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introduction

At first glance, La Chrysalide et le Papillon d’Or and Date Movie could not be more different. Varying not only in length, sound, colour, 105 years as well as industrial, historical and cultural references also divide them. The former was one of the short films of cinema pioneer Georges Méliès and was shown in France, and then across Europe and America, from 1901, but is only to be found now in film archives or rare collectors’ box-set DVD.1 The latter makes up part of a long-standing if loose series of parodic films which began with Scary Movie (2000), and was shown in multiplexes worldwide before transferring to home viewing on DVD. Yet despite their many differences, one key facet remains the same: the transformation story. Forming the central episode of the Méliès short and an early and key sequence in Date Movie (2006), the transformation scene links these two films across and despite the other chronological and cultural gaps which separate them.

A man transforms a caterpillar into a beautiful butterfly woman; a team of men work over a fat woman, whittling a slender-limbed individual from the giant bulk. Although separated by over a century, the two filmic scenes maintain the same basic premise: through male agency, an ugly or undesirable creature is turned into a beautiful woman. While La Chrysalide evokes Ali Baba and Mozart’s The Magic Flute in its mise-en-scene, and Date Movie draws on MTV show Pimp My Ride, both scenes demonstrate how physical and sartorial transformation can change the appearance and the fortune of the unattractive original.

As film historians have noted (Kovacs, 1976; Bloom, 2000; Ezra, 2000; 2006), Méliès was a keen magician and developed his interest in film as an adjunct to the theatrical performance of magic tricks. La Chrysalide is similar to other short films in the film-maker’s catalogue in referencing this interest in magic, and also makes use of feminine allure and the exotic. In La Chrysalide this fascination with magic is evident in the stage business performed by the central male figure, played by Méliès himself. The scene, a woodland clearing or jungle glade, is established by the creation of backdrops painted with exotic plants and flowers and arranged direct to camera, as were so many of Méliès’ films (Kovacs: 7), so that the viewer is positioned like a member of a theatre audience, looking towards the stage framed by a proscenium arch. Méliès, attired in what would appear to be an attempt at ‘Arabian’ robes (stripy turban, stripy robe, pantaloons and tights) emerges and produces a large white egg-shaped pod, the chrysalis of the title.

Tilting it towards the audience to prove that it is currently empty – just as a magician displays an empty top hat before conjuring the rabbit – Méliès then fixes the pod so that it hangs in the very centre of the stage. The magician discovers a flute and begins to mime playing it vigorously. A giant stripy caterpillar emerges from stage left and, evidently entranced by the music, makes its slow way over to the player, before rearing its head up slightly, presumably to speak into the magician’s ear. Having heard the caterpillar, the magician kisses it benevolently, picks it up and places it in the pod. After a magicianly ‘pass’ over the chrysalis to work his magic, the conjuror reveals the transformation: a beautiful butterfly woman emerges, revealing her glorious wings and balancing for a moment with her foot on the man’s hand. The butterfly then comes down to the stage and dances about. Appearing enamoured of the butterfly lady, the magician tries to catch her with a blanket. Eventually he manages to throw this over her head and it subdues the woman instantly. Two ‘Arabian’ handmaidens (attired in necklaces and harem pants) enter from stage left and remove the blanket, revealing the second transformation: the butterfly woman has gone, replaced by an ‘Arabian’ princess. The magician appears even more enraptured by the sight of this version of the woman and, pleading for her love, sinks to one knee before her. She however rejects his love by turning her back on him; he grabs at her veil and she angrily turns, puts her foot on his head and – changes him into a caterpillar! Having trumped his magic with her own, she then walks off stage right, followed by the two handmaidens. The stripy caterpillar remains centre stage as the film fades to black.
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La Chrysalide et le Papillon d’Or: The butterfly lady revealed

The story of this very short film has a neat and pleasing if bizarre circularity. The magician, seeing the caterpillar, wishes to trade up to a more glamorous companion and therefore transforms it into the butterfly lady. Finding her difficult to engage with, he then transforms her again into a human woman, albeit one with the hauteur and poise of a princess. She in turn then finds him lacking as a mate and punishes him for his hubris, by returning him to her original state. While we will see similar transformation stories enacted again and again in the films examined in this book, we will never see such a neat revenge repeated. This is perhaps because most frequently the transformation motif has been co-opted for the romantic comedy, where genre dictates that the film should end with the couple together, or the romantic melodrama where separation is possible but the urge to be united remains. The princess’s rejection of her would-be lover at the end of the Méliès gives satisfying closure to the short film, but in the full-length narrative, as we will see, the woman is rarely allowed to decline the opportunities that arise for her after, and because of, her transformation.

In pursuing its version of the transformation motif, Date Movie provides some moments which are as bizarre and surreal as the Méliès film. The film’s heroine, Julia Jones (Alyson Hannigan) despairs of finding a man to love her; at the film’s start the slender actor wears a latex fat suit to illustrate why she is rejected by men. She goes to see a ‘date doctor’ to help her. In a flurry of television references, the date doctor, Hitch (Tony Cox) finds a reality TV programme on which Julia can meet a man – Extreme Bachelor, Desperate Edition. Before she can apply however she has to be rendered ‘beautiful’. At first Hitch seems as if he will preach about inner beauty when he tells Julia – ‘You are beautiful’ but he then changes tack and adds the damning syllable ‘ish’. Julia is fully aware of the magnitude of the difficulty:

Julia: The only way I would get on that show is if you magically turned me into a princess…

Hitch: (his face registering the dawning of a brilliant idea) Let’s roll!

Date Movie’s transformation sequence now begins. Rather than spoofing the makeover programme alluded to in the title of the reality show Julia wants to join, Extreme Makeover, which in each episode plucks a self-confessed unattractive nobody from obscurity and family, secretes them away for weeks of extensive diet, exercise and cosmetic surgery, before returning them, Cinderella-like, in a ballgown and limo, to a huge party of admiring family and friends for their ‘big reveal’, Date Movie chooses to mock a different type of makeover show: MTV’s Pimp My Ride. This show plucks an unattractive car from obscurity and owner, secretes it away for extensive tuning and bodywork, before returning it for a similarly shocking reveal of the difference between ‘before’ and ‘after’. Using tactics from Pimp My Ride rather than from Extreme Makeover to change Julia allows the film to produce several moments of surreal and gross-out humour while – perhaps despite itself – also permitting it to suggest the dehumanising effect of these TV makeovers on their subjects.

As Hitch and Julia arrive at a garage, mechanics are seen working on the bodies of vehicles; the logo on the back of their overalls clearly reads West Side Custom Shop, directly referencing the location of the original series of Pimp My Ride. As the crew go to work on Julia, each of their various techniques is visually paired with shots of its effect on the woman (varying from screams, to giggles, to embarrassed shrugs) and corresponding shots of Hitch shaking his head sadly at the amount of work Julia requires. For example, when a mechanic approaches her with a whirring electric sander, and then tackles her clawed toes, Julia first screams as the sparks fly, but then giggles as if being tickled, while Hitch holds his nose at the smell of her feet. This pattern of action and paired reactions from Julia and from Hitch continues throughout the segment.

The transformation scene in Date Movie concludes with Julia, like a newly ‘pimped’ car, hidden under a tarpaulin ready for the ‘big reveal’. In a manoeuvre reminiscent of the Méliès film, where the blanket over the butterfly woman is taken away to show the new ‘princess’ form, the tarp is removed to disclose the new Julia; the camera tracks up her body beginning at her feet and newly slender ankles, showing off her now-trim hips and torso, then sleekly coiffed hair and a face devoid of the extra chins leant by the fat-suit. Not only has Julia’s body changed, however: significantly her costume has also. In the ‘before’ segment, Julia wore a long pink top over a flowery skirt. ‘After’ Julia, by contrast, is dressed in classy black from head to shapely toe, in a close-fitting two-piece skirt suit, black tights and shoes. Her new image bespeaks sophistication, furthered by her French manicure and elaborately curled hair. Just as the caterpillar was rendered glorious as a butterfly, and the butterfly made desirable as a princess, Julia is transformed from a ‘fat’ girl in jolly but un-slimming pink to a thin one in glamorous black.
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Date Movie 1: ‘Before’…
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Date Movie 2: …and ‘After’ Julias

The bathetic humour operating within the transformation scene in Date Movie may well be there to signal the film-makers’ awareness of the cliché status of this filmic trope, but also seriously taps into the anxiety of rejection which became a motif in the Méliès film. Both caterpillar and fat Julia have been rejected by men they desire: a physical change is deemed necessary in order to attract a mate. While it mocks other texts employing the transformation device, Date Movie preserves without questioning the idea, which we will see across a range of films which employ the cosmetic transformation, that the improved exterior will achieve two things: it will attract a man; and it will somehow reflect more ‘truly’ than the old unattractive exterior the ‘real’ person within. Julia’s transformation has removed the negative ‘ish’ from her description and rendered her beautiful. She now looks like the ‘princess’ that will attract the prince she has always deserved.

In both the Méliès short and the feature-length spoof, then, the female’s exterior is changed, rendering her desirable. This theme recurs frequently in Hollywood cinema, and its perennial use as a filmic topic prompts a series of questions: what is the assumed connection between the internal and external form? Is male agency always necessary to effect the transformation, or can the woman change by her own volition? Can the woman ever change the man? How do these transformations themselves transform as time passes and cultural assumptions about female beauty modify? And most pressingly, what do these images of change and transformation, of improvement and transcendence tell us, the viewers, about what we should be doing?

In order to investigate these questions, this book will examine a key but frequently overlooked aspect of film style: the costume. In both the Méliès short film and feature-length Date Movie, costume and the body it covers becomes the crucial element in the transformation scene, exemplifying the ‘before’ and ‘after’ of the successful change. For the transformatory power of costume is such that Julia’s metamorphosis can be read just in the alteration between her oversize pink floral outfit and the chic little black number which replaces it. Through changing her clothes in this way Julia’s character changes from a shy clumsy spinster to an outgoing sexually liberated ‘babe’. This alteration in sexual status and sexual agency is a recurrent theme that will be traced throughout this book’s exploration of costume and transformation.

Following on from this introduction is a theoretical overview, and then a section which lays out in detail the motifs and tropes of the theme of sartorial transformation, tracing their longevity as recurrent elements within film. This is followed by case studies of individual films which show the effect of costume changes on the identity, personality and sexual status of their central characters. Throughout, the book attempts to situate its film examples in their historical and cultural contexts: thus the explorations of the transformations variously at work in the films explored relate the changes pressed upon the heroine to contemporary social and cultural assumptions and expectations about femininity, female agency and desire.

In the conclusion I finally reverse this preoccupation with the female and look briefly at a film which deals with the male sartorial transformation. Male metamorphoses have been very much neglected in the few critical works that have looked at transformations (see Ford and Mitchell, 2004); while not as prevalent as
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