An Analysis of Director Jay Roach’s Trumbo
Analysed Through the Lens of Stuart Hall’s
Reception Theory


Introduction

Stuart hall’s reception theory states that filmakers embed their work with meaning using signs and intertextuality for the audience to decipher when viewing. The viewer response can be categorised in one of three ways; firstly the ‘dominant’ reading, this is where the audience fully understands and agrees with the message of the film. Secondly, the ‘negotiated’ reading, where the audience understands the text and can at least sympathise with the message but must adapt it to suit their own ideology. The final reading is ‘oppositional’ where the audience outright rejects the meaning of the text as it exists in complete contradiction to their moral code. The reading made by any audience will depend on their, religious, social, economic, and cultural background.[footnoteRef:1] There is also never any ‘true’ reading of a text as the meanings behind the signifier and the signified are in a constant state of flux.[footnoteRef:2] My reaction to the film Trumbo[footnoteRef:3] is a combination of these three readings, as I think would be the case for most films. I agree with the overall message of the film which is anti-blacklist and highlights the futility and injustice of the anti-communist witch hunt of the mid-twentieth century. I do not, however, agree with the portrayal of Dalton Trumbo (Brian Cranston) and several of the other characters. I have decided to focus on two aspects of this film to which I had an oppositional reading. The first is the use of composite characters which is covered in chapter one, with chapter two analysing the representation of female characters. Chapter three focuses on other aspects of the film which were interesting, including comparisons with similar films, and provides a conclusion. [1:  YouTube, 2017, Stuart Hall’s Reception Theory Explained. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6xh9FjcQTWE 
Accessed [15/11/2020].]  [2:  Stuart Hall, ed., Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (London: Sage, 1997), p. 32.]  [3:  Trumbo, 2015, [DVD], Jay Roach, Universal Studios, Shiv Hans Pictures.  ] 


Chapter one.

The first composite character is Arlen Hird (Louis C. K.) an amalgamation of the other nine members of the ‘Hollywood Ten’. As Larry Ceplair describes in his review of the film, Hird seems to have been created as a means of attacking Trumbo’s principles always keeping him on the defensive and thus portraying him as a hypocrite.[footnoteRef:4] Hird functions as both best friend and constant critic to Trumbo throughout the film, although the importance of teasing out Trumbo’s motivations and opinions is understandable Hird’s constant attacks become exhausting and repetitive and at no point in the film provide any real insight into either character. In Hird’s final scene before he succumbs to lung cancer, he again attacks Trumbo claiming that he is only interested in his own career and not the communist cause. In reality, Trumbo was a prolific and relentless campaigner writing hundreds of pamphlets defending communism and criticising the cold war. Christopher Trumbo said of his father’s efforts against the blacklist, ‘He was not interested particularly in who made the breakthrough or how, but only that it be ended.’[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Larry Ceplair, 'Trumbo (the Movie) Versus Trumbo (the Life)', Cineaste, 41 (2016), p.p. 21, 22.]  [5:  Larry Ceplair; Christopher Trumbo, 'Battling the Motion Picture Blacklist: Dalton Trumbo's Plan to Exploit the Black Market in Scripts', Cineaste, 39 (2014), pp. 45, 47.] 

The second relationship is that between Trumbo and the King brothers, represented by Frank King (John Goodman) and a composite of Maurice and Herman (Stephen Root) in the character Hymie King. Roach completely glosses over or fabricates the very real and very interesting relationship between Trumbo and the Kings and instead creates a relationship between Trumbo and actor Edward G. Robinson (Michael Stuhlbarg). Robinson did name names when called to testify but still comes across as a sympathetic character. When confronted by Trumbo, Robinson explains that he only provided names already known to the HUAC and that unlike Trumbo he could not continue working under a pseudonym as writers could. Trumbo appears unsympathetic, condescending, and self-centred in this scene. The Kings’ real-life treatment of Trumbo was mixed and largely omitted from the film. In the first scene in King’s office we see Trumbo fresh from prison pitching himself to King, at first he is hesitant to accept Trumbo’s offer of work but concedes and later hires a myriad of blacklisted writers at Trumbo’s instruction for a fraction of their real worth. In reality, the Kings, who were astute businessmen, were actively mining the blacklist and hired Trumbo before he even went to prison. Their working friendship deteriorated when the brothers failed to make payments to Trumbo and cast his family into poverty for nine months, during this time Trumbo wrote to Frank claiming he could not even afford to buy food. Failure to pay someone for work is, by most standards, unacceptable behaviour even so Trumbo apologises to the Kings and thanked them for all the support they had given him over the years.[footnoteRef:6] This real-life story paints Trumbo as a man genuinely wronged and impoverished but still gracious and forgiving. It is a far cry from how he has been portrayed relating to Robinson.  [6:  Ceplair; Trumbo, 'Battling the Motion Picture Blacklist, p. 49.] 

It is my opinion that Roach intended to portray Trumbo as sanctimonious and hypocritical and used composite characters to create the necessary backdrop onto which he could portray his version of Trumbo. The use of composite characters, however, is completely understandable it would have been pointless and expensive to try to represent all individuals involved. The final composite character is one who does not appear in the film and links up to the next chapter and its focus on female representation, Dorothy Hird.

Chapter Two.

As Hird is a composite character of the rest of the ‘Hollywood Ten’ it is fair to assume that his unseen wife, Dorothy Hird, is a composite of their wives. The real spouses of the ‘Hollywood Ten’ formed their own activist organisation called ‘the Wives of the Hollywood Ten’. They campaigned on behalf of their husbands, raised funds for legal costs, and issued numerous pamphlets and letters gaining publicity for their cause.[footnoteRef:7] It was not vital for the plot to include this information, however, the way that the wives were portrayed is unnecessary. Hird tells Trumbo that his wife left him and took his children as he was facing prison whilst suffering from lung cancer. This implies that all but Trumbo were betrayed and abandoned by their spouses in their time of need.  [7:  Tim Palmer, 'Side of the Angels: Dalton Trumbo, the Hollywood Trade Press, and the Blacklist', Cinema Journal, 44 (2005), p. 71.] 

Cleo Trumbo (Diane Lane) is a two-dimensional character, as the female lead, she is woefully underrepresented, and we learn very little about her life away from her husband. The single scene in which we see her display any spirit or independent thought is when she defends her children telling her husband that she will not allow him to bully them. When relating this conversation to his eldest daughter Nikola (Elle Fanning), Trumbo states that his wife is a quiet woman who allows him to hear himself. This statement portrays Cleo as the embodiment of one aspect of Laura Mulvey’s male or masculine gaze theory where women are characterized as the bearer of meanings not the maker of meanings.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Film Inquiry, 2015, Film Theory 101 – Laura Mulvey: The Male Gaze Theory. https://www.filminquiry.com/film-theory-basics-laura-mulvey-male-gaze-theory/ Accessed [16/11/2020].] 

This ties to the representation of Nikola the relationship between father and daughter is far more developed and interesting. Ceplair claims that, like Hird, Nikola’s character exists to cause conflict. Although I agree that she is a very confrontational influence in Trumbo’s life Nikola’s arguments with her father are not as repetitive and they highlight her own struggles not just those of her father. This is illustrated by another aspect of Nikola’s character as a passionate advocate for the civil rights of African Americans. Her interests help to contextualise the Trumbo family experience with other contemporary social upheavals. Nikola’s involvement with protests cause rifts as she refuses to help her father, preferring to focus on her own work. What is uncomfortable about this is when talking to or about Nikola, Trumbo twice refers to himself as slaving away or as his family’s personal slave. Against the background of African Americans fighting to break away from their past as actual slaves these two references, along with his reluctance to accept that his daughter has her own ideological battles to fight, serves to imply that Trumbo thought of his  problems as important whilst belittling the injustices raging through many other sections of society. It is difficult to ascertain the accuracy of this representation of Trumbo. As Nikola Trumbo remembers her father being troubled by her having an African American boyfriend for several years, but she does not say that he had any disdain for African Americans or their struggles more generally.[footnoteRef:9] [9: Nikola Trumbo, 'A Different Childhood', Cinema Journal, 44 (2005), p. 99. ] 



Chapter Three.

In this chapter, I want to focus on some of the positives of this film. The cast is very good Brian Cranston, Helen Mirren as Hedda Hopper, and John Goodman all stand out with amazing performances. It is unfortunate that Frank King’s threat to kill one of Hoppers henchmen Roy Brewer (Dan Bakkedahl) with a bat never really happened as it is one of the best scenes in the film. Trumbo lacks the intelligence of Good Night and Good Luck a film that is far more interesting, in-depth, and beautifully shot.[footnoteRef:10] Trumbo tries to focus more on the personal and family effect of the red scare like Guilty by Suspicion[footnoteRef:11]. The moral dilemma faced by DeNiro’s character David Merrill, however, is far more pronounced than that faced by Trumbo. The diegetic television reports are more harrowing and highlight the fear that would have been felt by the families of the blacklisted as we see Merrill’s young son watch a news report of two boys whose communist parents were to be executed. [10:  Good Night and Good Luck, 2005, George Clooney, California, 2929 Entertainment, You Tube.]  [11:  Guilty By Suspicion, 1991, Irwin Winkler, California, Arnon Milcher, You Tube.] 

However, Trumbo does a good job of highlighting what seems to be an extremely strange and frightening time in American history, and overall, it was an enjoyable and engaging watch. I especially liked the implication of a self-fulfilling prophecy, the film shows how communists were shown to be subversive and secretive but it is only because of such accusations that they were forced to display the behaviours of which they had been accused. I must acknowledge my own prejudices to properly assess my decoding of the film’s encoded messages. My oppositional reading of what I perceive to be an overarching anti-Trumbo stance comes from my leftist upbringing and social, economic, and political background and although the film is not anti-communist it certainly is not pro-communist. The main oppositional reading, however, stems from what I see as an unfair representation of my own sex, especially the character of Cleo Trumbo. She spends the entire film stoically and silently supporting her husband with little to no investigation into her point of view. The only time she speaks up is to defend her children. This is such a blatantly outdated view of what a wife should be and how a wife should act that, if I believed it had been done intentionally I would have thought it to be a satire on the typical 1950’s housewife. 
Trumbo’s representation throughout this film, although brilliantly played by Brian Cranston, is unfair. Aspects of his life that would have given depth and sympathy to his character were completely omitted and in their place are complete fabrications designed to imply that he was a sanctimonious hypocrite. The most extreme example of which is Trumbo being violently beaten on his front porch reduced in the film to a hand-delivered note stating, ‘welcome to the neighbourhood, traitor’.[footnoteRef:12] Roach has completely cut out any reference to Trumbo having been impoverished at any time in his life. He was forced to drop out of college due to poverty and was again impoverished due to the actions of the King brothers. There is also no financial context given, at the start we see Trumbo signing a contract with MGM, and later he accepts twelve hundred dollars a script. In reality, the Kings paid Trumbo up to ten thousand dollars a script but whilst at MGM he was earning seventy-five thousand dollars a script. I believe the lack of context to be a deliberate attempt to obscure just how far Trumbo had fallen.[footnoteRef:13] All of this combined with the insinuation that all the other wives had abandoned their husbands in stark contrast to Cleo Trumbo’s unerring support of her husband creates the sense that he had it much easier than everyone else.  [12:  Trumbo, 'A Different Childhood', p. 99 ]  [13:  Palmer, 'Side of the Angels, p. 58. Ceplair; Trumbo, 'Battling the Motion Picture Blacklist, p. 49.] 
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