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Abstraet/Abstrait

This thesis deals with the image ofthe prostitute in four films: K1ute (1971) Preny Baby
(1978) McCabe and Mn. Miller (1972) and American Gigolo (1980). It inciudes a review
ofthe image ofthe prostitute in art and literature in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. These earlier images are compared and contrasted with the images presented in
the four films and used to ana1yze how women are represented through the role ofthe
prostitute in Klute. Pretty Baby and MeCabe and Mn. Miller. American Gigolo presents
male prostitution in a manner conventional to prostitution, but unconventional in terms of
representing men. American Gigolo provides a contrast for the tbree other films in tenns
ofboth gender and the image ofthe prostitute.

Cet mémoire est sur l'image de la prostitué(e) dans les films: Klute (1971) Preny Baby
(1978) McCabe and Mrs. Miller (1972) et American Gigolo (1980). Compris c'est un
discussion de l'image de la prostitution dans l'an et le littérature du dix-huitième and dix­
neuvième siècles. Ces images de la passé sont comparer avec les images dans les quatre
films et ils sont utiliser pour un analyse de la rôle de la femme et comment elle est
représenter par la prostituée dans KIute, Preny Baby et MeCabe and Mn. Miller.
American Gigolo présent la prostitution mâle dans une manière qui est conventionnel
pour la prostitution, mais très ditrérent pour la représentation des hommes. American
Gigolo est un contrât pour les trois autres tiIms en fait du sexe et l'image de (a
prostitution.

.
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• Chapter ODe: IlItroduetion

The &ct was, you could bard1y teU a lady DOW from an aetress, or-er-tbe odIer kind of
woman-Edith Wbartoo The Bu«d"'P'!'

l'be female sexual body reveals notbing of the history of its peüdiatiœ by~ ... In tbeir
physiology, the female genitaIs are clandestine: DO marks ofmale possessiœ are insaibed œ
them-Charles Bembeimer ··Parent Ducbâtelet: Engineer ofAbjediœ"

You cao lead a wbore to culture but you cau't make ber tbink-Dorothy Parker, in a speech to the
American Horticultural Society

You do IlOt know much about wbores, amigo. They are always most respectable. Except, of
course, the very cbeap ones Raymond Chandler, The Little Sïster

Prostitution is wonh examining because il is a part ofurban life aDd the urban imagery of film.

Prostitutes ftequently appear as minor cbaracters or even just baclaIrop 10 the city, tbey are 50

much a part ofthe filmed urban landscape. How we view prostitution as a society cao serve as a

rough morality sauge for bow wc Ceel about sexuality in general. Consider Vietorian England, a

time wben public morals were never strider.. aDd prostitution never more rampant. The status of

• prostitution is a usetùl guide to the sexual bypocrisy ofa culture. Are we open and~ or

closed and censorious? The oa:urrenœ ofprostitution is proof that no matter bow much we try to

control our sexuaI impulses or reguIate tbem into aœordanœ with what society sees as acceptable

(i.e. safe heterosexua1 intercourse for pleasure between a loogstanding couple, or plaœed sex for

proc:reatiœ,) tbere will always be something taboo aDd tbere will always be people who Ceel tbey

bave 10 or want 10 pay for scx. In most c:ountries, with the exception ofHolland aDd certain pans

of~ prostitution SOCS on illegally wbiIe the autborities look the otber way. It only comes into

the public eye wben there are numerous arrests or a proposai to chaDge the law, usualIy in favour

of legalimion because il makes il easier to keep traek ofthe prostitutes in a partic:ular ana

Over the years, prostitutes bave r;mged ftom the poorest streetwaIker 10 the ricbest escort.

Tbeir societal position bas been variable, making tban members of the upper cJass, or even the

religious and intelJedual elite. Prostitutes bave aIso been 50 wortbless and invisible as human

• beinp tbat tbey bave perisbed alonc in aIIeyways. The image ofthe prostitute is sometbing
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recognizable to most people~ but goes largely unexamined in a media studies contexte Prostitutes

appear in œundess films, yet tbeir relation to bow wc view sexuaIity, voyeurism. and issues of

dress and masquerade are rarely taken up. The prostitutes al the center of~ Preny Baby,

MeCabe and Mn. Miller. and Amerigm Gilolo are aU somewbat enigmatic. In tbis tbesïs, 1will

he drawing mainly on film criticism resourc:es, as wcU as sorne pertinent aspects ofart history~ to

bring togetber ideas about the figure ofthe prostitute in the four films.

Ifgreat artists bave painted tbem and great writers inunortalized tbem in print, there must he

more to the hwnble stn:etwaIker than meeIs the eye. Some ofthe most Camous novels feanue

prostitutes as major cbarac:ters. Ifa female cbarac:ter was a prostitute, she was aJready outside

respectable society and coulet therefore express UIlCOIlventionai ideas; tbis was 110 doubt an

inc:entive for writers Iike Dostoyevsky and Zola to make sorne of their female characters

prostitutes.

Prostitutes througbout history NB the gamut in their societal function, from the holy temple

prostitutes of Babylon, ta the refiDed and educated betaerae ofAncient Greeœ, to the geisha of

Japan. Prostitutes bave often occ:upied a position in society tbat was much more tban sexual.

While they were at the disposai of clients~other aspects oftheir societal position sometimes

permiaed them a degree of ftecdom and autonomy tbat wouId DOt have been passable for a

respectable married woman.

On the odIer band, 1have no wish to Cali into the trap ofimagining that aU prostitutes enjoy

wbat they do. Panicularly in the carly days of European seulement in North America, many

women were imported to the DeW world and foreai into prostitutiOD by slave traders. Tbousaods

ofotber women became prostitutes because tbey were poor and had no OIber way to eam a living.

Still otbers became prostitutes hecause tbey were seduced by men who had DO intention of

marryiDg tIIem, and having tàUen into~ were hanished tiom their fàmilies.

ln the history ofvisual culture, the prostilUte is an image tbat warrauts close ex;gninatjœ. Sile

is a barometer ofbow wc view WOIIICIl and sc:xnality~ and ber male c:ouarerparts aIso fimdioD in

2



• this way. Stella Bnazzi in undressins Cinema, states '-me underlying rationale for c:lotbing is the

disc:overy ofnakedness," (33) and perbaps tbis is why tbere is always an imponanc:e attaebed to

c:lothing and image tbat goes along witb prostitution. We always imagine tbat we know bow to

SPOt a prostitute, but fasbion Iikes to confuse us by making acceptable c:lotbing once used to

identify someone as a sex worker. Examples ofthis are black bosiery, espeçiaIIy tisImet

stoe:kiags; skin tigbt jeans; taU boots; sbon sbons; and stileuo beels ail items which bave enjoyed

a vogue in the Iast fifty years. l Up untiI the lare 191b century, il seems aImost any unesc:orted

woman c:ouId be suspeçted ofp~ regardless ofwbat sile wore, especiaIly wben waIking

at night in the city. Witb the advent of film, the prostitute and the wardrobe whic:h identifies ber

•

•

became more c:odified in the popuJar imagination.

ln recent years, partic:ular attention bas been devoted ta bow cities figure in film. Just as the

emergenc:e of the metropoüs gave way to new fonns of the novel, it aIso began to take on certain

cbarac:teristic:s in film: cities were associated with vice and crime, but tbey were aIso places of

freedom, gIamour and sexua1 possibility. With the advent of film noir, men were seen to navigate

the city with partic:ular c:onfidenc:e. These~ typified by Humphrey Bogart as Philip Marlowe,

Imew the city and its ways. They knew wbere 10 gel a stiffbou~ how to soc:k a goy in the jaw

and how to pic:k up any woman ftom the librarian's daughter to the chorus girl. Women aIso

became denizens ofthe urban landsrape, but in ditTerent ways. For women, the city wu (and

often still is) a Iabyrîntb. Walking alone cook œ a new meaning: you were about to be a vietim of

a violent crime or you were a prostitute. Feminists bave taken up the image ofwomen in an urban

seuïng. The association between the lonc female stroUer and the prostitute is a long and

problematic œe tbat is rarely dealt witb in an inoodepth maDDer. 1aim ta examine some oftbese

images in the c:ontext offour speçific films.

l Most oC the examplcs appIy onIy to women's dodIing, mainly bec:ause Cemale prosIitution bas always
beenlllllCbmorevisibietbanmalcpnlSlillllion.

3



• Prostitution bas genera1ly been taken up by sociologists aDd bistorians interested in the rise of

cities and tbeir vice distrids, or by aetivists sedOng to reguIate and/or decriminaliz.e !eX work. It

is aIso discussed peripbera1ly in fairly recent work on the flanêur, or urban stroIIer. Penelope J.

Comfield and Deborah Epstein Nord bath mentiœ prostitution in their respective articles on

•

women's experieace ofthe metropolis "Walking the City Streets The Urban Odyssey in

Eighteenth Century Eng1and," and "The Urban Peripatetic: Spectator, StreetwaIker, Woman

Wrïter." Comfield specifically mentions the rise ofthe red-light district:

ln many ofthe luger towns and n:sons, a ~red-ligbt" disttict devel~ oftcn located in
or near the stn:ets specia1iziDg in the eatertainments industry, wbich attraeted crowds of
people and therefore facilitated meetiDss between prostitutes and customeI'S. Women of
the streets were numetous and were DOt besitaDt to join in the social display. The eveniDg
promenade UDder the Piazza at Covent Garden in London ''"partook of the splendour ofa
Venetian camival" and wu atteDded by crowds of"Love~s votaries,n as an carly
ninefeentb century writer recalled. WhiIe many repaiml to nearby brotbels and rented
rooms~ odIers conswnmated tbeir encounters outdoors... " (148-9)

Deborah Epstein No~ in ber own article discusses the various images the urban prostitute

conjures up.

...[T]1Ie prostitute occupies a crucial place in virtuaIly ail urban description ofthe
ninereenth century. Her meaning, however~ is by DO meaDS monolithic. The sexuaIIy
taintal woman cao stand variouslyas an emblem ofsocial sutTering or~ as a
projection ofor analogue to the male stroUer's alienated selt: as an instrument ofpleasure
and partner in urban sprees, as a rbetorical and symbolic means ofisolating and
quarantining urban iIIs in the midst ofan odIerwise buoyant mebupolis~ or as an agent of
connec:tiOll and contamination. Even ftom the carly to middle decades ofthe niDeteeDtb
century the image ofthe prostitute sbifts tiom the isolated remiDder ofhuman aIienation
to refIector ofthe social or collective state. Somewbat crudely put, to the Romantic
sensibility sile signifies the human being aloDe and separate; to the Victorian sensibility
sbe sugests a tlaw in the social system !bat dueatens to implie:ate aU. Wbat remains
constaIIt, bowever, is the prostitute's odIerness~ ber use as a trope, ber ultimate transiençe
and disposability. (Epstein Nord 353-4)

Al Rose'5 book Storyville New Orleans, is a colJedion of information about the rise aud tàll of

the tint legally designated red-Iigbt district in the U.S. Timothy GiIfoyle's City ofEros, deaIs

with New York City's various vice districts over an extensive period froID the later eigbteenlh to

earIy twentieth œotury. Wendy Cbapkis' Liye $ex Acts: Wgmen Perfonnin& Erotic 1abnr

• presents "erbatïm stories ofwomen who bave been sex workefs.



• Many of the books !bat provide an historical overview ofprostitution bave male autbors., and

aim ta unify a lot ofsporadic infonnation about a particular city or area in which prostitution took

place. The later works are largely authoml by women., many ofwhom are or bave been sex

workers., who are writing in an etTon ID edueate people about prostitution and ocber fonDS of !eX

work. Later urban bistoriaDs and literaJy tbeorists disc:uss prostitution in a limited way., reIated 10

the general image ofwomen in the city.

Oftbese disparate traditions, my own analysis falls somewbere in between. Little work exists

on the tiImed prostitute., 50 1Ceel very much tbat 1am uniting informatiœ ftom different

disciplines., in the bopes ofestablisbiDg sorne basic notions about images ofprostitution in film.

Since 1am aIso conductiDg my analysis ûom a decided1y feminist point ofview., 1identify with

•

•

the sociological and literaJy works in tbeir efforts ta increasc awareness ofbow women and sex

work are perc:eived cuIturally.

Printed Prostitutes

1DOW wish ID introduc:e an an-bistory based examination of images ofprostitution in a

particular era. Sophie Caner., in ber article ....'This Female Proteus": Representing Prostitution and

Masquerade in Eigbteenth Century English Popular Culture,"" uses popular prints and engravings

ta establish how prostitutiœ was viewed al tbat time, and its associatiœ with masquerade, as weU

as the popularity ofpublic masked baIIs wbere prostitutiOli tlourisbed. Her ideas about

masquerade as an iDberent cœditioo in prostitution will be ofparticular interest with regards ta

Amerign Giaolo. but ail the films deal with it in SOlDe respect.

The prostitute in WdIiam Hopnh"s The Harlofs Pmaress is called MoU Hackabout., and a

series ofengravings narrate ber dissipation. From the moment sbe becomes a prostitute, MoU

enters inro a world ofdeceptiOll and masquerade:

(S]be t1aunts society's codes ofvirtue and fenrinine deconun by appropriating a
feSl'C'o-tability which is DOt ber birtbrigbl and wbich is eatirely al odds with ber moral
cœdîtion. 11er sumptuous cbhing and surrouadiDss are bere equated witb the mask
wbich lies cm ber dressing table, aDd rendered liUIe mon: tban a façade ofgenIility.

s



•

•

•

Masquerade is al once the condition ofthe Harlot's existence, and its coodearmation
(Carter, 58)

Like ber tilmic counterpans, Hogarth's barlot uses clothing to conc:eaI ber reaI class and

profession, wbile al other times advertising it. The association between prostitution and the public

masked baIIs of IS&b century England is due in part ta the fact that many prostitutes sucœssfully

plicd their trade al 1bese events, but aIso because "masquerade discourses presented 50 expedient

a ftamework within which to express the social threat tbat the London prostitute was perceived to

pose." (Carter 60) Caner aIso staIes tbat -'imaps ofprostitution comprised a significant sub-genre

ofeigbteenth centwy London's popuJar prim culture, ......ftom bawcly popuJar literature to

philanthropie essays, legal trads, and medical treatïses." (60-61) While many other scholars Ceel

that the wealth ofdepietioos ofprostitution from this era indieate "a talerant acœptance of the

urban sex trade~" (61) Carter feels tbese images represent "an urgent and sustained attempt to

grapple with a deeply threatening and problematie pbenomenon." (61)

The London masquerades, "commercially mounted masked baIIs staged al various tbeatres,

balls and pleasure gardens" (Caner 62) were outrageous events wbere everyone was DOl œly

rnaskecL but often in complete disguise. Critîcs described a bail as "little more tban an

extravagandy staged and pubüely sanetioned orgy." (Caner 63) Prostitution al tbese eveots

tlourisbed alongside odIer forms of"sexua( deviancy.... [such as]~ homosexuality, and

cuckoldry." (Caner 63) Writers ofthe time Minsisted tbat bordes ofcommon prostitutes swarmed

to tbese occasiœs disguised as women ofquaIity and vïrtue, wbere they n:ndered masquerade

t1inations inben:ntly bazardous." (Carter 65) Masquerades were very mum the son of

emùumueut wbere, ta quore Edith Wbarton al the begiming oftbis paper, "one couId bard1y tell

a lady froID an aetress, or-er-tbe otber son ofwoman." Not oaly were prostitutes appearing al

masquerades ta rningle witb the middle and upper classes, tbey were disguising Ibeir vocatiœ

tbrough dress. Dy the saane~ womeD who were DOt prostitutes couId easily be mistakeD for

~ or cboose to bebave as iftbey were prostitutes. Recause ofwomea's love ofm"'ion and

6
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personaI adoimœt1t, "eigbteentb century commentators recognized tbat the masquerade

repn:sented an unprecedented opportunity for tbis dubious aspect of femaIe character to be given

full reign." (Carter 66)

Carter states tbat because of the anonymity and beigbtened sexual atmospbere ofthe

masquerade as described in print, the virtue ofany woman who chose te attend was somewbat

suspect. (68) "[TJbe eishteentb century eategory ofprostitute impüed a woman who transgn:ssed

the nonns ofgender construction by trading on ber sexuaIity, and violated principles ofsocial

ordering by amassing materiaI profit as a resuIt." (Carter 68) Any woman one met at a

masquerade couId conceivably be a prostitute. Not onIy did prostitutes figure as revelers al

masquerades, but their entire profession was described as a type ofdisguise. The prostitute was

capable ofdeceiving a customer tbrougb ber costume al a masked baa but aIso on a daily buis

througb a mastery ofCliquette and deœrum. The more sinister aspect of Ibis was the use of

cosmetics te disguise the physica1 ravages ofsexualIy transmitted dïscases, sucll as syphilis.

""Masquerade is an integral pan ofthe profession ofprostitution: bath the venue ftequented by the

prostitufe on the make, and the means by which weal1hy clients may be ensnared." (Carter 71)

Carter goes on to say tbat real London prostitutes bardly led a sumptuous or care-fiee Iife in

die spirit oftbeir Iiterary sisters. "-Dy representing prostitutes [in popular Iiterature] as astute

maoipuIators of tbeir OWD market value in an eaJiIOiny ofappearance, mascuIiDe desire was

expediendy rendered the abject ofexploitati~ratber tban as instigatory in its OWD rigbt." (Carter

72) Tbere was aIso ....social unease about the blurriDg ofsocial differentiaI in the emerging

metropolis," (72) according to Caner, particularly with regard to the ability ta rec:ognize a

prostitute as ditTerent ftom 0Iber women. This period ofpopuIar Iiterature was also fascioated

witb ditTerent classes ofprostitutes, everything ûom the poor stteetwaIlœr to the -stylish brotbel

resideDrs." (Carter 75) Lower class stteet prostitutes were usuaI1y represented as openly

degea~sIattemly in tbeir persœ and dresse The upper class prostitutes who worked out of

brodlels bardly looked diffeient &cm upper class ladies. WhiIe the 10wer cIass prostitute was

7



• obvious in ber occupation, the upper class prostitute tiequendy masked DOt onIy ber profession,

but sile couId also " ...parade a oontaminating body tbrougb society undeteded.'" (Caner 7S) The

idea wu tbat the street prostitute may be easily seen ta be infected with disease or DOt,

presumably because sbc bas DO refiDcments al ber~ while the brothel prostitute would

bave been able ta conceaI disease through cosmetics and perftame. (Carter 76)

Mucb eigbteenth century literature enjoyed revealing "the prostitute's manufadured façade,,'"

(77) as a moral and physical danger ta society. Caner claims tbat

... [T]be prostitute body fimctioned simultaneously as the paradigm and anatbema ofthe
femaIe body-a body wbose pllarity encapsuIated the oppositions ofeigbteenth century
anti·feminist satire in ils n:dudiOll ta a vacuous façade ofomamentation and tiippery
which overlaid a messy" decayin& and utterIy physical body. (79)

While the body ofthe prostitute "'was ever available, obtaiDable and material," (Carter 79) il was

aIso ..nothing but a succession of facades." (Caner 79) The figure of the prostitute fimdioned as a

site of the "embodiment ofboth allure and decay" (Carter 79) througb the constant association of

• the beautifuI disguise maskiog a diseased body.

Sophie Caner'5 work addresses the theme ofprostitution as something prevalent in urban üfe

and as an image tbat is already highly codified tbrougb dress and bebaviour. The idea tbat the

prostitute will employ a style ofdress or disguise ta either pass unnotiœd into the upper classes,

or to call direct attention ta the sexual services otTered by the profession, is integraI ta the filmic

images of prostitution tbat will be examined later.

ln bis book Fipres ofmBeo;Uç, Charles Bembeimer devotes an emire cbapter to Edgar

Degas' numerous images ofdancers and bis littIe seen series ofbrotbel monotypes. WhiIe Degas'

work is extIemely weU-known and bis images ofballerinas romantic:ized the world over, many

observers are unaware of the foUowing:

•
... [T]be dancers~ like ail the otber femaIe professiœals Degas painted, be 1bey
Iaundresses, milliners, or café-concert singers~ were Imown ID be involved in clandestine
prostitution. Panm·DûcbateIet already aSSOCÎated dancers wi1h prostitutioaal aetivity in
1136, and by the 18105 il wu COd.... kDowIedge tbat the dancers al the Opera were
cbosen more fortbeir !eX appeal tban for tbeir talent. (8embeimer 159)

1



• The dancers ofthe Opera ballet were favourite subjects ofDegas, and Bembeimer claims tbat the

men who subscribed to the Ballet often went to ~ ...the Foyer de la Danse behind the stase..·

before and ailer the performance to ·cbcck out' uaderpaid young working women for a poleDtial

n:ndczvous." (159) Pastel works by Degas, som as The BaUet Rehçpœl and " ..Iioo and

Virzinie T.lkina with Admirers "'acknowledge the sexualizarion of the baIIeriDa's profession by

representing men in formal attire waitiDg and observiDs in the winss." (8embeimer 160) ln lk.

BaUet RçhçaœJ the vicwer focuses 011 the baIIeriDa witb ber arms raised, but at the tàr rigbt of

the frame stands a man in a clark~ who watehes ber from the sbadows. This shadowy figure

conttasts with the more brigbdy lit man to the Icft ofthe frame. While the man on the Icft appean

10 be a more gentle admirer, the man on the rigbt takes on a sligbtly more sinister appearance, as

ifhe were about to select this girl for bis pleasure, ratber tban admiring ber graceful daŒe.

•

•

Paulinç and Vginie Talkiga witb Admirers shows several black-suited men standing around two

baUerinas. The men towcr over the women and almost block tbem ûom the viewer entirely. To

the rigbt ofthe figures stretcbes a dingy looking ba1lway, presumably ofdressing rooms.

Bemheimer says il is the "'{uJncertainty about the sexual status ofthe women depieted [that]

provides Degas's images witb one of tbeir most powerfuI effi:ds ofmodemîty. A hint of

prostitution is counten:d by a sugestion ofautoncmy... " (163) So, wbile bistory tells us tbat

SOlDe oftbese women were prostitutes ûom lime ta lime, Degas gives bis subjects some leeway

in tbeir roles. Brocbel prostitution wu reguIated by the Freadl govCrDlllellt al Ibis~ but

"'casual traIISaCtioas" (Bembcimer 163) or wbat we migbt term occasional prostitution, became

more and more cœUi1IJ1l. ""[VJeoal practices became 50 wide-spread in Paris tbat aImost any

woman who found berself ·insuffisameot~' wbetber br ber husband, ber lover, or ber

employer, migbt oontanplate seUing berselfto maintain ber lifestyle." (Bembeimer 165)

Just as Degas chose to paint women wbose occupations were associated with occasiœaI

p~ he also made about fifty monotypes ofbrodlel scenes. Bembeimer notes tbat Degas's

9
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cbaraàeristic: '*ambiguity'" rernains intact despite the explicit nature ofthe brotbel monotypes.

(166)

The brutal explic:itness of Degas'5 brodlel monotypes does IlOt make the text of female
sexuality any more legible tban il wu wbal disguised UDder more acceptable socia1
identities....Degas'5 representational practice is seen ta involve us in a readiDg
experience mat vacillates unc:omfortably between psycbologic:al and soc:iaI detenninants,
construe:ting ils viewing subject in terIM ofmale bourgeois begemony wbile
simultaneously revealing the suspect ideological artifice oftbat construc:tion.
(Bembeimer, (66)

The monotypes are tbougbt ta bave been made in 1879 and 1880 (Bembeimer 167) contemporary

witb many famous DOvels about prostitutes. The monotypes were never exbibited while Degas

wu alive and an historïans c:an only specuIate as 10 wbom he migbt bave shawn tbem.

(Bembeimer (67) Traditional anaIY5is ofthe monotypes and aIso ofhis Iater series ofbatbers

cJaims Degas as Ma voyeur pn:occ:upied witb woman'5 animal nature."(Bembeimer 168) Like

Degas'5dancers, the bathers were associated with prostitution. Bembeimer relates tbat tbis was

because:

... prostitutes, especially tbose in reguJated maisons de tolerance., (go\'elMliltnt sanctioned
brotbels) batbed &equendy, and tubs were a feature ofany brodlel bedroom.~ the
voyeuristic: excitement ofobserving a woman c:leaning herselfwu no doubt pan of the
attraetiœ ofthe bordeUo experienœ. (171-2)

Degas"5 bathers were considered to be voyeuristic: and a criticism of"the false idolizatiœ of

Woman in COIlVeationaI artistic: pradÏcc." (Bembeimer 168) Likcthe prostitute who masks a

body ridd1ed with venereaI disease, Bembeimer says tbat Degas." bathers were symbols of"tbe

iDeradicable dirt offemaIe sexuality'" to maDy critics ofthe time. (168)

sensuafity. Degas', ......omission ofany explicidy sexual gestures... tends to generaIize the images

ta the extent tbat they couId refer ta any woman experienciDg ber body in seasuaI intimacy.'"

(Bemheimer 173) No doubt tbis opiDiOll is partly due 10 the fact tbat wben viewed tbrougb lare

tweDtiedl c:eaIUry eyes, tbere is notbing about tbese women bathing tbat marks 1bem as poteattial
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prostitutes. To a nine:teentb century viewer, the only woman who would he depieted hathing al

~ (sinœ Degas"s batbers are neitber mythic:alllOr biblicaI,) would have to be a prostitute.

W'tth the brod1el monotypes,. Degas's subjec:ts are obviously prostitutes,. ratber than possibly or

impü<;itIy involved in prostitution. The style in whicb the monotypes were made ...... present[s]

crude, scribbled,. smudged. murky fonns in wbat are frequent1y aImost illegible juxtaposed

masses of Iigbt and sbadow.n (173) Upon tint seeing the reproductions [ was strongly remioded

of the incisai Iithograpbs of Edvard Munch,. onIy with less texture and detail. Because the

monotype was never a major technique employed by Degas, many ofthe prints seem like

sketches, but there exists 110 record ofwbetber Degas created tbese images ....... &am tirst band

experience or &am erotic fantasies. n (8embeimer (73)

Degas's prostitutes diftèr &am bis contemporaries in tbat tbey are a1ways naked,. even wben

uoengaged, rather than partially clotbed, as they would bave been in the main rooms ofa brochet.

The women are IlOt idea1ized, their limbs are tleshy and rounded and tbeir buttoeks and stomaebs

ample. The smudged outlines and black and white scheme ofthe monotypes give the impression

ofgrubby, down-at-beel brotbels and the prostitutes tbat work there. Just as the fiuniture appears

to bave seen better days, 50 bave the whores. The men who are depie:ted are always clothed and

sean to be middIe or upper class.1n one monotype entitIed The Client the man's legs are hardly

more tban IWO vertical wipes ofÎnk. He appean ta be weariDg a top bat and a jacket wbiJe he

looks at two oaked prostitutes on a coucb. l'be women sit idly,. DOt at ail provocative, ratber like

they were waiting for a particuJarly tardy bus. In The Serious Client there are four prostitutes

crowded into the Icft sicle ofthe monotype. One bas ber back ta the viewer as sile grabs the

client's baud, as ifto Iead him oft: The prostitutes ail look al the man, two are standing, wbile the

odJer IWo sit in a chair and 0Il1be end ofa cauch. The cüent is dressed in a suit with a bowler­

style bat and be carries a waIkiDg stick.. This monotype is a liU1e less sparse tban the otber, as the

tùmiture is more dearIy delineated and tbere are iDdieatiœs ofa large mirror above the c:ouch.

11



• l'be women bave visible baintyles which bas some bair püed on top oftbeir beads with the rat

trailiDg clown their necks.

Bembeimer argues tbat .'tbe mechanians of voyeurism and fetishism pervade the culture of

Iate capitalism, ofwhich weyIike Degasy are a~ ta such an exteDt tbal tbey influence every

aspect ofspectatorship and ofgender relations." (184) The brotbel monotypes created by Degas

place the viewer in the typically privileged position ofvoyeur, but tben refuse to oftèr up

idealized images ofWomeD.

•

•

This is pan ofwbal makes looking al Degas'5 images ofprostitution such an
uncomfortable experienœ. The tbn:shold position is familiar to the male viewer as one
conventionaUy adapted ta offer him the scary but aIIuring secrets offemaIe undress. The
smaII dimensions ofthe monotype, aIIowing it ta be easily beld in the~ furtber
suggest tbat tbese are fetishistie images made for a COIIDOisseur'5private enjoyment. But
it is precisely the fantasy potential oftbese images ofavailable female sexuality tbat
Degas suppresses. He simuJtaneously grants the spec:tator a wish-fidfilling viewpoint and
conftonts birn wi1b images~ by denYing bis desire, empty bis position of its subjective
privilege. (Bernbeimer 18S)

Even thougb certain aspects of the monotypes suggest that their purpose is pornographie, this is

undermined by Degas's ability to make the viewer ret1ec:t on the position of the voyeur or the

cüent in relation to ..... women who have been denaturaIized and marked in an economy of

excbange.n (Bembeimer 186) Because Degas'5 prostitutes are DOt sexy or coy, but ratber more

often human and bore&l the potentiaI sexual fimctiOll of the images is questionable. Bemheimer

feels tbaI the monotypes "'address the male viewer's social privilege" (189) and tben dismantle

that posïtiœ. (189)

Bemheimer aIso briet1y discusses Toulouse-Lautrec:'s images ofprostitutes aud how !bey

ditTer ftom those ofDegas. It is weU Imown tbat Lautrec: was ûiends with many prostitutes and

"'in the years 1893 and 1894, ... he aetuaUy üved a good part ofthe lime in two of the most

extravagant Parisian maisons." (8embcimer 195) Wbile Degas shows us sparse, anonymous

brotbels and tbeir UIIindMduated denilft'ls, Lautrec portrays the worId ofsumptIIOUSy weB-rua,

profitable wbon:bouses. Lautrec's friendsy lovers, and tàvourite models amoag the prostitutes are

easily distinsuisbed in bis brodlcl paintiop, "he appn:ciated each oftbem for ber iDdividual
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• personaIity, which he tried ta capture in numerous sketches made OIllocatioo." (8emheimer 196)

Bembeimerclaims tbat "Lautrec~s prostitutes are DOt commodities," (198) even in bis painting

Rue des Moulins 1894. This work shows two prostitutes wi1h tbeir skirts lifted above the waist.

They are waiting in line for the medical exam which ail registen:d prostitutes were forc:ed to

undergo periodically (usuaUy by the police) ta check for venereal disease. This practice wu

commoo up untiI the laie niDeteenth œntury in many European countries2
• Lautrec "shows two

women wbose stooped posture, pathetie exposure of intimate tlesb, and sad expressions ret1ect

tbeir humiliatiœ in this demeaDing rituaI." (8emheimer 198)

Degas and Lautrec bath depieted prostitutes in tbeir work. 80th managed to conununieate

something to the viewer about the positiœ ofthe prostitute in society. Lautrec conveyed the

individuality of the various prostitutes he knew, while Degas gave us the aoonymous female

shape that could just as easily be any woman. 80dl artists interrupt the comfortable pornographie

gaze by making the images disturbing. For Degas, it is the anonymity DOt just ofthe prostitutes,

but ofthe clients, while for Lautrec it is the individuality of the women that disrupts.

Stephen Kem's book Eyes ofLove. deals with the gaze in English and French culture in the

latter baIfofthe nineteenth century. His cbapter on prostitutiOD reveals an astonishing anay of

•

sexuaI ttivia ofthe time. He states tbat the nineteeotb œntury saw a considerable increase in

prostitution. In tum, prostitutes cootinued to make appearauces in literature and art. Kem reminds

us tbat bodl Charles Baudelaire and Gustave Flaubert were fascinated by prostitutes. (129) 80th

men represented prostitutes in tbeir penonal and professioual writing, as weB as ftequenting tbeir

services. Kem claims tbat the popularity ofprostitutes, especiaUy amonsst middle class men like

FIau~ stemmed partiaUy ftom "[n]iDeteenth century sex edueatiœ [whicb) wu Jarsely

miseduœtion."(129) One ofthe more amusing examples was ...... spermatorrboea an imaginary

disease tbat supposedly caused involuntary 'eaking ofsperm." (Kem, 129)

2 The cbapter on ProstibdiOD in Stephen Kan's Etes ofLoye con1aÙlS SOlDe dismssjon ofthis and 0Iber
medicaI pecuIiarities ofthe Dincteenth œatury.
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Kem relates the events ofEmile Zola~s famous novel MIDib and the impact of the eyes ofthe

prostitute. Nana is the story ofa famous courtesan who destroys men with ber beautifuI body and

face. Men become completely enthraIled with ber appearance because "Nana is exquisite and able

to show proudly wbat other women hid in shame." (Kem (31) Nana is also sexuaUy fteey un1ike

other women ofthe more respectable classes. Kem quOIeS Zola describing Nana as ••~ ...a force of

nature~ a ferment ofdestrudi~unwittiDgIy corrupting and disorganizing Paris between ber

SDOW-wbite thigbs. yn Nanays main lover in the novel~ the Count deM~ is utterly under ber

speU. As Nana requires greater and more elaborate conquestsy Muffat continues to worship ber.

(Kem (31) Eventually Muffat discovers ber witb"an even more decrepit roué tban bimself~

(Kem 132) and gives ber up. The nove! eods in a horribly tragie fashi~ with Nana dying of --a

discase Zola identifies as smallpox (petite vérole)., but tbat c:arries the symbotie meani"g of

syphilis (grande vérole or vérole).~"(Kem (32) Nana~s beautifuI face is borribly disfigunxf by

disease and ber eyesy once 50 entrancing, are tiUed with infection. ·'Zola concludes bis novel with

this horrifie image ofa woman"s erotically charged eyes morbidly comaptedby~" (132) says

K~ for the disease tbat is killing ber ...... cornes DOt &am inheritance or from the gutter but front

the men who bave bad sex with ber." (132) Nml presents us with the image of the prostitute

whose t1agrant ways end in traseefyy a tragedy particular to prostitutes and tbeir clients in times

before satè sex practices were the norm. She displays ber physical beauty~ but in the end it is

discase and rot tbat are brougbt to the Corey revealiag once more the notion ofthe beautifuI

woman wbase body is a gapiDg maw ofdecay.

ln conttast to the final imageof~ Kem discusses Thomas Couture's neoclassical painting,

Rnman' ofthe Prgdçnçr. The painting shows a scene oforgiastie reveiry between Roman men

aDd œurtesaDs. Kem DOtes tbat the men are frequeody faciog away ftom the viewer and are

generally less DOIiceable tban the wamen in the painting. He claims tbat " ...the courtesan"s eyes

unify the surmunding aetivity and direct it toward the viewer~n (133) and tbat the oIber c:ourtesans

are depicted as "sexually adveDturous and weil-fit.n l'be courtesan al the center ofthe painting
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bas eyes which are -'... the most informed witness to the orgy and the starting point for any

viewer's understanding ofthis moment in the history ofsexual induIgenœ." (Kem 133) The

world weary stare ofthe central counesan in Rnnpns ofthe PrgyIrnçr became abluepriDt for

simiJar representations of the prostitute in art, and wu satirized by Edouard MaDel in bis Camous

painting Olympia. (Kem 134)

Kem feels tbat the prostitute in Olympia "bas peuetrating clark eyes tbat provide DO easy

access for the conventional male gaze." (134) Like Degas' brochel monotypes, Manet's work

disrupts the potentiaI for pure voyeurism in the viewer. Kem interprets Olympia as implying the

presence ofa male client througb the bouquet beld by the servant and the male black cal al

Olympia's feet. The Oowen iDdicate a sender, while the cal serves as a symbol ofaroused

mascuIinity, whicb ....... Olympia disreprds with a lofty detaclunent tbat justifies ber DaIIIC." (Kem

134) Kem specuIates on the intluences and origids ofOlympia's famous I~ with MaDel

drawing on everything from dirty posteards to the poetry ofCharles Baudelaire. (135)

Manet's critics were 50 deeply offended by Olympia when it first appeared in the Sa1œ of 1865

that ....... the painting was moved from eye level to a spot high above the buge door of the last

roo~ wbere il was difticult to sec." (Kem 136) He sees tbis as evidenœ of the painting'S

"'cballenge to the male saze" (136) even tbough he describes Olympia's gazeas"~

unaggressive, and desexualimt." (136) Olympia ""addresses the viewer with ber basic humanity,"

(Kem 136) ber look is devoid of the cbaraderistics usuaIly associated with the eyes ofa

prostitute. She does DOt appear lewd, or frisky, or exbausted from seL As Kem 50 apdy pUIS il,

[s)he looks straigbt out al the bebolder(s), witbout a hint ofsalaciousness, as thollgb
someooe bad asked a simple question ofa clocbed woman involved iD an acceptable
profession and was interested in wbat sbe bad to say. (136)

Kem provides an exuanely iDteresting survey oftraIds in the survei1IaDœ ofprostitutes,

mosdy in France and England. in the niDeteenIb century. He says tbat "the viewiDg ofprostitutes

sex orgaD5... bepn in the 18305" (Kem 140) as a n:spouse to growing concem about veoereaI

disease and public moraIs. "These vagiaal exams weœ supposed to discipline and repJate
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• prostitutesy " (Kem 141) presumably by identifying women who were a1ready diseased and

removing them from the practic:e of prostitution, and acting as a remiDder to the women to inspect

tbeir clients for any outward signs of sexuaIIy transmitted disease. However~ tbese exams were

instituted mainly ·-in order to proteà other men fram cootamination" (Kem 141) and DOt 10

encourage any kind ofproper sexuaI education or health in the prostitutes. Kem notes tbat in

addition to being humi1iating, exams ..... were usuaIly condueted without proper sanitary

precautions and Icd 10 further contamination of the prostitutes. J'l (142) This practice ofpolice

enforced vaginal exams cuIminated in EngIand with the Contagious Diseases Aets of 1864y 1866

and 1869. (Kem (42)

•

•

[These actsJ were introduced to control venereal disease among soldiersy and they
permiUed special plainclotbes poücemen to identify any woman as a -common prostitute"
and oblige ber to submit 10 fortnigbdy examinatiOllS. If found to be infected with
gononhea or syphilisy she couId he locked in a hospital for as long as nine months. No
men or, ofcourse, women inspec:ted the soldiers" penises. Ail punishment feU on the
prostitutes... (Kem (42)

These pl'Ktices tell us wbat bas been left out ofartistic representations ofprostitutes. While

their eyes look out at US, and their bodies curve beneath the gazey these realities ofnineteenth

century prostitution are what we cannot sec. Even in the work ofLautrecy we get onIy a hint of

degradation. Kem makes the point that prostitutesy ·-[i]n symbolizing what women were not

supposed to bey they belped define what WœIeD were as weU as wbat they were in danger of

beœming." (152) This is very much the fimction ofthe image of the prostitute in~.Made in

an era in which feminism was becoming increasingly visible in the~ as weil as penebatïug

maiDstRam~ Jane Fonda's portrayal ofthe prostitute Bree Daniels links the modem career

woman and the prostitute.

Before embarking on the analysis of individual films, 1feel it is important to define my own

tbeoretical positiOll. 1consider Laura Mulvey's notion ofthe gaze 10 he ofreal~

especially with regard to tbis subject. One caanot eftèctiveIy articuJate the fiImed prostitute

witbout a framework that iDcludes a male~ particuIarIy sinœ~ and Pregy Baby deaI
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• explicitly with voyeurism. The gaze implies a sexualjzed and often exploitative camera eye., but

one tbat 1Ceel caB be~ byanalysis ofthe woman who retums the gaze with ber own

look. The gaze aIso functions as a fema1e or bomosexua1 maie gaze wben applied to Ameriqn

Gigolo. a film tbat blusters in its emphasis 011 the protagonist·s beterosexuality. White Mulvcy's

gaze bas a looker and an abject, the relationship between these two positions can depend 011 who

is looking, wby., and in wbat CODtext.

•

•
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Cbapter Two: Klute

~ begins with the disappearance and murder ofa Pennsylvaniab~ Tam

Gruneman. Wben the police want ta close the c:ase after il goes unsolved for a year~ Gruneman~s

wife hires a mutual friend who is a private investigator~John K1ute (Donald Sutherland). K1ute

retraces Tom"s movements and involvements~which eventual1y leads bim ta calI girl and

sometimes modeVaetress~Bree Daniels (Jane Fonda). Bree is slœptical and uneasy around Klute

at~ since he bas tapped ber phone and foUowed ber on a trick. Eventually she teUs hint tbat

she believes she is being~ and he begins ta feel proteetive. Klute and Bree become

romantically involved as she takes him further into the underworld ofNew York prostituti~ a

world sbe herself is trying ta escape ftom. As Bree bec:omes the target ofmore frequent

~ Klute draws closer ta the true identity ofthe kiOer. The final sequence is a

conftontation between Bree and the killer~ the very man who bas been helping ta continue the

investigation into Tam Gruoeman"5 disappearance~ bis coUeague Peter Cable. As Cable delivers a

terrifyingly misogynist justification for bis multiple murders~ he attacks Bree and tben faIIs or

jumps out the wiDdow as K1ute arrives ta save ber. The film ends ambiguou.4lly as Bree quits ber

apartment in company with Klute~ wbile ber voice over iDdieates tbat she will DOt be keeping

bouse with~ and that ber anaIyst will probably sec ber next week.

When Klute was made in 1971, Jane Fonda was a star many identified as a liberated, modem

woman, one who expressed the ideaIs ofthe women~ 5 movement in tbat era. For ber role as the

prostitute Bree Daniels, sile won an Oscar. The film itselfwas bailed by many as a brilliant

refasbiooing of film noir and gamered a great deaI ofcritical attention. Some might ask why

examine~ al aU, but the Iiterature deaIs with the film as a cootemporary film noir~ or as an

example of feminist baddash and the implied hypocrisy ofFooda's image. Noue ofthe articles

deaIs witb the image ofthe prostitute al length and wbat Ibis means bath c:ulturaIly, and wiIbin the

film itsel( and Ibis is why KIYt; is worth looIàDg al in a aew cœtert ODe ofthe more weU­

known articles written about KIYt; is DiaDe Giddis' "The Divided Woman: Bree Daniels in
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K/ute. " Giddis feels tbat the film "fundions œ bath levels~ as a straight suspense story and as a

dramatization of intense inner cont1ict."

Giddis.. writing shortly after the release ofthe film in the early 1970s~ notes tbat the women

who bad chosen to write about K1ute bad "failed to sec it as one of particular interest ta women."

( 195) Sbe says this reacbOll may bave been due to the foUowing:

... [T)he heroine.. Bree Daniels~ is DOt self~nsciously ~übe~" or even struggling
toward the kind of liberation c:urrently meant by tbat tenn. Ifanything, sbe is going in the
opposite diredioo: from a brittle but genume self-sufficiency ta love and dependence on
a man. (195)

Basically.. Klute was IlOt generatiDg sufticient commentary ftom female critics al the time of its

release because the beroine.. despite being played by an ae:tress known for ber modem image.. was

failing to tap into rising feminist concems. Despite this~ Giddis argues abat the film is important

and interesting for women because Bree does express '~one of the greatest ofcontemporary

female concems: the conflie:t between the claims of love and the daims ofautonomy.~"(195)

Giddis interprets the film·5 male protagonists.. John Klute and Peter Cable.......as projections

of the beroine"s psyche..... (195) While Klute represents Ma diffèrent way of Iife for Bree~ .... (Giddis

196) in the possibility of love and a more seuled existence, he also brings "the anonymous thn:at

tbat staIks ber into~ palpable Iife." Giddis notes tbat Klute and the staIker Iater revealed to

be Cable ~are aImost a1ways shawn injuxtapositi~" (196) but tbat bath use similar metbods to

traek Bree"5 movements. (Giddis 196) Cable staIks Bree: he makes "breatber" phone caUs, writes

ber barassing leuers and spics on ber in ber aparImeDt because he is an obsessed voyeur and

sadïst. His activities eulrnioate with him breaking into ber apartment, and vandalizing il, and

tinally confrootiug ber in the empty gannent shop. K1ute tapes ber phone caUs and foUows ber ta

an appoinbUeDt with aj~ heause he is a private investigator.. but he Iater abandons these

ladies after sile bas given bim information.
... . ...

MKiute can be seen as a projection ofBree"s~ "O'd ~otf fear oflosing control.

• Cable can be seen as a projectioo ofthe oeed ta maitaain control..... (Gi*'is 197) KIut: is the man
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Bree wants ta surrender 10, but whose tendemess and acœptance sile aIso fcars. In conversations

with ber analyst sile says IOUle bas seen ber worst aspects "and il doesn't seem 10 matter, and he

seems 10 acœpt me~" but tbat sbe constantly figbts the urge 10 destroy the relationship. In terms of

Cable, Giddis states ~able is emotionally numb~ Bree tries 10 he. At the heigbt ofber

involvement with lOute, sbe tells ber tberapist tbat sbe would like to 'so back to the comfort of

beiDg numb again.'~ (197)

Giddis says tbat in addition to the two~ Bree aItemates between ber MmanïpuJative or

defensive" prostitute persona and the ''''Iovïng or vulnerable" woman. (198) Giddis uses the

example ofthe scene wbere Bree cannat sleep and pays Klute a Iate nisbt visit. Later on, Bree

seduces hint and tbey bave scx. ·-But baving exposed ber vulnerability, sbe must DOW reassen ber

detacbment-she infonns lOute~ like the rest ofber jobns, he bas failed to satisfy ber. As

before. sile assumes the role ofprostitute wben threatened.·' (Giddis (98) The sœne aetuaIIy

concludes with K1ute sitting silently on a chair looking for aU the world Iike he bas just broken a

vow ofchastity. Bree, reclining on the mattress with a supremely satistied look on ber face,

cheerily tells Klute he was~ tben asks seriously '''Are you upset you didn't make me come? 1

never come with ajobn." Sile then gets up and exils with the line '-Don't Ceel bad about losing

your virtue, 1son ofknew you would. Everybody a1ways does."

Having admitted ber fear and sleeplessness, and in tum ber need for comfon and safety in a

genuinely tiigbtening situation, Bree then employs ber defense meclIanism: 5eX.~ IlOt onIy bas

lOute failed 10 satisfy ber sexually by DOt giving ber ano~ he bas failed 10 resist ber cbarms.

Once sbe bas sucœeded in making hint want ber, Bree asserts control over IOUle by making hint

subject to the sexuaI desires he bas seemed 10 he without up until this point in the film. Wben he

tumed clown ber previous advances, she replied witb "Men bave paid 5200 doUars for me and

ben: you are tumiDg down a fteebie. You couId gel a perfedly good dishwasber for tbat." This

statement reftects awareoess ofber CQllln'Odified status as a prostitute, but also ber wil1ingness 10
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!rade on ber sexuaI appeal. This line suggests feminist issues around the value placed upon

women ~s pbysical appeal to~ but also signais a bitter acceptance ofthis as a faa of life.

The eoding of the~ after Cable bas faUen or jwnped out the window of the garment shop

·• ... signals the start ofa new life for Dree... [who) is leaving New York for a smaU town in

Pennsylvania with Klute. apparentIy giving up prostitution for good.,. (Giddis 199) WhiJe this is a

perfectly viable interpretation of the film·s eoding, it seems much more open-ended especiaUy

considering Bree~s voiœ-over ta ber psychiatrist. "you·U probably sec me next week.~ It is

unclear wbetber Bree is realIy going away with Klute. Despite the final phone call wbere she

tums down ber Iast jobn., 1bave trouble believing tbat an urban dweUer Iike Bree would leave

New York forever.

Giddis states that this film "·is the story ofa woman and ber battle notfor love but with love­

and as sucb would seem to bave particular relevanœ for women today.·· (199) Giddis sees Klute

as ·"a meraphor for the intense struggle many women go through wben they find themselves

getting involved with a man." (199) Bree·s struggle with ber own identity. ber need for love and

wbetber she is able to accept love from someone else. are things that people go through in the

initial stages ofa relationship. Giddis feels this is addressed in a mcaningful and realistic way

tbrough Bree·s cbaracter and sile seems surprised tbat otber female critics bave DOt noticed.

Giddis sees Bree·s emotional turmoil over ber relatiODShip with Klute as essentialIy common to

aU women in greater or lesser degrees and tbat this "possibility ofbeing swaUowed up" (200) is

something women are aware ofwben enteriDg a relationship with a man. Giddis claims tbat a

wcxnan·s identity is more precarious tban aman·s and tbat this is why women may fear losing

themselves in a relatiœship. Sbe aIso states !bat "women are more consc:ious tban ever before of

the œed to redress the baIanœ. ofthe importance oftbeir commitment to themselves as weil as to

a man." (Giddis 201) Despite tbese coocems !bat are still very timely for women. Giddis does sec

the fiIm·s eoding as represatting ~a man·s worId" (201) in which the wœnan foUows and the man

leads. In the cod. "Bree·s bare room-totally saîpped,. except for the teIepbone" (Giddis 201)
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ret1ects the pared down Bree who goes otTwith K1ute, perbaps still unœrtain ofber direction in

litè.

Giddis' article dea1s more with Bree as woman tban as a prostitute, but the different aspects of

Bree's personality correspond to ber everyday persona and ber prostitute persona. Bree prides

herselfon ber ability to control and seduœ men, and sbe even feels good after sbe toms a trick.

As a prostitute ber wbole attitude is different. The moment tbat really epitomizes this is Bree

unzipping ber sequined sheath dress as she looks over ber shouJder at K1ute, with a gaze tbat

dares him to resist ber. As a prostitute Bree knows exac:tly wbat ber assers are and how to use

tbem, and she is confident in ber ability to be sexy. As a single c:areer woman trying to make ends

meet through acting and modeling jobs, Bree'SUDSUre ofwbat sbe bas to o&r.

Bree tries to model even tbough sile doesn'1 meet the standards ofbeauty culture and she tries

ta ad even thougb she does DOt bave a lot ofexperienœ. Even ber anaIyst says to ber "you're

succcssfui as a prostitute," implying she is DOt tbat successful as an aetress or a model. The

modeling and ae:ting auditions wc see ber al even empbasize the sexualization ofwomen more

than the prostitution sœnes. The modeling agency shows a line-up ofwomen being openIy

commented upon by the anonymous man and woman front the make-up campaign. AIl they say

about Bree is tbat she bas "tùnny bands." On one acting job she SOCS to, the director attempts to

seduce Bree and wben she appears to rea1Iy onIy be interested in the acting, he sends ber away

saying she sbou1d notify him ifsbe aets in anytbing SOOIl. Boch sceues caU attention to the

similarities between prostituti~ acting and modeliDg, unifying the two images of the "worlàng

girl": the prostitute and the young career woman.

Christine Gledhill wrote two c:ompanioo articles on K1ute, aualyziog il tbrougb the lens of

feminism and as an example ofoew American film noir. The first article ....K1utel: A

Cootemporary Film Noir and Feminist Critic:ism" deaIs primarily wi1h GledhiII's tendS for

feminist film criticism and wbat cbaracterizes film noir. GIedbill narrows ber foaJs to five tbiDgs

whicb make film noir an interesIiDg locus for female cbarac:ters:
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• 1.The investigative struc:ture of the narrative.
2.Plot devices sudt as voice-over or t1ashbac~or frequently bath.
3.Proliferation ofpoints ofview
4.Frequent unstable cbaraderization of the beroine
S.An ·expressionisf visual style and empbasis on sexuaIity in the photographing of
WomeD. (Gledhill 27)

GlecIbia Iike Giddis~ states tbat films Iike IOule aniadate "a world ofaction defined in male

tem1S. n (Gledhill21) Men are the ones who sean to mave fteely through the film and are the

cbaracters who seem to know best how to navigate the corrupt world in which they find

themselves. Gledhill states tbat women in film noir fall into two camps:

... [T]here are those who work on the ftinges ofthe underworld... bartlies~ nightclub
singers, expeusive mïsttesses, femmes fatales and ruthless gold-diggers ... and tben there
are on the outer margins of this world, wives~ loog-suffering girl-friends~ would-be
fiancées who are victims ofmale~ sometimes the object of the bero~s protection and
often points ofvuJnerability in bis masculine armour. (21)

ln the case of Klute.. Bree begjns the film as a member of the UDderworld, but aIso as a vie:tim of

male crime. She is defined by ber continued involvement in prostitution and sbe seeks refuge at

• various points in the narrative in the UDderworid ofnightclubs and ber old boyfriencl and pimp

Frankie.~ she also becomes the abject oflOute"s protectiOD and is constantIy the target of

Peter Cable"s staIking and harassment.

ln film noir, women ftequendy become the central figures, and henœ~œntraI problem in

the unraveliDg oftruth." (Gledbill28) This is very mucb the case with~ which places Bree

at the center ofthe narrative. Sile becomes the key to findina the killer ofKlute's missing fticnd,

and to finding the client who beat ber up and is still staIking ber. Gledhill aIso fiDds tbat ...... film

noir probes the secrets of female sexuality and male desire within the patterns ofsubmission and

domiDance." (28) Issues ofsubmissioo and dominance permeate~.Bree is constantly

wrestling for control ofber OWD Iife and self: As a prostitute sbe domimtes, but she aIso reaIizes

the lifestyle is unheaIthy for ber, and 50 sile works 10 give up the ooIy profession whidt bas ever

given ber a sense ofcontrol. A uaditional relatioasbip with K1ute requires ber submissi~or at

• Ieast tbat is bow Bn:e pen:eives il, and sile rails apinst tbis because il is DOt wbat sile is used 10.
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Her chosen (legal) professions ofacting and modeliDg require Bree to give up herseJt: (she even

says ~I lose myselfwben r m ae:ting,~') to submit to someone else"5 idea ofwho sbe shouId be for

a cenain amount oftime. While she seems to enjoy these pursuits, sbe never succeeds al tbem the

way sbe does al prostitution. This may be because Bree feels tbat prostitution requires ber to give

nothing ofherself. Even thougb sbe bas !eX with strange men for money.. she never feels tbat she

bas ta submit ta tbem. In the tint sœne between Bree and ber anaIy~ tbey establish wbat it is

about prostitution tbat Bree enjoys.

Analyst: Wbat"5 the ditference between going out on a cali as a model or an adress and
as a cali girl?
Bree: Because as a cali girl you control it, ...someone wants you. Not me.. there are seme
jobns tbat ( bave regularly tbat want me, and tbat'5 terrifie, but they want a woman and 1
know l'm good and ( arrive al tbeir hocel or their apartment and they..re usually nervous..
whieh is fine because rm Dot.. 1know wbat rm doing and for an bœr.. for an bout, l''m
the best actress in the world ("m the best rock in the worlel-
Analyst: Why do you say you" re the best actress in the world?
Bree: Because it's an ad. Thal"s wbat's nic:e about it. You don"t bave to feel anything,
you don't bave ta care about anything, you don't have ta like anybody, you just~ you
just lead tbem by the ring in their DOSe in the direction that tbey tbink tbey want 10 go in
and you get a lot of money out of tbem in as short a period as possible and you control it,
and you cali the sbots, and ( always feel just great afterwards.

Altbough she states that sile does DOt enjoy prostitution physic:aUy, Bree Iikes the feeling of

control sbe bas over men and over the sexuaI situation. Sinc:e nothing cise in ber life seems able

10 provider ber with the same feeling ofmastery, shc retums ta prostitution periodic:ally 10

experience this feeling and to supplemcnt ber income.

The otber cbaraàer wbose sense ofcœtrol centers arouDd prostitutiœ is Peter Cable. Cable is

a sadist whose ooly bUe fulfillment comes when he <:aD physically assauIt and kill prostitutes.

Wben he confton1s Bree in the final scenes ofthe film, he claims tbat she and women Iike ber

released the sadistie clement ofbis personaIity, leading him to assault and kill Bree's old ftiend

ArIen Page, and to murder Klute"5 ftiend Tom Gruneman because he bad discovered Cable'5

secret. Cable seems to have spiraled down the patb ofmany ofthe Marquis de Sade's fie:tiœs. He

• states, "l've donc temble tbiDgs, f've killed tbree people, and yet 1dœ't c:onsider myselfa
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terrible man.77 Cable espouses an attitude directly the opposite ofde Sade's, who fell that ail the

appetites and vices should be explored. (A.Carter 20) Cable says ......!bat tbere are littIe corners in

everyone that were better otT (cft alonc. Sic:knesses, weaknesses, whic:h shouId never be

exposed." Cable, operating in an amoral fasbiOll, appües morality to the actions ofotbers in

retlospect. By blaming bis tirst sessiœ with Bree, (the recordai voiœ over we hear througbout

the fiIm,) for the unleuhjng ofbis sadism Cable absolves himselfofblame. However, the

recorded monologue deliven:d by Bree seems to be precisely the sort ofthing she migbt say ta

coa."t any retiœnt customer into telling ber wbat he would reaIIy like in the hopes tbat it will be

unusual and tberefore more expensive.

The idea that what Bree says ta Cable, "nothing is wrong,~ raps into the disturbed part ofbis

brain depends on wbetber you believe crimiDal sadists are made or bom. In~wc only bear

Cable"s justification for bis sadism, wbere he basic:ally daims that prostitutes, trading on Ha

man"s weakness...... convinc:ed him bis desires were acc:eptable (for a certain fee.) 1bis led hint to

aet towards prostitutes in1lOIl~ violent ways, eventually culminating in bis desire to

kill. Looking at KJute as an example offilm noir, the mapping ofmale desire is polarized

between the silent tendemess ofJohn Klute and the deadly silence of Peter Cable. Female

sexuaIity is pllarized within the figure of Bree as a liberated woman who also bas DO problem

prostituting herself:

Gledbill discusses the role ofpoint ofview and how this affects the perception ofwomen in

film noir: "Where a single woman is seen &am severa! viewpoints-eitber by different c:haraders

(Laura) or al diftèrent moments in lime (Double lndemnity. Out ofthe Past), wbat is produc:ed is

a~ inœberent image." (30) Diane Giddis" article aIso continns tbat Bree is a fractured

charader, seen tbrough the eyes oftwo different men al various tïmes. Her image osciUates

between hardened urban prostitute and sophistieated modem woman. While 1would DOl classify

Bree as an iocubeaeut femaIe image, the ways in whic:h wc sec prostitution and women"s

hberatiœ bec:ome iDaeasiDgly complex and intertwined in~.
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ln the noir thriller. wbere the male voice~ver is DOt in control ofthe pl~ and on the
contrary repn:sents a bero on a quest for the trutb. DOt only is the bero frcquent1y DOt sure
wbetber the woman is bonest or a deceiver. but the beroine·s cbaracterization is itself
ftactured 50 tbat it is DOl evident to the audience wbether sile filIs the stereotype [of the
femme fatale) or DOt. (GledbiU 31)

ln the above passage GledhiU describes the type ofnoir thriller which more or Icss tits

Klute. l'be film bas DO male voie:e-over to speak ot: in fact most ofthe voiœ-over is the recording

of Bree. The hem. John Klute, is on a quest for the truth about bis friend·s disappearanœ and is

confused about Bree"s mie in bis investigation and bis life. As &r as titting the stereotype of the

femme fatale, Bree plays it up when it suits ber. like wben sile first tries to seduce Klute into

giving ber the tapes ofber phone caUs. and abandons it totalIy al olher points. Bree going about

ber daily business is bardly Louise Brooks, but when she dons ber eveniDg gown or ber taU boocs

and strides through the city, sbe echoes those sexy vamps.

The noir heroiDe frequently emerges from shadows.. , More crucia1ly. ofcourse she is
tilmed for ber sexuality.... [S)exuality is often signaled by a long elegant leg... Dress
eitber empbasizes sexuality-Iong besequined sbeath dresses-or masculine
independence and aggression-square, padded shouIders. bold sttiped suits. (GledhilI32)

Bree often emerges front ber sbadowy apartment througbout the film. Sbe is also seen in

shadow during ber session with the elderly client Mr. Goldtàrb. during which she teUs an

elaborate story and slowly UDdresses. Bree is aIso tiImed for ber easy sexuaIity. Her outfit in the

film"s opening scenes cœsists ofa turtleneck sweater wom without a bra, a long wrap skirt and

taJl boots" a very popular look for the carly 1970's. Tbere is nothiDg about tbese clotbes tbat

marks Bree as a prostitute, but ber style, especially the bralessness., signais a liberated femininity

for the lime. On the street ber outfit makes ber the stylish but anooymous woman. Later, wc sec

ber in micro-mini and thigb-bigb black leatber boots, aIso tàshionable for the time" but

nonetheless associated more with the apparel favoured by prostitutes. It is aIso interesting tbat

Giddis mentions sequined sheath dresses, as Bree wears one during the scene with the elderly

client wben Klute spies on ber. This is the same dress sile Iater unzips in ber first attempt to

• seduce Kfute. The dn:ss itselfis typic:al ofthe form-fitting vampy attire offilm noir's (OIUICS
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fatales: 1011&~ sequined and accessorized with a featber boa It clinss ta Fonda~s compact

body and she unzips it one banded with the case ofa born sedudress.

Bree~s clothing in the beginning masks ber profession ofprostitute. Unlike sum films as

Preuy Wonpn Bree does DOt need a man~s coat ta caver ber dresse She can easily make the

transition ftom a jobn~s apartment ta grocery shopping in the same cloches. Bree masquerades

througbout the film. Sile bides ber Dervous feelings behiDd a tougb exterior and conœaIs ber body

beneath stylish urban women~s wear. Even wben sbe wears more revealing garb~ a mini dress and

taU boots~ it is balanccd with a hi~ closed necldine and trench coat. Her evening gown is aIso

subtle. While body husging, the dress reveals DO Oesh stretcbing &ont neck ta ankIe~ exœpt wben

Bree cbooses ta unzip~ reveaIing ber sculpted braless back. Rather tban letting ber clotbes

cornmunieate wbat mode sbe is~ BreeYs attitude is wbat indieates wbelber she is assumiDg ber

prostitute persona or DOt.

Gledhill feels that Klute~s overaU look cornes "from a Europeanisecl HoUywood wbich, whiJe

it seeks stylishness~ aIso escltews the notion of the cœventi~ the stereotype~ and looks for a

contemporary authenticity and psychologic:al tnath.n (33) Basic:ally, Klute looks somewhat

E~ but is really just an expatriate American. Gledhill sums up ber argument with the

notion tbat ...... the contradictions around woman animated by the disloc:ated world of film noir are

tbematically relocated and made amenable ta resoIutiOll in the name ofcontemporary

audlenticity." (33) Film noir reconfigured for the 19705 works for women because ofthe

contradictions frequendy present in images ofwomen within the conventions offilm noir as a

genre.~ is a Camous and sterling example of this~ as il presents a woman ofthe early 1970's

stnlss'ing ta know berselfand find independeuce~ who is aIso a partic:ipaDt in the world's oldest

profession.

Gledhill's secood article œ Klute. "K)ute 2: Femiaism and Klute" criticizes Diane Giddis for

Mignor(ing] the conventions offilm~ (99) in ber aoaIysis ofthe film. Gledbill aIso points out
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• tbat wbile the film modemizes the fenune fatale ~in more upftont sexuaI tenDs as the pl'OStitute"

(99) it aIso attempts the foUowing:

...10 artiaalate~ within the ambienœ of the tbriUer~ a modem version ofthe iDdependent
WOI118Il, conœived ofas the sexuaIly 1iberatec1 unaaacbed., hip woman and 50 without
mentioning feminism or women~s Iiberation (is] arguably trying to cash in on tbese
conœms ta enbanœ the modemity of the type."(Gledhill 99)

She goes 011 10 say tbat KlYt; stereotypes women because ~however fascinatiDg, diftèrent and

admirable the would-be emancipated woman is-struggling to assert ber own identity in a male

worl~ and professing a DeW, noo-repressive and sexual morality-in the end sile is aetually

neurotic~ fragile~ looely and unhappy." (100)

Gledhill disagn:es with Giddis' reading ofthe two male protagonists as extensions of Bree's

personality, as ...it is difficult to see how this relation between the two men is established in the

filmic organizarion of the tex! as the expressiOll ofBree's subjectivity." (101) Gledhill~5analysis

relies heavily on the estab1ished conventions of film noir and the stated intentions ofdiredor

• Alan J. Pakula, who was interested in making a film in the noir tradition, but with a cootemporary

twist. (Gledhill (02)

Ofparticular interest are the ways in wbich Gledbill says sexuality and the place of the woman

are shifted ftom their traditional meaning in film noir. For one thing, Bree "'is DOt the instrument

ofTom Gruneman's &te, but a clue on the way ta ifs discovery" (Gledhilll03) and because sbe

is DOt the criminal clement, ~ the relationship between the derective and the beroiDe... is freed of

the psyc:hopatbic quaIity il bas in the 40s thriller." (GledbiU 103) Traditiœal film noir pIaœs

great empbasis on ......the reliability or otberwise ofthe woman, the degree of fidelity or tRacbery

inherent in ber sexualïty." (Oledbilll03) but in~ the stereotype ofthe femme fiataIe is DOt

always present and is fh:quently associated with Bree's tougb prostitute persona tbat sbe takes œ

and offlike ber vampy dressa Anotber diffelenc:e between~ and its filmic forebears is tbat the

bero .~...develops a proteetive attitude towards [the beroine] and tàr from seeking to expose the

• evil ofber sexualïty, bis desire is 10 save ber." (Oledbill 103)
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Gledhill carefully delineates the patterns ofinvestigation in Klute. Sbe begins with the most

important triangle of Klute and Cabley watching Bree for tbeir own reasoDS. Cable obsessively

staIks Bree ~"becanse it wu bis encounter with Bree and ber permissive c:ounter-eulture

philosophy-~notbing is wrong, let it aU bang out'-wbicb first led bim ta locate ail the eviIs of

the world and male backslidiog with women." (Gledhill 104) Klute aIso watcbes Brecy "tint as a

defective, because it is only tbrough Breeys work as a prostitute tbat be CUl hope ta traœ the

client known for beating up cali girls, who is reputed ta be Tam GI'UDeI11aIl; later bowever, he

keeps watch as a prorector, wanting ID save Bree front unknown inttuders." (GledhillI04) The

next pattern tbat emerges is tbat ofCable employing Klute to tiDd out wbat bappened to Tom

Gruneman. Cable "initiates an investigation into himselt: an investigation which forces him to

basten the completion ofhis work,n (GledhillI04) ensuring tbal bis crimes will he disc:overed.

The third pattern of investigatiœ is the dynamic ofconfession and investigation between Bree

and ber psychotherap~ wbere "Bree recognizes ber sexual activity as a prostitute as a kind of

sickness~",ïshes ta find its ongins and etfed a c:ure.'y (Gledhill 104) Gledhill Ceels that these

scenes between Bree and ber therapist - .. ,draw attention to the psychotherapeutic discourse as

the key to the other investigatory structures, demanding tbey be read in psycho-spiritual tenDS.'"

(104) She aIso feels tbat tbis particuJar pattern ..... rearticulates the femme fatale stereotype of film

noir to bring it in line with contemporary female stereotypes and in doing 50, 1would arguey

contnbutes to the neutralization ofthe female dueat to patriarclly.'" (Gledhill 104)

Gledhill aIso nores the way in whicb the city ofNew York becomes an element ofK1ute"5

investigation. '4It is a city located DOt in a socio-economic system but in a moral spbere, and

coadelUued for its abandomnent to desperate bMmism, material acquisiti~ indulgent self­

expression and perverted pleasures.n (Gledhill lOS) Most ofwbat we sec ofthe city Bree inbabits

are its brotbels~nigbtclubs and tenement apartments, as weO as the rarified (and posslbly more

corrupt) aonospbere ofCable'5 office and the auditiœs tbat Bree goes on. l'be underside ofNew

York and Bn:e~5 COIIDCCIion with~ are exposed simuItaDeously.
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Gledhill states that the image ofthe prostitute in K1ute effedively replaces the traditiona1

femme &tale. (107) The prostitute image bas Mojoumalistic appeaI as a tapie made acceptable for

public discussion al the time of the film ~s making and therefore c:an he used to evoke references

ta the wood ofcontemPorary reality~~ (Gledhill 107) a notion tbat bath GledbilI and Giddis sean

ta he concemed wïth. 80th critics seem ta Ceel that recasting the femme fatale as a woman who

openly prostitutes berself is far more realistic and interesting ifone is striving to rearticulate film

noir for the carly 19705. The autbenticity associated with the image ofthe prostitute automatically

Iends the film grïttiness. In 1940s film noir il is usuaIly the bard boiled derective tbat sives the

story its low down quality, but in KbI1c, il resides with the woman and aspects ofber life.

Althougb John K1ute undoubtedly retains the coolness ofhis film noir predecessors, he tacts

the bardened gIaze of the urban private eye. He evokes none of the unsbaven, cbain-smoking,

fedoraed cbarm of the Philip Marlowes ofthis world. Klute stands alooe as a new breed of tougb

goy: the stoic and caretùlly controUed suburban PI infiltrating the city~ while remaining

untoudled by its decayed morality.

Giedhili also credits the prostitute image with '4 ••• the metaphoric power to refer ta deeper

issues ofmorality and persoaal relationships: bere [in~ it represents alienated sexualïty,

whicb in tum represents the alieuatiœ al the beart ofour society.~ (108) Bree Daniels is a

prostitute who is aIso a sexuaI1y emancipated~ portrayed as being alienated front the

traditional female urge towards nesting and monogamy. Despite ber gestures towards feminism

and independenœ, sile is aise loclœd imo the cycle ofwanting to destroy a stable monogamous

reJationsbip and even the ending ofthe fiJm does DOt provide definite closure on the directiœ of

Bree·5 life. As to the -alienatiœ al the bean of society, ~~ shows us an urban sprawl

popuIated by the alienated., and it ÏSD'tjust the prostitutes. Bree is the key ta an underworld of

people who are nmniDg by diffeJeut rules tban the ones John Klute is accustomed 10. The

mad;uns and tbeir girls, the nigbtc:lub~ aU bave a surreal quaIity which separates tbem tiom
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• wbat wc sec of Klute's society in Peunsylvania and Klute himself is an alien in New Yo~

unaccustomed ta the pace and quaIities ofurban living.

[T]be prostitute, as an independent wornan, workiDg witb otber women 10 make a living
out of ll1CD, ofFers a figure-especialy wben played by JaneF~ koown for ber
supposed ·liberation~-wbich cao accrue te itselfsorne ofthe treDdy modemity ofthe
bachelor girl stereotype, and sorne of the more popuIarized aspects of the image of the
liberated woman witbout having 10 stray too far ftom territory familiar to audienc::es and
actualIy broadl feminism. (GledhiIlIOS)

Gledhill continns my previous assertion that the image of the prostitute in~ becomes

mixed up with the image of the liberated modem woman, especially wben played by Jane Fonda.

l'be prostitute replaces the femme filtaIe of film noir as ··a more defined sexuaI role~ ~~ (Gledhill

lOS) but (according to GledhiU) without the Iatter~s strength. As an independent woman making

ber living out ofsex with men, Bree operates as a caU girl. Sile uses a service wbere she calls in

te gel infonnation on the location ofa client and tben goes ta bis apartment or botel. where tbey

negotiate the pricc for the type ofscx. In the opening sequenœ, Bree attends an unsucœssful

• modeling audition and calls ber service from a payphone saying sile 04needs a quick fifty.~ We

next sec ber entering the botel ofa businessman. l'bey disaass the sort of"party" he~d like 10

have. Sile tells him they cao have ··a nice baIfand balfparty~~ which means she'lI spend balfthe

time going clown on him and the other balfhaving intercourse~ but sile CIlCOII1iI8CS hint to whisper

in ber ear wbat he would reaI1y lïke. Wbatever il is~ sile tells hint il sounds great but il's goiog 10

cost more.

The union ofthe prostitute and "bacbe1or girl stereotype' is a good one in~ il suits the Cfa

and the style of the film. Wbile the film does DOt mentionf~Fonda~s style and image

carry certain signifiers: sexual franlmess, and self-assuranœ despite Bree~s statement, ....rm a

uervous brœd." Bree'5 concems, ber cœfusion over K1ute and the straDge direction ber life bas

taken over the years are DOt uncommoo or boIIow, and sometbing about tbese sceoes gives an

importaDc:e ta ber voice, and by exteDsi~the femaIe voice in ciDema. But~ is DOt a lost

• work offemjnism tbat oecds ta be reclaimed, and bas its sbare of lIIIIIerVÎDg iJnasery. GledbiU
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astutely points out "Bree's voice bas been stoIen by ber aggressor, Cable, and tumed against ber.

Words uttered in one context are in anotber tumed into indices ofthe evil which female sexllality

incites in men.~ ((09) Sile feels tbat -. ... the female voic:e tbat speaks ofa struggle for control, for

independence, .. , tbat falteringly speaks sorne of the tbemes of feminism-is undennined and

contradieted by the image." (l09) Gledhil1 cites the euding particularly, with Bree's voiœ-over

indieating sile bas no desire ta "he setting up housekeeping in Tuscorora," wbiIe sbe is

simultaneously seen lcaving ber empty apartmeDt witb Klute. (GIedbill 109) The ending is DOt 50

closed ta my rninc1 aud il lcaves me wondering wbere Bree is goiDg, wbether sbe is moving to

anotber apartIIleIlt. going away somewbere by bersel( or wbetber sile reaIly is goiDg ta

Pennsylvania with John Klute. 1do DOt feel wc cm be sure ofber actions and the conclusion of

the film remains open-ended for me.

Gledhill stresses the style in which dinx:tor Alan J. Pakula films Jane Fonda. According ta ber,

il waIks a fine line between female subjectivity and woman as abject. Gledhill says the style is

-candid" and suggests -scxial documentary" (110) whiIe at the same time establisbing Bree as the

abject ofa gaze. Cœsidering the nature ofthe film and the fact tbat the plot revolves around the

female cbaracter beiDg staIked and observecl it is difficuJt ta imagine bow or even why Pakula

wouId bave sbot Fooda in anotber way. Gledhill discusses how the naIUre of the opeuing sbots

makes viewers Ceel .....tbat we bave come closer and closer 10 the heroiDe's subjectivity, wbiIe al

the same time the moral structures of the film are being set up ta lcave Iittle room for a femaIe

point ofvîew." (l10)

~ basic tbreat to patriarchy whicb the film deaIs wi1h is the posstbility ofwomen assertiDg

tbeir sexuality iMependentIy ofmen, using it ta tbeir own ends and deseniog tbeir succouriDg

role to the male in arder to gain COIIII'OI over him." (Gledbi!l Ill) This is how Cable pen:eives the

prostitutes: tbey prey upoa bis "\wakness,.ft bis sadism, and gain some sort ofcontrol over bile by

kDowing about tbis and telling him ')whing is wroag." By offeriDg an aspect oftbeir sexuality in
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• exchange for money, the prostitute in~ does mise the issue ofwomen using tbeir sexuaIity

for their OWD gain. However., within the structure ofthe film this notion is a double-edged sword.

The prostitute's attempt 10 coatrol ber sexuaIity, ber c:1aim 10 wield the normally male
prerogative ofwords, leads ber 10 aetively engage with male sexuaI fantasy, instead of
passively being ils objecte In offering the male knowledge ofbis OWD sexuaIity, instead of
belping bim maintain a veil of secrecy over il, sbe n:leases ail the repressiOll on which
patriarcbal civilizatiOll is popularly bascd and for this sile must be pnnisbcd and
destroyed.... [T)hus sbe c:omes 10 till the place ofthe noir beroine, responsible for murder
even ifsile bas DOt aetuaIly sougbt barm 10 anyone. (Gledhill 112)

Gledbill c:onc:ludes ber rigarous dissection of~ with the notion tbat the structure ofthe

film œntaiDs~ tbat refer forcefidly 10 the images and problems ofa struggIiDg

feminism." (113) The contradictory image ofthe prostitutelliberatedw~ and the süent

virginal llero (GledhiIlI13) iDhabit a world which ecboes the film noir of the pas!, wbile

inc:orporating modem images.

•
Maggie Humm devotes part ofa c:hapter 10~ in ber book Ferni"i"" and Film. Sbe tae:kles

the film front a largely psyc:hoanalytie point of view, drawing beavily on Laura Mulvey·5 notion

oftbegaze.

Klute is a film in which the gaze imposes itselfwith particular force, through a
cœtinuous series ofcamera oppositions and strategie points ofview wbich identifY a
(male) spectator witb male c:baracters. ...The narrative of/(Jute involves the graduai
exposing ofBree Daniel's career ofprostitution by Klute, an ex-poüc:eman biRd by
Cable (tinally reveaIed to be the psycbopatbic: killer), in arder to solve a mutual frieud's
murder. On one level Klule, Iikc manyfilm noir., shows., stcp by step, how men are Cree 10
violate tbose women who bave plaœd tbemselves outside conventiœaI family Iife, and
fiDaUy impose on tbem a beterosexuaI monopmous steriIity wbere patriarcbal c:ontrol is
mon: certain. (Humm 49)

Basically, sbe sees KJYIC as a film in whidt Mulvey's nocion ofa possessive male gaze is

constaDt1y felL This feeling ofbeiDg watcbed penJafes the film and gives il muc:h ofils

suspeasefuI, thriIling quaIïty. Viewers c:an easily begin 10 sympatbize or even empathjn: witb

Bree's nerva.Jsness as sbe is staIked more and more fiequentIy, and Cable"s taetic:s escalate tiom

brea1ber pboac c:aIls ID tùU f10tged vanda'i"" and home iDvasiœ. MalIn identifies the tœedam

• aIIotted 10 women in film noir, wbich often c:omes wiIh a priee. WhiIe tbese women are ofteD
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WlCOIlventi~ tbey are ftequently preyed upœ or seen as possessing destructive qualities. Bree

Daniels is seen easily making ber way around New York. Her stylish clotbes and haïr mark ber as

being al the forefront of fashion and sexualliberation circ:a 1971 ~ wbile al the same time trying to

make a professionalliving as an ac:tress and modela Cable perceives aU prostitutes~ and

specifically Bree, as possessiDg the power to makc men sexually dependeat on tbem, and becallse

of this he seeks tbem out and kills tbem. Beca1'se Bree is a cbaracter -outside CODventional family

life.. ' the narrative is constantly trying to bring ber back into the folds ofconvention by baving ber

try to cure berselfof prostitution througb psychoau1ysis and by paring ber offwith Klute in an

ambiguous ending.

MaDo assens"il is the tape recordings [of Bree's voiœl DOt the camera, which is the apparatus

which contrais" manipulates and objedifies women.M (52) Sbe states that ··1 would argue that

Klute horrifies female spectators IlOt only because we are "framed" in Bree"s joumey froID

prostitution to mooogamous suburbia but aIso because in ber silenœd voice we bear ber sexuality

repressed.~ (Mann 52) As a female spectator, 1 was certainly frightened by the film al various

points and 1do find the scenes with Cable creepily~ but whether dUs bas more to do with

noir techniques and an eerie soundtrack. rm DOt sure. The way in wbich the tape of Bree's voiœ

is used throughout KIYlC is terrifying and indieates the kiIIer's desire DOt just to repress ber

sexuality, but to perven il and use il apinst ber, and this is more disturbing than the drive to

sexual repression.

Mann's article is a caU to plaœ equal empbasis on the woman"5 voiœ.. as well as ber image.

Due to the contradietory way in which Bree's voiœ is~ wc caDDOt just examine ber image.

~ is a film which shows the prostitute as any woman, a woman wbose lifestyle makes many

gestures towards feminism, but who prostitutes berself like ber painted forebears in Degas, to

supplement ber ïncome. Sile aIso claims sexuaI hberation, wbich the film hints is the reason why

sile tiDds il empoweriDg to gel ber jobns to tell ber wbat kind ofsex tbey wouId reaUy like. Bree

Daniels is DDt 50 difCerent ûom 0Iber women.. SIle WiIDIS love but does DDt always know wbat to

34



• do with it. sile wants independence but cannat always reconcilc tbat with ber fears and the necd ta

be cared for. In a way~ KbI.tç is a film tbat equaIizes: prostitutes do DOt always look the way wc

think they will and any woman couId be ODe•

•

•
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Chapter Three: The 'BrotheI' .......: Pretty Baby IIICI MeCabe and Mn. Miller

Stella Bnazzi in ber book UDdressio& Cinema, examines the plaœ and symbolism ofclothing

in films. In ber anaIysis sile comments extensively œ costume dramas and historical romances:

"A charge frequently leveled al bistorica1 romances is that (unlike~ presumably~ comparable

pieces ofmen"s cinema) tbey sideline history and foreground far more trivial interests in desire"

sex and clotbes.'09 (Bruzzi 35) Bruzzi is ofcourse being ironic with this statement as these interests

cannat really be classed as ttivial wben 50 many people find tbem fascinatin& and wben tbey are

clearly an important component offilm making.

Preny Baby and MeCabe and Mn. Miller are aIso costume dramas and romances tbat

transœDd the qualities generaUy attached to such films. Preuy Baby recreates an aImost mythical

time and plaœ~managïng to evoke an entire vice district by taking us inside the daily life ofa

partly fiaionalized StoryviUe brotheI. It also deaIs sensitively with the sexuality ofchildren and

young girls~ putting it on par with Stanley Kubrick"5 LQIig. By locating prostitutiœ in the body

ofa child and the sexllalimi environment in which she grows up, Preny Baby delivers a unique

perspective on the film image ofthe prostitute. MeCabe and Mrs. Miller is aw~ a genre

never disc:ussed in terms ofcostume~ but always in tenns of the values ofthe American

frontier il mytbologizes. This film gives one of the most bonest portraits ofa prostitute. Mrs.

Miller bas DO illusions wben il cames to ber profession or ber enviroament. 80th tbese films will

be dealt with in their own rigbt in this secti~ but 1bave grouped tbem togetber beca"se tbey are

boIh period films and deaI with wborebouses ratber tban individual prostitutes" as do Kbnc and

Amçriçan GilOlo.

Pretty Baby

Louis MaIIe~s Preuy Baby.. revolves around the figure ofa barely pubescent BrooIœ Shields as

Vio~ the twelve-year~ prostitute who is borD and raised in an eJaborate brotbel in the old

New 0rIeaDs rat lisJtt district ofStoryviDe. This tiJm, made iD 1978, is often acIœowIedged as

ODe ofMaDe's poorer worb. ft was aIso bis tint American effort. Manba McCreadie, in ber
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synopsis of the film in The Castin! Couch pd Otber Front Row Seats. says tbat many ofMaIIe~s

most compeIIiDg films center around adolesœnts~ (one ofthe more weU-known examples being

Au Revoir les Enfants). But, because Preny Baby deaIs with explicit sexuaIity, il is most often

nored for the fact tbat Shields wu aetuaUy twelve wben she made it and tbat she appears tùlly

nucle.

Preny Baby is set in 1917, and opens with Violet watebing ber motber Hattie (Susan

SaraDdon) give birth. At this POint. Violet is still very muclt a chil~ but witb full nID ofthe

brotbel~ doing errands and peeking inta bedrooms. She is tiiendly with ail the otber prostitutes

and the black piano player. As the film progresses~ Violet grows more c:urious about participating

in prostitutiœ. Wben the pbotographer Ernest BeUocq arrives~ she tries to get bis attention as he

rakes ber motber~s pieture. It is at tbis point we discover tbat Hattie frequently claims Violet as

ber sistcr~ ratber tban ber daugbter.

The real Ernest Bellocq spent most ofbis Iife as commercial pbotographer. The only examples

ofbis personal wode known ta still exist are the pbotograpbs he took of the Staryville prostitutes.

Very littIe is known about hint and the plates that survive are rumored ta be a fraction ofbis

oeuvre. (Rose 59-60) The photos tbemselves are remarkable. Sorne are hypnotic, others more

documentary, artistic, amdi~ orerotic. It is reaIIy BeDocq~s vision tbat informs MaIIe's film.

As BeUocq becomes more ofa fixture at the brodlel, VIOlet is integrated tùnher into

prostitution, going ftom a child in ber Dightgown or fiilly dress 10 a young girl in bloomers~

camisole and stoeki0SCt an ensemble wom by many of the otber prostitutes. Finally the rnadam,

NellLi~ decides it is time ta auetiOll otJViolet's vïrginity. Violet is fitted with a special

white dress~ aImost as iffor ber first c:ommuni~and brougbt in on a planer with sparlders~ as the

fiDal course ofa dinner for the brotbel~ s preferred cüents. Bidding goes high and sile is sold~

the man with S400 cash.77

Once Violet loses ber vïrgiDity, sile becomes one ofthe most popuJar prostitutes in the bouse

and maIœs a lot ofmoaey. Violet moves in with Bellocq alter sbe bas a falling out with Nell and
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the brothel bousekeeper, wben sbe is c:augbt seducing boys ber own age in the barn. As much as

Bellocq loves Viol~ sbe is still a~ with a child's artless irresponsibility and wbimsy, and

this angers and ftustrates bim. He photograpbs ber as a cbild in a tlowered bat and dress holding a

cloU, and naIœd œ a fainting cou~ making a record ofViolet's polarities. Violet runs away from

BeUocq ailer a fight and retums 10 Storyville to fiDd it being picketed by religious refonners (the

district wu shut clown in 19(7).

At this point, the other prostitutes decide to remove to Chicago and Violet prepares to go witb

them. BeUocq reappears and asks ber to marry bim. They retum 10 New OrteaD5 as man and wife

and during a sœne in wbicb it is implied tbat Violet may be pregnant, ber DOW respectable

married moIber retums to claim her. The film ends witb Violet dressed in age-appropriate

clothing, being photograpbed by ber step.fatber as tbey stand on the statiœ platform bound for

St. Louis.

Neil D. (sucs wrote a briefarticle entitIed ';"MaIIe·s Eye for Rose·s StoryviUe,"" dealinS with

one of the film"s major sources, AI Rose"s book Storyyille New OrleanS. The book is most often

cited for StoryviUe"s association with the rise ofj~ as many ofthe black musicians al that lime

could only gel work ,;,;in saloons and whorebouses,'" (Isaacs 223) but is, in fact, a loose and

spirited collediœ ofanecdotes, photograpbs and facts compiled by people who still ranembered

--me District." (Rose 1) Isaacs remarks "MalIe's main focus rested... 011 the accompanying

illustrations, especiaIlyon several taIœn from the surviving plates ofEmest J. BeUocq." (223) It is

DOl just BeUocq"s aestbelic tbat informs the~ but several ofbis aetual images ......serve as

models for tableaux imbedded in the texture ofMalle"s~." (223) and 1bave nored al least two

oftbese. One is the scene in wbich Bellocq pbotographs the naked Violet œ a dark leather

fajnring couch.. l'be original (plate 8 StoryviOe Portraits) displays a similar looking girl with a

smaU buiId and long clark baîr, but clearly more physicaUy mature. The 0Iber is a tleetiDg shot of

a prostitute posiDg in a body stocking. The tint photoof~ taken apiast a tapestry backdrop

in the bRJlbeI's back yard, ecboes several oftbe original plates.
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Isaaœ mentions tbat Malle based the cbarader ofViolet on the experienœ ofa woman who

worked as a perfonner and prostitute in Storyville al a yotmg age. The reaI-üfe "Violet" bad a life

far more sexuaUy diverse tban MaIIe's Viol~ since sbe informs Rose tbat wbile she remained a

virgin until sile was twelve, sile started tuming tricks wben sbe was ten. To put Malle's child

prostitute in perspective, Rose'5 Violet last ber virginity al the Camous brotbel run by Emma

Johnson. a Camous madam mentioned in the film. Violet and ber fiiend bad been performing in

Emma's ~circus" wbicb sile beld severaI nigbts a~ and the detaiJs are sketchy, but everyone

seems ta agree tbat chis was the beigbt ofdebaucbery available in Storyville. On tbis partic:uJar

nigbt, Violet and ber tiiead were bath auetioned offto the same man for seven bundred and

seventy-five dollars cacb. (Rose 1SOl So whiIe Malle recreates a virginity audiœ in Pn;gy Baby..

it seems the bistorical example was far more racy.

ln Pn:uy Baby, Ernest Bellocq is played by Keith Carradïue as ·'a man of repressed sexuality,

but reasonable attraetïveness, aœepted by the women primarily bet:allse they enjoy bis pietures

and posing for tbem." (1saacs 224) lDdeed., wben he comes to show Hattie ber print, the ocher

women surround him exclaiming bow beautifu1 Hattie looks and begging him to pbotograph tbem

next. Isaacs says that Bellocq's photos "suggest the sensitivity, the rapport, the unquaIified

aestbetic delight BeUcxq brougbt to bis subjects and tbeir environs," (224) wbicb is sometbing

Malle captures in the scenes between Bellocq and Hattie. Sïnce he begins by payiDg for ber time

Iike any otber client, Hattie does what BeUocq asks ofber~ but Iater begins to make sugestîons.

At tbeir tint sessi~Hattie bas been draged tiom the side ofber reguIarj~ wbom sile

eventually marries. Sile is hung ovcr and ber SOIl William nceds ID be bRaSt-tèd.. Bellocq arrives

early in the momiDg and because Hattie bappens ta be awake, he pays the madam for ber tÎme.

Hattie is~ cranky and does DOt even partialIarly want ber pieture taken. After sile sees how

niec the pic:ture tums out doasb. sile begins to enjoy il. Hattie serves as Bellocq'5 main model

UDtiI he switdIes over ID VIOlet. VIOlet begins by bedIg jeaIous ofthe atreDIiOll Bellocq lavisbes

on ber motber with bis camera. SIle haap arouod, pryiDg into thinss becau5e sile is curious about
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• how the photos are made. Sbe and Hattie pose together in identical outfits at one po~ as if!bey

really were sïsters, but Violet oever seems to fully enjoy baving 10 hold still for Bellocq's lens.

After sbe goes ta live with bim and he pbotographs ber constandy and exe:lusively, she always

becomes restless and angry.

Isaacs claims '1be subject [ofPretty Baby] is~ as the t1acks would bave, child prostitution.

but voyeurism.,.. (224) So wbile~ is about a prostitute subjected 10 an insidious voyeurism.

Preqy Baby seems to he about a more benevolent asexual voyeurism. tbat ofthe pbotograpber

Bellocq. The photograpber as voyeur, and as a highly sexualized one, is a fairly c:ommon idea.

reinforc:ed by the work ofmen like Helmut Newton and David Bailey. Films like Antonioni's

BIow-Up, articulate the intense sexual atmospbere tbat can oc:cur wben men photograph women.

•
One need only think of the clic:béd epitbet 'make love 10 the camera!' tbat fashiOll pbotograpbers

say 10 models. Pretty Baby differs eotirely from this tradition. Sorne of Bellocq's S10ryville

portraits are bigbly erotic, but these are DOt present in Malle's film. Within the context of~

~ BeUoc:q is an artist ofdesire who Iacks it hïmself. Even when Violet throws herselfal bim

andjumps all over bis bed. he seems 10 be induIging ber child's exuberance rather than

sunendering 10 a sexual passiOll.

[Malle] bas made the ·innocent' observation-wbeIber tiom Bellocq's hooded leus,
Violet's unbliDking eye, or the miscbievous spyiDg ofBellocq's youug neigbbors,
wbeIber curious or prurient-tbe Cocus ofbis attention. Thal is wby wben Violet's
virginity is sold al auction, 50 many ofthe shors draw attention to the younger cbildren al
the bouse who will take over Violet's role as pure waICber. And !bat is why, in the
closing sboIs, wbeD a fonner e:lient who bas married Hattie poses mcJlber and daugbter
for a snapsbot before the train takes tbem to 1beir œw sttaigbt litè upriver, the ironie:
parody ofBellocq's modIer-danshtcr ponrait aDd the tiozen frame ofViolet's inoocent
close-up are sligbtly out ofCocus and overexposed (224

The prostitutes who posed for BellOCCb ...... were models fn:e of inhibition and affi:ctati0ll,,..

(lsaacs 224) DOt unIike Degas's miUiners and Iaundresses. The prostitutes ofPreqy Baby.. wbile

fn:e of iDhibitiOll, are c:ertainly tùIl ofaflb:ratiœ. The amnsiDg 1bing about this is tbat we are

• CODSIantly seeiDg the diftbaIce between how tbey ad with eadl otber, and bow tbey ad witb
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• clients. In one ofthe opening sc:enes iD the brolbe~we sec a man who bas paid for two girls and

wants 10 gel on with bis evening. The prostitute by bis side placates hint saying ~e're soins 10

bave ourselves a time!" and tben quicldy leans over the banister and says 10 Violet "'Go and fetdt

Agnes yonder, will you baby? Tell ber 10 bauI il up 10 the blue~" after wbich sbe reverts

badc 10 a higb-pitcbed coquette voice as sbe leads ber client upstaïrs. This sort ofepisode oc:curs

tbrougbout the~ exposins the masquerade techniques reguIarly employed by the prostitutes.

Frieda. the Oennan prostitute, bas a reguIar elderly client who Iavisbes gifts on ber, but sbe

confides 10 Violet tbat sbe ~doesn't give a damn for bim' but continues 10 keep bim because he is

rich and may take ber away ftom the brotbel. Violet's OWD motber, Hattie, is one ofthe most

popular prostitutes, but says sbe"s terrified sbe'Il gel "little casino" (gonorrbea) and wants notbing

more tban 10 gel married and bec::ome respectable. Hattie was bom into prostitution and ber

•

•

craving for respectability drives Violet to embrace the onIy Iife sbe'sever known.

l'be importance ofhow 10 aet with a client bœomes especiaUy clear wben Frieda and anotber

prostitute debate bow Violet shou1d bebave wben sbe loses ber virginity.

Freida: You"ve got 10 give him the idea that you don"t know nothing. It should be like a
rape.
Other: You don't Imow. Could be a diftèrent kind of!Uy. Someone who waDts ber 10 aet
Iilœ sbe wants il.
F: The main tbing is 10 wbimper and cry al first, but tben you got 10 aet like il feels good.

This scene makes clear the fact tbat prostitution entails clements ofdisguise, and even wben

Violet does something for the first time, ber experienc:e is aIready codifiee! for ber.

Varda~ in ber article "OfMovics and Models: Girls in Hol1Ywood," discusses the

sexualiœioo ofyoung girls in mainstream cinema. WritteD in 1982, the article focuses on Brooke

Shields bealusc il was the beigbt ofShields' modeling career for Calvin Klein. Burstyn sees

Pretty Baby as "at tïmes, a brilliantly c:onc:eived metapbor ofthe way tbat young girls are raised 10

bec::ome men's sex objects al the expense oftbeir OWD feelings, desîres, intellects, and spirits."

(51) Violet is raised in an enviromnent that is completely sexuaI, iD which sbe knows ber fùture

will be prostitution. Even the voodoo woman who comes ID tell the women's fortunes pn:die:ts
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tbat Violet will bave ~so many men you woo't know wbat ta do with "cm." Violet's desire is ta

• become a prostitute. Sbe's 50 eager tbat sile doesn't even want adviec tiom the otberw~ sbe

insists "( know aU that!" Wben Bellocq tries to intervene witb Ne~ insisting Violet is just a c:bild,

NeU replies, --she's very~ sIIe's made a lot ofmoney." Violet's age and maturity are ofliUle

consequenc:e because sbe is fidfiJljng the ooly role sbe bas ever known how ta play and doiDg il

suc:cessfully.

'-Malle makes clear tbat wbat is DOt permitted-the reaI taboo-in !bis culture is love, DOt

sex." (8urstyn 24) This may be why aU four films being examined here are love stones. Tbese are

films about sex that are reaUy about love and the difficulty of tinding d. Violet is raised in a

world in wbich seeing people bave sex is as much a fact ofdaily existence as baving a meaI. Love

is mudl ruer, and entails leaviDg the brochet. Real love, it seems, unmakes a prostitute.~

functioos on a similar pn:mise, that rea1 love between Klute and BRe wiU eradieate the prostitute

in Bree. In KIYm thou~ prostitution symbolizes Bree's independent streak and ber sexuaIity,

• which are being queUed in the confines ofa traditional beterosexuaI relationship. Preqy Baby

shows us a gIimpse of love, ofHattie and ber beau who marries ber, giving ber the respectability

sbe bas always wanted. The love between Bellocq and Violet is much more problematic. Not only

is tbere the taboo ofViolet's extrane youtb in relation ta the older BeUocq, tbere is aIso a kind of

incestIpedopbilia barrier Ibat is transgressed by tbeir reJationsbip. BeUocq regards Violet as a

chilcL but one witb wbom he also bas sexe He meets ber before sile becomes a prostitute and even

wben tbcy live togetber he buys ber a dol1, because he says ."every chiId sbould bave a doU."

Violet's reply is urma chiId 10 you?" and in dUs squeaky, girlish voice wc beat aU the anguisb of

budding sexuaIity, frustrated by a body DOt yet mature enongh 10 be caIIed womanIy. This is one

ofthe moments Burstyn says makes Preqy 'eby a metaphor for the sexuaI enculturatioo ofgirls.

Burstyn aIso discusses the sœne in wlricb "VIOlet is wbipped for sexual sames with lads ber

~ age, ...underIin(ing) the poiDt tbat sirIs (and by extaIsÏoo, grown wanen) are DOt pellnitted

• tbeir own &eedom and sexual seIf-definitioD." (24) This scene precedes YIOIet's departure ftom
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the brotbe~ becaliSC she dislikes beins disciplined for going ber own way. Sbe is aIso punished

because one ofthe boys sbe fools around with is black and the son of the brotbel housekeeper.

Tum of the century New Orleans~ despite a buge population ofmixed race people~ still c:onsidered

interracial !eX a buge taboo. Historically~there wu even a separate n:d ligbt district for blKk

prostitutes and clients7 and Storyville was segregated in the sense tbat "white and black

prostitutes could DOt live or work in the same bouse7 " (Rose 67) and black men were DOt

pennitted as clients in any ofthe Storyville brotbels. (Rose 67)

Burstyn is particularly tùU ofpraise for Malle7s renderiDg of the~ NeU Livingstone

(Frances Faye)~ ·"an old woman who must kill ber pain with c:ocaine and opi~ wbose polisbed

vœabulary barely cavers the rotten tàbric ofber anguisbed soul."(24) NeU is quite a figure. She

needs absinthe just to gel out of~ spons a succession ofbad wigs, and bas ber cocaine

delivered. She is a crumbling masterpiece7 a grotesque who keeps the gates ofller palaœ ofsin.

ln the course of researc~Stephen Longstn:et's book Sportin' House came to my attention.

Interviewed in a cbapter entitled ""The Girls" about the prostitutes ofStoryville, was one Nell

Kimball, who stated "1 ran a good old-fashioned whorehouse," (Longstreet 203) just like Malle's

madam Nell says to BeUœq.

Nell Kimball also had a great cook in ber brothel and served good meaIs to ber girls and tbeir

customers. Judging from the dinner sc:enes in Pregy Baby. especiaUy the dinner preceding the

aue:tioo wbere Nell says~ is the fast good diDner you'll gel ftom me" this bolds truc for the

film. Kimball had 04a bandyman and ooadunan"(Longstreet 167) who aIso tendcd bar, named

Harry~ just like the bandyman and barteoder in Pregy Baby.. who aIso serves as bounœr. Kimball

mentioas that ifany ofber prostitutes "gal real out ofüne rd have Harry work them over, but DOt

bnaise tbern," (Loogstreet 167) just as Nell bas VIOlet whipped.

Some ofthe cœventioos ofbrotbel dressiDg are aIsomenti~ examples ofwhicll aIso

appear in Preqy Baby: ~ost ofthe girls were dressed in evening gowns 1had approved of.

...Seme ofthe girls wouId cIœss as jockeys in tisbt white palltS7 caps aod patent Ieatber boots or
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• as school girls in budde sboes~ big blue haïr bows.'" (Longstreet 172) Freida and Hattie often

appear in evening dress, wbile a minor cbaraâer~ Agnes~ appears first dressed in blue haïr bows~

and later as a jockey wben sbe bits Hattie"s dnmken beau with a bammer. One final detai1 of

similarity was tbat Ndi KimbaIJ "never counted the take untiI the next day... land] soaked my

fcet in bot water.'" (Longstreet 175) ln the carly scenes ofthe~ just as Bellocq arrives.. tbere is

a sbot tbat focuses on NeU soaking ber~ and Iater counting moœy al ber desk. WhiIe Malle's

film cites Rose"s book as a source.. tbere are aIso a startling number ofsimilarities between

Malle's NeU Livingstone and the reaI madam NeU Kimball.

t6Lo-li-ta•••,,3

Ever since Lewis Canon desired Alice~ Freud taIked about incestuous fantasy, and
Nabokov wrote LoUta, wc bave bad literary referenœ points for the idea ofthe~­
child..,.. a particuJarly masaaliDe construc:tioo. A product ofaman"s imaginariœ brougbt
ta Iife ftom books or tiIms~ sile is YOUll& naieve~ malleable~ adoring, and entirely sexua1Iy
available. Rer youth rendcrs ber non-ehalJenging, unable 10 question or rejed ideas
inteUectua1ly, witbout power 10 contest sociaIly. (Burstyn 24)

• Who cannat be struck by the opening Iines of Lolita? A book tbat g10ries in this idea of the

"woman-child" giving ber the far more poetic name of~bet,"but aIso exposing the bizarre

nature ofthe dirty old man. Lolita borrified many critics wben ilap~ but is DOW generaIly

admowledged as a brilliant work witb two excellent screen adaptatiœs. Judging by the few

amateur reviews 1was able to gamer &om the~ many people take the narrow view of

Preqy Baby. as a sbowcase for the sexuaIizatioo ofa young girl. This DO doubt accounts for the

Iack ofacademic Iiteratun: œ the film, as weB as the small number ofpeople who aetua1ly cared

ClQlgb te post a review tbat did DOt include the word "disgustiDg'.

The idea of the nympbet is a compeIIiDs ODe, and aU the traits Burstyn ascn1Jes to ber

generaIlyapply, al lcast as far as the male lover is c:oncemed.. Certainly sorne oftbese apply to

Violet, who is toIa1ly iIIiterate and wbose knowledge enccxnpasses œIy the world ofStoryville.

The fact !bat sbe bas been scbooled in ail the wiIes ofbarlotry meaas sile is capable ofappeariDg

• ] Vladimir Nabokov. Lolita. New Yart: VUllagc Press.. 1994. p.l.
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·1naIIeabIe~ adoriDg and entirely sexuaUy available" ID a cli_ but in reality is none oftbese

things. Rer sexuaI availability is related more to the fact tbat sile is a prostitute than to ber youth.

1wonder about this notion ofViolet~s youth .reDdering ber non-ehallenging," as sbe is nodùng

but a chaUenge to BeUocq. Sbe questiœs bis chastity~ bis sexuality~ and bis art. Sbe is hardly the

silent artist's model: she fidgets~ becomes~ gets up and yells al him for always wanting

ID take ber pidUre and smashes glass negatives. This bebaviour finaUy provokes the normally

sentie BeUoc:q ID anger~ ID the point where he slaps Violet and yeUs "Sa this how you repay me?"

Violet's lack ofpower cornes into play al the end ofthe~ wben ber modIer axnes ID

retrieve ber. Althougb Violet is married and likely pregnant, she is still a cbild under the law and

Hattie informs BeUocq that the marriage is illegal without ber consent. Unable ID do as sile

pleases, Violet is taken away and dressed respectably acc:ording to ber age. WhiJe sbe is a

prostitute and after sbe marries BeUocq, Violet displays willfu1 bebaviour~ the onIy tilDe sbe

seems completely adoring is on ber weddiDg day. While she ought to be an uncontestiDg don,

Violet never is and she displays aU the complexities ofadolescence. Malle's nymphet is one tbat

should DOt he underestïmated.

Prettv Baby is a disturbing film al limes, partiaalarly the virginity auc:tion and the scenes that

foUow if. Acc:ording to Rose, tbese auetious were common front the mid to late IBOOs, with priees

rangiDg front 100 ID BOO doUars. (15) The film is remarkable partly because it would be difticult

to make it today. The laws and the mocbers ofyoung aetresses are quite vigilant. No one wouId

permit tbeir nubile twelve year~ld to be depieted spread-easJed on a bed draped only in a sbeet

and seemingly dead front ber tint experienœ ofsexual intercourse; but tbis is wbat follows the

furtive departure of the man who pays four hundred doUars for Violet. The unengaged prostitutes

dash up the stairs to Violet's room, and discover ber in tbis state, causing tbem ID tbink sbe bas

been murdered. Hattie rushes to ber dansftter's si. and VIOlet stops fakiDg and exc:1aims "WeB 1

Iike ID know wbere the heU y'aIl been? I~ve been lyin~ bere for bours!" l'bey a111augb and wben

VIOlet doubles 0\lCI' wiIh a aamp tbey boId ber and massage ber Jess. The auetion c:aIIs aaentioo
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to everything tbat is odious about the sale of tlesh and ils favours. The men are oId and stranse

looking, and Violet is beavily made up for the occasion. The camaraderie ofthe women foUowiDg

tbis is touching. They bave aU been tbrougb a similar experienc:e and tbey know tbat il huns~ but

tbat the pain goes away. It aIso makes one realize tbat this is DOt the way most girls part with tbeir

vïrginity. It is usuaUya far more secretive atrairy which œrtainly does DOt include a Iaugb with

your motber and ber friends afterwards. In Pretty Aeby. the brochet is a place wbere exploitation

and tendemess cao co-exist.

Tbere are many moments througbout Pregy Baby tbat empbasize the 'home' aspect of the

bouse. One is the diJmer scene in the kitcben, with the prostitutes and tbeir 'fanc:y men.• It is the

women·5 day offand the men want to play cards. BeUocq otTers to escort tbem aU to the tbeatre

or cinema. but they decide to play ....sardines," a version ofbide and seek, instead. The film is

fiUed with the daily detaiIs ofbrothellifey such as NeU soakiog ber fcet and counting the~

Hattie oursing William in the~ and Violet skipping in the front haUway. (t is these details

tbat give the film its balance oftendemess.

Preny Baby recreates a time in whic:h prostitution was legal and even somewhat socially

acceptable. To choose a cbild prostitute as ils focus lends the film a c:ontroversia1 edge, making a

debauc:hed era tbat muc:b more 50, witb the promise ofstolen innoœnc:e. But Violet is never a

c:hiJd in many ways. She does DOt know how to~ but sile knows aU about !eX, how sbe is

expected to bebave and wbat sbe is expected ta say. Violet retains the quaIity oftrying on aduJt

bebaviour to sec bow it tits, espeaauy in ber sc:enes with Bellocq. Wben he admonisbes ber for

pouriDg out sorne ofhis pbotograpbic cbemicals sbe stans ta cry, and wben he asks why, sile

replies with uuer sarcasm: "For joy! To amuse myseIf:~This delie:ate balance between grown up

airs and c:biJd-1ike bebaviour are wbat make VIOlet the Iuminous œmer ofPretty Baby. and the

performanœ is witbout a doubt the best work Brooke Shields bas ever doae.

Pregy Baby adaIowledges prostitutiœ as a set ofbebaviours and scripts, which the WOIIICIl

endIessly recycle. ft is aIso sometbiDg women do because tbey bave never kDown anytbiDg cise,
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and tbey stnaggle 10 overcome it or tbey acœpt it. Prostitution is sometbiDg ofa traditi~ passed

&am motber to daugbter untiI one decides to break with it. Just as~ shows us the liberated

woman may prostitute herself by choice. Pretty Baby shows us tbat women did and may

prostitute tbemselves out ofa Iack ofcboice.

MeCabe _d Mn. Miller

MeC. pd Mn. Miller is a period piece like Prcqy Baby. This film received a lot oferitical

attention due to the fact that it was directed by Robert Altman. bas a soundtrack by Leonard

Cohen. and stars Warren Beatty and Julie Christie in the title roles. The film is aIso beavily

discussed in film genre eircles in the elassic vs. anti-westem debate: does the film uphold the

conventions of the Western? Or is il a satire of the brave loner taming the frontier. and in tom

being tamed by the forces ofcivilizatioo and the love ofa gocxt woman? MeCabe and Mrs.

Miller tells the story ofa small-time gambier and pimp. John MeCabe (Beatty) and the madam

(Christie) who strikes up a partnership with bim in a bleak ftontier town. Mrs. Constance Miller is

played as a broad coclœey by the usually elegant Julie Christie. A significant departure &oro ber

roles in Oarlins and Or. Zhiyyo, she mueks in as a~ experienced madam who is

prepared 10 start up a "1irst elass sportin" bousen in the middle ofoowbere. ifMcCabe pots up the

money. Warren Beatty as John MeCabe is an endeariDgly "Iovable foolfl (Merrill" 84) who tries to

outsman a lot of lawyers and tbeir hin:d guDS. and ends up dyiDg aJone in the SDOW. while Mrs.

Miller seeks refuse in ber opium pipe.

McCabe and Mn. Miller otlèrs an interesting example ofthe tiImed prostitute mainly beeause

it is 50 far ftom the majority ofdepictions ofprostituti~wbich tend towards the image ofa

glamourous. sexy and tenderbearted wbore. The anti gIamour ofJulie Christie"s role is

aaxmplisbed DOt just by ber surroundings ofa barren, mud filled landscape. but by ber coarse

accent, duR brown haïr and wom out, slush coloured c:1otbes tbat reveal nodùDg ofber body. Mn.

Miller is in busmess for money, DOt because sile c:berisbes some notion tbat sile must tend

sexuaUy to the unforbmates ofthe worId. Sile is CODSideraIe ofthe women who work for ber, but
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il is more a matter ofgood business practice. MIS. Miller does bave reaI feelings for MeCabe and

sile is genuiDely kind 10 Ida Cayle.. the young widow sile takes in.. but ber kindness bas more 10 do

with ber personality tban with the fact tbat sbe is prostitutc. Unlike the kindness of the prostitute

in American Gilolo. tbat ofMn. Miller is DOt directly linked 10 ber prostitution.

The lypical role ofwomen in westerns is 10 represent the force tbat taIlleS the frontier and its

male iDhabitants. (Engle 281) Women and tbeir association with reügiOll and wholesome living

represent the civilization tbat is either embraœd or rejected by the men. Prostitution aIso

represents civilization,. but in its negative.. corrupting aspects. Prostitutes are often held up as a

highly visible marker ofurban decay and the failure ofcivilizatioo to brins legitimate prosperity.

The whorebouse in McCabe and Mn. Miller is the center ofthe community of Presbyterian

Church and symbolizes the corrupt enttepreneurial spirit. Prostitute cbaracters like Mrs. Miller

are created in the same spirit as great ·Iooe wolr male cbarad:ers in westerns. Mrs. Miller is

tough and determined. with ail the necessary skills to survive in a fiontier town. She frequent1y

veils ber emotions bebind a couse façade.. speaks plainly.. and wben faœd with defeat she

withdraws completely iota herself; aU qualities sbe shares with the legendary drifters.. gunfighters

and cowboys ofthe genre.

Gary EngIe'5 article deaIs comprebensively with McCabe and Mn. Miller as an anti-western.

The lypical western includes the~ ofa frontier setting, botb in tenDs ofgeography and

historical period costume and dialea. 't'I (Engle 268) Tbere is also ... a teDsÏOIl... between the values

ofsociety and the destructive nature ofsavagery.. with a resolutioo in favor ofsociety.'t'I (Engle

269) The western deals with ideas of"social progress and beroism't'l (Engle 269) EngIe divides

MeCabe and Mn. Miller iota two storylines..~ foundiag and growth ofa tiontier town... [and]

MeCabe's personal struggle for survival.77 (269)

Altman is intentionally usiDg western conventions~ systematically unden:ut the meaninp

traditionaUy associated wi1h tban.'t't (EngIe 270) ln cœtrast to the tigbter colours ofmore classic

westerns such as Sergio Leoae's Once Upon a Tg in the West. MeC. and Mn. Miller opens
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with ""AItman's expression ofa feeling ofgloom" (EDgle 270) emphasized by Leonard Cohen's

moody soundtrack. EngIe aptly describes Presbyterian Cbureb as a place tbat "gives the

impression ofbeing nm down without ever beiDg built up." (270)

The tint scenes of prostitution in the film show MeCabe negotiating the purchase ofthree

prostitutes in Bear Paw. He arrives in Presbyterian Cburcll witb the women. giving rise 10

··increased socialization." (Engle 271) The women work out oftents and tbey are seen in their

underwear, coats tbrown over tbeir sboulders as tbey throw out dirty water. One of the girls, the

youngest one, tries to stab a customer and MeCabe pulls ber of[ Something bas obviously

oœurred in this sœne, as the girl is bysterical and c:rying, but MeCabe is just as contùsed by this

as by ber earlier statement upon arrivai in Presbyterian Chu~ tbat she bas .~ go to the pot."

EngIe sees the steam engine tbat brings Mn. Miller and the mail order bride Ida (who Iater

beoomes one of Mrs. Miller"s prostitutes) as the arrivai oftecImology and further civilization to

Presbyterian Church. (272) He aIso points out tbat ··Mrs. Miller's sporting bouse, with ail its

importcd finery, bygiene, business organizarioD, and genuine Seattle whores, is the true source

and symbol ofcommunity spirit." (Engle 272) The whorehouse in the film serves a purpose

usually reserved for the cburcb. This is an carly iDdieator tbat aU is DOt as it sbould be for

McCabe and Mn. Miller to be a traditional western. l'be trappings ofcivilizatioD, sueh as running

water, come from the batbbouse, the building ofwhich is instigated by Mn. Miller. Sbe knows

tbat bathing is essential 10 any good whorehouse"s clients and den;nD, aloog with proper

inspection for the clap, 10 keep a bouse disease fn:e. The brotbel along witb the batbbouse, are

two ofthe first buildings 10 be fW1y complete structures in the~ while the church remains

unfinishcd inside, unable to bouse parïshioners.

This cootrast between the efficiency with wbich the batbbouse and wborehouse are ereded,

and the Iackluster work on the church is brougbt sbarply into fucus near the end ofthe film, wben

the minister is killed and the church catches on tire. WbiIe tbey rush to extiJIsuisb the f1ames,

-,œ townspeople are ÎIISeDSIble to humaD suftèriDg," SC\'Cral deatbs baviDg passed virtually
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• UD110tiœd in Presbyterian C1Iurch, "they are onIy interested in celebrating the preservation of the

form ratber tban the substance ofmorality." (Engle 274-274)

Altman disrupts the traditional western ~S notion ofberoism with the cbaracter ofJohn

MeCabe~ "a gambier and an operaror." (Engle 27S) Altman instead places ail the rigbt survival

skills and instincts in Constance MilIer~ a prostitutc who bas the tenacity ofa pioneerw~

without ret1eding the western~s association ofwœIeD with church. family~ home and civilizatioo.

Constance brings certain aspects ofcivilizatioo ta PresbyterianCb~ but in the company of

prostituti~something generally considered a social ill. MeCabe mes ta portray himselfas a

"fancy dude" with bis suits~ cigars, and affable humour. Mn. Miller sees througb bis façade

immediately, but the rest ofthe town does DOt catch on until he is in over bis head, retùsing ta

make a deal with the mining company. The keenness ofMn. Miller's insigbt into MeCabe is

•
apparent the first lime tbey meet:

She tells him quite bluntly tbat he bas ueitber the practical kDowledge ofhygiene
necessary ta prevent disease, DOt the psychological insigbt necessary ta dea1 with the
emotional idiosyncrasies ofprostitutes~nor a true perceptiOll ofpeople·s sexuaI appetites,
nor the taste neœssary ta satisf). these appelites profitably." (Engle 278-9)

Mrs. Miller demonstrates ber expertise and ambition in the &ce ofMeCabe·s inexperienaxl,

shoddy operation tbal sbe dismissively refers ta as "crib cows."

EngIe cites a previous study by John Cavelti, which says " ...women are the primary symbols

ofcivilization in the Western. As such tbey aImost exclusively serve as spoIœsman for the

traditioual Americ::an cultural institutions ofEdncati~Churcb and Marriage." (282) This is

certainly DOt the symbolic value ofMn. Miller, who cares for ber girls by ensuring tbey have a

proper bouse to live ~ bathing facilities~ and, as sile tells Ida Coyfe, aIlowiDg tbem a smaIl

persœal income. En@Ie points out tbat Mn. Miller is in CXJiIIIdÏtiOll with the forces ofchurdl and

marriage (282) tbrougbout the film. Sile tells MeCabe earIy on tbat wben prostitutes are aIlowed

ta sit around wben business is s1ow~~ times out oftal tbey tum to religion ·cause tbat's wbat

• tbey was borD wïtb."
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Marriage is DOt 50 much ofan issue in MeCabe and Mn. Miller as il is in otber westerns.

Tbere are bard1y any couples in the town to begin~ witb the exœptiœ ofthe barber and bis

wife who belp the prostitutes arriving from Seattle, and Sbeeban and bis wife who bep the

saloon, botel and generaI store. Ida Coyle, still young and lately widowed, becomes a prostitute.

Engle sees the sœne of Bartley Coyle's fimeral as --a graphie portrayal ofthe fiaiIty ofmarriage

as an ideal in these charaders' lives." (282) While EngIe views the excbange ofgIances between

Ida and Constanc:e as tbat ofa madam c:oldly recruiting a ·~rvous and pliable" (282) woman into

prostitutiœ; 1believe the intent is muc:h diffen:nt. Mrs. Miller's stare is one ofcompassi~an

aImost guilty gaze tbat lets Ida know sile cali come to work for ber 50 sbe will DOt starve. The

reaIity ofa dead husband in a place Iike Presbyterian Church could mean a tâte fàr worse tban

working in the brothel. The scene tbat foUows the fimeral is the one with ConstaDœ preparing Ida

for tire in the brothel. She is baviDg Ida try 011 camisoles. and sile COIDInents ")'011 really are

~ just like me" as !he carefulIy pins and adjusts the clothing tg fit Ida's petite frame. She

then gives ber advice on how 10 make sa easier, saYing sbe migbt even get 10 like it.

"Mrs. Miller is simply DOt the lypical Western woman. Nor does she perfonn the expected

woman's function of taming the central male figure by bringing him, tbrougb love, into barmony

with accepted cultural values." (Engle 282) Mrs. Miller does eue for MeCabe. Sbe tries to warD

him about the mining company's hired kiUers, sbe cooks for him near the ead orthe film and

demoDstrates sincere emotiOll wben sile says ~'llset you MeCabe! And tbey'U do something

awtùl to you." Despite ber bard exrerior, softened onIy by opium or a nigbt ott: and as mucb as

she punc:tures MeCabe"s ego for bis Jade ofbusiness sense, she eues enougb to urge bim 10 gel

out before the killers come for him.

Mn. Miller is in many respects the standard against which MeCabe's character is to be
measuœd. Rer ambitions are greater than bis. Rer knowledge exceeds bis. Herjudsment
is keeoer, ber view ofller prospects more reaIistic, and ber sense ofdetachment tiom the
commgnity more profouDd." (EDgIe 283)
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Mn. Miller~s survivalist instincts are complemented by ber sensitive core~ wbich wc sec

revealed onIy brietly to Mc::Cabe~and yet neitber ofthese tbings prevent ber suffering and defeat.

While she is DOt the prostitute with a beart ofgold, sile is capable ofhuman compassion.

Constance reaIizes in the end tbat DOt onIy will MeCabe never make a deal, (Engle 284) but that

··[h]e~ bliDd to the assured 1055 ofber dream of~ a boarding bouse in San Francisc::o~

interprets ber anguish only as evidenc::e tbat sbe loves bim" (Engle 284) So~ Mn. Miller must bear

the knowledge tbat DOt onIy bas sbe developed feelings for a man who is about to die~ but ber

dreams oflegitimac::y bave been bopelessly dashed by the same lover~s ineptitude. This is no

doubt what drives ber to the opium den, and il is ber pixilated gaze tbat closes the film.

Robert MerriU takes up the cause of fitting MeCabe and MIs. Miller into the mold of the

cJassic western in bis article "Aitman's MeCabe and Mrs. Miller as a Classïc Westem.~ He sees

the film as - ... tbat rarest of western subgenres~ a genuioe love story, ... [and] a moving

tragicomic tale ofstar-crossed (ifextremely faIlible) lavers.'- (Merrill 79) Merrill cites EngIe'5

article and even agrees with bim on certain points, but seems to bave a lot more genuine affec:tion

for the film and ils charac::ters. Merrill and Engle converge on their perception ofPresbyterian

Churc::h: ......DOt the lawless frootier town ofso many standard westems~ ... but il is raunc::hy and

amo~ the sort ofplace tbat bas DO lawman and wbose leading citizen is a pimp~" (Merrill 80)

wbose iDhabitant "are far more interested in McCabe~s wborebouse tban in Mr. Elliou~s cburcb."

(80)

Merrill makes the interesting observation tbat "[t]he onIy c:ommunal ties that seem to matter in

Presbyterian Church are economic." (80) It is economics tbat leads Mes. Miller 10 tic herself to

Mc::Cabe in the first place~ and il is the profitable running ofthe whorebouse tbat c::bietly oc::c:upies

ber. But Merrill aIso notes tbat the brotbel is portrayed in a homey, sympatbetic manaer (81) and

the prostitutes tbat work tbere are human and rather gœde with one another~as cao he seen ftom

the numerous sceoes ofsban:d grooming, and the birtbday party. ""Altman is sometimes critic::ized

for sentjo'Clltality in handling the whores and tbeirc~ but 1tbiDk he meaas ta bonor the
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• human desire for connection even al its most primitive manifestations." (Merrill 81) This notion

ofœnnectiOIl is key to leaming to appreaate McCabe iU!d Mn. Miller. but it is unclear what

Merrill meaDS by ~primitivemanifestations. ~ The most lüœly meaning is tbat fu1filling the oeed

for conncctiOll witb anotber penon by payiDg for sa with a prostitute is ratber shaUow? but

fitting considering the unsophisticatcd nature ofthe c:ommunity.

Many tbeorists? notes Merri1L sec the c:baraders ofJobn MeCabe and Constanœ Miller as

Mc:omic variations on the lypic:al western hero and heroine." (83) But he feels Mn. Miller is.. in

~ a very tragic: c:baracter, more 50 tban even John MeCabe. Mn. Miller sees the realities of life

in a way MeCabe never~ and it is ber very perceptiveDeSS tbat drives ber to escape in an

opiumhaze.

•

•

y~ Mn. Miller is more sensitive tban MeCabe, DO lcss loving, and finally even more
painfully the vietim ofher OWD dn:ams. Ifsile cannot lcam to trust MeCabe? as he bas
asked ber to do? sbe c:an lcam ta love him. And loving~ sile must sufTer the terrible
pain of separation and 1055 when MeCabe dies defeoding bis cooc:eption ofwbat ber lover
should be lïke. (Merrill85)

Mn. Miller's prac:ti~ business-lïke exterior is a legitimate pan afher cbaracter. Sile knows the

importanc:e of rwming a sua:essful, clean bouse in arder to make a profit. But the private self that

MeCabe c:omes to know as tbeir relationship progresses reveaIs a more human aspect. "Mn.

Miller knows ail too weU what happens ta tbose who tàil ta proteet lbemselves asainst an

unfiiendIy worl~" (Merrill 85) wbich may be the very reasoo sbe takes Ida onder ber win& and

wby sbe impatiently tries ta teU Mc:Cabe bow muc:h danger Ile is in. Merrill says ...... Mrs. Miller"s

rœl feeliDgs are everywbere apparent. The c:are tbat goes into ber traDsformatioo of the

wborebouse and ber treatrneDt ofber .girIs" points ta Mn. Miller~s true c:barader." Rather tban

interpreting ber retreat to the opium den as lIIlCU'ÏD& "ber expression as sbe waIks away sussests

tbat sbe cannot stand to see bim killed.'" (Merrill 85) Merrill aIso sussests Mn. Miller's

witbdrawal duriog the filial sc:enes as MeCabe and the hired kiUers tradt eadl 0Iber tbrough town.,

4s the ae:t ofsomeoae who kDows the ladies of~ but aIso the immense pain tbat will visit

the survïvor." (86)
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MerriU appreciates the film because "(u)nlike the anti...westems~ MeC. and Mn. Miller

presents cbaraders to wbom we respœd with sympathy ifDOt full app~ people who elicit

those comic and uagic responses ...." (86) Prostitution in McCabe and Mn. Miller is preseoted

sympatbetic:ally. The women obviously get a10ng with one another, as is apparent in the bathing

scene after tbey tirst arrive in Presbyterian Church. They splash one another~ sing and~

establishing a casual camaraderie~and the scene is shot to portray the realness of the women'5

bodies (there are no sadpted gym figures here). Altman even sets up a contrast with the men"5

voice-over telling stories about the supposed qualities ofa Chïnese girl~s~ju.~

with tbese very natu~ seemingly unselfc:œsc:ious images ofthe naked prostitutes.

The other major scene in whicb prostitution is given a sympathetic slant is the scene between

Ida and Constance. Rather tban portraying il as a sbamefu1 step down for the young widow~

Constance advises Ida about the similarities between prostitution and marriage. When Ida

complains tbat se:< is painful for her~ but that it was ber ...duty~ to aœommodate berhus~

Constance makes this anaIogy:

It weren~t your duty Ida. You did il 10 pay for your bed and board. And you"l1 do tbis 10
pay for your bed and board tao. And you gel to keep a littIe extra for yourselfand you
don~t have 10 ask nobody for DOtbing.

We know &am other instanc:es in the~ tbat Mn. Miller is as good as berwo~ sinœ the otber

women rec:eive packages ofdresses they bave ordered. implying tbey bave some money oftbeir

OWD. Later in the film, after the young cowboy cornes 10 stay for a~ Ida seems quite cbeerfW

in ber new line ofwo~ as she pily waves goodbye froID the brotbel po~ wearing the

unotlicial period drama prostitute unifonn: camiso~bloomers, black stoclcings and a shawl.

Mc:Cabe and Mg. Miller is geoeraIly admowledged as a film Ebat explores or upholds the

myth ofthe American west. It portrays a corrupt frontier town easily absorbed by the Iarger

forces ofcapitalism. The onIy place wbere people sean 10 rea1Iy œmect is the wborehouse, DOt

the unfinished clwrch. WhiIe the bearment ofprostitution cm be looked on as semilJ1alfal or

sympathetic, the fact !bat the town is supposed to be a kind ofpacific northwest Sodom and
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Gomo~ diminishes the positive image ofthe prostitutes. They tbemselves an: tiiend1y and

kind, but tbey an: perfonning tbeir duties in a moral wasteland.

MeC. and Millçr is aIso a love story between the foolish smaIltime crook MeCabe and the

~ poteDtiaIIy bugely suœessfW madam Constance Miller. Tbeir love elevates MeCabe9 S

charac:ter, making him seem more sympatbeti'\ and bis death more saddening. Mn. Miller9s love

for MeCabe makes ber a more human cbarader9 but aIso proves to be the weakness tbat prevents

ber ftorn ever realizing ber dream ofretirement to a respectable existence.

As with Preqy Baby. tbis film deals with prostitutes who want respectability. While none of

the orber women an: portrayed in enough detaiI to discem tbeir future desîres, Constance is

remarkably confident iD ber abilities as a prostitute and madam, wbiIe aIso dRaming ofa

respectable retirement. In Preny Baby, Hattie dreams ofgetting married and tben aetuaUy

sucœeds, n:tumiDg al the end ofthe film ta claim Viol~ aU the whüe looking and acting very

middJe class. Tbere are also simiJarities between the home-Iike abnospbere ofthe brotbels in

Preqy Baby and MeCabe and Mn. Miller. White we an: DOt treated to as mach detail ofdaily

brolhellife as in Pretty Rpioc Mrs. Miller'5 brothel serves as a home and workplace to the

w~ and as a gatbering place for the men. l'bere is an atmospbere ofmutual c:are among the

prostitutes in both films, underpinned by sœnes ofshared sroomïog and general camaraderie.

As witb ail the films presented bere, MeCabe and Mn. Miller is panly the story ofa prostitute

who faIIs in love. Like KbItc and Pretty Baby, McCabe and Mn. Miller ends sadly, witb the end

ofthe love aftàir. Rather tban choosiDg to leav~ Constance can ooly cboose DOt to wateh ber

lover die, and dUs is the onIy way sbe cau potentiaUy survive.

McCabe and MIs. Miller toits UDder the banDer ofan artistic western, made by a director

Imown for trying bis baDd al various genres. Altman; by bis own admissiœ, (Merri1l 79) set out

to maIœ a Western in bis OWD way and was DOl particularly interested in coaforming to the

conventioas ofthe genre exœpt in a very cursory manner. Wbetber he made aD anti westem or a

c:1assic is a decision for otber tbeorîsts. ODe tbing wbich is certain is ... in bis tep"- l'a'ion of

ss



• prostituti~ Altman crœtes a decidedly uagIamourous madam, gives ber ail the characteristics of

a top noteh cowboy~ and surrounds ber with plain~ COIlVentionally good natured

prostitutes~ witb a taste for religion and new dresses.

•

•
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Chapter rave: American Gil.

Amerigm Gigolo was regardai as pieœ ofnoir-styled t1uff with more Armani tban you couId

sbake a stick al wben it debuted in 1980, albeit one with a kiIIer openiJJg sequence SOUDd tracked

to Blondie's "CalI Me.ff While the film is hardly carried by Richard Gere, in the title role as the

gigolo Julian lCaye, il provides an intercsting contrast tG the image of the female prostitute and

opens up new ground in the presentation ofmale sexuaIity for a heterosexual female or gay male

spectator. As an overaU image ofprostituti~the film makes it seem bath lucrative and

glamourous. Gere is dressed head tG toc in Armani~ (Bruzzi 32) drives a Men:cdes, and caters

onIy tG rich older WomeD. He aIso, more tban any of the fanaIe prostitutes in the other films, bas

a heart ofgold. He bas an entire philosopby about wby he prostitutes himselfand prefers tG detiDe

wbat he does as "giving pleasure tG women," oever as seUing bis body. We aIso rarely sec any

diftèrence betwcen Julian -al work" and Julian in the rest ofhis lifc. While tilmic female

prostitutes are seen tG employ clearly defined adions and attitudes tbat separate their prostitute

persona from the rest of tbeir personality, Julian does DOt do this. While he poses as a chauffeur

or translator, it is always al the request of the client, in order ta mask bis presence &ont others or

ta make the client feel as ifsbe is seduciDg someone, rather tban paying for him.

Richard Dyer and Steve Neale bath contnbute tbougltts on the masculine image. Dyer in bis

article "'"Don't Look Now: The Male Pin-Up" points out that images olmen dcsigned to be

vicwed by women depie:t men lookiDg -eïtber otTor up ... [atl sometbing cise tbat the viewer

cannot sec.'" (267) Dyer suggests tbis pose exists in cootrast to the fi:male model'5 avened gaze

tbat admowledges the viewer. (267) This distinction between the two images... neitber ofwbich

contioot a viewer with a direct gaze.,. is made posstble by the societal conventiœ of"bow in a

public place... men couId look tiœly al WODICII.,. but that women couId only look back

surreptitiously, apinst the grain oftheir upbriDging.'" (Dyer 26S) Wbile dUs is becotning Jess ofa

convention in reaIïty, il is often main«ained in film. Dyer aIso menlÏoas tbat even when the male

gaze does coafrUllt the vïewer, he 66staœs al the vïewer."" (269)
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l'be idea of lookiDg (staring) as power and beiDa looked al as powerlessness overlaps
witb ideas ofactivity/passivity. Thus ta look is thousbt ofas active; wbereas 10 be looked
al is passive. In reaIity~ tbis is DOt truc. The model prepares ber- or himselfta be looked
~ the anist or pbotograpber constructs the imase to be looked al; and, œ the otber band,
the image tbat the viewer looks at is DOt summoaed up by bis or ber aet of lookiDg but in
c:oUaboration with tbose who bave put the image tbere." (Dyer 269)

Even while the male image is being looked at by a spedator il "must disavow chis element of

passivity" (Dyer 269) by appearing ta ignore the viewer~ or by staring the viewer down. Dyer aIso

points out tbat images ofmen are often aetive~ ifDOt din:ctly related ta sport. Wbile the active

male figure belps negate the passivity of the looked al image~ il aIso represents ';he relative

aftluenœ ofWestem society wbere people bave time to dedieate themselves to the developrneut

of the body for its OWD sake." (Dyer 271)

Amçriçan GilOlo is an exercise in die contradietiœs ofdisplaying the male figure ta a desiring

viewer~ wbetber male or femaIe. The first scene in wbicll we see Julian naked exœpt for bis

underwear is DOt (as is typical with female subjects~) while he is undressiDg, but while he works

out with weigbts and gravity booIs in bis apartment. Even the pure voyeurism ofchis scene is

undennined by the fac:t tbat Julian is practicing bis Swedïsh while he works out. Wben Julian

rigbts himself ta answer the pbooe9 wc are treated 10 a somewbat amusing sequence in which he

does sorne bip kicks and a few pelvic thrusts wbile cbecking bïmselfout in the mirror. While

this couId be interpreted as a satire ofmale vanity9 it seems unlikely judging by the overall tone

ofthe~ as a nMew of the film says "'[t]o Paul Sclnder~ being an American gigolo isn't a

nigldmare--it9s a pipe dream." (Scbift: 53)

Steve Neale's article Mascu1inity as Spectacle attempts to apply Laura Mulvey'5 notion ofthe

gaze 10 images ofmen in film. Neale sununarizes an argument ofJoim Ellis' 011 the multiple

possibilities of identifiœtion:

... identification is DC\'Cl" simply a matterofmen identifyiDg with male figures on the
screen and womeo ideDtifyiag widl femaIe fipRs. Cïoema draws on and involves lUDy
desires, many forms ofdesîre. And desire itseIf is mobile, fluid, cœstantly traDsgressiDg
identities, positions aad peoples. (Neaie 271)
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This idea ofa variety ofviewing positions is pan ofwbat makes psychoamlytic film critieism

applicable to more coatemporary cinema. However~ Neale aIso states that --in a beterosexual and

patriardJal society the male body c:aDDOt be marked explicitly as the erotic abject ofanotber male

look: tbat look must be motiwted in somc otber way~ its erotic compouent repressc:d.'" (280) This

tics in with Dyer~s notion ofthe active male body displayed under the guise ofsport for a desirins

audience~ the aetivity or upward gaze acting as a repression ofpotentiaI scxua1iWioo. This

tbeory, ofcourse, does DOt reaIIy deter a viewer ftom viewing a male image sexuaIIy iftbey~

it merely reasons wby images ofmen are presented in a certain way.

American OiJoIo presents the image ofa male prostitute~ but most often shows bim picking

out clotbes, tlirtiDg witbw~ and bebaving in a superior maDDCr. The film constantIy

exaggerates and stresses Julian's masculiDe beterosexuaIity, perbaps because bow he eams bis

living is considered morally wrong or demeaning. His entire outward appearanœ is a oontrast ta

the underworld he is implied 10 bave come from. Julian wears exquisitely tailored Armani suits,

bas a tastefully decorated~ and cao set into any good~ while the underside of

male prostitution is rcpresented by the pimp~ who wears prish suits, whose apartment

displays Andy Warhol posters ofmale buttoeks, and who bangs out in gay discos. lbroughout the

film tbere is a distinc:tly gay undercurrent ta Julian'5 immacuIate world: mat of the male bustier

and gay~ as most male prostitutes who work the streets eater ta male clients. Neaie even states

-male homosexuaIity is cœstant1y present as an UDdercurrent, as a potentiaIly troubliDg aspect of

many films and genres~ but œe tbat bas been deaIt with obliquely~ symptomaticaUy~ and tbat bas

ta be repn:ssed.,.. (286) This part ofJulian'5 workl and the people who inbabit il are portrayed as

degenerate, and even tbousb Julian takes a job front~ he stresses tbat titis is a singuIar

fàvour. The mere fac:t rbat he and Leon appear to bave Imown eadl otber quite weB for years

implies tbat Julian bas paid bis dues as a prostitute who did DOl always bave the privilege of

cboosing bis cliealS.
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Amerien <Ji&o1o:

l'berc are QlIIStaDtly moments in tbese films in which Hudson is presented quite
explicitly as the abject ofan erotic look. l'be look is usuaIly markcd as female. But
Hudson's body isfeminized in tbose moments, an indic:ation ofthe strength ofthose
conventioDs wbich dietate tbat only women can tùnctioo as the objects ofan expücitly
erolic gaze. Sudt instances of ~faninizatioD'tend aIso to oœur in the musical. the on1y
genre in wbicb the male body bas been unuhamedly put on display in mainstream
cinema in any consistent way. (286)

. This idea ofthe ~feminized~ male body seems 10 stem largeIy &ont ideas offetishism. claims

Neale quoting Mulvey: ~[tbe woman) wbose body, stylized and tiagmented by close-ups, is the

content ofthe film and the direct recipient ofthe spectator's look.." (285) The feminized male also

stems tiom popuIar notions about wbat WOIIICD generally prefer men to look Iike: a fit and defined

physique wbere the muscles are DOt exagerated. While tbere is littIe precedent for the male body

being fiImed coosistendy in this way, Americ:an GilOlo engages in this type of representatiOll,

preserttiog the male image ta a desiriog audience in mudt the same way women bave been since

the inceptiœ of popular cinema.

The moments in American Gilolo that stand out as those where Gere is the object are the

workout SCeDe and the love SCeDe. The workout sceDe, while undenniDed by the tàd tbat Julian is

doing sometbing inteUectual (leaming a Ianguase) while being eroticized is still etre..-tive in

presenting the male body in a styli. revealing way. The love scene, oddIy, does DOt foUow <Xl

the beels ofMichelle's (Lauren Huttoo) initial arrivai al Julian's apartmeIIt. Wben sbe comes by a

seœad time she teUs him she cannat stop tbinking about bim and he refuses ta taIœ money froID

ber. The love sceoe tbat follows shows the perfect, taDDed tlesh ofHutton and Gere segmented

into tarsos, legs, and bands against pale grey sheds. The love sœne breaks up the bodies in the

spirit of fetishism, but ratber tban heightening eroticism, dUs tedmique det1ates il in 1bis instance.

sexual intercourse looks totaIly mechanical. WbiIe shorcing !eX to look bod1 naturaI and sensual

wiIbout settins sIapped witb an Ne...17 or X ratiDg is difIicuIt, odIcr films bave doœ il
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• sucœssfully. The love scene wants to make Gere and Hutton the abjects ofan erotic gaze, but the

montage serves onIy to emphuize the rote-liIœ moboas ofon-screen coupling.

Ailer tbey bave finis~ Michelle asks Julian to teU ber about himselfand he repües '~just

made love didn't wc? Tbcn you Imow everything there is to 1mow.'9 rm DOt sure ifthis is meant

10 imply a kind of·unspoken language of love' intimacy, or wbetber Julian honestIy believes tbat

everytbiDg about him worth lmowiDg is imparted wbile baving sa. Wben Michelle asks why he

onIy bas sex witb olderw~ he lies in bed. tben gelS out and stands naked fiddling with the
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blind wbiIe he imparts bis reason for prostitution:

Wbafs the use ofbringing some hishscbooler to climax? Sorne silly teenager who sets
wet in the middIe ofthings and goes home to masturbate? No dIallenge. Has no meanïns.
l'be otber nigbt. the nigbt 1met you al the bote~ 1wu witb aw~ somebody's
motbcr. Mer hushand didn't aue about ber anymore. This woman badn"t bad an orgasm
in maybe tell years. Took me duee bouts to gel ber oft: for a while 1didn"t tbink 1wu
gonna be able to do it. Wben it wu over, 1felt Iike ('d doue somedùDg, something
wonhwbile. Who else would9ve taken the time. carat enough to do it rigbt?

WhiIe he says this, Julian rises ftom the~ and goes to the window. The camera draws badt

nom bis nudity9 revealing a I~ tannc:d body and stark white buttoeks, but al a distance. Sot

while the viewer cao easily sec Julian's body, it is tumed away ftom the viewer and ftom

Michelle lying on the bed. and DOt featured in close-up. These sequences mark Julian as the

object ofan erotic gaze, but the ways in which the film tries ta make him erotic are DOt always

effective.

Neale COŒludes bis article witb the assertion tbat ... [m]ascuJinity, as an ideal atI~ is

impücitly known. Femininity is, by~ a mystery. This is one ofthe reasoas wby the

repraentatioo ofmascuIinity, botb inside and outside the cinema, bas been sa rarely discussed.~

(286-7) This idea tbat wc know wbat men are permeates SOlDe more simplistic arguments, but

Neaie is quite rigbt to imply tbat mascuIinity is just as complex and warrants as much discussion

and aœ1ysis as femininity in cinema. American QiaoIo presents the male prostitute as someoae

who cares about bis clients, who is solicitous oftbeir pleasure and who is aIso cœscious ofbeiDg

an enpsing c:ompanion. AIl Ibis he does out ofbis feeling tbat wbat he is doiDg is "worthwbiIe"
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and tbat he likes the cbaIlense aider women proville 10 bis miDd and body. While Julian is

somedùDg Iike the idea ofthe seasitWe~ it is tainted by the fiu:t tbat he provides pleasure and

companionship in excbange for money implying women couId oever expect tbese things front

their husbands or even mm other young men.

Before moving into a discussion of the film as viewed by more recent theorists~ let US examine

Stephen Schiff's review ofthe film from wben it debuted in 1980. He caUs Americ:an GilOlo"· a

new~ passive version ofthe male bimbo: man as plaything.~ (Schif( 52) While he acknowledges

tbat the film bas a "cool~ gIassy and elegantn (Scbïft: 53) visuaI appearance~ and tbat direc:tor Paul

Schrader bas developed bis style since bis previous effons~ SchitTstill pans the film ~s plot as "'lbe

work ofa man unwilliDg 10 look bis subjec:t in the eye.n (53) Scbiffseems 10 abject mostIy 10 the

fac:t that. in bis opini~ the film tries ta be more tban it is. Sduader wants Julian Kaye to be ... a

superior man who believes himselfabove the law, above illogical and outmoded morality,.,

(Scbïft: 54) wben bis greatest asset is really '11is savoirfaire and bis impeccable taste in clothing

and décor." (Schiff 54) Schiff a1so dislikes the film'5 '''myth-erazy paean to the culture of

Jacuzzis and rollerskates" (55) and Iaments the selection ofRicbard Gere for the tille role~ as a

replaœment for original choic:e., John Travolta. (55) Schiffdemands more from the film about

wbat aetuaIly goes tbrousb the miDd ofJulian Kaye: "wbat he feels wben he's escorting a lady

around town or convinciDg ber sbe'5 desirable." (56) While ScbitF5 comments are largely

approp~ the demand to know more about Julian Kayalmost S(Mlnch as ifbe would prefer a

male version ofBree Daniels., in which viewers would be treated 10 Julian's intimate thoughts. Of

course~ it is entirely possible tbat Julian Kaye bas notbing 10 tell., so absorbed is he in the work of

majnraining bis glossy magazine image.

The reœnt film Deuce Biplow: Malç Giaolo.. takes the opportunity to spoofsome ofthe

eJements ofScbrader"s film.lt is the story afa fish tank cleauer., Deuc:e., who tums ta prostitution

in order 10 make repairs 10 the expensive aparbDeDt ofa Julian Kaye-esque male prostitute. We

tint meet the gigolo Anton as he drives up to bis aparbDeIIt b"iJcting in a siIver convertible to the
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strams of "caU Me" by Blondie. Rakishly tossing bis clark bair, he aUows bimselfto he led inside

by bis gorgeous bloode client. Anton is played as an affected piec:e ofeuro-trash who collects

antique weapons. He wears loose pale suits in the maœer ofJulian Kaye, and works out with

gravity boots, a device used to comic effect Iater in the film wben Deuce gels stuck in tbem while

the kitehen catches on tire. Anton necds someone 10 eue for bis ailing Iionfish while he is away

in Europe, and Deuce accepts. He ends up ruinins Anton's fish tank and must come up with the

money ta replace it before he retums. Wbat ensues are a series ofattempts al prostituting bimselt:

during which Deuce actually manages to IlOt bave !eX witb any ofthe women he goes out WÎ1h.

Like Julian, police trail Deuce tbroughout the film. Ofcourse, Deuce'5 police adversary differs

considerably ftom Detective SODday, appeariDg as an exaggeratedIy hostile, insec:ure man who

iDsists œ sbowing Deuce bis penis and specuIating on ils various aiIments. Deuce finalIy takes

one Iast job as a prostitute, and discovers it is the cop's wife he bas been enlertaining with bis

striptease. Wben the cap confroots Deuce again, it is revealed !bat he wants 10 arrest Anton

becallse bis wife was a client. and ber behaviour was due entirely ta the fact tbat bis penis is tao

thin. In American GilOlo, Julian Kaye and Detective Sunday bave a relatively cool relalionship.

SODday implies he wants to know how Julian manages to be 50 successful withw~ and

Julian aœedes ooIy tbat Sunday ougbt to start dressing better, reveaIing none ofbis secrets.

Deuce adUaIly gives bis adversary advice CIl how to treat women, and teUs him ta stop obsessing

about the size ofhis genitaIs.

The film coostantly converts ail feminine terms related ID prostitution into masculiDe ooes:

';';man-whore," "mangina;" --male madam ," ete, in orcier to empbasize the bererosexua1 nature of

the prostitutiOll takiDgp~ distiDguisbiDg il tiom the bomosC'mal associations ofthe term

4Iustfer." It is inten:sting 10 DOte tbat the terms "bustier" or "gigolo" are never appüed to Julian

Kaye, but tbat Anton caUs bimselfa gigolo. l'be ward gisolo is fàirly comïc, given the

associatiœs il bas with the soug ~Just a Gigolo" and tbat il is DOt the sort ofward anyone wouJd

use ta ar;tt13l1y describe a man who prostitutcd himselt:
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Deuce refuses ID tum in bis "man-pimp" Tol., and is brousbt up on charges ofprostitution.

Fortunately, aU bis clients liIœ hint 50 much tbat tbey testify in bis fàvour, saying tbat wbile tbey

paid hint, il was DOt for !eX. Deuce reconciIes with the girl he tndy loves (an amputee wbose

sorority sisters paid for hint to takc ber out), and order is more or Jess restored. Deuce Biplow:

Male GilOlo presents prostitutiœ as a joke. It hinges on the idea tbat an average guy who is

underpaid can make il as a prostitute without baving to bave !eX, but gelS paid anyways by being

silly, amusing and nic:e to women who suftèr ftom unusual i1Inesses or are pbysically different in

someway.

Peter Fraser is one of the many critics to take up the cause ofgiving Amçriçan GilOlo "a

better reputation" (91) in bis anicle "Americ:an Gigolo and Transœndenral Style.'" He claims that

because the film'5 ending "·prompted laugbter for original audiences" (Fraser 91) il was

subsequeotly given poor reviews. It was acaased ofeverything from sexism to simply conforming

tao closely to Schrader's own theoretical ideas about fiImmaking. (Fraser, 91) However, ils style

was frequently praised, especiaUy the use ofcolour and the noir style il sbares with K1ute.

"'Noir clausttophobia and neurosis are present in the film througb lighting and camera work

creating vertical planes, brooding sbadows and compositional tension," (Fraser 92) in much the

same wayas~. The Iwo films shan: a similar pretensioo to European art~ as weU as

muted colours, and noir conventions set on eitber end ofan intluential decade in American

cinema. While~ was praised for ils style and compelling pl~ Ameriqn GilOlo wu ignored

despite the fac:t tbat il shares many ofKlute'5 good quaIïties. Fraser points out tbat the plot is a

classic example offilm noir .... Julian Kaye (Richard Gere) is a self-govemed protagonist

surrouuded by duplicitousw~ implieated in a crime oftbeft and murder, closed in by a

corrupt city." (92)

Fraser stresses the filIseness ofthe gIamourous atmospbere created by the opening shots of

AmeriBn GiFJo. '"'... [T]be style ofmontage typical offasbionable advertisemolts~" he adds,

empbasizes tbat '1his worId bas stability only tbrough artifice, DOt subsrance." (Fraser 92)



• Julian's entire imase is just M. His upper class bebavioun are leamed expressly to pass into the

reaIm ofthe Los Angeles elite. At one point, bis madam , AnDe, is beratiDg bim: "1 made you

Julian. 1taugbt you everything you know. How to dress, how to ad, how to treat women, how to

makc love." Julian's imase is contrived 50 he will never be suspected of being a prostitute upon

first inspection. He masquerades as a translator, a cbauft"eur, a decorator; wbatever is necessary to

conceal bis true profession from bis cüeDts' peers. While this works most of the time, as Julian's

life spirals out ofcontrol, Michelle's jealous husband remiDds bim ofthe precarious social

position he occupies as a prostitute to the wealtby,~ou live off the good graces ofa small

number ofpeople."

Ameriçan Gilolo quotes severa! noir films directIy,~ most dominant and suggestive
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beïng... the Robert Bresson film PickpJcket." (Fraser 92) The eading in panicular is taken aImost

directly ûom Bresson, aœording to bath Fraser and SchifE Fraser aIso notes tbat Sduader is

""imitating the camera style of fixing upoo tbose pans ofhis protagonist's body wbich are the

tools ofhis illicit trade, particularly bis profiled face and terso." (93) Schrader's quoting of

Bresson leads Fraser to identify~ fundamentaI tension ofthe narrative;~ wiU Julian set out

ofthe trap set for hint, but will Julian recogniz.e the disparity between bis self-perception and the

wayodlers perœive bim." (93) Despite aU the efforts made to disguise Julian's œal profession,

people Iike Mic:beUe's husband bave 110 trouble idcntifying bim, "( know a wbore wben 1sec

ODe." Julian is the only one wbo seems entirely convinced by the imase he projects.

Wbere American GiFlo reaIly stans to redeem itself is in "an aaempt to create an American

versiœ ofthe traDsœndenrai style maoifest in the films of Robert Bresson, Vasubiron Ozu aDd

Carl Dreyer." (Fraser, 93) Schrader studied tbis style closely in bis own anaIyticai work:

Schradcr defined transœndental style in film as a tedmique tbat strips away conventiœal
interpretive devices or "screens" used by fiImmakers to confonn tbeir narratives to higber
ideas and replaces tbem witb narratives tbat œduce to simple ritualistic formulas wbich
open to large traasrewJent ideas wbeD seeD in pure fonD. He compares Ibis film style to
medieva1 cbun:b icoaotp'aphy: a sparse surface made t1at and typical cames to evoke a
rich spiritual ctimension tbat inspires awe in the observer seasitive ta iL (Fraser 94)
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AItbougb the style claims to do away witb interpretive devices, traDsœndental style bas its own

conventions. Scbrader detiDes tbese œnventiœs in an uasatisfactorily Ioose manner as

...... irrationalism over rationalisrn, repetition over variation, sacred overp~ the deific over

the humanistic, inteUectuai reaIism over optical rea1isrn, two-cümensiœal vision over three­

dimensiooal vision, tradition over experinleDt, anooymity over individualizatiœ." (Fraser 94)

There are three parts ta a film made in the transœndental style: 44recognizable person(s) in a

recognizable situation with a few options and a predidable fùture," foUowed by '1be entranee of

the some element ofdisparity in this WiWilOO world," unbI finally 44a climax occurs wbich

focuses the everyman into participation with the disunity in the world." (Fraser 94) This in tum

produces ua moment ofUIUCSOlved but recognized disparity... aUow(ing) for an embraœ ofbotb

the OOliiiDunplaœ aDd the tensiuns built into il aDd 50 projec:ts boIh the film subjec:ts aDd

specrators 10 a position tbat uaoscends the iDitial position, ... compressring] the entire film into a

single, profOUDd frame." (Fraser 94)

Amença" Gilolo conforms perfec:tly ta this pattern. The opening sequence presents a t1at,

shiny montage ofJulian's gIamourous lile. We sec immediately that most ofwbat Julian owns is

bought fur bim by the rich women he bas sex with. The element ofdisparity cornes ftom Leon

wben he phones and asks Julian 10 oover a trick for him, which tums out ta be the kinky Rymans.

Mrs. Ryman Iater tums up dead, aDd Julian, haviDg made love ta ber the night sile wu kiUed, is

the main suspect. The climax wbere Julian is fon:ed to panicipate in disunity occ:urs wben he

accidenta11y kills Leon. Julian WilÛ'OIltS Leon in bis apartment, and Leon cœfesses ta the set up

becanse he uever reaIly liked Julian in the tint plaœ. In a fit ofrage, Julian nasbes al Leon and

hoists him over the balcony, holding him uPSidc down by bis feet in the hopes of intimidating

bim. Leon süps out ofbis boots and fàIIs ta bis deatb. l'be film's real transœfMlental moment

occ:urs in the fiDaI sc:ene wbere Michelle tells Julian sbe bas giveD bim an ahbi and he will be

free. Julian presses bis forebead against MicbeUe's band tIuougb the glass. The prostitute is
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• redeemed througb the pure love ofa~ and the COiidlkHlPIace jail c:ubic:le bec:omes the

confessiooal in whic:h the sinner is c:leansed

Fraser confinns the idea tbat Julian ·~is always an abject ofcuriosity and desÎle~ but never a

knowable human being." (95) He says tbat Mic:beUe ;;;;Ioves bis~ but we bave seen him

primarily as a body." (Fraser 95) This ec:hoes Sc:hifrs c:omplaint tbat we get very little ofwbat

makes Julian Kaye tic:k. He bas a femaIe love interest williDg to jeopardize ber DOt inconsiderable

social position to save hint wben others bave refused. and yet tbere is 50 littIe ofhis personaIity

on sc:reen that it becomes diffic:ult to understaDd why Julian Kaye warrants suc:h <:are. Possibly

Sc:hrader wisbes ta make the point tbat everyone deserves love~ even prostitutes~ even tbose who

reveallittle oftbemselves.

•

•

However~ Fraser aIso notes the ··antiseptic" (96) quaIity of JuIian~s existence~calling hint

""Oawless and boring.'~(97) MicbeUe's c:baracter gives credenœ ta this when she complains about

Julian's approadl ta sex: "-when you make love you go ta wo~'~ implying a certain mechanistic:

technique. Julian is handsome~ judging by bis repeat business, an ac:complisbed enougb lover~

but what bas satistied other women wben tbey pay for hint, frustrates his girlfiiend. Julian <:an

imitate physic:al intimacy to such an extent tbat he is incapable of rnaking bis body reac:t

clifferendy to the autbentic: situation.

Love bas bcen reduc:ed in the carly part of the film to sexuaI gratification, and tbis is
çOII(1em"cd in Ju1ian~s experience; yet, the relationsbip between Julian and Mic:helle bas
never been detioed apart from sexual gratification. In the tinaI union of the lovers, tbere
is DO iDdie:atioo ofdeep pain and humility for eïtber. Julian goes ûee, apparently back to
prosperity~and he gets the girl. (Fraser 99)

The relatiooships tbat Julian c:ultivates with bis clients are based on sexuaI gratification in

exchange for money and do DOt preserve him in the faœ ofpersecution. No one wants to provide

him with an alibi beca"se none ofthe women want to admit to being with a prostitute. Julian and

Mic:beUe become involved initiaIIy as prostitute and clieDt, but then as lovers wben Julian teDs

ber he does DOt want ber 1DOIICy. AIIbough tbey spend. timc togefher, the œ1y time we reaI1y see

tbem talking is in the Cbinese restaurant wbeœ Mic:beIIe teUs bim about ber UDbappy marriage,
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but Julian remains ment about bis own Iife. Beamse ofthe absenœ ofdetaiIs ofthe relationship,

the reunion ofthe lovers at the end does sean laclring in depth ofemotïon. Michelle appean

bappily sereue at the sacrifice sile is making, and Julian seems nodUng 50 much as reüeved and

resignedly gratetùI tbat someone bas ûeed him from this iDexorably weIl.Jaid trap.

Fraser CODcludes with the assertion !bat "it is Schrader's search for a unified vision tbat bas

become the source ofbis iatensity." (100) Fraser feel5 tbat while Schrader strives to emulate the

.~n directors he 50 admires, bis tilmic vision ofthe world is IlOt yel fully formed and

thïs, ifanything, is wbat man Amçrigm Gilolo for Fraser. "A.merican Gigolo may DOt sucœed as

a complete~ but the depth ofvision, teebnical !Ikia and sincerity ofinterest tbat it

underliœs compels attention and promises a fuIfillment. (Fraser 1(0)

Sharon Willis contributes a cbapter on bath Ameriga GilOlo and To Live and Die in L.A. in

the anthology SeductiQll pd Tbeorv. Her foc:us is"tiaming the male body as spectacle... [and

the) inversion oftraditional cinematic rodings ofsexual difference.'" (Willis 48) For Willis,

sexual diftèn:nce is represented on film - ... in spaœs coded to represent culture, higb art, and

good taste, which are established by contrast to the menace of the COIIUI1OI1, the vulgar, the

popuJar, and the lower class." (48) American Gigolo illustrates tbis with its juxtaposition of

Julian's bigh class, designer label, antique buying, white beterosexuaI reaIm and Leon's lower

class, street fashion, mass produced pop an, black homosexuaI wortel, or as Willis Iater pUIS it

"the cbaracter with the best taste is the good guy." (56)

"Americtm Gigolo is explicitly struetured around the male body as a feminized display,

excbange obj~ in the figure ofa male prostitute." (Willis SS) Willis notes tbat wben Julian is

ûamed for murder, it comes with "the implicit tbreat ofa social tàll back into the world ofthe

streets and gay discos." (55) Wben Julian tint aaives at the Ryman bouse, he is immediately on

the offensive becansc he onIy sees the husbaDd, "Look Misfer, someone's made a mistake beœ. 1

don't do tàgs." He takes the trick for Leon, eveD tbousb he knows tbat most ofLeon's prostitutes

and clientele are homosemal, and tben is surprised at the possibility tbat the trick migbt involve
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• gay scx. Julian seems to bave escaped from the streeIS, baving moved up the prostitution ecbelon

enougb to choose bis clients. He is offended at beiDg raninded ofthe time wben he worked for

Leon exclusively and bad to do wbat wu asked ofbim by the client.

Harkening back ta WIDIllCDts on the feminized male, Willis sbares tbis opinion ofJulian Kaye.

At the same lime as the cbaracter is being cast in a fi:miniDe pose (in bis work as a
prostitute who circuIates amoag wealtby fanale clients, in bis femjnized name, cbaDged
ftom Julian to Julie, and in bis ritualistic relation ta costuming and display), bis efforts to
avoid beiDg framed for the crime engage a vigOfOUS effort ta ward off'feminization.
Bec:ause he resists domiDatiOll by female procuren, he faUs out ofthe relay ofpower and
influence tbat could proteet bim froID tàIse accusation. (Willis 55)

•

•

Willis links feminization with Julian'5 prostituti~ admowledging tbat il is primarily women

who bave !eX for money. The &ct tbat Julian fils the most stereotypical image ofthe booker with

a beart ofgolel, aIso SOCS towards bis feminized cbaracter. The assertion ofbis male

iDdependence by retùsing the help ofw~ wben be would be beaer otTaIlowing himselfto be

proteeted in Ibis case, makes bis criminal coovietioo tbat much easier for bis enemies. While he

does ki1I bis enemy Leon. assertins a traditionally male rigbt in the narrative, he is still tinaIly

preserved by the actions ofa woman.

To return to the association ofaestbetics and sexuality, '·Julian is coded as a COIIDOisseur; in

one sequence he accompanies a date to Sotbeby's and advises ber on purcbases." (W"dlis 56) ln

the same sequence, Julian adopts a silly German accent and foppish mannerisms preteneting to be

ber gay fiiend or decorator, wben he and bis date run into an acquajntaJJL-,e ofbers. Willis aIso

notes the marked contrast between the aparImeDts ofJulian and Leon:

At the final conftootatiOll between Julie and Leon. Leon"Sapartment is preseoted as
garishly and vulgarly decorated (in contrast 10 Julie's tastefidly sparse, gray-waIled, traek
ligbted home). Furtber, Leon is seated on a couch in tiont ofa painring tbat dominates the
~ and wbich represents a series ofmen'5 buuocks, tbus emphasiziDs bis dcvïance. It
is as ifhe is iDcriminated by bis taste in art. (56)

The painting, incom:ctIy ideDtified by Fraser as the image ofa ftexed ann (96), is in filet a

triptych ofsiIk-screened Andy Warhol posters ofmen's buttocb. By art standards Leon's taste is

curiously good, (and JuIiaD's ratber bland) in COIIb'aSt to the otber visual detaiIs. But. Warhol wu
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• a say artist fascinated by the male posterior, and tberefore the art is definitely sbortband for

Leon"s "devianœ."

•

Anpjç;m GilOlo DOt onIy presents Julian as an abject 10 be admired and fantas~~an

clement in a stilllife," (Willis 59) but bis "ciOlbing is monumentaIized in a way tbat sugests

advertising." (57) Julian"s apartmeDt is tiIIed with drawer upon drawer ofshirts and ties. In the

dressing sequence, difTerent combinations are displayed on the bed, as if in a store display.

Because Julian"s clothing is wbat shields or identifies bim, it is given a fetishistic importance.

(Willis 57) The film ""reduces ail objects-inclucting human ones to the same status," (Willis

60) an abject that cao be purcbased for the rigbt amount ofmoney.

Amcriçan Gigolo shows us the male prostitute body, but rarely gives us bis tbougbts. We are

only treated to bis benevolent "wbore with a beart ofgokr philosophy, that he enjoys giving

pleasure to women who cannot gel it anywbere else. Like otber prostitutes, bis image is vitally

impo~ perbaps even more 50. Julian is threatened by homosexuality and strives to escape

ftom any hint of it in bis liCe. Unlike the female prostitutes examined in this tbesis, Julian is the

onIy one preserved by love and wbose relationship is implied to continue successfully. American

Gilolo gives us the image ofa prostitute who bas !eX for money only incidental1y.. who is driven

by bis desire to give pleasure.

Coadusioa

The image ofthe tiImed prostitute is identified tint by clCJlbiD& then by bebaviour and

• attitude. Sometimes clothing is meant ta disguise the prostitute. This happens in~ and
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Amerien Gigolo. In~ Bree Daniels is trying to stop being a prostitute and tiequently wears

tàsbiœable clotbes ofthe cm wbetber sile is workiDg as a prostitute or DOt. This allows ber to

move tbrough the city as an anoaymous citizen. Bree altemates quite clearly between a tougb,

streetwise prostitute persona and a more nervous, gentle persona. In Amcriçan Gilolo, Julian

Kaye masquerades as a member ofthe leisured class. He dresses in designer suits untiI the end

wben he is tryiDg to elude bis pursuers, and he adopts casuaI, unremarkable clotbes. Julian~s suits

allow bim to be seen in expensive restaurants.. but tbey aIso identify him to the women he services

as a particularly high priced prostitute. Julian's personality is sometbing ofan enigma, leaving us

in the clark. He appean tofa1ly open, yet reveals bardly anything ofbimselfand he does tbis

consistelldy wbetber he is working or DOt. In Pretty Baby and McCabe and Mn. Miller.

prostitutes are identified by tbeir state ofundress and tbeir simpering attitude towards male

clients. Prostitutes wear camisoles, bloomers and bladt stoekings, slips, short robes and

sometimes evening gowns. They~ laugh and flirt constantly with the men and ail the sexual

adivities take place iDside brotbels. The prostitutes tend to employ bighly identifiable phrases aod

sets ofbebaviour when they are with clients, differing considerably ftom bow they ad with one

anotber.

1bree ofthe films c:ontain elements ofvoyeurism. Kh& Preqy Baby, and Ameriçan GilOlo

foc:us OB the bodies ofprostitutes. KbItc and Amerien GiaoJo bath take tbeir eue &am film noir,

creating a claustrophobie atmospbere in which the prostitute is watebed by police and aimiuls.

Tbese two films also Cocus on tbeir respective stars~ bodies. Jane Fooda in~ is a bmless

urban woman of 1971 with feminist Jeaningc. Her taut body is gIimpsed several times, set offby

fonn tiUins swearers and dresses. Amerjen Giaolo displays Richard Gere's ligbtly muscled torso

rqJeatedly to the vïewer. He worb out in bis underwear, waIks arouud bis apartment without a

~ and wears tigbt jeans. Pretty Baby bas elements ofvoyeurism tbrougb the presence of

pholography. WhiIe the film is set in a wborebouse and natura1ly shows women partiaIly naIœd in
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the Ç()UfSC ofthe stary, it is the re-stagiDg SOlDe ofthe photos ofErnest Bellocq, tbat focus on the

body, particularly tbose ofHattie (Susan Sarandon) aud Violet (BrooIœ Shields)..

AlI tbese films are love stories. The protagonists find love with difticulty and often bave

trouble really CODDeding with the persan tbey love. They must eventually break clown the façade

they bave erected (usually in order to divide the private penon ûom the prostitute) in orcier to

reaIize love. Kbg eDds ambiguously. We never set to find out ifBree and Klute end up togetber,

since Bree"s voiœ over undermines the image ofber leaving with Klute. In Pretty Baby, Violet is

forc:ed to leave ber husband. Violet is a minor and bas DO cboice but to comply witb the wisbes of

ber newly respectable motber, even tbough sile loves BeUocq. McCabe ,nd MIs. Miller sees

MeCabe killed trying to stand up to the bounty bunters while Mrs. Miller duOs ber pain witb

opium. Amçrien Giaolo is the ORly ODe ofthe films tbat ends optimistically. MicheUe gives

Julian an alibi and be grarefully bows bis head to ber band. One assumes be will go free and tbey

will be togetber.

AlI these films bave urban seaings except MeCabe and Mn. Miller. The natura1 setting for the

prostitute is the city and even though MeCabe and Mn. Miller places them in a rural setting, the

whorebouse attraets people to Presbyterian Church because il is in the style ofa big city brotbel

and is staffed by prostitutes from Seattle. The idea of the tilmed city as a plaœ ofdissoluti~

excess and sexua1ity aIIows for the existence ofthe prostitute. OnIy in a city is the anonymity or

discn:ti0ll required for sex workers and tbeir ,=lients possible. l'be city in~ and Amerjçan

Qiaolo provides the necessary anonymity to the prostitute, but aIso makes Bree and Julian casier

targets for crime. PreIty Baby shows littIe ofNew Orleans, but it is the city"s decadence tbat

pennits the existence of the red ligbt district wbere Violet lives.

AlI the films attempt ta give reasons for wby the cbaracters prostitute tbemselves.~ gives

economic reasoas~ as weB as ODeS reIatcd ta Bree's self~. Bree is a prostitute beca"sc sbc

feels it is a good way to make fifty doUars quiddy, and because sile enjoys the atteIItiœ and sense

ofcœtroL The prostitutcs ofPreIty Rpby represeat aD era and loc::ation in wbich it was eootmm
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• to be borD into prostitution. They bave BeVer clone anything else and tbey bave 110 support system

aside &om the brotbe~wbich becomes like tbeir home. MçÇabe and Mn. Miller's ConstaDœ

Miller is a madam becta"sc sile bopes to make enougb money to leave prostitution, but Iikc Bree~

sile excels al ber profession. American Gilolo gives no otber reasoo tban tbat Julian Kaye loves

pleasing women, and the money is aImost iDcidentai to bis sense ofaccomplishment.

Tbere are cenain commonaIities wben examining the image ofthe prostitute in film and 1bave

identified sorne oftbem in Ibis tbesis. Wadùn the limited scope ofa few films 1bave tried to bring

out wbat is interesting and telling about the prostitute cbaracters in tbese four films. 1bope tbat

my researdl will serve as a starting point for more work in this~ as 1Ceel the image of the

prostitute bas a great deaI to tell us about bow we view sexuaIity. particularly women·s sexuaIity,

as a society.

•

•
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