1903903_HPMF4002/2
This essay will attempt to provide a critical interpretation of the representation of gender in two specific films released between 1922 and 1944 and how this is seen to affect each of the films’ ideological position.
The analysis which follows will consider how gender is represented in films released in the 1920s to the 1940s and covers in the main the female role in silent films and Film Noir.  The essay will also consider how women were represented in German Expressionist films leading up to the birth of the genre known as Film Noir.  The films which will be discussed are Nosferatu (Murnau, 1922) and Double Indemnity (Wilder, 1944). 
Firstly, turning to Nosferatu which is considered a classic of Weimar Cinema (1919-33).  Many of the films produced at this time having macabre and supernatural elements.   The film was based on the Bram Stoker novel Dracula (1897) and although the names of the characters and places were changed, the widow of the author, Florence pursued a legal battle over the rights of her husband’s novel and was successful.  All copies of Nosferatu were ordered to be destroyed but clearly some survived.  
[image: ]There are clear differences in the novel and the film which sees the vampire travel to Wisborg in Germany instead of London.   In Dracula the vampire is defeated by characters who gather together to fight the vampire whose threat is sexual.  In Nosferatu the vampire, Orlok (Max Schreck) is defeated by a self-sacrificing wife Ella (Greta Schroeder) similar to the character Senta in Wagner’s Flying Dutchman.  
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The film follows the husband, Hutter (Gustav Von Wangenheim) to Orlok’s Castle.  In contrast to the novel Hutter is not portrayed as a powerful man and this is demonstrated when Hutter pulls the sheet up over his head when Orlok comes into his bedroom in a childlike manner.   
At the time the film was made German people were demoralized having suffered a defeat in the First World War and their economy was in ruins.  Germany had also been affected by the Spanish Influenza pandemic of 1918-19 which killed more people than had died during the war.  A major occult revival took place in Germany and Lotte Eisner wrote:
Mysticism and magic, the dark forces to which Germans have always been more than willing to commit themselves, had flourished in the face of death on the battlefields….And the ghosts which have haunted the German Romantics revived, like the shades of Hades after draughts of blood.  A new stimulus was thus given to the eternal attraction towards all that was obscure and undermined, towards the kind of brooding speculative reflection called Grubelei.  Eisner, The Haunted Screen, p9.
In addition to Nosferatu, the Director, Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau also directed  “Der Januskopf  (1920) a version of Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and “Faust (1926).
Hutter having discovered that Orlok is a vampire and witnessing him loading coffins onto a cart escapes from the Castle.  He suspects that Ellen is in danger and starts to make his way home.
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Ellen is seen waiting patiently for word of her husband and is seen sitting on a beach looking out to sea.  There are several crucifixes placed in the sand dunes which would appear to signify impending doom and death.
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Orlok is also seen travelling with his coffins by ship the Eumusa (the Greek name for a kind of she-like vampire).  The coffins contain not only soil but rats and there would appear to be a visual motif linking Orlok’s appearance with rats.  It is maintained by S. S. Prawer that “educated Germans of the period would at once have associated these sea-faring rats with a scene in Goethe’s Faust, in which Mephisto is known as “Herr der Ratten”: Master of the Rats” – Prawer, Nosferatu p54.   Jews in Germany were often associated with rats and characterized as bearers of a plague of moral decay.  Orlok is depicted as having a large nose, long grasping fingers and on occasion wearing a skullcap which would appear to conform to the stereotype of Jewish physical features and dress at the time 
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                                                                                                                                                                                                 The ship docks and Orlok makes his way to his new house.  The town is engulfed by an epidemic and they proceed to bury their dead.  Contemporary audiences would have related to this having experienced such losses in the Spanish Influenza pandemic.  Hutton has also returned and Ellen discovers the book he found whilst on his travels.   Ellen reads that if a chaste woman fearlessly makes the vampire miss the first crowing of the cock he will disintegrate in the light of dawn.   Ellen invites Orlok to her bed and keeps him there drinking her blood until dawn and when the rays of the sun come through the window he is vaporized.  As she would have known this selfless act results in her death.  
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Murnau made several other films but the most noteworthy was Sunrise- A Song of two humans (1927).  By this time he had moved to Hollywood and this was his first American film.   It is sometimes described as a pre-curser of Film Noir which became popular in the 1940s.  
It is interesting to note that the characters in Sunrise and the narrative are similar to the next film being examined in this essay.  A married man “the man” (George O’Brien) falls for an evil temptress “the woman from the city” (Margaret Livingstone) who bewitches him to murder his neglected wife, “the wife”(Janet Gaynor) so that they could be together.   However, the husband does not kill his wife, they are reunited and the vamp is sent back to the city.  A happy ending!
The next film this essay will consider is Double Indemnity (1944) which was Directed by Billy Wilder who had moved from Germany in the early 1930s.  After a brief spell in Paris he headed to Hollywood where he worked as a screenwriter.  He was Jewish and subsequently lost several family members during the holocaust.   Billy Wilder before becoming a Director often wrote for women and co-wrote the screenplay for Greta Garbo in Ninotchka (Lubitsch, 1939).
Double Indemnity (Wilder, 1944) is classed as Film Noir but this genre did not exist at the time and indeed it was some twenty-five years before this term became common place.  Genre experts have traced the roots back to the gangster films of the 1930s Scarface (Hawks, 1932) and before that to the German Expressionism of the 1920s and early 1930s.    Films such as Die Strasse “The Street”(Grune,1923) had all the ingredients of the Film Noir such as underworld characters, dark shadows and especially the femme fatale.  In Asphalt (May, 1929),  set in Berlin’s underworld, Else (Betty Amann) plays the femme fatale who when caught stealing a valuable piece of jewelry proceeds to seduce the policeman who catches her.   This was one of the last great silent films to come out of Germany. The character of the Femme fatale at this time would often be portrayed as a women of lose virtue, a prostitutes or even a night club singer.   This was the part played by Marlene Dietrich in Der blaue Engel (the Blue Angel)(Sternberg, 1930) but unfortunately she became typecast as the seductive night club singer or woman with a jaded or suspicious past.  
The femme fatale was a role which had been around for some time and not a role  which is sometimes thought of as being introduced in the genre which became known as Film Noir in the 1940s and 1950s.  
James M Cain was an author who along with his contemporaries wrote mystery/crime novels sometimes referred to as roman noir.  He had written Double Indemnity as an eight-part serial which he sold to Liberty Magazine in 1936.  It had similar themes to an earlier novella written by him which was later turned into a film The Postman Always Rings Twice (Garnett, 1946).  Although written before Double Indemnity the film was made later and the femme fatale character of the maneater, whose seductive charms are used to ensnare her lover, had been personified by Barbara Stanwick who played Phyllis Dietrichson in Double Indemnity.
Walter Neff (Fred MacMurray) is the Insurance Salesman who falls under the influence of Phyllis (the femme fatale) and agrees to take out an accident policy (containing a double indemnity clause) on her husband without his knowledge.  The couple then plan to kill him and as with Cora and Frank in The Postman Always Rings Twice they succeed. 
Walter had fallen under the spell of Phyllis when he saw her standing at the top of the stairs wearing nothing but a towel.  He had called to see her husband to renew his automobile insurance and was persuaded by Phyllis to wait for her to dress.  The next scene shows her walking slowly down the stairs seductively buttoning up her dress and the camera shows a close up of her lower legs and the ankle bracelet which Walter later admires.    The typical Femme Fatale as described below:
Her appearance is always explicitly sexual with long dark or blonde hair worn loose, long, sensuous legs, heavy make-up, jewelry that sparkles and revealing costumes (Glendhill, 1998 p.32)
The role of women had changed in Hollywood during and after the Second World War and it can be argued that the freedom American women claimed for themselves having worked in factories, lived alone and even visited bars without their male partners who were away at war.   This stirred up a nervousness in men and this is also reflected in the way that the new woman was treated in film.
Rita Hayworth, in the Lady of Shanghai (Wells,1948) resists domination by all the mechanisms that in the previous films worked to suppress female sexuality or to render it harmless.  Female sexuality is here fully expressed, but the sexual woman’s duplicity and betrayal mark her as evil, granting man the moral right to destroy her, even if such destruction means depriving himself of a much-needed pleasure.  Kaplan (Women & Film -both sides of the camera) p6.
Walter having discovered the true extent of Phyllis’ scheming and in a final confrontation shoots her after saying “Goodbye baby”.  This it is said is considered one of the most persuasively realistic and violent deaths in movie history.    Walter confesses his crime and dies of his injuries, having been shot by Phyllis, and despite the fact that he had committed murder it can be argued that he is seen as the victim. 
In conclusion, when considering the role of women in films during the 1920’s, 1930’s and 1940’s it can be seen that in very limited roles were offered.   Firstly, the dutiful wife and/or mother, the girl next door or indeed the victim.  All appeared to either live to support their man, rely on the protection of a man or aspired to marry the man of their dreams.   Secondly the role of an independent sexual being (the femme fatale) who was usually portrayed as being dangerous to herself and/or men.   This is often referred to as The Mother/Whore Dichotomy.  
This essay does not consider female roles in cinema after this time but clearly there have been substantial changes particularly from the late 1980’s Silence of the lambs (Demme,1991).
It is evident that the character Phyllis Dietrichson falls into the latter and as observed by Molly Haskell when considering the role of the Femme Fatale in Film Noir : “She represents an explicit challenge to the postwar consensus that women should be fulfilled by the roles of wife and mother.” (Haskell, 1987, p.197).
However, Ellen in Nosferatu in 1922 does not appear to fit into either category as she is the only person (a woman) who can defeat the vampire and does so in a selfless act knowing that she will most probably die.  Hutton does not play the strong male character and is seen to be emasculated by virtue of the bravery of Ellen in destroying the vampire.  She is prepared to take that risk but is not given the credit or acknowledged as the hero of the film.   It could be argued that there is therefore a third category which has been in existence from this time.  
In the film Notorious (Hitchcock,1946) a Government Agent T. R. Devlin (Cary Grant) recruits Alicia Huberman (Ingrid Bergman) to win the affections of Alexander Sebastian (Claude Rains) a Nazi hiding out in Brazil.   Devlin falls for her but allows her to slip undercover and risk her life.   She does so knowing what may be in store for her.    This story is again brought to the cinema in Mission Impossible 2 (Woo ,2000) when Ethan Hunt (Tom Cruise) enlists Nyah Nordoff-Hall (Thandie Newton) to go undercover and risk her life.   The two films when compared scene by scene, although more than fifty years apart, have almost the same narrative.  Can the characters played by Ingrid Bergman and Thandie Newton be viewed as falling into this third category?     They cannot be viewed as falling into the character of the dutiful wife.  In both films the character has a past involving the villain but she cannot be viewed as playing the femme fatale as she uses her charms to seduce the villain to overcome evil and not for her own gain.  
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