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General Editor’s Introduction

In this refreshingly original and persuasively argued book, Melanie Bell challenges the oft-repeated view that 1950s British cinema was complacent, conservative and conformist in its depiction of women. She argues that the picture was much more complex and contradictory than has generally been admitted and she charts the ways in which popular cinema dealt with these complexities. She concedes that there was pressure on women to return to a normative pattern of marriage and family life, disrupted by World War Two. But she points out that at the same time there was an increase in the number of women going out to work and that there was an increasing focus on female sexual behaviour in the wake of the 1953 Kinsey Report. She draws not only on films but on a wide range of film magazines, press packs, Mass Observation reports and radio scripts to back up her analysis. Proceeding chronologically and thematically, and providing social and cinematic context at every stage, she examines a series of different depictions of women to support her claim of complexity and contradiction.

She begins by looking at a group of science fiction films (The Perfect Woman, Stolen Face, Four Sided Triangle) which highlight male anxiety about post-war gender roles. She charts the emergence of a distinctively British femme fatale who is simultaneously demonized and celebrated in films such as Madeleine, Dear Murderer and Daughter of Darkness. She looks at the 1950s ‘comedy of marriage’ in which men are educated in their domestic responsibilities and learn to appreciate their wives’ contribution to the household: Raising a Riot, To Dorothy a Son and Young Wives’ Tale (all directed or written by women). She examines films about female friendship and same sex relationships (A Town Like Alice, The Weak and the Wicked) and about female prostitutes (The Flesh is Weak, Passport to Shame). She concludes with a consideration of the work of three female film critics (E. Arnot Robertson, Freda Bruce Lockhart and Catherine de la Roche), focusing on their consistent engagement with the cinematic depiction of women. The whole study adds a new, rich and revealing dimension to our understanding of the depiction of women in 1950s British cinema.

Jeffrey Richards


Introduction

Women and the 1950s

The orchestration of consensus on the position of women in post-war Britain was the achievement of a deceptive harmony out of a variety of noisy voices … The orchestration was harmonious – in a peculiar way – in covering up what was really a silence; what was not said: the absence of women battered, of women raped, of women sexually attracted to women, of women in revolt, of women despised, of women despairing.

(Elizabeth Wilson, Only Halfway to Paradise)

You know what a woman has to be? A cross between a saint and a dray horse, a diplomat and an automatic washing machine, a psychiatrist and a bulldozer, a sanitary engineer and a mannequin. (Raising a Riot, d. Wendy Toye 1955)

This study takes as its focus some of the variety of ‘noisy voices’ as they appeared in British popular film of the 1950s. This decade is lodged in the popular consciousness as a period of gender conservatism, a time when women enthusiastically returned to their ‘natural’ roles as wives and mothers and readily gave up the employment opportunities and increased personal freedoms widely enjoyed during the Second World War. Tessa Perkins speaks for many when she describes the post-war period as one associated with feelings of ‘disappointment … for socialists and feminists alike … that something “went wrong”’ leading to the ‘conservatism and puritanism of the “consensual” 1950s’.1 The popular image of women in the 1950s is of the ‘happy housewife’, content with husband, children and a home full of labour-saving devices, an image satirized in the horror mode by The Stepford Wives (1974) and critiqued aggressively by Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), a text which laid the groundwork for second wave feminism. This understanding of the period’s gender politics is one that continues to have cultural currency. Andrew Marr’s recent television series History of Modern Britain (2008) characterizes it as a time when ‘every woman was a housewife’, whilst recent film productions set in the 1950s, such as Mona Lisa Smile (2004), are critiqued by the liberal press for glamorizing ‘old-fashioned femininity’ and for failing to depict the time as one of male backlash against women’s wartime gains; a position that similarly understands the decade as one of gender conformity and feminist failure.2 A stubborn image remains of the post-war years as a time of ‘tense domesticity and anxious conformity’.3 Domestic popular cinema of the time has fared no better and has likewise been dismissed as reflecting the decade’s wider conservatism. Commentators as illustrious as Lindsay Anderson famously wrote it off as ‘a period of dullness’ whilst for Charles Barr ‘the period 1952–58 was an extraordinarily dead one’.4 What emerged for British actresses during this period of dull film-making were, in Robert Murphy’s account, ‘pathetically trivial roles’ without emotional weight or intensity, with women characterized as either a Madonna or a whore.5

But, as Wilson’s quote reminds us, what is at stake here is the victory of image over reality and the successful mythologizing of the decade as a time when traditional sex roles predominated. The social and economic history of women in the 1950s is more complex and contradictory than the mythological image permits as it was shaped by, and fed into, wider concerns about post-war reconstruction and the emergence of a new social order. Whilst the popular consciousness may be dominated by the figure of the housewife, women’s experiences in the public realm were, throughout the decade, varied and diverse; shaped by age and generation, the availability of childcare, support given or withdrawn from husbands and family, and the types of work available to them.6 For example, women’s employment increased in the 1950s, particularly among married and older women who found work in the light and service industries and in the new welfare state. Whilst women might take up the role of full-time housewife and mother, that role had particular meanings that differ sharply from contemporary understandings. A housewife might exercise considerable agency in the creation of a home and consider herself at the vanguard of modernity.7 Likewise a mother, as imagined by the child psychologist John Bowlby, is afforded considerable status, elevated to a central role in the physical and psychological development of her child.8 Some women yearned for homes of their own and the chance to put down roots and experience a life that they understood as profoundly different to, and an advancement on, that experienced by their mothers. Other women mourned the loss of employment opportunities after the war and resented being shunted into ‘women’s work’, which was primarily low status and low paid relative to what for them had been a positive war-time employment experience.9

The diversity of women’s experiences has led historians to increasingly characterize the decade as ‘a period of instability rather than unthinking smug conventionality’,10 with gender relations shaped by ‘[r]evision and negotiation, rather than acceptance and acquiescence’.11 These diverse experiences suggest a schism between image and reality and Alison Light raises the question of how to engage with the ‘subtle gradations of change within the period which might speak to the contradictory relations between what women lived and experienced and the official descriptions of, or prescriptions for, their lives’.12 How did British popular cinema respond to the ‘contradictory relations’ permeating the social imaginary? For many critical commentators domestic cinema was not a hospitable place for depicting femininity, with film production skewed in favour of masculine desires readily expressed in the war films that dominated the box office, whilst the female-centred melodramas that had characterized the 1940s were sidelined. For Christine Geraghty, who offers one of the few sustained accounts of cinematic femininity as it appeared in domestic cinema at this time, British film struggled to successfully dramatize what she terms the ‘New Woman’, a mythical figure through whom film-makers attempted to incorporate the overlapping discourses of ‘motherhood, sexuality, paid work and consumption’.13 Whilst the star personas of Virginia McKenna and Kay Kendall were able to capture something of this mythical figure, Geraghty concludes that British popular genres such as comedy contented themselves with presenting women as ‘childish, silly and vindictive or valorised and saintly’, with domestic cinema more broadly ‘locked into systems of gender that were out of line with the contemporary views about mature femininity that found a ready outlet in other forms of popular culture such as women’s magazines and fiction’.14

Despite providing some interesting film readings to support her claims, Geraghty’s is not a book-length study of femininity, a factor which both prevents it undertaking a more detailed analysis of gender relations and limits its claims for typicality. Domestic cinema was not ‘out of line’ in a wholesale manner with contemporary views about femininity and gender relations, but was at times, and in particular places, working through the myriad concerns and contradictions which impacted on gender. To be commercially successful cinematic representation had to negotiate – for the pleasures of the cinema audience – the shifts that were taking place in women’s roles in the material world. How it did this becomes more evident when we expand the contours of the cultural map to include genres such as science fiction and crime melodramas, and when we consider films where particular ‘agents’ sensitive to gender concerns had a role in the creative process. Nor were actresses confined to the ‘pathetically trivial roles’ that characterize Murphy’s understanding of the decade’s cinematic femininities. Actresses as diverse as Virginia McKenna, Glynis Johns, Diana Dors, Sylvia Syms, Yvonne Mitchell and Kay Kendall found rewarding cinematic roles as television presenters, secretaries, nurses, resistance fighters, prison guards and missionaries, as well as the obligatory portrayals of housewives and mothers (and these often more imaginative than widely credited). My motivation for revisiting the cinema of this decade arises from a clear sense that only a partial account has been offered concerning gender and femininity. There is another, more challenging side to British cinema and when we engage with that a different picture emerges. What I propose in this study is the first sustained examination of cinematic femininities in British popular film that is driven by an understanding of the period as one of instability and change rather than gender conservatism and the ready acceptance of normative femininity, and which keeps at the forefront of its consciousness Wilson’s observation of ‘a variety of noisy voices’ in relation to the position of women.15 By drawing across a range of genres (war, comedy, science fiction, crime, social problem) and focusing on key figurations (the prostitute, the femme fatale, the incarcerated woman) I will explore how British popular film (that is, mainstream narrative film made for a mass audience) engaged with the new ideas and contradictory understandings of femininity that were seeping into the cultural imaginary at this time.

The first half of this Introduction covers social context and draws a road map of how women as a group were addressed, positioned and imagined within official discourses and in relation to the key areas of employment, marriage and motherhood. I then demonstrate how women’s lives disrupted the rhetoric of domesticity and maternity, for example through employment, and the debates about female sexuality which characterized the decade. Whilst this is not a comprehensive social history of the time, it provides a framework for understanding femininity and gender relations in this period that subsequent chapters are in dialogue with.16 It is within this framework that we can begin to position the figure of the woman in 1950s British popular cinema and the second half of the Introduction outlines the study’s methods and introduces the subject of the cinema audience, a key element to understanding popular film at this time.

Women in 1950s Britain – The Dependent Wife and Mother

The widespread understanding of the 1950s as a decade of conservatism in gender relations stems in part from the fact that the equality that was loudly proclaimed at the time was an equality that was predicated on difference. Vera Brittain’s 1953 statement that ‘women have moved within thirty years from rivalry with men to a new recognition of their unique value as women’ is fairly characteristic of how women’s equal position was understood at this time.17 This ‘equal but different’ ideology, with women and men experts in their separate and complementary spheres, was certainly not unique to the 1950s, but it did take on particular characteristics in this decade, particularly in relation to motherhood and the home. Post-war reconstruction focused on rebuilding the family, assumed fractured by
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