage for women is quite clear: an inversion of the conventional relationship 

between a male subject and a female object, where men appear and women act, 

is as unacceptable as was the traditional version. In exploring this dimension 

of sexual inversion as a political subtext in their fi lms, both Campion and Hol-

land off er a persuasive critique of the imperatives of postmodern consumer 

culture rather than watering down the “complexity and ambiguity” of James’s 

original novels.

Unfortunately, fi lms such as Th e Portrait of a Lady and Washington Square, 

which directly or indirectly address such imperatives, such as the assumption 

that object status is a prerequisite for acceptance and love for men and women, 

tend not to acquire a popular audience, probably less as a result of their am-

biguous status as both “popular” and “elite” than because they confront viewers 

with the limitations of their “cinematic” norms and the extent to which such 

norms aff ect their values and beliefs.55 Th ese “cinematic” norms are often made 

explicit in the reception of such fi lms and off er clues as to the reasons why 

they do not garner popularity. For example, in the adaptation of Jane Austen’s 

Persuasion, perhaps the fi nest and least popular of the Austen adaptations, 

critics lamented the casting of a “plain” heroine—unkempt and overly “natu-

ralistic” lead actors—arguing that they were unable to “identify” with such 

fi gures.56 Much the same dynamic is apparent in the receptions of Th e Portrait 

of a Lady and Washington Square, although, interestingly, the language used to 

express this “cinematic norm” is much more diplomatic in the discussion of 
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male actors than female actors, suggesting that the norm of the male object is 

something relatively new.

In Th e Portrait of a Lady, critics’ rejection of John Malkovich as Osmond 

tended to emphasize his interpretation of the role rather than his appearance, 

but the distinction was not always clear: “No Miltonic Satan vital with glamour 

and active evil, Isabel’s ravisher is a lesser devil, a cold collector of fortunes”57; 

“Had Malkovich given Osmond a shred of ambiguity, Portrait would have 

gained the dramatic logic and power it lacks. True villains always have their 

charms, which is why they compel us”58; “he [Malkovich] fails to establish the 

character’s vampire-like charm. If you found Malkovich less than convincing 

as an irresistible seducer of young women in Dangerous Liaisons, you’ll have 

the same problem here.”59 In contrast, critics’ discussion of Washington Square 

tended to emphasize the physical appearance of the cast members, especially 

that of the heroine, played by Jennifer Jason Leigh: “Her father’s callous as-

sessment of the girl as without charm, wit, or beauty seems entirely warranted, 

especially when Holland places Leigh’s sharp, unadorned features next to nat-

ural beauties”; “If the production lacks the emotional sweep and passionate fi re 

of Softley’s interpretation (Th e Wings of the Dove), it is because Holland con-

sciously refuses to cast beautiful people on a grand stage … her clinical cam-

era—elsewhere described in terms of “unforgiving close-ups”—records warts 

and all.”60 Other critics sympathized with Dr. Sloper and Morris Townsend: 

“Th is version scraps the juicy revenge theme concocted for Th e Heiress … but 

does show us why the doctor feels as he does”61; “the fi lm encourages us to ask 

what, in fact, draws him [Morris] to the colorless heroine.”62 Th us, although 

the story calls for a “plain heroine,” critics tended either to criticize the fi lm on 

these grounds or else to identify with the male characters rather than with the 

heroine. Also interesting is the sense in which “the casting of beautiful people” 

is equated with “emotional sweep and passionate fi re,” as though emotion 

and passion can be realized only through specifi c external forms. Th at both 

fi lms, in eff ect, tampered with cinematic norms, or the creation of images that 

“function as models against which the self continually measures, judges, “dis-

ciplines,” and “corrects” itself,”63 explains—to some degree—viewers inability 

to identify with the situations depicted in the fi lms. Yet in confronting viewers 

with the dynamic of those norms more fully by showing how these norms of 

selfhood—of objectifi cation—have been extended to men, these fi lms con-

tribute to an analysis of postmodern consumer culture that encourages refl ec-

tion and contemplation rather than situational identifi cation.

* * *

Th e Wings of the Dove, a fi lm directed by Iain Softley, was released almost 

simultaneously with Washington Square. An adaptation of one of James’s late 
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works, the fi lm’s reception was dominated by the issue of whether it had man-

aged to capture the “complexity” of James’s “late style,” with critics being more 

or less evenly divided. In contrast to the two previous adaptations, both di-

rected and scripted by women, Th e Wings of the Dove was directed and scripted 

by men. From the outset, the producers of the fi lm insisted that they had radi-

cally altered James’s work in order to “modernize” or “update” him for contem-

porary audiences, as though this was the premiere challenge the adaptation of 

the novel posed and as if to anticipate this particular criticism from reviewers 

and critics.64

Th e story centers around Kate Croy (Helena Bonham Carter), a young 

woman who has acquired a spot in British high society through the patronage 

of a wealthy aunt (Charlotte Rampling). However, her aunt disapproves of her 

relationship with an unambitious journalist, Merton Densher (Linus Roache). 

To preserve her affi  liation to wealth and her relationship, Kate schemes to 

collect from a dying American orphan and heiress, Milly Th eale (Allison El-

liot), by throwing Merton—with whom Milly has fallen in love—in her way, 

in the hopes that she will bequeath her wealth to him. In the end, Merton is 

transfi xed with the memory of the dead heiress, who has left him her money, 

and his relationship with Kate is poisoned.

Th e Wings of the Dove was by far the most widely discussed, highly praised, 

and fi nancially lucrative of the three James adaptations.65 Why was this so? If 

Campion and Holland modifi ed certain dimensions of James’s plot but main-

tained the basic plot structure and dialogue in their adaptations, in Th e Wings 

of the Dove, a radical shift takes place in the relationship between the novel and 

the fi lm: in the fi lm, pictures and scenery are substituted for James’s dialogue. 

Th e pictures that are meant to replace James’s dialogue are essentially eroti-

cized gazes, sumptuous dress, and attractive actors who say very little, creating, 

as Louis Menand put it, “an atmosphere of relative lubricity.”66 Some critics 

praised this dimension of the fi lm, calling it “sexy and spectral,” while others 

were suspicious of its function, linking it not to James but rather to the fi lm, 

Th e English Patient, and its essentially “formulaic” dimensions or to Dashiel 

Hammett and his formulaic dimensions, the fi lm noir love triangle.67 Th e pic-

tures in the absence of the dialogue are meant to convey the tensions among 

the three characters and so to “suggest” James’s “complexity and ambiguity.”

What sort of story do these pictures of eroticized gazes tell us about the 

characters? In the case of Kate, “conniving” as she is, it was important to 

the fi lmmakers to make her “sympathetic,” to make her “more modern.” As 

Menand argues, the notion that James made her unsympathetic suggests a 

lack of understanding of the novel and the character68; however, what is more 

interesting is how Kate’s character is made to be sympathetic in the fi lm. We 

know of her dependence upon her aunt’s patronage for the support of her 
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family in both the novel and the fi lm, so this could not have been the pri-

mary aspect. How to be plotting and sympathetic simultaneously? For one, 

she had to look the part: “at thirty-one, Bonham Carter is up to the challenge, 

physically and technically. She is, for a start, fully ravishing now. Her dramatic 

coloring—black eyes, ivory skin—is splashed on a tauter canvas. Maturity has 

made her chipmunk cheeks swankily concave, allowing her, as Kate, to mull 

her plotting as if it were a fi ne port.” Corliss never does discuss the technical 

aspect of Bonham Carter’s performance, so we are made to assume that it is 

her looks that manage the feat of reconciling good with evil, testifying to the 

importance the fi lm attaches to the physical attractiveness of its characters. It 

is interesting to note that Bonham Carter does not quite see things in these 

terms. Asked why she likes to play characters from the early twentieth century 

she replies: “women tend to be the protagonists, not the ornamental love inter-

est,” suggesting the self-perception of subject rather than object.69

However, another more signifi cant aspect of her sympathy is that, unlike 

Kate in the novel, from the outset of Merton’s fi rst encounter with Milly’s 

gaze, she—Kate—is “afraid of losing him.” Th is fear plagues her through-

out the fi lm and it is what accounts for the absence of dramatic suspense, in 

short, the reason why we are not surprised by the fi lm’s end. On account of 

Kate’s conniving, the dynamic among the three characters is set up in such a 

way as to favor a relationship between Milly and Merton. When Milly an-

nounces to Merton at the dinner table that she “believes in him,” it’s clear 

that she will win the contest of virtue between the good and bad woman. In 

the novel, several characters request others to believe in them, most notably, 

Kate requesting such of Merton—that he should believe in her “plan” for their 

future. Th roughout the novel, characters express the need that others believe 

in them, but at no time does Milly say to Merton that she believes in him.70 

Th is statement has powerful ideological implications in the fi lm, as it is a re-

mark that apparently shifts the tide in favor of Milly for Merton and explains 

the last scene of the fi lm, showing Merton returning to Venice with a voice-

over of Milly repeating her line about believing in him. Kate’s prophesy that 

Merton will “grow tired of her” transpires as predicted and Merton, returning 

to Venice “to live on Milly’s money and Milly’s memory,” as one critic put it, 

has the last laugh.71 If James posited Kate’s fascination for Merton in terms 

of her “talent for life,” Merton in the adaptation has no need of such talents. 

James gives Kate the last word, whereas the fi lm gives it to Merton, essentially 

punishing Kate for her dominance.

Th e fi lm thus posits a contest over which woman is the ideal for Merton, 

“the sort of weak, handsome man strong women are attracted to and know 

how to use.”72 Here again, is a variation on the male object, an object that one 

woman fi nds “beautiful” (Milly) and another is afraid to “lose” (Kate). Th ough 
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Milly is meant to symbolize a woman “without guile,”73 her erotic glances at 

Merton, including an intriguing kiss scene where she keeps her eyes open, 

are undisguised and unapologetic, in marked contrast, for example, to Cath-

erine Sloper’s gaze at Morris Townsend. Merton looks at neither of the two 

women in this particular way, maintaining his Jamesian persona of “looking 

vague without looking weak,” or as another critic suggested, looking simply 

“blank.”74 However, Merton as the desired male object remains alone, even as 

his status as subject has been rescued from Kate’s “conniving” through Milly’s 

“belief ” in him.75 (see Figure 6.4).

More viewers identifi ed with this conservative spin on Henry James than 

they did with either of the other two fi lms, and one reason may be that the 

contemporaneity of the fi lm is quite diff erent from that of the other two. If Th e 

Portrait of a Lady and Washington Square engaged questions of contemporary 

gender identity critically, in Th e Wings of the Dove, the values promoted seem 

more in keeping with “cinematic” norms. One critic has argued that Th e Por-

trait of a Lady is best understood in terms of the values of the “college dorm” 

or an episode of Friends in that the ways in which the characters interact with 

one another break with the behavioral and social norms of the nineteenth cen-

tury.76 Yet if any fi lm relies upon the values of the dorm, indeed the high school 

scene, it is Th e Wings of the Dove. Indeed, Milly’s “tefl on contemporaneity”77 

derives largely from her school girl crush mentality, focusing upon Merton’s 

looks—aptly described by one reviewer: “at a party, Milly catches a glimpse of 

Merton and likes what she sees,”78 rejecting other men as “not her type,” and 

fi nding herself victimized by high school clique sorts of vicious behavior, such 

as when Kate and Merton run off  to have sex, pretending to have lost their 

friends. In contrast to Th e Portrait of a Lady and Washington Square, Th e Wings 

of the Dove relies upon a familiar formula of romantic rivalries as they are por-

trayed in series such as Beverly Hills 90210 or, as Louis Menand thoughtfully 

noted, in movies like Th e English Patient, which apparently served as a model 

for the producers of Th e Wings of the Dove: “Th e formula is, if you like formula 

movies, a great movie formula. You need a historical period close enough to 

make the characters seem modern but distant enough to make a high style 

of living—with champagne, fancy dress, servants, and plenty of leisure for 

love—plausible. Add actors who need no better excuse for falling all over one 

another passionately in the hallway or the elevator than the fact that they are 

fabulously good-looking, and, fi nally, an exotic locale, and a story of love and 

death, preferably with a moral surprise.”79

However, while this formula may have been more popular than the other 

two fi lms—more successful at the box offi  ce—the internet reception of Th e 

Wings of the Dove suggests an increasing awareness on the part of audiences of 

such formulaic devices and a decreasing willingness to see style and emotional 
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Figure 6.4. Publicity poster for Th e Wings of the Dove with Allison Elliot (Milly Th eale), 
Linus Roache (Merton Densher), and Helena Bonham Carter (Kate Croy). Note 
here another male character in a “reclining” posture. (Compare Figure 6.2) (Courtesy: 
Photofest)
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intensity as interchangeable: “Wings of the Dove certainly looks good. Th e pitch 

for costume design Oscar is fairly obvious (how often does costume design 

make it into the opening credits?) and it even seems that Bonham Carter’s 

elaborate dresses and hats become shabbier as her spirits sink.”80 Another re-

viewer, sounding somewhat like a character in Fast Times at Ridgemont High, 

puts forth: “I felt a rock in my throat for these characters, but I also did for 

Chad and Howard in In the Company of Men. Th ese characters are disgusting 

yet amazing, since they hide themselves in clothes and attitude at parties, but 

have deep emotion and rock hard attitude when they are alone.”81 Comparing 

In the Company of Men, a withering black comedy about two men’s scheme to 

seduce and dump a deaf female colleague with Th e Wings of the Dove suggests 

that the “sexy” elements of the fi lm did not wholly succeed in overwhelming 

the moral implications of the characters’ behavior.

* * *

In an internet review one critic praised Washington Square as “a moving and 

satisfying portrait of one woman’s struggle for independence in a society where 

everything is defi ned by love, money, or both.”82 Th is intriguing formulation, 

positing independence as in opposition to “love, money or both,” suggests that 

the realities that defi ne contemporary consumer culture—love as sexual ob-

jectifi cation and money as the means of accessing objects, i.e., “both”—cannot 

and do not encompass independence. Indeed, they must be called into ques-

tion in order to achieve it. Th is tension between individual desire and sexual 

objectifi cation is addressed, in more or less progressive forms, in all three James 

adaptations. However, where Th e Portrait of a Lady and Washington Square of-

fered female subjectivity as a point of mediation between these two poles by 

way of a critique of male objectifi cation, Th e Wings of the Dove rendered the 

male object the center around which questions of female independence and 

dependence revolved.

Why adapt James’s fi ction to explore such cultural issues? In an eff ort to 

historicize the development of James’s “late style,” Jean-Christoph Agnew 

has argued that what distinguished James’s development as a writer of fi ction 

was his increasing reliance upon a “proprietary vision,” an “acquisitive cog-

nition” that aesthetically prefi gured a “phenomenology” of twentieth-century 

consumer culture. Insofar as signifi cant shifts occur in this particular “way of 

seeing”—as opposed to “way of being,”—such as in the relationship between 

gender and sexual objectifi cation, James’s fi ction off ers a framework from 

which to proceed.83 And it certainly helps to explain the interest fi lmmakers 

have always taken in James.

Ultimately, what can be gained by close attention to fi lm adaptations of 

James, Austen, and others is a distinctive history of contemporary cultural 
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issues. However, in order to “see” this history, it is necessary to distance the 

adaptations from the ahistorical generic categories within which such writers 

have been understood, both to undermine the hierarchical opposition between 

fi lm and literature as well as to make possible a more historically informed 

understanding of the adaptation process: “Certainly, genres exist in cinema as 

they do in written production. Documentaries, musical comedies, and mon-

tage fi lms are distinct from each other and each involves a diff erent kind of 

cinematographic work. But for purposes of social and cultural analysis, they 

are all documentary objects ... One needs only to know how to read them.”84
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Conclusion

A Case for the Case Study
Th e Future of Adaptation Studies 

as a Branch of Transnational Film History

≥

When Orson Welles, discussing his adaptation of Kafka’s Th e Trial in an inter-

view with Hollywood director Peter Bogdanovich, told him “to read the book 

sometime, it’s short,” he may have been playing with the pretentions of high 

culture in order to scold Bogdanovich for his lack of preparation, but he was 

not advocating the fi delity model of fi lm adaptation. Likewise, when Emma 

Th ompson was asked in an interview what she would ask Jane Austen today 

(1996) and she replied, jokingly, “what percentage she wants of the gross” of 

Sense and Sensibility, she was invoking Austen as a best-selling and successful 

author, collaborator, and fi lmic resource; not, however, as a superior blueprint. 

Both Th ompson and Welles in their reliance upon fi ctional texts testify to the 

multifaceted relationship between the two media and that the signifi cance of 

individual adaptations has never been solely dependent upon a hierarchical 

understanding of literature in relation to fi lm.1

However, recent scholarly work on adaptation seems intent on eliminating 

the case study—the specifi c focus upon a fi lm adaptation in relationship to its 

literary source—as a methodological tool in the study of fi lm and literature. 

Classifi ed primarily as a loyal servant of the fi delity school of adaptation, the 

case study has come to be understood as the main obstacle to a more sophis-

ticated, more theoretical approach to adaptation study, one that would prefer 

to subsume specifi c cases under the rubric of “intertextuality,” “intermediality,” 

or “the adaptation industry.” Unsurprisingly, most of these calls to eliminate 

the specifi c case stem from scholars in the areas of media studies, communica-

tion studies, and the more theory-focused branches of literary studies, fi elds 

generally less interested in historical analysis of media and culture.2

For fi lm and cultural historians, the case study is the pivotal means into a 

broader exploration of the relationship between fi lm, literature, and society. 

First, the analysis of an adaptation vis-à-vis a source text provides a chrono-

logical framework that eff ectively lends itself to historical analysis. Second, 
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the case study can call attention to the transnational character of fi lm adapta-

tion and explain how transnational cultural processes aff ect the relationship 

between literature and fi lm. Finally, cases of specifi c adaptations highlight aes-

thetic developments in fi lm history and show how fi lmmakers continue to rely 

upon the adaptation of literary works to create new types of cinematic forms. 

Th erefore, questions of time, place, and medium become central to an analysis 

of fi lm adaptation as an historical phenomenon.

Case studies of specifi c adaptations foreground the crucial role of literature 

in the history of fi lm and popular culture, as well as the ways the relationship 

between literature and fi lm can be conceptualized for purposes of historical 

analysis. As Dudley Andrew has argued: “the explicit, foregrounded relation 

of a cinematic text to a well constructed original text from which it derives 

and in some sense it strives to reconstruct provides the analyst with a clear 

and useful “laboratory” condition that should not be neglected.”3 Implicit in 

the inherently chronological model of the relation of “cinematic text to well 

constructed original text” is an historical framework for evaluating the rela-

tionship between fi lm and society. When fi lmmakers such as Ang Lee, Emma 

Th ompson, or Orson Welles adapt “classic” works, they are inevitably faced 

with “reconstructing” those works within very diff erent social, economic, and 

political contexts. Traditionally, that process of reconstruction has been linked 

to the creative license of individual fi lmmakers—“la camera-stylo,” the camera 

as a pen, in Alexandre Astruc’s terms, for example—without paying attention 

to the ways those fi lmmakers were and are products of their time and place.4 

Emma Th ompson’s interest in questions of contemporary gender identity and 

the ways women today negotiate the realms of economics and personal rela-

tionships is closely related to the ways she modifi ed the dynamic between the 

two sisters, Elinor and Marianne, to include the third sister, Margaret, in her 

adaptation of Sense and Sensibility. Jane Austen could not have known what 

was in store for the youngest sister in her novel; Th ompson’s projection of 

independence onto the character of Margaret is a product of hindsight and so 

fundamentally historical in its implications.

Th e case of Welles’s adaptation of Franz Kafka’s Th e Trial can be analyzed 

similarly. Like Th ompson’s interest in issues of gender and contemporary cul-

ture, Welles wanted to link Kafka’s pre-World War II text to the postwar 

world of the Cold War and state authoritarianisms. However, as a fl amboyant 

U.S. fi lmmaker with transnational “auteur” status in the early 1960s, Welles 

and his fi lmic eff orts would be linked by commentators to creative legerde-

main rather than to his long time interest in the relationship between politics 

and culture.

Th e point is not that contemporary fi lmmakers inject aspects of the present 

moment into their “historical adaptations” but rather to show how their ad-
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aptations manifest—both consciously and unconsciously—change over time 

in the relationship between culture, narrative, and fi lm. To remain with the 

Austen theme, adaptations of Jane Austen’s works, in particular, are highly 

suggestive in this regard. Today, Th ompson and Lee’s adaptation of Sense and 

Sensibility can itself be situated within a context that demonstrates how diff er-

ently Austen adaptations can function as cultural and historical markers. Let 

me illustrate by comparing the Austen boom of the 1990s with more recent 

trends in Austen adaptations.

Th e early twenty-fi rst-century Jane Austen “boom” includes biographical 

renditions of Austen’s life entitled Becoming Jane and Miss Austen Regrets, Bol-

lywood and Hollywood versions of Pride and Prejudice, and an adaptation of a 

novel about reading Austen novels entitled Th e Jane Austen Book Club, among 

many others.5 Th is new wave of Austen-oriented fi lms is best understood in 

contrast and comparison to the Austen boom of the 1990s and should be 

looked at more closely. Patricia Rozema’s 2000 adaptation of Mansfi eld Park 

might mark a rough transition of sorts between the emphasis upon the trans-

lation and performance of the original novels in the 1990s and the shift to a 

focus upon Austen as a female author and on reading Austen, in particular. In 

Mansfi eld Park, Rozema transforms Austen’s morally upright, rigid heroine, 

Fanny Price, into a free-spirited authoress fi gure, who is supposed to be a stand 

in for Jane Austen herself. Th is well-made, very self-conscious production an-

ticipated the trend toward the themes of both reading Austen and Austen as 

a writer, even as its main thrust was to present a politicized, “postcolonial” tale 

emphasizing subtextual references to slavery in the novel Mansfi eld Park.6

However, as several commentators have noted, the function of Austen’s 

works in more recent productions such as Th e Jane Austen Book Club is largely 

privatized and personal.7 Interestingly, if the more “conventional” adaptations 

of the 1990s, such as Sense and Sensibility, called attention to contemporary 

cultural struggles involving gender roles and gender identity, these newer pro-

ductions seem to off er reading Austen’s texts as a therapeutic solution to these 

cultural dilemmas.8 As one enthusiastic viewer of Th e Jane Austen Book Club 

put it: “the conceit of this movie and the book it is based upon is that a shared 

love and appreciation of the works of Jane Austen can provide the currency 

through the exchange of which modern women (and a few selected men) can 

confront, share, and come to better understand their personal challenges and 

in the process, form bonds of friendship or even romance. Th e strength of this 

movie is that even if you have a tough time with that conceit, you will still 

enjoy the humor of it, and the strong performances.”9 A less enthusiastic com-

mentator wrote: “there’s a diff erence between connecting to a writer’s work 

and reading too much of yourself in it, and the banal fi lm version of Fowler’s 

book crosses the line six too many times … Th ere’s no subtext to Th e Jane Aus-
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ten Book Club, just a skim across the books’ surface that winds up re-shelving 

a great author in the self-help section.”10 Th is “privatizing” of Jane Austen, 

which also includes a subtheme of “missed romantic opportunities”11—defi -

nitely not a theme of the 1990s adaptations—is reminiscent of what Susan 

Faludi referred to years ago as “backlash”: the media promoted notion that 

women had exchanged family, love, and relationships for an unsatisfying au-

tonomy and empty independence and that the culprit was feminism.12 If many 

of the fi lms of the 1990s enlisted Austen for her public aspects, what is strik-

ing about this latest trend is the ways the fi lms actively seek to re-privatize 

the writer and her themes. Rather than reading Austen as a sociohistorically 

relevant writer, which the best of the 1990s adaptations certainly tried to do 

(see, esp. Sense and Sensibility and Persuasion), this early twenty-fi rst-century 

Austen boom actively seeks to “re-domesticate” her in the tradition of the 

nineteenth-century “cult of Jane Austen” that Henry James so disdained at the 

turn of the twentieth century.13

* * *

Closely related to their historical signifi cance, specifi c cases of literature to 

fi lm transformations can be eff ectively enlisted in the transnational recep-

tion study of adaptation. Hollywood fi lm adaptations, ranging from Carol 

Reed and David O. Selznick’s production of Graham Greene’s Th e Th ird Man 

(1949) and David Lean’s adaptation of Pierre Boulle’s Th e Bridge on the River 

Kwai (1957) to Ang Lee’s production of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility 

(1995) and Jane Campion’s production of Henry James’s Th e Portrait of a Lady 

(1996) tend to share a “transnational” structure. Th is structure is composed 

of three parts: the transnational composition and interaction of the fi lm pro-

duction teams and the literary works upon which they rely, the transnational 

audiences for which these fi lms were produced, and, more self-refl exively, the 

contemporary transnational scholarly contexts that infl uence the selection of 

fi lms to analyze. Because the commercial goals of the Hollywood fi lm indus-

try sought to downplay the diversity and confl ict of its transnational aspects 

in favor of a universalized notion of “popular entertainment,” those aspects 

were often offi  cially downplayed to accommodate standardized production 

structures. However, when these fi lms are situated in specifi c national con-

texts, Hollywood’s reliance on literary narratives and artists from around the 

world often destabilized its standardization goals, revealed in specifi c cases 

of fi lmic adaptation and the ways modifi cations between literary works and 

fi lmic works took place and were actively commented upon.

A recent example of such a process is illustrated in the reception of the 

American fashion designer Tom Ford’s adaptation of the British writer Chris-

topher Isherwood’s 1964 novel A Single Man. Th e novel depicts a day in the 
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life of an enraged and bereaved bohemian, homosexual man coming to terms 

with the death of his lover; Ford’s adaptation (2009) transforms the angry and 

misogynistic protagonist into an elegant, well-mannered, and superbly dressed 

suicidal depressive played by the British actor Colin Firth. After Firth’s Oscar 

nomination for the role, the British Sunday Times published an article focusing 

upon the “gay commentators and literary scholars in the U.S.,” who accused 

the fi lmmaker of distorting Isherwood’s novel by downplaying the gay theme 

and “discount[ing] the importance of gay identity.” U.S. critics focused not 

upon what the Times defi ned as Tom Ford’s “impressive debut” fi lm; instead, 

they generated “a debate on gay politics and the pitfalls of adapting seminal 

works.”14 Th us, under the rather defensive guise of “fi delity criticism” (A Single 

Man is an adequate adaptation), the Times critic calls attention to important 

transnational dynamics related to contemporary fi lmic adaptations and what 

such adaptations might suggest about shifts in the history of gay literature, 

politics, and so-called “global” popular culture.

Historically, Th e Th ird Man (1949) can serve as a model of the ways trans-

national dynamics infl uenced the adaptation process and why these dynamics 

are signifi cant. With its international acting and production team, its bi- and 

even trilingual script, and its theme of the four power occupation of Vienna 

in the early postwar period, terms such as “cosmopolitan” and “internation-

ality” were readily invoked to discuss and market the fi lm at the time of its 

release. However, within the early Cold War context, that “internationalism” 

could provide a cover for struggles over creative control and cultural author-

ity between the U.S. and British fi lm industries, while simultaneously raising 

important questions within the German context of the ideological function 

of the “international” in a country divided between capitalism and commu-

nism—even as it courted German audiences with German language dialogue 

over their disappointment and disillusion with the postwar occupation. In 

turn, the fi lm’s creative use of a team of international authors—both credited 

and uncredited—and actors encouraged a positive reconstruction of European 

cultural identity in the face of expanding Soviet state communism and U.S. 

cultural and economic imperialism.

Th e case of the two fi lms Th e Bridge on the River Kwai and Die Brücke in the 

context of the West German debate over “pro-war vs. anti-war” fi lms revealed 

cross-cultural and transnational dynamics at work in the heretofore exclu-

sively German discussion of the politics of cultural memory in West Ger-

many. Whereas Kwai was heralded as an “anti-war” epic in the U.S. producer’s, 

Columbia Pictures, publicity campaign for the fi lm in West Germany, critics 

and commentators questioned this version even prior to the fi lm’s German 

release. Instead, they made Kwai the center of a critical discussion about the 

ways ostensibly anti-war, U.S. productions were ambiguously pro-war in the 
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West German context, focusing attention upon the ways the fi lm’s music, its 

characterization of male identity in the context of military life, and the way 

the fi lm altered key dimensions of the French novel upon which it was based 

ultimately encouraged a glorifi cation of militarism as German commentators 

understood it based upon their own past experiences.

In contrast, Bernhard Wicki’s Die Brücke (Th e Bridge), which was nomi-

nated for an Academy Award in 1960 and won that year’s Golden Globe 

Award as “Best Foreign Film,” off ered a fi lmic “response” of sorts to Kwai’s ul-

timately “Cold War Anti-War” formula. In Wicki’s fi lm, a diff erent approach 

to the function of the bridge in the fi lm’s plot, diff erent music, and very dif-

ferent male characters off ered an implicit visual contrast and critique of the 

bridge, men, and music in Kwai. Th us could the defi nition of a “war fi lm” be 

very much infl uenced not only by the national contexts in which such fi lms 

were produced but also by the national, historical, and cultural contexts in 

which they were to be released.

* * *

Finally, case studies of specifi c adaptations are indispensible for gauging cul-

tural and artistic development in the relationship between literature and fi lm. 

If fi lmmakers in the “classic” Hollywood era tended to focus on “translating” 

literary texts into visual terms and fi lmmakers from the mid-century into the 

1970s were more interested in using literary sources as a jumping off  point for 

their own artistic “performances,” then today, the economic pressures associ-

ated with the marketing of large scale productions both combine and com-

pete with newer trends of independent multi-media fi lmmaking—everything 

from very small scale theatre releases to uploaded videos on YouTube.15 Th us, 

adaptations of literary works today—understood as vehicles for negotiating 

cultural change over time—need to be evaluated in terms of both transla-

tion and performance, and how these two historical adaptation imperatives 

shape the ways literary works are transformed into fi lm and received by audi-

ences—in multiplex theatres, marginalized art houses, on television, and on 

the internet—worldwide.16

Within this context, one of the most signifi cant developments on the adap-

tation scene today is the increased number of female “auteurs,” women involved 

in the production of literary adaptations in the capacity of directors, producers, 

and screen-writers, as well as actors. How does the increasing involvement 

of women as fi lmmakers aff ect the ways literature is today transformed into 

cinema in terms of both translation and performance? In what ways do they 

enlist the process of fi lm adaptation to achieve diff erent goals? Figures such 

as Jane Campion, Agnieszka Holland, and Emma Th ompson almost always 

tend—even if they themselves prefer to downplay it—to bring feminist themes 
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foregrounding questions of female agency to bear upon their interpretations of 

literary works. If we compare a classic male auteur, for example, Orson Welles, 

with a fi gure such as Emma Th ompson, we can note several interesting points 

of comparison. Like Welles, Th ompson combines the roles of internationally 

respected fi lm actress and screenwriter, though unlike Welles she has not yet 

ventured into the area of fi lm direction. Also like Welles, she is very interested 

in adapting works of classic and non-classic literature for the screen. While 

Welles in such adaptations as Th e Trial sought to link Kafka to his own inter-

est in the relationship between the male individual and the state in the Cold 

War world, Th ompson is more interested in the fortunes of female individuals, 

or as she once put it in an interview, “demonstrating heroism by way of charac-

ter rather than actions.”17 Her adaptations of female characters, such as Elinor 

Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility or the governess fi gure of Nanny McPhee 

in the fi lm of the same name, exemplify a desire to situate female characters 

as active agents—heroes, in more conventional terminology—defi ned not pri-

marily by their physical attractiveness, sexual attributes, or familial status but 

rather by the way they respond to social and personal crises.18 In contrast, 

Welles’s auteur status was based largely on his depictions of male fi gures as 

pawns of institutional power arrangements. Th e traditions of the male auteur 

as literary adaptor, which Welles’s angle certainly represents, thus posits a very 

diff erent framework for defi ning oneself as a “cinematic author.” It remains to 

be explored in what ways female fi lm adaptors are re-thinking the classic au-

teur pattern in their own eff orts to negotiate a space between literature—both 

classic and popular—and commercial fi lm.19

* * *

Th us, case studies of adaptation as historical, transnational, and cultural/aes-

thetic phenomena continue to be highly signifi cant and should be given a 

central place within the history of fi lm in the twentieth—and into the twenty-

fi rst—century. Th e fi lm industry’s reliance upon recognizable narratives is one 

of the key bases of its historical and material signifi cance. If scholars insist on 

collapsing the specifi cs of adaptation as a historical phenomenon within an 

ahistorical conception of “intermediality” or “intertextuality,” they will over-

look what may perhaps be the most important aspects of the relationship. 

Moreover, “fi lm adaptation” as such was always more than the subject of a sub-

branch of literary studies; it was the foundation of the mass-marketing of cin-

ema through a reliance upon well-known narrative texts from the nineteenth 

century. As fi lm scholars such as Timothy Corrigan and Joachim Paech have 

argued, fi lm became a popular phenomenon when fi lmmakers began to rely on 

narrative and “stories” as the basis for fi lms rather than other criteria such as 

scientifi c documentary investigation or avant-garde image experimentation.20
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Overall, contemporary interest in questions of “intertextuality,” particu-

larly in the fi eld of cultural studies, is all too eager to skip over the history of 

twentieth-century fi lm and its specifi c relationship to literature in its desire to 

evaluate newer internet-based media phenomenona. However, it will not be 

possible to grasp these contemporary developments without an understanding 

of how media such as fi lm and literature have been combined in the past. Film 

adaptation study removed from its cultural pedestal and instead enlisted in a 

larger project of linking media and society can off er new ways of conceptual-

izing the relationship between fi lm, literature, and history. As Marc Ferro has 

argued: “each fi lm has a value as a document, whatever its seeming nature … 

By the way it aff ects people’s imaginary universe, and by the very imaginary 

universe that it conveys, every fi lm posits a relation between its author, its sub-

ject matter, and the viewer. Besides, if it is true that the not-said and the imag-

inary have as much historical value as History, then the cinema, especially the 

fi ctional fi lm, open a royal way to psycho-socio-historical zones never reached 

by the analysis of ‘documents.’”21 Insofar as we wish to make history a central 

component of cultural studies, the concept of adaptation, along with the case 

study, will continue to be relevant.
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Appendix 1

Mediating Apparent 

and Latent Content

≥

Table 1

-------------------
society & ideology
-------------------

search for

------------------- -------------------

fi ction

apparent

      signs

latent
zone of nonvisible

content content (social) reality

image of reality

------------------- -------------------
society & ideology

------------------- -------------------

from: Marc Ferro, Cinema and History. Trans. by Naomi Greene (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1988), 36.



Table 2

Modifi ed version of Table 1 taking into account how comparison of liter-

ary narrative, fi lmic narrative and reception can mediate apparent and latent 

content.

-------------------
society & ideology
-------------------

compare  (e.g.)

------------------- -------------------

fi ction

apparent

•  literary narrative 
with fi lmic 
narrative   

•  reception of fi lm 
adaptation latent

zone of nonvisible

content content (social) reality

image of reality

------------------- ------------------- ------------------- -------------------

from: Marc Ferro, Cinema and History. Trans. by Naomi Greene (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1988), 36.
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