Vibeke Pedersen:

Male and Female Spectator

Positions in the Big

(Hawks 1946)

ma”' Laura Mulvey discusses how classical Hol-

lywood cinema is structured to satisfy a male
spectator by allowing for identification with a power-
ful hero, and offering a gaze at the women as an
object. One of the points of Mulvey’s article is that the
Hollywood Cinema offers the male spectator two ave-
nues of escape from the castration anxiety, either
voyerism — that is investigation or punishmet of the
guilty object — or fetishism — disawoval of castration.

Anette Kuhn maintains in her article: "The Big
Sleep — a disturbance in the sphere of sexuality”™” that
this dual attitude towards women, the rejection of the
female as dangerous and morally inferiour or the
acceptance of the femaleness that can be subjected to
male standards, is the main theme of The Big Sleep.

I am interested in The Big Sleep as an object of ana-
lysis for several reasons. First of all I have been won-
dering why not only men, but also women are still very
fascinated by the film. It clearly has something to offer
women as well as men, and therefore it can be seen as
an illustration of Mulvey’s theory as well as a chal-
lenge toit. It certainly demonstrates the necessity of a
discussion of female spectatorship — a discussion that
was not yet the purpose of Mulvey’s article.?

Secondly, the interesting thing about Film Noir in
general is that the male/female dichotomy is not static,
but a process. Women have some subjectivity, which
alsoisrepresented in the visual style, as pointed out by
Janet Place:

I n her article " Visual pleasure and narrative cine-

Sleep

The strength of these women is expressed in the visual style
by their dominance in composition, angle, camera move-
ment and lighting. They are overwhelmingly the composi-
tional focus, generally centre frame and/or in the fore-
ground, or pulling focus to them in the background. They
control camera movement, seeming to direct the camera
(and the hero’s gaze, with our own) irresistibly with them
as they move.”

According to Mulvey, in the classical Hollywood
cinema, the man is represented as a figure in a land-
scape, while the woman is an icon, put up as a specta-
cle for the male gaze.

But it is already obvious from the Place quotation,
that women in Film Noir are not only represented as
passive icons, but that the representation is more
ambiguous.

Anette Kuhn says that The Big Sleep is about the
riddle of the feminine, and that this is the riddle the
detective has to solve. While in the beginning both
women are shown as degenerated and enigmatic, a

_differentiation soon takes place. Carmen represents

the menacing aspect of female sexuality, while Vivian
represents the femaleness to be integrated into the
male morality. Carmen (the name is probably not a
coincidence —as a symbol of the destructive woman) is
associated with the imbalance, which is the conflict of



the film: decadence, homosexuality, narcotics, porno-
graphy, that threatens the patriarchal order, the hete-
rosexuality. Psychoanalytically speaking, she does not
accept the patriarchal order, she is childish, sucks her
thumb, and refuses to talk. Carmen cannot be recupe-
rated for the symbolic order,she is literally being kick-
ed out of the narrative (in the first script she was to be
murdered, but this was changed for censorship
reasons).

On the other hand Vivian can be recuperated into
the symblic order. From the beginning she has the
same facility with language as Marlowe, in the end she
is integrated in the patriarchal order as a sexual
object. The normal heterosexuality is established in
the end, but at the cost of the subjectivity of Vivian.

In the following I will analyze some scenes to see
how subjectivity is represented — and especially how
Vivian develops from subject into object, and how the
women are subjected to fetishistic and voyeristic mec-
hanisms.

The relationship between women and men in The
Big Sleep is one of competition and rivalry. Marlowe
is all through the film involved in competitive dialo-
gues with women and men. Together with coolness
and mio1anuy, verbal smartness is highly valued. Butin
the relauonships with women also a fight about the
gaze takes place, i.e. about who is the visual subject.

In the first scene Marlowe is introduced as the visual
and narrative subject. From Marlowe’s p.o.v. we see
his shadow on the entrance to the Sternwood house,

and we hear his voice presenting himself before we
even see him (on the contrary we see Carmen before
we know who she is). Marlowe is established as the
figure of identification for the spectator and the mask
behind which the narrator hides.’

But the objectivization of the women is not as easily
established, as the placing of Marlowe as the main
character. In the two scenes where Marlowe is intro-
duced to Carmen and Vivian respectively, it is already
hinted in the visual representation how the split bet-
ween the two women is going to be set up, and how
their relationship to Marlowe is going to develope.
Both women try to establlsh themselves as visual sub-
jects, to authorize a gaze®, and to turn Marlowe into
an object.

Carmen is introduced coming down the stairs, the
classic locus for the exhibition of women. Marlowe
looks at Carmen’s legs, and Carmen verbally com-
ments on Marlowe’s looks: "You are not very tall, are
you?” — "Not bad looking, but you probably know?”
Both start out with a sexual evaluation of the other -
Marlowe visually, and Carmen verbally. Butitis nota-
ble that none of them is represented as sexual objects
for the spectator. Marlowe’s gaze at Carmen’s legs is
not shown to us, we only see that he looks, in other
words the conventlonal close up of a fragmented body
is not there.” Following Carmen’s remark is a long
shot of Marlowe looking up and down himself. That
is, he is not represented as a passive object of Car-
men’s gaze. Likewise Marlowe’s surprised look at



Carmen, as she is trying “to sit on his lab, while stan-
ding up™, is not followed by a close up of her face. Car-
men is representing herself as a sexual object, but an
active one, by the way she dresses, speaks and gazes.
It is characteristic for this scene, however, that not
only is Carmen unable to turn Marlowe into an object
for her gaze, but neither does Marlowe accept Car-
men as a desirable sexual object. Marlowe’s gaze at
Carmen is almost from the beginning the voyeristic
gaze of the detective, the devaluating, punishing gaze.

On the other hand there is, although rather discre-
tely, a fetishistic gaze at Vivian in the first scene be-
tween them, but still the investigating gaze of the
detective is the dominating one. Also Vivian is com-
menting jokingly, but rather rudely, on the looks of
Marlowe, and as there was almost no dialogue be-
tween Carmen and Marlowe, Vivian and Marlowe are
at once involved in a verbal ping pong. The visual rep-
resentation of the two is rather identical, but there are
some close ups of Vivian that hint to something besi-
des the detective’s investigative gaze, anyway we do
not see Marlowe in similar close ups. Also one of the
compositions, where the two are standing with Vivi-
ans impressive double bed between them, hints at the
future erotic attraction. Vivian is not representing
herself as an agressive erotic object like Carmen, on
the contrary she is represented like a phallic woman in
the way she speaks and dresses in trousers and priest
like dress.

The visual representation of Carmen does not
change during the film. She is the childwoman, with
whom one can hardly communicate verbally. As said
before she represents all the vices, that Marlowe has
set out to fight. She does not control anything and on
the other hand her body is in Marlowe's control, as he
carries it and almost throws it around.

On the other hand the visual representation of
Vivian changes a lot during the film. Even though it is
difficult for Vivian to establish herself as a visual sub-
ject, in the beginning she is in control of herself and
the room, and does not function as a passive object for
Marlowe’s gaze. The representation of Vivian here is
very much like the one Janet Place describes for the
women of film noir as quoted. But when Vivian has
given in to Marlowe, and he has guessed her secret,
she looses her control of the room, and is left passive
with nothing to do. Maybe the final dialogue is funny,
but it is also an index that she has given up her own
subjectivity: "You have forgotten one thing — me! —
What's wrong with you? — Nothing you can't fix!”

In the scene in the restaurant, where Vivian has
made a date with Marlowe to pay him off the case, she
is very brusquely deprived of her control of the situati-
on, the room and herself. In the beginning she is con-
trolling the situation by arriving late, having reserved
the table, ordering her own drink and flirting violently
with Marlowe. She is in control, and female spectators
will probably identify with her and feel her power. But
it is remarkable, that she does not authorize the gaze.
Marlowe still holds the gaze. The frame shifts between
a two shot from the front and one from his point of
view. Even though she flirts with him, we do not see
her gaze at him, he is still the one who is looking at her
with his investigating gaze. The mood of the scene
changes suddenly as he starts to express his doubt in
her motives. She then looses her selfconfidence, the
camera draws back and becomes more distanciated. If
female spectators had identified with Vivian, they are
abruptly torn out of this identification. Marlowe does
not let himself be seduced, and Vivian looses her
sexual attraction and her power.

In the scene in Eddie Mars’ house it is explicitly
demonstrated, that Marlowe wants to control the gaze
and the room, and wants to have Vivian as his loved
object. Even though his hands are tied behind his
back, he controls the situation, orders Vivian to move

alamp, that blinds him, and figures out a plan to esca-
pe. He orders Vivian to cut the rope, twice expressing
his doubt whether she is able to do so without hurting
herself or him with the knife. Later, after she has help-
ed him escape, and they are driving away in the car, he
praises her with the words: You looked awfully good.
The case was actually that Vivian looked good —in the
active sense of the word. But he turns it around so that
she becomes the object of his gaze. In the following
love scene her face is obviously fetishized, in a beauti-
ful close up in soft focus. Even though their feeling is
mutual, we are not offered a similar close up of Marlo-
we's face. In the final scene Vivian is reduced to Mar-
lowe’s passive assistant: She is told to keep quiet and
watch the backdoor, while Marlowe does the think-
ing, the talking and the shooting.

Both women have been turned into objects, and
have been deprived of their subjectivity. Carmen has
been eliminated from, and Vivian has been integrated
into the patriarchal order, which has beem reestab-
lished by the end of the film.

While the male spectator is offered a rather one
dimensional spectator position in the classical Holly-
wood cinema, Mary Ann Doane says in her article:
“Film and the Masquerade: Theorising the female
spectator”® that the female spectator has several opti-
ons: Either a narcissistic or a masochistic identifica-
tion with the offered image (relating to Mulveys
object position and fetishistic and voyeristic gazes), or
a transvestitic identification with the male hero, or the
position, which Doane proposes as a strategy: The
masquerade. Doane maintains that it is necessary for
the female spectator to create a distance to the repre-
sentation of the female in order to be able to see it as
a cultural construction.

I think that women’s pleasure in The Big Sleep
comes from a mixture of all four kinds of spectator
positions.

I think that women as well as men identify with
Marlowe’s project, but the problem for women s, that
they then have to accept the masochistic and narcissis-
tic identification as well, accept the p.o.v. of Marlowe
and the film, that women either have to give in to male
standards or disappear. Of course there is a gratifica-
tion in this identification with Vivian as an object: As
Marlowe’s woman she is loved and protected by a
powerful man, who is at the same time kind and com-
petent. As the analysis has shown, the subjection of
women is not presented as a fact in The Big Sleep, but
as a process. This means that there are strong women
to identify with. As the analysis also has shown, how-
ever, this identification is rather unstable and unsatis-
factory (e.g. in the scene in the restaurant).

But as Doane has pointed out there is also the possi-
bility of looking at the film as a play, and analyzing the
represented construction of masculinity and feminity
and it may be that The Big Sleep with all its ambiguity,
it’s playing with words and gazes, very much invites to
this kind of pleasurable reading.
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