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Abstract 

No Job For a Lady: Women Directors in Hollywood. 

This thesis explores the position of female film directors working in Holly wood. It is 
intended to address an area in feminist film theory which has often been overlooked. 
Although it is incorrect to say there has been no feminist analysis of the "mainstream" 
woman director, most of the work which has been done concentrates either on finding the 
feminism or femininity of her films, or studies only a select few directors. This research 
widens the debate by validating the study of all women directors, and moves away from the 

search for definitive feminist meaning in the cinematic text. It employs a contextual and 
multi-theoretical approach to interrogate the multiplicity of meanings embodied by the 

phrase "woman director". 

The first chapter interrogates auteur theory because any discussion of female authorship 
must confront this critical perspective. The female director makes a problematic auteur 

since that figure is traditionally gendered as masculine. Chapter two is a "state of the 
industry" examination of the position of the woman director in Hollywood, with a special 

emphasis on mentoring. Chapter three examines the marketing of Mimi Leder's films The 

Peacemaker (1997) and Deep Impact (1999). Chapters four, five and six explore the 

construction of the woman director as "star", presenting in-depth case studies of Jodie 

Foster and Penny Marshall. Chapters seven and eight look at the reception of Blue Steel 

(1990) and Strange Days (1995) directed by Kathryn Bigelow, and Clueless (1995) directed 

by Amy Heckerling. 

Each chapter is designed to contextualise and historicise the woman director in order to 
better understand why her gender has prevented her from being seen as a "natural" director: 

that is, why directing has been viewed as a suitable job for a man but "no job for a lady". 



Introduction 

"IDlirectin2 was no job for a lady" (Lillian Gish)' 

In discussions about the subject of this thesis someone would inevitabl\ comment, "I didn't 

think there were any women directors working in Hollywood. I can't name any. " I mention 

this since such a reaction emphasises the need for a study of these directors, and helps explain 

my motivation for undertaking this research in the first place. 

While a disproportionate amount of material has been written about so-called *'a\ ant- 

garde" or "independent" female filmmakers (particularly White European and Antipodean 

ones), the women who make films from deep within the Hollywood "mainstream" ha\ e still to 

be given sufficient critical attention: be it in film studies generally, or feminist film studies in 

particular. ' For instance, the list of books on the subject of contemporary women directors 

working within "mainstream" Hollywood (rather than studies of female directors «hick draNN 

almost entirely on independent filmmakers as examples) is a short one. One can point to Ally 

Acker's Reel Women which catalogues most female directors, including the Hollywood ones, 

but is simply designed to provide a brief description of their career; Janice Cole and Holk 

Dale's Calling The Shots, which is a collection of interviews with a variety of women 

directors including several, such as Amy Heckerling, Martha Coolidge and Penelope Spheeris. 

who have made studio films; Jim Hillier's The New Hollywood which contains a chapter on 

the position of female directors in the contemporary industry; and Christina Lane's Feminist 

1 Quoted in Annette Kuhn, ed., Queen Of The 'B's: Ida Lupino Behind the Camera (Wiltshire: Flicks Books. 
1995) 43. Kuhn takes Gish's quote from Andrew Sarris. The American Cinema: Directors and Directions 1929- 
1968 (New York: Dutton, 1968) where it is used to back up his o\\n feelings that women do not make successful 
directors. 
2 It is obviously not practical to list every publication which explores the work of "independent" female 
filmmakers. Thus I will confine myself to stating that, at least until recently, feminist film critics have privileged 
the films of non-mainstream female directors, rather than those based in Hollywood, as the subjects of their \\ork. 
For example, in Women and Film: Both Sides of the Camera London and New York: Routledge. 1983) E. 

., 
\nn 

Kaplan writes exclusiN ely about independent feminist filmmakers. Similarlý it is these figures who recei\ e the 
most attention in LLic\ Fischer's Shot/Countershot: Film Tradition and Women's Cinema (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 1989), Barbara Koenig Quart's Women Directors: The Emerizence of a New Cinema (\ý estport. 
Connerticut: Praeger, 1988). and also in those essaý s which mention \\omen filmmakers in Issues in Feminist F] Im 
Criticism (Bloomington: Indiana UniNersity Press, 1990) edited b\ Patricia Erens: and Women apd Film: A Sight 

and Sound Reader (London: Scarlet Press. 1993) edited bý Pam Cook. It is not my intention to suggest that women 
directors N\ ho hi\ e \\ orked or do work in Holl), Nýood are ne\ er discussed (Judith Mayne's \\ork on Doroth\ 
Arzner isjust one example N\hich proves otherwise). nor to oN erlook the fact that some contemporary 



Hollywood which is an in depth examination of a number of previously neglected female 

directors, such as Tamra Davis, Darnell Martin and Martha Coolidge. There are also a number 

of titles, such as Yvonne Tasker's Working Girls, Rachel Abramo, ýw itz's Is That A Gun in 

Your Pocket?, and Linda Seger's When Women Call The Shots. «hich consider the position 

of women in contemporary Hollywood more generally: as producers. stars. screenýti riters and 

so on, as well as directors. In short, with a few exceptions discussion of the NNoman director 

working in Hollywood has been severely limited. 3 The first aim of my thesis is, then, to 

recognise this theoretical imbalance and go some way towards redressing it. 

In the event that contemporary "mainstream" female directors are discussed by 

feminist film criticism the same few individuals are referred to time and again: the most 

obvious example being Kathryn Bigelow. It is thus inevitable that this thesis ý, v ilI also devote 

some attention to Bigelow because she is one of a very limited number of women directors 

who have had the opportunity to work on fairly high-profile and high budget studio-backed 

films. However it refuses to believe that Bigelow is the only viable candidate for this kind of 

study, and as a result does not overlook the careers of other female directors (or actor- 

directors) working in Hollywood, such as Penny Marshall, Amy Heckerling and Jodie Foster. 

Apart from the fact that the potential number of candidates for this kind of study is, 

thanks to the scarcity of women directors in the industry, rather limited any'ýwa}, one reason 

for this critical over-emphasis on Bigelow might be that she is a figure whose career (and 

indeed persona) exists on the borderline between "art" and "popular" culture, making her an 

easier target for feminist recuperation than, say, those directors who make teen movies or 

romantic comedies. Her intellectual and fine art background, combined with the perception 

(aided by her own comments in interviews) that she is interested in picking apart the 

"mainstream" directors are starting to be placed under the microscope of feminist film criticism. but rather to 

acknowledge the existence of the imbalance which I have described. 
3 Ally Acker, Reel Women: Pioneers of the Cinema (London: Batsford, 1991): Janis Cole and Holly Dale. Calling 

The Shots: Profiles of Women Filmmakers (Ontario: The Quarry Press. 1993); Jim Hillier The New Holk \\ood 
(London: Studio Vista. 1992). Christina Lane, Feminist Holly\ýood: From Born in Flames to Point Break (Detroit: 

Wayne State University Press. 2000). Y\ onne Tasker. Working Girls: Gender and Sexuali in Popular Cinema 

(London: Routledge. 1998): Rachel : \bramo\\ itz. Is That A Gun in Your Pocket? Women's Experience of Po\ýer 

in Hollywood (Nees York: Random House. 2000): Linda Seger, When Women Call The Shots: The Developing 

Power and Influence of Women in Television and Film (New York: Henry Holt. 1996). 



conventional narrative structures of cinema at the seams, make it possible to explain away her 

interest in, and contact with, the popular, the generic, the commercial (in other words the 

Hollywood film industry) because they suggest that she exploits them for her own (feminist) 

purposes rather than being exploited by them. In this way feminist film criticism's preference 

for those women directors who either reject the forms and practices of "mainstream" 

filmmaking and turn instead to independent or "avant-garde" cinema, or those ýý ho, thanks to 

their background in independent cinema and/or their cinematic self-consciousness, keep their 

distance from these practices, can be seen to put a specific feminist twist on "the art ' ersus 

business" conflict that Steven Bach has said "remains the dominating central issue of 

American motion pictures to the present day. "4 

In Women and Film for example, E. Ann Kaplan sets up the independent «omen's 

film as a positive alternative to Hollywood cinema which refuses to give women "a voice, a 

discourse, " and subjects their desire to "male desire". She also states that there is a necessity 

for a "debate" about what constitutes the most `correct' cinematic strategy. ' This idea is 

problematic because it assumes that the independent film is the best and most logical v ehicle 

for the assertion of a feminist point of view and thus takes a prescriptive approach to Nýomen's 

filmmaking. Kaplan, I would argue, is too quick to embrace a Hollywood film is 

bad/independent film is good dichotomy which is a huge over-simplification of the issues 

involved, not least because independent cinema (particularly as it becomes even more 

intricately entwined with the Hollywood film industry) can pose many of the same problems 

of access for women and other marginal groups as the dominant cinema. For example, Jesse 

Algeron Rhines writes that in 1990 New Line cinema called for screenplays by and about 

women of colour, yet never actually produced any of these projects. New Line was acquired 

by the Turner Broadcasting Corporation in 1993, and one is compelled to wonder if this 

merger had the effect of making executives more cautious about the kind of material they 

a Quoted in Richard Maltby and Ian CraN en, Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell. 1995) 5. 

5 E. Ann Kaplan. Women and Film: Both Sides of the Camera (London and Ne\\ York: Routledge, 1983) 11. 



green lighted. 6 Whether or not this was the case in this particular instance. the fact remains 

that "independent" cinema, like "mainstream" cinema, is a \tihite male-dominated arena. To 

quote John Pierson, the "problem [of women directors' scarcity] isn't as pronounced in lovýer- 

budget independent ranks, but you won't find parity. (Women come closer to holding their 

own in the supporting role of producer. )"' 

All too often the search for the truly "alternative" feminist film, or the pure 

unadulterated "female" discourse, seems to have become the holy grail of feminist film 

criticism. As a result feminist film critics have been distracted from either considering \ý ork 

which has already been produced, or examining those filmmakers who operate from vv ithin 

the dominant discourses of Hollywood cinema. Yet would it ever be possible, or e'en 

desirable, to define this pure "feminine" space which is unsullied by Patriarchy? Wouldn't 

this work against the feminist filmmaker by proving that women do indeed naturally possess 

qualities which the dominant discourse has come to call "feminine" (even if they are re- 

envisioned as positive ones) and, as a result, justify the continuation of the very discourse 

which it seeks to undermine. A feminist counter-cinema, or indeed any concrete "feminine" or 

"feminist" aesthetic, might too easily be dismissed as something marginal or "other" since it 

refuses to work within the boundaries of recognisable cinematic discourse, either in form, or 

content, or both. This is not to say that such cinematic productions are never necessary or 

profitable, but that it is problematic to assume that they are the only or the best option. 

This thesis is designed to move away from the idea that popular art (in this instance a 

Hollywood film) and/or the popular artist (the female director who makes Hollywood films) 

must either be obviously feminist or woman-centred in theme, or else easy to interpret as 

feminist, in order to make it or them worthy of the feminist film theorist's attention. Such an 

idea is not only nave but also dangerous in that it immediately closes off a number of 

6 Jesse Algeron Rhines. Black Film/White Mgney (New Bruns\\ ick-. New Jerse\: Rutgers Unk ersity Press, 1996) 
88-89. For a discussion of New Line's acquisition b\ Turner see Justin Wyatt. : 'The Formation of the "Mal'or 
Independent': Miramax, New Line and the Ne\\ Hollvxvood. - Contemporary Hollywood Cinema. eds. Stevc Neale 

and Murray Smith (London and Ne\\ York: Routledge, 1998) 74-90. 
7 John Pierson. Spike, Mike, Slackers and Dykes: A Guided Tour Across a Decade ot'American Indepeiidew 
Cinem, (London: Faber and Faber, 1996) 102. 

4 



potentially interesting avenues for study. This is not to imply that Kaplan's previously cited 

view about the superiority of independent cinema for feminist filmmakers is the only one, or 

that all feminist film theorists are guilty of short-sighted thinking when it comes to the 

popular. For example, a significant number of feminist critics have given theoretical attention 

to the themes and structures of so-called popular "women's genres", such as soap operas. 

romance novels and "weepies" or melodramas, as well as the role they might fulfil in 

women's lives. 8 However, when it comes to popular Hollywood films directed by women 

feminist film criticism has been far less forthcoming. In order to counter such reticence my 

research sets out to distance itself from the frequently futile and arguably self-defeating quest 

to discover what makes a film (or indeed any other art work) truly "feminist": a quest Ntihich 

as I have already stated has tended to exclude those works made in spheres perceived to be 

hostile to feminism, such as Hollywood. I make it a priority of my work to avoid falling into 

the trap of assuming that only those we consider to make valid "feminist" films (which 

crucially assumes that there is a single, clear-cut definition of feminism rather than 

acknowledging that the term is mutable) are worthy of sustained analysis, while the others 

rightly deserve to be ignored. As Sigrid Weigel argues in a comment about literature \\hich is 

equally apt here: "The partisanship of feminist literary criticism must not be allowed to take 

the form of voluntarily sorting the sheep from the goats, that is, taking care of the goodies and 

leaving the baddies to the mercies of male criticism. "9 

In addition to arguing for the validity of researching the "mainstream" female 

filmmaker, my work also distances itself from the idea that biology ensures either the 

8 See for example, len Ang, Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination (London: Methuen, 

1985), Christine Geraghty. Women and So4p Oper (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991); Jackie Byars. All That 

Hollywood Allows: Re-reading Gender in 1950s Melodrama (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

199 1): Christine Gledhill, ed., Home is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the Woman's Film 

(London: BFI, 1987); Barbara Klinger. Melodrama and Meaning: Histo! y, Culture and the Films of Douglas Sirk 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1994). Tania Modleski Loving With a Vengeance (Connecticut: 

Shoestring Press, 1982). Janice Radway, Reading the Romance (Chapel Hill: UniN ersity of North Carolina Press, 

1984), Helen Taylor Scarlett's Women: Gone With the Wind and its Female Fans (New Jerseý: Rutgers Lim\ ersitý 
Press, 1989); Charlotte Brunsdon. Screen Tastes: From Soap Opera to Satellite Dishes (London: Routledge. 1997), 

Joanne Hollows, Feminism, Femininity and Popular Culture (Manchester: Manchester Unk ersitý Press. 2000). 
9 Sigrid Weigel. "Double Focus: On the History of Women's Writing, - Feminist Aesthetics. ed. Gisela Ecker 

(London: The Women's Press. 1985) 60. 
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"feminist" or "feminine' content of a female-authored art work. A thesis which invests in this 

belief would be in danger of evolving into what one might refer to as a gy nocritics of the 

cinema. I refer here to the term coined by Elaine Showalter to describe her concentration on 

what she sees as the particular nature of women writers and their «riting. In "Toward a 

Feminist Poetics" Showalter posits the need to develop a framework for the anale sis of 

women's literature which is based on new theoretical models informed by the col lectiv e 

experiences of female writers rather than one which relies on male models and theories. 10 In 

"Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" she also asks how we can "constitute women as a 

distinct literary group? What is the difference of women's writing? " Unlike ShoýNalter I am 

not searching for what supposedly makes a female director's films different from a man's, but 

like other women's. I do explore the marginality of these women (and I use the word 

marginality deliberately since separateness would suggest that these directors exist apart from 

Hollywood which they clearly do not) in industrial terms: for example, their lack of equalit\ 

within Hollywood when it comes to getting jobs, being given equal budgets, or the same 

access to A-list stars or projects. However I do not make a case for a shared thematic or 

aesthetic difference, but rather highlight the ways in which views such as those expressed by 

Showalter may work to sustain the woman director's, or indeed any female artist's, marginal 

position by endorsing traditional gender stereotypes, and investing in the idea that ",, tioman's 

art" (which for critics such as Showalter is erroneously seen to mean "women's art") is 

naturally different from man's rather than the product of social, cultural and political 

circumstances. " 

In my opinion the search for definitive "feminine" of "feminist" meaning in the 

female-authored text has lead to an over-emphasis on the textual which my , ýN ork sets out to 

avoid. A study which concentrates simply on what a female director's films "mean" tells us 

little about that figure as a historical subject and more about our own personal and theoretical 

10 Elaine Showalter. "Toward a Feminist Poetics. " The Ne\N Feminist Criticism: Essays on Women. Literature and 

Theory. ed. Elaine Showalter (London: Virago Press, 1986) 131. 
11 Elaine Showalter. "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness. - The New Feminist Criticism, ibid.. 248. 
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biases as film critics. Of course these are not entirely unavoidable since all criticism is. a 

Richard Maltby has argued, subjective. '' On the other hand the insular nature of textual 

criticism may make this tendency more pronounced. As Christina Lane has said, directors do 

not exist in a "vacuum" but rather should be situated "within a series of complex 

discourses". 13 To this end my thesis seeks to put the woman director in context rather than 

concentrating on interpreting her filmic texts. Thus I do not primarily examine her films but 

instead the studio publicity which surrounds her; the various articles. interviews and 

biographies which have been written about her; the historical and biographical facts of her 

career; the reception of her work; the ways in which she has been theorised by others 

(academics and non-academics alike); the ways in which she has been "sold" as an image or 

product by others; and the ways in which she similarly "sells" herself. This contextual 

approach means that I do not have to find the "feminism" or "femininity" of the female 

director's films or rescue them for feminism, but am able to highlight the complexities and 

ambiguities of her position instead of explaining them away. 

In order to examine the role of the contemporary woman director in Hollywood I have 

taken what can best be described as a multi-theoretical approach. While I have drag n on 

feminist film theory to illuminate my work I have not used any particular form or mode 

(sociological, psychoanalytical, or otherwise) to read the films of a woman director: as I have 

already stated my interests are contextual rather than textual. If forced to categorise my 

research I would say it falls loosely within Judith Mayne's definition of a "women's cinema" 

approach to feminist film criticism. That is, a feminist examination of film history which 

entails "both exploring women's involvement with film production in the past and examining 

recent examples of women's filmmaking. "" In other words my primary concern is to explore 

the intersection between the woman director and the Hollywood film industry in all its various 

12 Maltb\ and Cra\ en 416. 
13 Christina Lane. Feminist Holl\r\N ood: From Born in Flames to Point Break (Detroit: Wayne State Uni\ ersity 
Press, 2000) 47. 
14 Judith Ma) nc. "Feminist Film Theory and Criticism, " Multiple Voices In Feminist Film Criticism. eds. Diane 

Carson, Linda Dittmar and Janice R. WeIsch (Minneapolis: The Universitý of 'Minnesota Press. 1994) 57-8. 

7 



permutations: namely theoretically, which requires that I examine «ays in which the cinema 

and the director have been conceptualised, and the female filmmaker's poor or uncomfortable 

fit within that theory (hence my exploration of auteur theory in chapter one); biographically. 

which means that I focus on the career of the contemporary woman director in Ho11y« ood and 

try to account for her precarious and unequal position within that industry (chapter t-, l o); 

commercially, which entails a study of the methods by which the female director and her 

films have been marketed, and indeed by which she has sometimes marketed herself (hence 

my examination of the marketing of Mimi Leder's action films in chapter three, and chapters 

four, five and six which consider the woman director's star image); and final I), in terms of 

reception by considering the ways in which reviewers have interpreted two female director's 

films (chapters seven and eight). Mayne's definition of "women's cinema" is perhaps a little 

vague, but I see this as a positive attribute rather than a negative one in that its indefinite 

nature allows me to study the role of the "mainstream" female director in an inclusive rather 

than an exclusive/exclusionary manner. Or to put it another way, it allows me to avoid t} ing 

myself to one specific theoretical area of film studies and providing a narrowly focused 

examination of this female figure. Instead it permits me to used varied theoretical approaches 

(auteur theory, star theory, ideas about the marketing of films, reception studies, general and 

feminist film theory and so on) to illustrate the complex, multi-layered nature of the woman 

director who must be understood not only as existing historically and biographically outside 

her texts, but also in multiple and sometimes contradictory guises: for example, as star, as 

auteur, as marketing tool, as the industry outsider who works inside the dominant system, as a 

Hollywood hack or a true artist, as a feminist icon or a feminist disgrace. 

In chapter one I begin my contextualisation of the woman director at what I believe to 

be the most logical starting point: auteur theory. Since the concept of the "auteur" was an 

attempt by film critics to conceptualise the role of authorship in the cinema, it follo'N s that 

any examination of the woman director must deal with this theoretical model. I address auteur 

theory from a feminist perspective, and explore the difficulties as well as the attractions of the 
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theory for feminist film criticism. For instance, the female director makes a problematic 

auteur since that figure is traditionally gendered as masculine. yet she may also feel 

compelled to embrace the ideas of auteurism if she is to assert her rights to authorship in the 

cinema. This chapter functions simultaneously as a feminist rebuttal to auteur theor\ and a 

consideration of what, if anything, it has left to offer feminist film criticism. 

In chapter two I move away from the overtly theoretical and undertake a "state-of-the- 

industry" examination of the position of the woman director in Hollywood. I look at the career 

path taken by these "mainstream" directors, highlighting the difficulties the majority of them 

have had in breaking into the industry and sustaining a career there. I contend that Hollywood 

is a business which is dominated by white males, and paint a statistical picture to prove this. 

As a result of this domination the act of male to female "mentoring" becomes a necessity for 

many female filmmakers, and indeed for many of the women working in Holly«ood in other 

behind-the-scenes capacities. Chapter two puts the notion of the "mentor" under the 

microscope, asking what problems it raises for both the women in the industry and the 

feminist film critic, while simultaneously questioning whether there are any viable 

alternatives, such as networks of so-called "minority" mentors (women, blacks, Latinos, 

Asians and so on). 

Chapter three begins my examination of the way women directors and their films are 

packaged and sold by Hollywood, and what this can tell us about the gender stereotypes and 

preconceptions associated with these individuals. In this chapter I consider the way in which a 

female artist's gender can be used as a marketing tool in the promotion of her films, 

eventually arguing that her biology can become one concept, one marketing hook, in the "high 

concept" film. I begin by offering some general observations on the subject, and then 

undertake a specific case study of the marketing of Mimi Leder's The Peacemaker (1997) and 

Deep Impact (1999). 

In chapters four, five and six I employ film criticism which has explored the role of 

the star in the film industry as a theoretical basis for an examination of the female director as 
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"star". These chapters are designed to illustrate that, as Allen and Gomery point out, 

filmmakers can exist as more than simply "credit lines on their films"- they can also be 

"public figures. " The " `facts' of their lives, their production practices, and their 

pronouncements are conveyed to the public via journalists, reviewers, their oNýn publicists. 

advertising materials for their films, memoirs" and so on, resulting in the creation of a 

"biographical legend" which functions as an "important historical background" against ýý h ich 

to read their films. 15 In other words these chapters argue that the "woman director" is as much 

a construction (both self-constructed and constructed by others) as she is a real person, and 

set out to evaluate the range of meanings of her media-created "star image". Chapter four 

works as an apologia for the use of star theory in this instance by arguing for the rele\ ance 

and utility of studying the director as "star". 

This introductory chapter is followed by the linked chapters five and six which 

provide case studies of the star images of two female actor-directors (Jodie Foster and Penný 

Marshall) and work together in a compare and contrast model. These directors were chosen 

because they possess star images which are almost the direct opposite of one another. 

Whereas Foster is most commonly represented as a female hero and/or feminist icon, 

Marshall is frequently depicted as an woman who is too "feminine" (too passive, neurotic, 

etc. ) to be a good feminist and/or a good director. These comparison chapters are structured 

around the complex and fluctuating meanings of "female" "feminine" and "feminist" which 

inform the star images of these directors and influence how they (as women directors) and the 

films they make are publicly represented and understood. If, as Richard Dyer has written, 

stars can be understood as figures who "speak to the crisis as to what a person is" (the crisis 

of subjectivity), then these three chapters could be said to speak to the crisis of what a woman 

is, and more specifically to what a woman director is (the crisis of female subjectivity). What 

expectations does her gender bring to bear on the way she acts, the way she looks, the kinds of 

1-5 Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomcrý. Film I listor\: Theo! 3, and Practice (Ne\\ York: \lc(, ra\%-Hill, 1985) 88- 

9. 
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films she makes, and so on? How does she balance and negotiate these expectations %% ithin 

her star image? 16 

Finally chapters seven and eight are concerned with the reception of the female 

director's films. They explore critical reactions to the films (Blue Steel (1990), Strange Days 

(1995), and Clueless (1995)) of two directors, Kathryn Bigelow and Amy Heckerling. In other 

words they primarily consider the interpretation of each film as, to use Janet Staiger's term. L- 

an "event", rather than offering an opinion as to what they really mean (whether from a 

feminist point of view or any other). In this way reception studies is able to \ý iden tile ten-ns of 

debate by allowing the film critic to move beyond the frustrating and ultimately futile search I 

for definitive textual meaning, and into a consideration of what an individual text means or 

has meant to other audiences and why. Unlike the previous chapters on Jodie Foster and 

Penny Marshall these chapters are not intended to work as a direct comparison to one another: 

for one thing the Clueless chapter takes on a very different structure than the one ýN li lch 

discusses Bigelow's films because, by concentrating on a single film, it is far more narroNý ly 

focused. Rather they should be viewed as complementary studies which identify and account 

for the range of possible readings of a woman director's film and, more particularly, to 

suggest ways in which those readings might overlap with considerations pertinent to feminist 

film theory, such as gender and genre, and the image of woman and women in Hollywood, 

both on and off-screen. The analysis of a film's reception is particularly apt for this thesis 

since it illustrates that the film critic must, as Janet Staiger argues, study "available responses 

to a particular film" which "requires attention, not only to the film itself, but as much or more 

so to concurrent texts (both internal and external to the genre), as well as to interpretive 

strategies. " This is a method of contextual analysis which my research illustrates should not 

only be used to study the films of the female director working in contemporary Hollywood but 

16 Richard Dyer, Stars (London: BFI. 1984) 183. 
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also to better understand the existence of and the meanings attached to that simultaneousk 

real and imagined figure herself 

Having outlined my research I must now acknowledge and justifý- a few theoretical 

problems and/or paradoxes that might potentially undermine this study. Judith Ma\ ne has 

written that the term "woman's director" when applied to Dorothý Arzner had multiple 

meanings. It could simply refer to her gender, or be used as an explanation for the successes 

or failUres of her films, for her treatment of male characters or the way in which she directed 

actresses. It "defined her simultaneously as a woman's director because she ýN as a NN ot-nan, 

and as a woman's director because she was like other woman's directors". Similarly iny oNN n 

research is concerned with the different connotations of the term "woman director" beyond 

indicating the director who is biologically female: such as she who makes or should make a 

certain kind of film because of her gender, she who is not a natural director because she is not 

male, or she who is marginal in the Hollywood film industry; and the ways in vhich these 

connotations can harden into stereotypes that work to pigeonhole her and impede her progress 

through the industry. These are the stereotypes which women directors are constantlý forced 

to confront and negotiate as they attempt to carve out a career for themselves within 

Hollywood. '8 

Mayne has also argued that the term "woman's cinema" elides difference since it 

"alludes to" but also "represses the importance of contrasts and connections between women, 

by implying that all women are the same. " In other words, and to risk stating the obvious, 

women are not only defined (and do not only define themselves) by their gender, but also by 

their race, ethnicity, sexuality, class and so on. In terms of the "woman director" it is crucial 

to point out that in Hollywood this nearly always means white woman director. Almost no 

women of colour have directed films which have had the backing of a major studio, and few 

films which have enjoyed studio (or indeed widespread theatrical) distribution. 19 

17 Janet Staiger. Intelpreting, Films: Studies in the Historical Reception of Anicrican Cinema (Princeton. Ne%% 

Jerse\: Princeton UniNersity Press. 1992) 9.138. 
18 Judith Mayne. Directed By Dorothy Arzner (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Universitý Press. 1994) 63. 

19 Judith Mayne 65-66. 
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According to Bronwen Hruska and Graham Rayman, as of 1993 Euzhan Palcv NN as 

the only Black woman director to have made a film which was produced and distributed bN a 

majorstudio: AD White Season (1989) which was financed by MGM. 20 Moreover Jesse 

Algeron Rhimes states that of the four hundred and fifty pictures released b,, studios and 

21 major independents in 1991 
, twelve were directed by black men and none by black women . 

To compare this to white women's position, Hruska and Rayman note that in that ý ear about 

twelve films were released by white female directors. In addition to Palcy one can also add 

the names of Darnell Martin, Kasi Lemmons, and the Indian born director Mira Nair. Martin 

directed I Like It Like That (1994) for Columbia Pictures; Lemmons' second film as director, 

Caveman's Valentine (2000), was partiaily produced and distributed by Universal. and Nair 

made The Perez Family (1995) for the Samuel Goldwyn Company, who also acted as co- 

distributers for Mississipi Masala (199 1). Miramax also distributed Maya Angelou's Down In 

The Delta (1998), and Leslie Harris' Just Another Girl on the IRT (1992). Since its 

acquisition by Disney in 1993 Miramax would qualify as, to use Justin Wyatt's term, a "major 

independent" which means it is certainly possible to view Angelou's 1998 film as straddling 

the divide between independent and mainstream cinema. 22 

My own research, however, set out to focus primarily on those female directors who 

are closest to the very heart of Hollywood. That is, those women who have had the most box 

office success in that industry; made several studio produced, distributed, and marketed films-, 

and have had a significant amount of material written about them in the popular media which 

I could utilise to discover how they are perceived in the marketplace. Given the fact that the 

Hollywood industry is itself a white male institution, and that many of the supplementary 

discourses which surround it (such as mainstream entertainment and film magazines) share 

the value system of this institution, it is not surprising that non-white, female directors should 

20 Bronwen Hruska and Graham Rayman, "List Growing, but Black Women Filmmakers Rare in Hollv%vood, - San 
Diego Union-Tribune 7 Mar. 1993: E8. San Diego Union-Tribune Online Archlýes, 12 Sep. 2000 

<http: //pqasb. pqarchiver. com/sandiego/index. htmi>. 
21 Jesse Algeron Rhimes 88. 
22 Justin Wyatt 74-90. 
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not only be almost entirely absent within that industry. but also that this absence should go 

unremarked upon in the popular press. Indeed chapter two tackles this issue by providing 

statistical evidence to illustrate the way Hollywood functions to exclude, or at least impede 

the progress of, the "other": he or she who is either not white. not male, or both. My thesis is 

in no way intended to be taken as an apology for the way Hollywood marginalises notjust 

women, but all so-called "minority" groups, or as a claim that only white women have been 

directors. It recognises that white women directors working in Hollywood are a specific group 

who cannot speak for the experience of all women directors, and understands that their 

experiences can only ever serve as a partial explanation for the rampant inequality which 

exists within the industry. Yet is also contends that the study of this specific group of 

directors is vital if feminist film theory is to move forward theoretically and begin to identify 

the wealth of hitherto neglected areas which would benefit from further, or even nascent 

analysis. It is the nature of research to throw up other topics for consideration. The stud,, of, 

for example, the absence of non-white female directors in the film industry, and their 

progression in the independent as opposed to the mainstream sector, especially vis-A-vis the 

position of the non-white "other" in the media generally, is one such topic which \Nould 

require a thesis by itself Christina Lane's excellent chapter on Darnell Martin in Feminist 

HollMood demonstrates one of the ways in which such a study might proceed. Lane explores 

the way Martin fits into a tradition of black independent filmmaking, and focuses on the way 

racial and gender stereotypes have impacted on her career as first an independent and then a 

studio director. She demonstrates how the female director's identity is not only constructed in 

terms of gender but also in terms of race. 23 

Of course in choosing to focus on the specific kind of woman director working in the 

very heart of the system (or as near as a female director can get to it) I am aware that I can be 

accused of maintaining an artificial distinction between the "mainstream" and the 

"independent", the validity of which I myself am compelled to interrogate at certain points in 

23 See Christina Lane 149-175. 
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the thesis. As I have already suggested the boundaries between these categories are not clearly 

defined but incredibly blurred. To counter this accusation I will emphasise mo related points. 

Firstly, that despite this blurring the distinction between the two categories apparentk 

continues to exist in many feminist film critics' minds, otherwise they \, vould not privilege the 

examination of the "independent" female director over other directors working within 

Hollywood, making this kind of study if not redundant then less pressing. Second]v. that since 

my intention is to address an only partially filled gap in feminist film theory (the examination 

of those women directors who work within the studio system) it is necessan, to maintain this 

somewhat contrived distinction for the sake of clarity, while simultaneously recognising that 

such a distinction will always be problematic. 

Finally this thesis raises two more potential problems associated ýk ith the study of 

women directors as a group. I might be accused of overemphasising the director at the 

expense of those women who have worked in different professions in the industry such as 

producers, screenwriters, actors, costume designers. To this I would say that this thesis neither 

claims to be exhaustive nor views directing as the only or best means of theorising authorship 

in the cinema (which is, after all, a collaborative art form). My interrogation of auteur theory, 

as well as my consideration of the figure of the "star-as-director" or Hollywood "hyphenate", 

prove that I am fully aware that the female director is not the only woman in Hollywood - she 

is merely the focal point of my research. 

It might also be argued that my claim that I am not writing a gynocritics of the cinema 

is potentially paradoxical given that I have chosen to group directors together by gender for 

the purpose of this study. Moreover, many female directors have fought to disassociate 

themselves from any such tagging by, for instance, avoiding making obviously "feminine" or 

"feminist" films, or denying that gender has had any influence on their career, since they 

believe that such labels increase the possibility of cinematic marginal i sation. HoýN ever at the 

risk of repeating myself I would say that at no point in my work do I argue that the films of 

women directors share some common female, feminine, or feminist themem hich mere 
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biology, or their existence as one link in a historical chain of women artists. has brought into 

being. Rather I am interrogating the processes by which women directors are saddled with 

gendered labels in order to destabilise these labels, and to illustrate that they are a cultural 

rather than a natural phenomenon. In short I problematise the term -wornan director", ýN hich 

works to pigeonhole and confine female filmmakers in a myriad of ways, even while I use it 

myself. I do not use it without reservations, but understand that it serves an important purpose 

as an organisational category for research, especially when the theoretical and historical 

('silence" of a number of cinema's female artists might be the alternative to not using it. A 

study which takes the female director as it's starting point is justified so long as it is self- 

conscious: it must question how it defines its terminology as it goes along, and demonstrate an 

awareness that such terms do not have one meaning but many, and are not fixed but constantly 

shifting. 

I have chosen Lillian Gish's comment, which is quoted at the beginning of this 

introduction, as the title of this thesis because it has considerable relevance to many of the 

themes of my work. The "was" in "directing was no job for a lady" suggests that the 

profession used to be closed to women but is no longer. My research, particularly chapter two 

which paints a bleak statistical picture of women's status in Hollywood, illustrates that many 

of those who hold power in the industry remain to be convinced of this fact. "No job" also 

indicates the scarcity of opportunities for women directors in Hollywood, as well as drawing 

our attention to the fact that the activity of directing has commonly been viewed as unsuitable 

or unnatural for women: an issue which is tackled at length in chapter one, but which also 

informs the entire thesis. "Lady" is significant because it introduces the issue of gender into 

the mix, and with it the endlessly circulating and frequently conflicting debates about 

feminism and femininity with which my research engages. The word evokes the idea that 

directing is somehow "unfeminine" and this feeds into the idea that women must someho-vv 

negotiate the inherent "masculinity" of the job if they are to be accepted as filmmakers. It also 

speaks to the fact that for many observers (both inside and outside the industrN ) the woman 
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director's gender cannot be viewed as separate from her profession: she is a woman director 

rather than simply a director. Her gender impinges on her career to the extent that it affects 

the ways in which she and her films are theorised, marketed, and read. Simply put. this thesis 

seeks to account for the many ways in which directing is understood to be --no job for a lady" 

in order to identify and make obvious the subtle and not so subtle gender-based prejudices 

which affect the female director who works in Hollywood. 
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Chapter One 

'-'IT]hese are the audacities of hommes de cinema": Towards a Feminist Examination of 

Auteur Theory' 

Annette Kuhn has written that "the concept of authorship ... 
had already had a chequered 

history within film theory well before feminism came on the scene. "2 It follovs that notions 

of authorship are more likely to complicate rather than clarify the already complex and 

frequently contradictory field of feminist film theory. Despite this a thesis ý. Nhich seeks to 

study the female director would be foolish to bypass considerations of authorship entirek. 

Indeed they are unavoidable since the spectre of auteurism, which locates the director as 

cinema's author,, looms large over any attempt to theorise that figure. This chapter is a 

reassessment of auteur theory for feminist film criticism. It begins with an exploration of 

auteur theory as a gendered concept, and then moves on to a discussion of the way in which 

auteurist critics sought to distance film from the arena of "feminine" mass culture, thus 

ensuring its status as "Art". It also acts as a rebuttal to an auteurist view of cinematic history 

by calling for a rehistoricisation of the female director; and then, finally, asks xý hat, if 

anything, auteur theory has to offer the feminist film critic. 

The term "auteur theory" is actually a misnomer, and I use it here for no other reason 

than convenience. It was never offered as a unified theory by its French originators, but rather 

became one in the hands of its later disciples, such as the American critic Andrew Sarris. As 

such this "theory" is open for the feminist critic to rip apart and expose its shortcomings: to 

recognise the questions and difficulties it raises, and use them as theoretical gateways from 

which to write the woman director back into film history. 

Although the inadequacies of auteur theory prove that there will alway's be a tension 

in film theory between our conception of the director as author and maker of meaning. and 

1 Franqois Truffaut. "Une Certaine Tendance du Cinýma Franqais, " Theories of Authorship, ed. John Caughic 

(London: Routledge, 1981) 40. 
nd 2 Annette Kuhn. Women*s Pictures: Feminism And Cinema, 2 ed. (London: Verso, 1994) 2(),. 
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our understanding of the processes by which the reader (critic. audience) determines 

meaningý, this does not make a close study of the theory redundant. Such an examination 

actually forces us to emphasise this and other tensions within auteurism. It also teaches us 

that any theory which works to define cinema by the actions of one individual participant (the 

white male director) is ultimately an unsatisfactory one. Hence we are able to take the NNoman 

director as a focal point for study, while simultaneously taking care not to depict her as a 

subject who exists outside of history and ideology. 

The Masculine Bias of Auteur Theory 

The most obvious aspect of auteur theory with which feminist film criticism must 

take issue is its gender biased use of language. This is hardly surprising given Nina Baym's 

argument that "the verb 'to author"' has undergone a "facile translation... into the verb 'to 

father, ' with the profound gender restrictions of that translation unacknowledged. "' EdxN ard 

Buscombe writes that the "romantic conception of the director as the 'only begetter' of a 

film" was one which dominated Cahiers du Cin6ma. The use of the word "begetter" is 

significant since it refers to the masculine part in procreation: just as the man "begets" a child 

of the woman, and thus undermines her importance in the act of procreation, so the male 

director is formulated as he who "begets" a film, thus erasing the possibility that women also 

have a role to play in the creation of film 
. 

Viewed in this way auteurist criticism has much in common with earlier literary 

theory's conception of the figure of the artist. Edward Buscombe has commented on the 

similarities between Romantic literary theory's depiction of this figure as someone whose 

work "rises spontaneously from the vital root of genius; it grows, it is not made; " and that of 

the auteurist preoccupation with the distinction between the auteur who makes a film "truly 

his own", and the metteur en scMe who is unable "to disguise the fact that the origin of his 

I Nina Baym, *"Melodramas of Beset Manhood. Ho\\ Theories of American Fiction Excluded Women Authors. " 

The New Feminist Criticism. Essays on Women, Literature. and Theoty, ed. Elaine Showalter (London: Virago. 

1986)78. 
4 Edward Buscombe. "Ideas of Authorship. " Theories of AuthorLhSi. ed. John Caughie, 24. 
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film lies somewhere else. "' Such a romantic definition of the director means that a 

collaborative understanding of film is sacrificed in favour of a model of autonomous 

creativity. Andrew Sarris, for instance, shows his commitment to such a model v, hen he 

refers to the director as being analogous to a king. 

For Sarris cinematic authority rests in a patriarchal figure, and that figure is 

conceived of as analogous not only to a king, but also to a God: in The American Cinema: 

Directors and Directions 1929-1968 he refers to those directors he believes to be the most 

talented as "Pantheon Directors". In Sarris' thinking there is no room for queens or 

goddesses: like so many male literary theorists before him, the canon he created was 

exclusively male and white. While this bias is partially explicable as wilful prejudice on 

Sarris' part since he is clearly aware that potential female candidates for inclusion exist (he 

devotes one page to a list of female directors), it is also the logical conclusion of a deeply 

flawed theory in which the standards denoting artistic excellence are such that they are only 

achievable by men. 

Writing on the subject of female artists, Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollack state 

that the male establishment which governs the art world has not only been instrumental in 

determining "the criteria of greatness" within that field, but also in controlling who has 

ccaccess to the means to achieve it. " For example, women artists were denied the opportunity 

to study the nude which was fundamental to the dominant art forms between the Renaissance 

and the mid nineteenth century. 7 For female directors (and indeed most non-white directors) 

access is an even greater problem since comparatively few women have worked in that 

capacity as opposed to female writers or artists. This is partially due to the relative youth of 

cinema as an art form. Women and other marginal groups have had less time to establish 

themselves, and established patriarchal and/or racist attitudes have had a shorter period in 

which to undergo change: a situation which is compounded by the difficulty of developing 
I 

5 Buscombe. "Ideas of Authorship" 24-5. 

6 Andrew Sarris, -ToNýards a Theory of Film Historv. - Movies and Methods VOILIT11C One, ed. Bill Nichols 

(Berkelcy: The UnIN erstN of California Press. 1976) 246. 

7 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology (London: Routledge. 1981) 115. 
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and exercising directorial skills on a purely amateur basis (unlike the tools of ýýriting, for 

example, the tools of filmmaking are prohibitively expensive). In addition limited access to 

traditionally white male enclaves such as film school, and behind the camera on a film set. 

have made theoretical as well as practical, on-the-job training more difficult for ýýomen and 

other "minority" groups. In the case of those women directors working in the mainstream. 

Hollywood's status as an industry which is financially high-risk and thus predominantl% 

commercially-motivated might also help explain their absence: women, ýNho are not thought 

to be financially astute by nature, and who are likely to have little or no experience of 

working on big-budget films to offer as a calling-card, find themselves left out in the 

professional cold. ' 

The problem of access is crucial since some auteurists have insisted that in order to 

be an "auteur" one must have completed a substantial body of work across a wide ý arietý of 

cinematic genres, whilst making reference to the same key themes and concerns from film to 

film in order to give the work personality and coherence. As Peter Wollen writes of Howard 

Hawks: "Hawks is a director who has worked for years within the Hollywood system ... 
Hawks 

has worked in almost every genre ... 
Yet all of these films exhibit the same thematic 

preoccupations, the same recurring motifs and incidents". 9 By these criteria quantity comes in 

part to stand for quality. Consider the words of Andrew Sarris when he argues that, 

"[c]omprehension becomes a function of comprehensiveness. As more movies are seen, more 

cross-references are assembled. Fractional responsibilities are more precisely defined-, 

personal signatures are more clearly discerned. 10 In Sarris' eyes the critic is able to better 

understand the auteur's thematic concerns by seeing a number of films directed by him. Since 

it is only by discerning these personal patterns or "signatures" that the true auteur is 

discovered, it follows that only those who have made a significant number of films will be 

judged as sign ificant in auteurist terms. This poses a problem for the woman director ýý ho 

8 For further discussion of the issues surrounding the female director's access to Hollywood see chapter two of this 

thesis. 
9 Peter Wollen. Signs and Meaning in the Cinema (London: Seck-er and Warburg. 1972) 8 1. 

10 Sarris. "Fo\\ards a Theory" 238. 
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frequently struggles to get one or two films made, and is seldom fortunate enough to be in a 

position to pick and choose between the widest range of generic possibilities and the 

available stars and scripts (especially when certain genres such as Romance or Comedý are 

believed to be more suited to her "feminine" abilities than others). Historicalk she has had 

less opportunity to fill the role of director and has made fewer films. leaving her forever 

trying to catch up with her male equivalent. Thanks to their ahistorical and selective methods 

of interpreting cinema it is crucial facts such as these which auteurist critics hax e chosen to 

omit. 

Auteur theory does not simply refuse to consider female directors but more 

accurately conceives of directing as a male pursuit, and consequently genders the director as 

mate. Take, for example, the words of Truffaut referred to in my title: auteurs are --men of the 

cinema" and nothing else. Similarly Andrew Sarris argues that even though Simone De 

Beauvoir would dispute Lillian Gish's comment that directing was no job for a lady, 

"relatively few women have put the matter to the test. " He declares this as if it was purely a I 

lack of interest on the woman's part which explained an imbalance in the ratio of male to 

female directors. " 

This refusal to conceptualise the director as anything other than (a white) male does 

not begin and end with the rise and relative fall (thanks to the critical challenges which have 

revealed its flaws) of auteur theory. On the contrary it is a notion which persists today, aided 

not only by the fact that many of the vestiges of auteurist thinking are still to be found 

circulating both inside and outside the film industry, but also by the continuing scarcity of 

female directors within that industry. For example the director's name is often used in the 

promotion of a film in much the same way as that of a star: Schindler's List (1993) is -A film 

by Steven Spielberg", and Titanic (1997) is "A James Cameron film". Similarly film critics 

continue to write about directors and their films in auteurist terms: Angie Errigo xN rites in a 

review of Eyes Wide Shut (1999) that the film is "definitely Kubrickian" and -imbued %% Ith 

1 'Andrew Sarris. The American Cinema: Directors and Directions 1929-1968 (Ne\N York: Dutton. 1968) 216. 
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Kubrick's uncomfortable personal vision". 12 1 have chosen to put the ýýords --a %ý, hite- in 

brackets when mentioning the standard way of conceptualising the director since although I 

am discussing the issue of gender in this instance, these bracketed words emphasise that the 

image of the "typical director" not only elides the absence of women in the profession. but 

also of blacks, Latinos, Asians and other minorities of both sexes. 

According to Jim Hillier the language employed to discuss directors and directinu, 

consistently finds its metaphors in typically "masculine" spheres such as sport, NNar and the 

Old West. Those in Hollywood, often refer to successful films as "'home runs". and directors 

as (. 4guns for hire". 13 In a chapter in Naked Hollywood which describes the position of the 

director in contemporary Hollywood Nicholas Kent compares production on a film to --a 

military campaign", and quotes from director/screenwriter David Mamet Mio inaintaitis that 

the director is "deferred to by the crew because of the legitimate chain of command M this 

sort of enterprise". 14 So pervasive is this terminology that female directors have been known 

to employ it themselves. For instance Martha Coolidge tells Ms. that the director is "the 

ultimate power on the set[, ] ... the captain of the ship, where the buck stops. " 15 It is crucial to 

note how much ideological overlap there is between these male cultural/historical spheres. 

Roger Horrocks describes the way in which young men's participation in sports in nineteenth 

century Britain was held to promote those Victorian values (resourcefulness, team-work, fair 

play, physical superiority to "others", patriotism) deemed essential for the continuance of the 

British Empire, thus articulating an important link between sport and the military (as 

conquerors of other nations). He also argues that the cult of male athleticism which became 

prominent in this era functioned as "a sublimation of sexuality that kept white Englishmen 

Ipure' and away from women. " 16 This is an idea which is echoed in the mytholog), of the Old 

West. As Shelley Armitage states, this mythology casts woman in the role of -civilizer". and 

12 Angie Errigo. re\. of Eyes Wide Shut, Empire Oct. 1999: 13. 
13 Jim Hillier, The New Holk \\ ood (London: Studio Vista- 1992) 129. 
14 Nicolas Kent. Naked Hollywood (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1991) 62-3. Italics mine. 
15 EIlin Stein. -Careers In Movieland. - Ms. Julý 1984: 96. Italics mine. 
16 Roger I-lorrocks. Male Myths and Icons. Nlasculinity and Popular Culture (London: Macmillan. 1995) 149.150. 
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man as lover of the wilderness and eager escapee from civilisation (from the "ferniiiine". 

from marriage). " 

Horrocks maintains that hand in hand with the bureaucrat i sati on of sport in the 

nineteenth century came further justification for the "elevation of men over , vomen". 

Women, who were perceived to be "frail creatures", were restricted to the domestic sphere. 

while rnen were encouraged to seek ftilfilment Outside the home in -industrý', business 
... the 

Empire" and, allied with these areas, on the playing field. Faced with breaking into a sphere 

so firmly designated as male, women have either excelled in those sports deemed suitable for 

women, or struggled to gain access to "male" sports. Such a struggle has been required 

because sport (as a showcase for superior male strength, energy, aggression) has not 

traditionally been deemed a natural pursuit for women, and in this it has much in common 

with directing. ' 8 

In Hollywood, as one executive quoted in Mark Litwak's Reel Power points out, 

women are commonly seen as "developers" rather than "facilitators". In fact there is eN, eii an 

industry term which reflects this. The tag "D-girls" (development girls) was given to young 

female executives who were on their way up the career ladder. These women had enough 

power to turn down potential projects but not enough to give them the green light: that 

honour went to their male bosses. This split between facilitator (male) and developer (fei-naie) 

is merely a variation on the old masculine/feminine dichotomy represented by other 

supposedly "natural" (but in reality constructed) oppositions such as active/passive, 

aggressive/submissive, leader/fol lower. ' 9 

Martha Coolidge proves that she is all too aware of the woman director's "unnatural" 

position when she adds an incisive coda to her "captain of the ship" statement quoted above: 

"Women don't fit the role as that kind of authority figure. " Undoubtedly Coolidge has had 

17 Shel IcN Armitage. -Rawhide Heroines: The Ex olution of the Co\\ girl and the Mýlh of America. " The American 
Self MNth. Ideology. and Popular Culture, ed. Sam B. Girgus (Albuquerque: UniN ersity of New Mexico Press. 

1981) 166. 
18 l4orrocks 15 1. 
19 Mark Litwak. Reel Power: the Struggle for Influence and Success in the New Holly\\ood (Los. Anueles: Silman- 

James Press. 1986) 15 1. For a discussion of "D-girls"' see Rachel AmbramoNvitz. Is That a Gun in Your Pocket' 

Women's Experience of Power in Hollywood (New York: Random House. 2000) 134. 
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first hand experience of the difficulties this perception raises for female directors. She has 

said that a male teacher who interviewed her for a place to study film at New York L'nk ersitN 

in the late sixties told her, "You can't be a director, you're a "vornan . 
', 20 The teacher's %%ords 

reveal a belief that "woman" and "director" are mutually exclusive, as if directing %Nere quite 

simply a gender-based skill that required a "masculine" way of thinking. Theý also mask not 

only a past history of women's contribution to the field,, but also the reasons for their 

inequality within it. Although it would be foolish to claim that attitudes ha\e not shifted in 

subsequent decades allowing more women to train and work as directors, it would also be 

premature, given the still pitifully small number of women making films in Holh, wood and 

the snail-like pace of their progress, to argue that a belief in men's superior aptitude for the 

role has entirely disappeared, even if it is perhaps now less obviously expressed. 

Since the female director is, for some, "unnatural", the language used to describe her 

either attempts to render her natural or to confirm her strangeness in that position. In what 

might be seen as one such naturalisation strategy Kathryn Bigelow is often discussed as a 

woman who is very "masculine" in her approach to directing. Moreover both she. and to a 

lesser extent, Jodie Foster have been referred to as fulfilling auteurist criteria which has the 

effect of easing their assimilation into the all-male auteur's club. As evidence of another 

strategy one can point to the tendency to overemphasise the gender of the director and the 

accompanying "femininity" and/or "feminism" of her films, with the result that she is 

effectively consigned to the sidelines of the industry as "other" (not a director but a woman 

director). Sometimes, as Christina Lane reveals in her study of the director Damell Martin, 

this strategy can also overlap with issues of race and lead to a situation where a female 

director is not just "other" as woman,, but "other" as woman of colour. Lane argues that in 

Martin's case it was not only her "femaleness" which was manipulated by Columbia's 

publicity machine to sell her first studio film, I Like It Like That (1994), but also her racial 

identity, wh ich meant that she was doubly side-lined. She Nvas forced into týý o narrowk 

20 Abramowitz. Is That a Gun 10 1. 
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defined niches - the tradition of black (male) filmmaking (since Columbia's publiciv, 

department failed to acknowledge the existence of other Black female filmmakers) and of 

women's filmmaking 
- instead of one. As a result of such marginalising practices there is no 

need for the industry to account for the alien female in amongst the men, or the token black 

in amongst the whites, since she can be assessed as part of a parallel (but implicitlý inferior) 

feminine or other "minority" tradition 
.21 

Sarris employs this strategy ýý hen he deals xý itli the 

existence of female directors by labelling them "a ladies auxiliary" and relegating them to a 

footnote in cinematic history: "A special footnote must also be devoted to the x, ý idow of 

Alexander Dovjenko" (which refers to her merely as somebody's ývife, rather than by her full 

name) and a "longer, more controversial footnote" to Leni Riefenstahl. If an attempt is made 

to accent rather than reconcile the woman's aberrance as director, on the other hand, it is 

often the case that this attempt takes the form of an attack. 22 

In a speech from the 1992 Women In Film Qystal Awards Lunch Barbra Streisand 

recognises this fact when she notes that language is used very differently in talking about 

women as opposed to men within the industry. Male qualities which are expressed in positk e 

terms are frequently transformed by language into negatives when they are clisplaý ed by 

women. For example she notes that a man might be called "forceful" whereas a xNoman is 

-pushy"; a man is "uncompromising" and a woman is a "ball breaker"; a man is -assertive" 

and a woman is "aggressive"; a man shows "leadership" and a woman is "controlling" and so 

on. 23 In this way a woman who dares to demonstrate the necessary strengths to succeed in a 

competitive business and asserts her right to take up a leadership role (the latter being 

particularly relevant for the director since she or he is still commonly perceived to fill that 

position during the making of a film) risks censure when she ventures into "male" territory. 

This censure articulates the "essential" differences between men andwomen, and reprimands 

women who choose to ignore these differences for acting against their "nature", for actim-, 

21 Christina Lane. Feminist Hollywood. From Born In Flames to Point Break (Detroit: Wayne Statc Unkersitý 

Press, 2000) 150. 
2' Sarris. The American Cinem 216. 

23 Reprinted in -WeAre The Girlz in the Hood, " Premiere Women In HoJINNNood Special 1993: 27. 
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I ike men. In short, to borrow a phrase of Linda Grant' s, women %N ho displaN the --foot- 

stamping and general unpleasantness" that are supposedly typical of the director are turned 

,, 24 "into sexless harriclans in the eyes of the world . 

To see evidence of this strategy at work one only has to consider comments which 

have been made about Streisand. David Thomson has said that Yentl (1983) is a "piece of 

magic" because the story by Isaac Bashevis Singer on which it is based is "strong enough to 

contain her [Streisand's] narcissism". 25 Thus credit for the film's quality is given not to its 

di rector- prod ucer- star but to the author who inspired it, effectively making the author into the 

auteur since the obvious candidate for auteur-status (Streisand) is judged to be unsuitable 

because she is too self-involved. This is particularly ironic given that great auteurs are 

usually celebrated for their ability to stamp their personality on a film. The Premiere -Poxýer 

Lists" have referred to Streisand in a similar fashion, calling her a -Diva Director" and a 

"Multitalented Narcissist". Both are titles which work to undermine her position of strength 

as director and the talents she possesses by qualifying them with negatives: her directing is 

supposedly compromised by her temperament, and her various abilities devalued by 

immodesty. 26 

In accordance with what Linda Grant refers to as "the model of the artistic genius as 

social misfit", the great male director can be, and indeed is almost expected to be, a difficult 

character since in auteurist terms a certain amount of social isolation (which is closely 

connected with aesthetic originality) is one of the criteria for greatness . 
2' According to this 

logic a cinematic "genius" (such as the oft-cited Orson Welles) xvho sets out to question the 

status quo will almost inevitably be something of a loner since he is swimming against rather 

than with the culture's ideological tide, and it is out of this struggle that "real art" is created. 

By contrast a woman .s achievements (as we have seen with Streisand) are not supposed to 

come at the expense of social niceties, and as a result the -artist-as-rebel" myth has 

2' Linda Grant. "13o\ s Only in the Big Picture. " Guardian 21 Apr. 1998. CD-ROM: 8. Italics mine. 

2 5Da\ id Thomson, -\Vomen Call the Shots, - Guardian 17. Apr. 1998: 9. 

'"'The Power List. "* Premiere Ma\ 1996: 76-90. "The Po\ker List. " Premiere May 1997: 85-99. 

27 Grant. "Boys Only" 8. 
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traditionally been less open to them. When confronted by female directors "'kho do not appear 

to be as accommodating as stereotypes of femininity have led them to expect. some critics 

resolve this discrepancy not by questioning the validity of those stereotypes but bN 

interrogating the "femaleness" of the directors. 

In her article "Steel Magnolia" Elissa Van Poznak depicts Kathryn Bigelow as a 

hard, cold, uncompromising woman who is completely focused on her career. She uses ,. Nords 

and phrases such as "command", "control-freak", "remote", "controlled", "humourless" and 

"so business-like I almost froze". Then,, as if attempting to rationalise such unnatural 

(unfeminine) behaviour, she quotes Oliver Stone as once having referred to BigeloNN's 

"relentlessness" as "masculine". Even Bigelow's living room does not escape the 

interviewer's critical eye. Its Minimalist style is not interpreted as a design choice but read as 

symbolic of the director's "spare, uncompromising, almost impersonal" character. It is NNorth 

noting that Van Poznak also falls back on the kind of masculine imagery surrounding 

directing that I have already discussed, although in this instance it is used to reprimand the 

director rather than to praise her. Playing with military language, the article's sub heading 

informs us that Van Poznak "finds no chinks in her [Bigelow's] armour. " Within the piece 

itself this phrase is reiterated with a slight alteration when she states that "Bigelow reveals 

nothing about herself. There are no chinks in her denim. " Earlier in the article Van Poznak 

notes that the director is dressed in shirt, jeans and cowboy boots: a quasi western outfit 

which in the interviewer's mind acts as a modem day coat of an-nour wom by the "tough girl" 

of American cinema who is determined to live up to the standards of all those "tough guys". 

Whereas this armour imagery might have been employed to paint a picture of the brave 

auteur who suits-up to protect her artistic vision against the encroaching enemy that is the 

Hollywood system, or to establish the director as the film world's equivalent to a military 

I leader, Van Poznak uses it to symbolise Bigelow's supposed emotional inaccessibi lity. When 
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this female director wears "armour" it is not as a means of protection or a sign of poýýer but 

as a distancing device (from the feminine) and a mask of assimilation. 28 

One term which is often used in conjunction with the *'artist-as-rebel" myih is 

"maverick". Leslie Felperin traces the origin of the word to a Texas cattleman named Sam 

Maverick who refused to brand his steers. She notes that it "entered the vernacular through 

countless westerns" and when applied to directors such as Sam Fuller or Robert Altman it 

retains that "manly whiff of tobacco, whisky and the dusty road ... 
Much like the term *indie'. 

there's something very boy's club about the notion. " Not surprisingly, argues Felperin, the 

term is seldom applied to female directors, although there are rare exceptions such as 

Kathryn Bigelow whose films have been deemed challenging, edgy and stylish enough to 

29 
earn her maverick (and auteur) status. In other words Bigelow's work avoids the "feminine" 

and as a result fits comfortably within the agreed parameters of male-determined cinematic 

significance. 

One of the reasons that "maverick" sits so uncomfortably with women (unless they 

are masculinised or at least de-feminised like Bigelow) can be discerned from a statement 

made by Felperin: 

The maverick lone rider must quarrel with and leave Belle back at the ranch so that 

he can roam free 
... 

Women feature in the movie-maverick mythology as so many 

disposable leading ladies, courted and cast aside like the maternal, engulfing arms of 

the studio system itself 

Just as the "maverick" figure of the Old West must run away from civilisation (which, as 

already stated, is symbolised by "feminine" things such as wife, family, home, domesticity) 

in order to be assured of that epithet, so the maverick-auteur must symbolically reject the 

dreaded "feminine" by sidelining his female stars and distancing himself from a 

commercial ly-driven studio system: a system which seeks to tame or domesticate him, and 

28 Elissa Van Poznak, "Steel Magnolia. " Elie Dec. 1990, U. K. ed.: 71-75. 
29 Leslie Felperin. "The Max ericks: Not Just a Boý's Game. " Obser-, er 14 Feb. 1994, Cinema sec.: 4. 
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subsume his individual talents. Here Hollywood cinema is conceived of as a form of 

threatening mass culture,, and the concept of the mass is one ý, ý li ich has often been ferninised. 

In "Mass Culture as Woman" Andreas Huyssen charts the gro"Ih in the nineteenth 

century of the notion that mass culture was "somehow associated with women while real, 

authentic culture" remained "the prerogative of men. " He notes that there ýN as an obsessive 

tendency within the various artistic, political and psychological discourses of the period to 

gender both mass culture and the masses as feminine, and cites Flaubert's Madame Bova! ]t' in 

which the heroine, Emma Bovary, is obsessed with "Trivial literatur" as one example of this. 

He argues that one of the corollaries to this "feminine" mass culture xNas-the emergence of a 

mate mystique in modernism". In Huyssen's opinion modernism is riddled \\ ith patriarchal 

bias and misogynistic thinking. He goes on to list the typical features of the ideal modernist 

art work,, which have much in common with those qualities which are often seen as indicative 

of the films of a true auteur. He writes that the great modemist work is "autonomoLis", that is 

to say distinct from the spheres of "mass culture and every day life". It is also -self- 

referential" and "self-conscious", and it springs from the mind of an individual rather thaii 

from a group of people. Similarly the great auteurist work is praised for its ability to stand 

apart thematically, structurally, ideologically and morally, from mass culture (or at least to 

critique it from within); to use the building blocks of cinematic narrative such as genre in a 

new, frequently irreverent, and always highly studied manner; and above all to be recuperable 

as the cinematic expression of one author (the director) whose personality is stamped all over 

it. 30 

Auteurism can be viewed as the logical culmination of a long running theoretical 

quest to legitimise cinema for, as Richard Maltby points out, the desire to elevate films to the 

level of "Art" was one which preoccupied even the earliest film theorists. 31 In order to make 

films into "Art" one inevitably had to observe the standards by NNhich real art \N as measured 

30 Andreas HuYssen. --Nla,, s Culture As Woman. Modernism's Other. " Studies In Entertainment: Critical 

Anroaches to Mass Culture, ed. Tania Modleski (Bloomington: Indiana UnN ers, ty Press. 1986) 191.188-189. 

194,197. 
31 Richard Maltby and Ian Craven. Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction (Oxt'ord: Black-NN ell, 199 5) 416. 
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in other fields such as painting or literature, and these standards %Aere far from gender neutral. 

Among the guardians of high art the consensus was that truly great ýý orks stood apart from 

(and indeed repudiated) mass culture, and this was perhaps the greatest barrier to cinema's 

entry into the aesthetic canon since its status as popular entertainment would seemingl-Y put it 

on the "mass" rather than the "high" side of the culture divide. The ansýýer, according to 

auteurists, was in Lapsley's words to "distinguish authors from the anonymous mass of 

directors",, thus proving that artistic genius can transcend even a system (the Hol I,, NNood fi I in 

industry) which stifles creativity. " 

In Andrew Sarris' writing we see both the urge to establish auteurs as 1ndiN iduals 

whose films surpass those typically produced by Hollywood, and also the tendency to gender 

the masses as feminine. For example in "Towards a Theory of Film History" he argues that 

there are "weak and strong directors" just as there are "weak and strong kings", the 

implication being that only the strong are able to escape the constrictions of the studio system 

and take charge of their own work (in Sarris' words they are the individuals who -rule" rather 

than merely "reign") 
. 
33 The director-as-king metaphor calls to mind the idea of one man \\ ho 

rules absolutely over his people, over the masses, which in terms of the director translates to 

one man whose films are hierarchically superior to the other undifferentiated forms of mass 

culture which surround them. In addition "weak" and "strong" bring with them gendered 

connotations of "feminine" and "masculine" which, combined with the fact that the director 

is a king not a queen, illustrate that the woman's place in cinematic history is as producer. 

object and more frequently consumer of those mediocre works which endorse rather than 

challenge Hollywood conventions. 

In the same article Sarris uses the word "forest" to describe Hollywood because it 

,6 

connotes conformity rather than diversity, repetition rather than variation. " In this equation 

directors are "trees" and the best directors, or auteurs, are the -topmost trees": that is the ones 

32 
Robert Lapsley and Michael Westlake. Film Theo[y: An Introduction (Manchester: Manchester Universit% 

Press, 1988) 127. 
33 Sarris, -, To\\ ards a Theory- 246. 
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which stand out from the mass. Following on from this Sarris chastises those he calls -forest 

critics" for dismissing all Hollywood filmmakers rather than recognising that there are a 

select few who have managed to produced "great" art despite the constraints of the sý stem. 

The "forest critic",, he argues, finds it impossible to "admit even to himself that he is beguiled 

by the same vulgarity his mother enjoys in the Bronx... [B]ut he continues to seek into movie 

houses like a man of substance visiting a painted woman. , 34 Although Sarris is critical of 

those who publicly damn Hollywood films while enjoying them in secret, he is clearly not 

prepared to champion these films unequivocally since he resorts to a ferninisation of mass 

culture. It is working class mothers who get pleasure from the unrefined product that 

Hollywood typically chums out; and the furtive viewing of these inferior films is akin to the 

kind of thrill a rich man gets from sleeping with a prostitute: both of them supposedly being 

financial transactions which are emotionally and, in terms of the film viewing, aesthetically 

empty. 

When it comes to the difficulties faced by those who would create "Art", \N omen are 

more likely to be seen as part of the problem rather than the solution. She, or more accuratelv 

the taint of femininity, is what great male artists must traditionally evade, or at the very least 

(in the case of, say, a work inspired by a woman) prove they have complete control ox er: they 

are master rather than muse, subject rather than object. For instance Nina Baym argues that 

many critics of American literature have conceived of women's writing (particularly 

"bestsellers") as a barrier to Art, as that against which "the best fictionalists" (in other words, 

. 
35 f auteurism as a horror of, and a men) have to struggle With this in mind one might simpli y 

reaction against, the three Us: consumption, corruption and co-option. All of which, as 

Andreas Huyssen has illustrated, are intimately bound up with a rejection of mass culture that 

is also a rejection of woman, of femininity. For example, Huyssen quotes Nietzche as saying 

that 

34 Sarris. "Towards a Theory- 241. Italics mine. 

`5 Baym 69. 
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The dangers for artists, for geniuses... is woman: adoring %vomen confront them NN ith 

corruption. Hardly any of them have character enough not to be corrupted - or 

4redeemed'- when they find themselves treated like gods: soon theý condescend to 

the level of the woman. 
36 

For Nietzche women exist in the artistic process merely as troublesome fans and 

ravenous consumers of the male genius' work ("adoring women"). They are sirens xN ho are 

driven to corrupt him and commodify his art by a process of feminine redemption and 

domestication. They weaken him with flattery and pampering (treat him like a god) uiltil both 

he and everything he creates have been brought down to their -xNomanly" level. 

At the heart of auteurist thinking lies a paranoid fear of, to borrow Huysseii's phrase, I 

"being devoured by mass culture" in the way that Nietzche describes. Hence auteurs are 

identified as those who refuse to replicate generic conventions, to make commercial 

considerations a number one priority, or to produce films which are merely entertaining and 

popular. Instead they are directors who set out to question and to challenge, to explore the 

rules and structures of cinematic style and narrative and to overturn them, to upset the status 

quo rather than accept it. In short to do anything in their power which will ensure they are 

viewed as strong creators and not passive consumers. The genuine auteur will never 

surrender to the "lure of mass culture" which causes him to lose himself "in dreams and 

delusions of merely consuming rather than producing. -37 Instead he will fight this compulsion 

like a general or a cowboy (or any of the other macho stereotypes that language can provide), 

and in the process create films onto which his strength of character and determination are 

projected. If he is strong enough he can even transform cinema's untouchable genres 

(melodrama, romance) into more than merely products for "weeping women" by utilising 

them to question the hold such mass cultural forms have over the people that enjoy them 

without reservation. For example, Barbara Klinger has described the NNaV Douglas S Irk NN as 

canonised as a "progressive auteur- because he was held to have made films \\ hich appear to 

" 111IN ssen 194. Italics Mine. 
37 199. 
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take the form of the melodrama or "weepie". but which are really interested in exposing and 

undermining the values of the consumer-obsessed and emotionall% bankrupt society in which 

they are set. The auteur's role is thus to build a fortress with his -Art" %ýhich will keep out 

mass culture/the feminine. Or, if he must come into contact with it (as in Sirk's case) he is 

able to distance himself by claiming that his purpose is to provide a masculine rational i sat ion 

and condemnation of it. 38 

Due to its use of such patriarchally biased language and ten-ninology auteur theory 

denies women both a theoretical and an actual place in film history: the one is the logical 

result of the other. Its intent is not to paint an accurate and objective picture of cinematic 

history, nor to consider the circumstances in which a film is produced and received. Instead 

specific values of the critic are put forward as universal. For example, personal opinions and 

biases about directors and their films are not recognised as such by the auteurist critic but 

offered as correct and objective facts, as though they have been proven by scientific 

experimentation. In the case of Sarris it is through these personal biases that an exclusk e 

rather than an inclusive cinematic canon is constructed. 

As Helen Stoddart points out, entrance to Sarris's Pantheon of directors ýN as based on 

"criteria 
... which remained entirely personal to Sarri S.,, 39 He offered no real explanation as to 

why certain directors were deemed to be cinematic gods, and others were not, above and 

beyond the fact that he had determined this should be the case. Indeed there was no 

explanation other than that these were the directors he liked best. Not that Sarris saw flimsy 

reasoning as an impediment to his desire to shape film history in his own image. Displaying a 

typically arrogant belief in his own opinions, and confidently side-stepping the issue of 

partiality, he once asked "[W]hy rank directors at all? " and answered himself with "One 

reason is to establish a list of priorities for the film student. , 40 

38 See Barbara Klinger. Nlelodrama and Meaning: History. Culture, and the Films of DOL11-11as Sirk (Indianapolis: 

Indiana UniversitN Press. 1994) 1-335. 
39 Helen Stoddart, "'Auteurism and Film ALIthorship Theor\. " Approaches to Popular Film. eds. Joanne Hollo%%s 

and Mark Jancovich (N lanchester and NeN% York: Manchester UniN ersit\ Press, 1995) 43. 
40 Sarris, -roxNards a Theory" 244. 
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When Sarris writes phrases such as "The most interesting films of the forties 
...... or 

"This particular study will start ... with the movies credited to the most important 

directors... "41 
, the feminist film critic is compelled to ask: 'Interesting for Nv, hom9'-. 

'Important to whomT Having posed these questions her reassessment of auteurist thinking 

can begin: a theoretical journey whose end point will be a recognition that in criticism such 

as arris' aw ite, ourgeois, male view of the cinema masquerades as an unbiased, 

unmediated picture of cinema throughout history. For auteur theory's greatest crime is Sffelý 

its refusal to view directors in their historical context. As Janet Staiger has argued. the 

auteur's work is held to be universal rather than specific. to "transcend time and place and 

indicate a coherent personal vision. " Consequently the ideological factors -ý, N hich infonn 

filmmaking remain unexplored; questions of gender, race, class, politics and sexuality go 

unaddressed; the facts of production and reception stay hidden; and textual contradictions are 

smoothed over rather than laid bare. Auteur theory reveals only a single piece of a much 

larger puzzle, but wants us to believe that that piece will tell us all we need to knoNý. 42 

Auterism's Forgotten Women 

The recognition that auteur theory is not neutral but gender specific is oni), the first stagic in a 

feminist reassessment of it. The next step requires us to write the female director, as ýý el I as 

other forgotten or neglected women (screenwriters, editors, audiences and so on) back into 

cinematic history. This is an ongoing process, and one of the central aims of feminist film 

criticism since the seventies. Obviously there is neither time nor space in this chapter (or 

indeed in this thesis) to fully explore all the issues pertaining to this rehistoricisation, so I 

will confine myself to a brief defence of those female directors who have been overlooked by 

auteurist critics, and an equally brief consideration of the way in xvhich an auteurist readim, 

of film sidelines women whose contribution to cinema has been in professions other than that 

of director. 

41 Sarris. "'To\\ ards a Theor\ - 242. 
42 Janet Staiger, "The Politics of Film Canons, " Cinema Journal 24.3 (Spring 1985): 1 3. 
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Auteurists like Sarris would have us believe that no female director meets the 

necessary requirements for entry into the cinematic pantheon. HoýN ever there is I ittle 

evidence (save Sarris' one paragraph list of women directors discussed abo,, e) that these 

women's films were given anything approaching proper consideration. It appears that not 

even the proponents of auteur theory were able to rely on the abiliov, of that theory to iclentifý 

who the great artists were. Despite their conviction that one must viexN and xN rite about as 

many films as possible in order to discover who truly deserve to be hailed as auteurs, these 

critics obviously felt they could make an exception when it came to films made by vsoinen. or 

indeed by any other so-called "minority" groups. 

At the time of Sarris's writing it was certainly possible to point to wometi directors. 

particularly during the Silent Era, whose films would fulfil auteurist criteria. The 

documentary The Silent Feminists mentions two such women . 
43 Alice Guy-Blanche had a 

career as a director (both in France and the United States) which lasted twenty four years 

(1896-1920). She made hundreds of films, 
' and a quick glance at their titles reý eals that theN 

were as generically diverse as an auteur's should be: La Vie du Christ (1906). The Pit and the 

Pendulum (1913); The Heart of a Painted Woman (1915); The Vampire (1915 ). 
44 

Similark 

Lois Weber was one of the most famous and well-respected directors ýNorking at Universal: 

she even gave John Ford ajob as props man at the beginning of his career. She too made a 

number of films on a range of subjects and, as The Silent Feminists points out, it is possible 

to identify recurrent religious and moral themes at work in those films, thus satisf-ving the 

auteurist demand that the films of an auteur present consistent thematic pattern S. 45 Later 

candidates for inclusion might have included Dorothey Arzner or Ida Lupino, whose oeuvres 

were also extensive enough to permit this search for patterns to take place. Although it is 

possible that sorne auteurists may have been unaware of the existence of these ýý omen - it is 

43 The Silent Feminists, documentarý N ideo by Anthony Slide and Jeffrey Goodman, Connoisseur AcAeniý Video 

1992. 
44 Information taken from Ephraim Katz's The Macmillan International Film Encyclopaedi (London: Pan 

Macmillan, 1994). 
45 For example. according to The Macmillan International Film Encyclopaedia she made films like I he Female of 

theSpecie (1913). The Merchant of Venice (1914). The People Ns John Doe. (1916). and The Flirt (1916). 
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after all the rise of feminist film criticism that has been instrumental in recognising, their 

work - the very fact of their existence is another nail in the coffin of a theory , Oich seeks to 

tell the story of cinema through the actions of a handful of white men. 

By proclaiming the director to be the creative centre of a film auteur theorý is (-YulltN 

of a failure to account for film's status as a collaborative art. This failure can be traced back 

to the origins of auteurist criticism in French film criticism of the 1950s published in Cahiers 

du Cin6ma. As John Caughie points out, Frangois Truffaut's article -La politique des 

auteurs" set out to denounce the "tradition de la qualitC which was predominant in French 

cinema at that time . 
46 This tradition recognised the writer, or scenarist, as artistically superior 

to the director, whose job it was simply to bring the writer's words to the screen. To counter 

this literary view of cinema Truffaut championed the director, or more accuratelý a specific 

kind of director termed the "auteur". As mentioned briefly above, to be an auteur one had to 

offer more than merely a straight interpretation of someone else's ideas. Rather. one's 

personality had to shine through on screen. Hence the distinction between the director ýN ho 

was an auteur and the director who was merely a metteur-en-scMe . 
As Robert Lapsleý and 

Michael Westlake explain, the auteur, unlike the metteur-en-scýne, did not permit his 

individuality to be "effaced in remaining faithful to a film's literary precursor. -47 

With this division lying at the heart of auteur theory it is hardly surprising that it had 

little time for screenwriters, or indeed anyone else in the film industry. The director's artistic 

contribution to a film was considered to be the only one of any real value - all other 

contributors faded unrecognised into the background. To use Sarris' words the cry of the 

auteurist critic becanie, "That was a good movie ... 
Who directed it? "48 By refusing the literal 

translation of auteur as author, because it implied a literary bias. critics like Sarris 

immediately consigned the screenwriter to the margins of film history: 

46 
Caughie 35. 

47 
Lapsley and Westlake 106. 

48 Sarris. *To\ýarcls a Theory" 250. 
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Strictly speaking "auteur" means "author, " and should be translated %, ý hen the 

reference is to literary personalities ... 
It is another matter entirely when Truffaut 

describes Hitchcock and Hawks as -auteurs. " "Author" is neither adequate nor 

accurate ... mainly because of the inherent literary bias of the Anglo-American 

49 
cultural establishment. 

On the rare occasions Sarris does mention screenwriters he inevitably genders them as niale: 

they are referred to, for example, as "the fancy dude writers from the East 
..... 

ýO In Script Girls 

Lizzle Francke argues that this gendering of the screenwriter as male is something \N hich has 

persisted throughout Hollywood's history, despite the fact that screenwriting has been one 

cinematic profession in which women have excelled. Francke's comprehensive re- 

examination of role of the female screenwriter in Hollywood serves as one contribution to the 

feminist process of re-historicisation that I mention above. Not onlý is her work instrumental 

in rescuing the reputation of many female artists from relative or total obscurity. it also acts 

as a challenge to the idea that only directors can be auteurs. For example, she tells us about 

Salka Viertel who wrote several film scripts for her friend Greta Garbo, and often found 

herself in conflict with executives who either could not see the worth of these scripts or else 

demanded that she alter them. Viertel's struggle is analogous to the way in ,,. hich auteurs are 

usually depicted as being in conflict with a system (Hollywood) designed to inhibit their 

creativity. Similarly Francke contends that it is possible to find thematic consistencies or 

patterns in five scripts written by Leigh Brackett for director Howard HaxN ks. These facts 

problematise auteur theory's privileging of the director as the source of thematic unit,, - over a 
I 

series of films since we are compelled to ask whose concerns we are seeing on screen. the 

director's or the screenwriter' S? 
51 

Research such as Francke's is a vital part of the feminist corrective to auteurist or, in 

contemporary terms, neo-auteurist views ý, Nfhich continue to overvalue the director. For if 

49 Sarris. -Towards a Theory- 244. 
50 Sarris. -Towards a Theory- 247. The word -dude- is translated in The Oxford 1-jicyclopedic English Dictionar\ 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1991) as meaning "a fastidious aesthetic person. usu. male", and -a fello\%. a guý-. 
51 Lizzie Franck-e. Script Girls: Women Screen\ýriters in Holly\\ood (London: BFI. 1994) 35-3' and 80-84. 
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individuals other than directors are able to fulfil auteurist criteria then a pri% ileging of the 

director as the film's sole maker of meaning is rendered obsolete. This decentriniz of the 

director clears the way for a feminist re-evaluation of women's contribution to cinema in all 

areas. Stars like Greta Garbo, whose success Sarris attributes not to her acting abilitý but to 

the skills of the male directors who fixed her image on celluloid, can be reassessed as haN ing 

an active role in creating their own "images". 52 Women who have ýN orked closel) %ý Ith 

recognised male auteurs can be viewed as having played an important part iii the creation of 

their films. For instance Francke explores one-time secretary turned screenxýriter Joan 

Harrison's collaborations with Alfred Hitchcock, and I suggest,, ýe could also consider more 

recent creative partnerships such as those between editor Thelma Schoonmaker and director 

Martin Scorsese or producer Denise Di Novi and director Tim Burton. 53 Th is ýN ider stud,, of 

women"s contribution to Hollywood would also prove invaluable in raising awareness of the 

roles women of colour, who have been almost entirely absent as "mainstream" directors. have 

played in the industry. For example, Oprah Winfrey and Debbie Allen can count film 

producer among their numerous job titles. Winfrey's production company Harpo Films co- 

produced Beloved (1998) and Allen co-produced Amistad (1997). 

As C. A. Griffith, herself a black female AC (Assistant Cameraman) turned DP 

(Director of Photography), has argued, film scholars should learn not to overlook ýN hat she 

calls the "below the line" contributors to film. That is, those who are not the director, 

producers, or actors, but "the filmmakers that we call the crew, who compose 98 percent of 

the film production unit, the forgotten, invisible names that roll by in the credits long after the 

audience have left their seats. " Griffith's narration of the ways in which race, gender, class 

and sexuality have impinged on her career "below the line" illustrates not only that 

professionals other than directors are affected by sexual and racial inequality within the 
I 

52 Sarris, "Towards a Thcorý- 251. Sarris blames Garbo's popularity for taking attention aNýaý from the directorial 

abilities of Rouben Mamoulian on Queen Christina (1933) in Hollywood Voices: I nterNieNýs %Nit h Film Directors 

(London: Secker and Warburg, 1971) 17. Once again the auteurist critic views a feminine mass culture (here 

represented by Garbo's popular appeal) as a barrier to valid (male) artistic expression. 
53 Francke. Script Girls 55-60. 
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industry, but also that the study of these other professionals means the discovery of more of 

cinema's hidden contributors. The existence of these contributors shows that the traditional 

all-male,, all-white story of Hollywood is a fabrication. 54 

In short, there are numerous female executives and beh ind-the- scenes workers NN hose 

place in cinematic history has yet to be fully explored and understood. This is not to imply 

that I am advocating a simple inversion of the basic premise of auteur theory: namek 

exchanging a belief in the director as the film's true author for the screenwriter, producer, 

star and so on. My intention is simply to ensure we are mindful of the fact that a film has not 

one but many possible authors. This recognition is crucial for feminist film theorists since it 

enables us to open up the field of study to encompass women ýN, ho have occupied \ arious 

positions in the film industry rather than being limited to discussing the relatively small 
I 

number of women who have worked as directors. 

Equally we should not let the fear of side-lining other contributors act as a barrier to 

undertaking research which concentrates solely on female directors. This need not happen if 

we are careful to make the historicisation of the director and her films the prioritý- of our 

discussion. We must examine the various ideological, cultural and industrial structures which 

surround her and have bearing on the way she and her films are read, rather than simph. 

attributing textual meaning to her as the film's author/auteur. The issue is not what she makes 

her films mean, but what she and her films mean to other people. As long as it is done self- 

consciously and with an awareness of the potential theoretical pitfalls involved (as typified 

by auteurist thinking), a study which takes the figure of the female director as its subject need 

not be guilty of perpetuating rather than contesting flawed male conceptual models. 

Auteurism, Feminism and the Future 

Having successfully picked auteurist thinking apart at the theoretical seams two important 

questions remain: does auteur theory retain any use-value for feminist film criticism? And 

' OCO Artists. ed. S4 C. A. Gri Ifith. -BelowThe Line: Recalibrating the Filmic Gaze. - Black Women F, Im and 

Jacqueline Bobo (Nexv York and London: Routled, 
-, e. 1998) 156. 
1 
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more particularly, what sort of problems does it raise for my thesis? It NNould be a mistake to 

simply consign auteurist thinking to the critical dustbin rather than taking the opportunaN to 

assess the impact it has had on film history, as well as theoretical spaces in ý\ Ii 1ch its 

influence continues to live on. Nor is it necessarily always a negative influence. For instance. 

auteur theory is crucial to my research on one level since it facilitated the serious 

examination of popular film. In the words of Robert Lapsley, auteurism displaced dominant 

thinking about film with its assertion "that a creative artist could work within the constraints 

of Hollywood" and "also that run-of-the-mill commercial products could in fact be \\ orks of 

ýý55 
art . 

As I have already demonstrated in my discussion of the auteurist approach to mass 

culture, this does not mean that auteur theory has a totally unproblematic relationship \\ Ith 

the popular. Andrew Sarris may have chastised "forest critics" for their indiscriminate 

dismissal of Hollywood films and filmmakers, but at the same time his own distaste for the 

majority of Hollywood's output was glaringly obvious in his hierarchical approach to 

cinematic classification. Nevertheless auteur theory helped to alter the way critics ý'iewed 

film in general, and Hollywood film in particular: "In retrospect, the auteurist phase can be 

applauded for having opened up popular culture to serious study ... although it did so in order 

to elevate one small section of it to the status of high art .,, 
56 it is indicative of the per\ erse 

nature of auteurism that, despite its patriarchal bias, the legacy it has left has benefited this 

examination of women directors working in the "mainstream" film industry by kick-starting a 

breakdown of the barriers between popular film (mass culture) and avant-garde cinema (high 

art), although not removing them completely. 

When the feminist film critic opts to throw out auteurism without first considering 

the ways in which it might have influenced her research or shaped some of her assumptions 

about cinema, or undertaking a sustained analysis of the obstacles it has thrown up ýN hich 

have hindered attempts to theorise the woman's role in film histor-ý. she deprives herself of 

ss Lapsley and Westlake 106. 
56 Lapsley and Westlake 107. 
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the chance for critical invention. It is not useful to simply discard a part of theoretical film 

history because its values are so opposed to our own. 

As Nancy K. Miller states, "If women's studies is to effect institutional change 

through critical interventions, we cannot afford to proceed by a wholesale dismissal of -male* 

mode 
IS. "5' To do so risks playing straight into auteurist hands. Pam Cook argues that 

advocates of women's counter-cinema (whether based on avant-garde or Holl\wood models) 

such as E. Ann Kaplan or Claire Johnson, "ran the risk of confirming the marginal place 

allotted to women in society . 
"58By promoting a cinema distinct from that of men they could 

be interpreted as confirming the auteurist prejudice that women were either unxý illing or unfit 

to make the directorial ranks of traditional cinema,, and unintentionally justifying their owri 

exclusion from the cinematic canon. That is, their demands might be read as an admission 

that women were not suited to the traditional Hollywood cinema, and consequently needed to 

invent something entirely new, distinct, feminist and/or feminine in character. 

As an example of this tendency to abet one's own separation we can point to Barbra 

Streisand's Crystal Awards speech discussed earlier. Streisand ends her attack on 

Hollywood's double standards by declaring that women "contain the power of the feminine" 

and have "an obligation to reflect that in [their] work. " They should use their "collective 

female energy to make films which reflect [their] nurturing instincts". In this way her attack 

on Hollywood's gender bias inadvertently concludes by supporting it: she may abhor the way 

language decrees that a woman is "aggressive" and never "assertive- but equally her omn 

logic dictates that a man is tough whereas a woman is tender. Streisand is guilty here of 

fixing "woman" as a unified category rather than acknowledging her historical diversity. 

An eagerness to reject "male" models can result in the construction of alternative but 

equally limited "female" models in order to fill the critical vacuum. For instance feminist 

film criticism can take on distinctly auteurist undertones when it privileges the "Indie" or 

57 Nancy K. Miller, --Changing the Subjject: Authorship, Writing and the Reader. " , \uthorship: From Plato to the 

Postmodern, ed. Sean Burke (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 1995) 206. 

58 Pam Cook. The Cinema Book (London: BFI, 1985) 197. 
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"avant-garde" woman director over the "mainstrearn" one because her work, is believed to 

have a more authentic "feminist" voice. This opinion is often lent extra ýý eight if the --indie" 

director has penned the film script herself, giving her work a more easily discernible 

autobiographical stamp. A scaled-down emphasis on commercial considerations might also 

allow the female filmmaker more artistic freedom, and thus potentially the scope to tackle 

more blatantly feminist or female themes,, making her a far more attractive prospect for 

ferninist analysis. 

There is something of a tendency amongst feminist film critics to heap praise on 

those female directors they perceive as having rescued generic material for the "feminist" 

cause,. and to give a more lukewarm reception to those whose work they see as merely 

replicating popular conventions. To take just one example, Needeya Islam echoes the 

comments of many feminist critics when she argues that Bigelow's generically sophisticated 

work "indicates a critical project, and something beyond a mere clever homage to the 

Hollywood tradition 
.,, 

59 However it is only when all female directors are afforded serious 

consideration, regardless of the type of films they make or the production context xý ithin 

which they make them, that feminist film criticism can claim to have left the prejudices of 

auteur theory behind. If not the auteurist canon might find itself replaced by a feminist canon 

which is just as exclusive as the canon it seeks to replace. A new feminist pantheon based on 

the same kind of personal prejudices as Sarris', and which organises female directors 

hierarchically depending on their ability or inability to create "real" feminist art in the midst 

of a male-dominated industry, is no more welcome than the original. As Annette Kuhn 

argues, the very idea of the feminist canon which is raised every time feminist criticism seeks 

to reassess a neglected female artist forces us to ask "Whose work is to qualify for entry, and 

on what groundS?,, 60 To quote from Barbara Klinger, the formation of "political canons- maN 

have had a vital role to play in "displacing the power base of the more traditional, minorit-, - 

59 Needeva Islam. - "I Wanted to Shoot People': Genre, Gender and Action in the Films of Kathryn Bigelow. - Kiss 

Me Deadly. Feminism and Cinema for the Moment, ed. Laleen Jayaman (Sydney PoNver. 1995) 94. 
'0 Annette Kuhn. '"Introduction: Intestinal fortitude. " Queen Of The *B's. Ida Lupino Behind the Camera. ed. 
Annette Kuhn (Wiltshire: Flicks Books. 1995) 9. 

43 



blind canon", but this does not mean those canons themselves have not "operated in a 

classical canonical way to lock the text in question away from history and the -untutored' 

spectator. " This is not to imply that the creation of alternative female or feminist models is a 

mi stake per se, on the contrary they are a vital part of celebrating the ach i e,, ements of 

women, but to ensure we are aware that they bring their own pitfalls. or perhaps even the 

same ones, as those they are reacting against. 61 

Despite the many dangers of auteurism it would be a disaster for feminist film 

criticism to jettison the concept of authorship entirely. The "death of the author" may mean 

the "birth of the reader". ) and thus increased possibilities for the voices of marginal groups 

(women, non-whites, gays etc. ) to be heard. However it also results in the neglect of 

"minority" authorship and a failure to identify the historical interventions of these groups' 

artists (as writers, filmmakers, musicians and so on) into the dominant culture. Some critics 

have even suggested that the decline in author-centred theory at this time was no coincidence, 

but rather a direct result of the growth of feminist theory: "I am not alone in pointing out that 

it is hardly surprising that the auteur ceased to be a central issue in film theory just at the 

,, 62 
moment of the burgeoning of feminist literary criticism in the 1970s 

. 
While it \Nould be 

na*fve to cry "conspiracy theory" it does seem rather convenient that a major shift in critical 

theory occurred at a time when the concerns of "minority" groups were just beginning to be 

theoretically expressed. 

It is all very well for feminist critics to denounce the idea of the author as indicative 

of essentialism, but the alternative is surely a theory in which women (rather than the 

theoretical "woman") have no place. If a feminist film criticism is to respond to auteur theory 

simply by declaring that the author is dead, then the problem remains of what to do with the 

very real women whose filmic achievements remain undervalued or unrecognised: surely 

such a declaration will mean that they ýN, ill continue to be so? A move to de-centre the auteur 

is beneficial up to a point, as long as it does not lead us to ignore the figure of the director 

61 Klinger 33.34. 
62 Maggie Flumm. Feminism and Film (Edinburgh: Edinburgh I'nixersity Press. 1997) 97. 
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completely. Despite the wane of auteur theory the director remains one of the most visible 

characters (and that word is used deliberately because it suggests an indk idual ýN ho is as 

much a fictional construct as they are real) in cinema. One might even say that thanks to the 

rise of the di rector-as- star (and star-as-d i rector) they have become even more N isible since the 

seventies. By forcing the woman to disappear before she has had time to full,., reappear . N, e 

risk losing her entirely. In short the articulation of female authorship is not a luxury but, to 

borrow Judith Mayne's words, a "political necessity". 63 

As this chapter has illustrated this does not mean that we can accept author-centred 

theories such as auteurism without reservation. In the context of my research I have to 

acknowledge that auteur theory presents something of a paradox. Obviously by xN riting a I -- 

thesis which concentrates on women directors I am, at least on a surface level, agreeing ýý ith 

the auteurist premise that the grouping of films by director is in some way useftil and 

enlightening. Yet at the same time one of the aims of my research is to interrogate the wa,, 

patriarchally biased film theory has read cinema, to expose the flaws in its reasoning, and 

ensure that excluded or marginalised women are afforded the critical attention they deserN e. 

The problems experienced by the feminist film critic who might feel duty-bound to 

reject auteur theory, and at the same time is unsure about where this leaves her attempt to 

theorise the female director, are hinted at in Feminist Hollywood by Christine Lane. Lane 

grapples with the many flaws in auteurist thinking (its failure to contextualise the work of the 

director and address ideological issues, its construction around personal bias, its ignorance 

that subjectivity is fragmented rather than stable, its patriarchal view of cinema) and states 

that it is her intention to move "beyond the lone individual in the directors chair. , 64 At the 

same time she sometimes employs the tools of auteurist criticism in her reading of female- 

directed films. She notes that the directors whose work she examines would fall under the 

category of "progressive" authors because their films fit Cahiers du Cinema's-E- 

63 Judith Mayne. The Woman At The Keyhole: Feminism and Women's Cinema (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 

Indiana Unk ersit\ Press, 1990) 97. 
64 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 40-45.43. 
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categorisation; she recuperates the notion of the *metteur-en-sc&ne" in order to val ]date the 

talents of those women who would not be considered to be auteurs; and also identifies 

recurring female or feminist themes in the work of some of these directors. For example. 

Martha Coolidge's oeuvre is said to be concerned with the issue of "female friendship". "5 I 

mention this not to criticise Lane's methods or reveal some hidden weakness in her 

arguments, but rather to illustrate the difficulties a project such as Lane's, and of course my 

own, entails. How do we make use of some of the elements of established and frequentlý 

gender-biased film theory without simply repeating its mistakes? What form should our own 

theoretical path through an extremely complex field take? 

Lane's solution is to simultaneously address auteur theory (borrowing from it as 

necessary) and also move far beyond it, proving that it in itself cannot -explain" the director 

Her research involves consideration of other factors such as marketing, reception, 

biographical details, star image, the context of production, which paint a more balanced and 

accurate picture of the ways in which the director functions as both real woman and cultural 

construct inside and outside the film industry. In other words she recognises that some 

aspects of auteur theory can have positive uses for the feminist film critic, while refusing an 

auteurist position that demands we look to the director in order to ascertain a film's true 

meaning. While Lane offers her personal opinion about the thematic concerns which 

preoccupy individual female directors, at no time does she claim that this is the only or 

correct way to interpret their films. As she says, "the textual analysis sections [of the book] 

are not meant to provide authoritative conclusions about how these films are, or should be, 

, 66 
rea . 

As I hope this examination has proved, the feminist critic can never afford to take 

auteur theory at face value. She must recognise its propensity for, to use Buscombe's words, 

er, : personal bias for objective fact, 
"smuggling in 

... one thing under the guise of anoth - 

historical figures shaped by the ideological systems \\ ithin which they exist for timeless 

65 Lane. Feminist Hollywood 42.45-46,67. 

66 Lane. Feminist HOIIYWOO 18. 
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directors of genius, and most importantly for feminist film theory. the attempt to disguise the 

patriarchal prejudices of the white, male, bourgeois critic as anything but. 67 

By focusing on women directors in Hollywood it is clear that I am not readý to give 

up the idea of authorship. In my opinion a feminist criticism which chooses to do so risks the 

devaluation of the woman's voice,, her autonomy, consigning it to circulate anonymouslY 

amongst all the other textual voices rather than affording it privileged attention. For if \\e 

scrap the notion of the author entirely, what is there to put in its place? Hoýý ýN ill the female 

director's contribution to cinema then be theorised? Auteur theory may not provide the 

definitive answer,, but it can certainly serve as a useful place to start. As Christina Lane 

illustrates,, women directors face the problem of whether there are any practical alternatives 

to being labelled an auteur on a daily basis. They may resent being saddled with a notion that 

has such patriarchal undertones, but also realise that a failure to assert their right to this label 

might weaken their position as directors even further. To use Lane's words these \N omen 

"both internalize and struggle against the tenets of auteurism at the same time. " 

Whether or not women refuse to wear the tag "auteur" it is almost certain that the 

"great" male directors will happily continue to do so. Thus such a refusal would likely lead to 

a deepening rather than a narrowing of the split between male and female directors, and a 

situation where women are in effect complicit in their own cinematic marginal isation. 

Women directors seem to be aware that only if the film industry rendered the term "auteur" 

obsolete could they ever afford to reject it, and that shows no signs of happening. As it is 

there are valid commercial reasons for continuing to invest in the notion of the auteur since it 

'6eiiables Hollywood participants" (as well as those making films outside the so-called 

"mainstream") "to assign credit to particular contributors and commodify film products ,, vith 

ease". Consequently women's acceptance of auteur-status should be seen in the context of its 

importance not only for their artistic reputation but also for their chance at box-office 

67 Buscombe. "Ideas of Authorship" 29. 
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success. Moreover by simply demanding their right to the auteur tag women directors are 

instrumental in helping to debunk auteur theory rather than becoming its dupes. 68 

This chapter does not pretend to offer a solution to all the problems raised by the 

encounter between feminist film criticism and auteur theory. Indeed if auteurism teaches us 

anything it is surely to recognise that no means of interpreting cinema exists as a neat 

theoretical package which can never be opened: eventually if enough dissatisfied critics pull 

at tile wrapping, the contents will spill out for everyone (including feminist film theorists) to 

examine. 

The woman director's name (actual and theoretical) must be invoked in order to 

ensure that she is permitted to take her rightful place within cinematic history. This does not 

mean that we should forego the vital task of questioning the assumptions we make when \,, e 

use her name. While she may exist critically, historically, biographically, her existence 

should never be an excuse for making theoretical short cuts. My work may not choose to give 

up the authorial figure, but it remembers to displace her from the centre of the work from 

time to time. 

68 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 219.218. 
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Chapter Two 

spent twenty years p-ettint! to where I am, which is at the be2inninE! of mv career. " 

(Martha Coolidge): Women Directors Breaking in, Hanging On and Droppinjj Out of 

Hollywood' 

Director Martha Coolidge's words are the catalyst for the following examination of the 

female director's entrance into, and frequent exit out of, the mainstream film industr-N. My 

purpose here is to demonstrate that Coolidge's statement applies not only to her oxNn situation 

but also to the careers of many other female directors who often spend years proving 

themselves in different fields within the industry (as actors, writers, editors, television 

directors, independent filmmakers and so on) before they are finally permitted to tackle a 

studio feature. It is also my intention to discuss an issue Coolidge leaves unsaid: once women 

have made that first feature a sustained career in the mainstream is far from assured. even if 

they happen to make a film which strikes gold at the box office. In fact the xN, oman director's 

entrance into the industry is fittingly illustrated by a cartoon in the 1993 Premiere Women in 

Hollywood Special which highlights the differences between male and female roads to r) n 

Hollywood success (see appendix A, fig. 1). While the male path is depicted as a road, the 

woman')s is a complicated maze. 2 The metaphor of the maze is certainly a useful one, 

indicating as it does the twists, turns, and dead ends that most female directors face as they 

seek to become feature film directors. It also suggests that they will need to demonstrate a 

fair amount of problem solving ability along the way. 

My argument starts from the premise that Holly-wood has always been, and remains 

today, a male-dominated industry, or to refer to the frequenthr used phrases, an "old-boys 
I 

network" or "boy's club" in which men hold nearly all the power as well as the ability to saý- 

1 Ally Acker, Reel Women: Pioneers of the Cinema (London: Batsford. 1991) 37. 
2 Caroline Kirk Cordero. "The Numbers Never Lie. Tracking the Progress of Women in the Industry. - Premiere 

Women In HollyNý ood Special 1993: 36. 
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3 
who gains membership to the "club". Moreover entrance to this "club" (in terms of 

employment opportunities) is most commonly earned by networking with the "right- people. 

who, following the logic of the "boy's club", are usually male. This is not to say that \\omen 

have no power in Hollywood. Female executives (including some who ha,. e reached the 

prestigious position of studio head) are more numerous than ever before, and some female 

stars are credited with the ability to open movies and are rewarded accordingly x\ ith large 

salaries, production deals and so on. I am not making any claims for a male-authored 

conspiracy in which all men in the industry spend their days plotting neNN , vavs to keep 

women out. It is important to point out that achieving success in Hollywood is difficult for 

everyone, man or woman,, and as a result to acknowledge that some of the problems 

experienced by women directors are more universal than specific. Yet it is also crucial to 

draw attention to the subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) ways in which inequalit,, 

permeates the industry, so that we are left with a framework within which to examine the 

location of women directors in Hollywood. ' 

As a final point of introduction it is essential to provide a working definition of the 

term "mentor" which I shall refer to repeatedly in this chapter. The Oxford Encyclopedic 

English Dictiongy defines "mentor" as someone who is "an experienced and trusted 

adviser",. and explains that it comes from the mythic Greek character Ment6r who acted as 

adviser to Odysseus' son Telemachus 
.5 

It is fitting that the word should refer to a quasi- 

paternal relationship between a man and a boy since this piece sets out to explore the role of 

the mentor relationship as a common means of getting one's foot in the door of the 

Hollywood film industry, and draws attention to the way women have negotiated a space for 

themselves within that traditionally male on male relationship. As the flip side to this it xN ill 

3 For examples of various women within Hollywood referring to the industry in these terms see Linda Seger. When 
Z-- 

Women Call the Shots (NeýN York: Henry Holt and Company, 1996) 52; Jim Hillier, ! he N, 'C\\ Hollywood 

(London: Studio Vista, 1992) 127, John Andrew Gallagher, Film Directors on Directin (Greenwood Press: 1989) 

228. and Janis Cole and Holly Dale, Calling the Shots: Profiles of Women Filmmakers (Ontario: The QuaM 

Press. 1993) 28. 
4 Mark Litwak quotes an executi\ e \\ ho estimates the success rate in Holl\ \N ood to be around one percent in Reel 

Power: The Struggle for Influence and Success in the Ne\ý Hollywood (Los Angeles: Silman-James Press. 1986) 

118. 
5 The Oxford Encyclopedic English DictionM, (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1991). 
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also look for instances where an alternative hierarchical model (mother to daughter rather 

than father to son) based on the relationships forged between .ý omen (Ný hat some have called 

the '. 'old girls" network) is celebrated as a viable option in the struggle for equal it-Y. INN III be 

using "mentor" to refer specifically to situations in which powerful men \ý ithin the industry 

have helped women directors gain career opportunities, and more generally to indicate a 

business culture which, regardless of one's gender, revolves around social relationships. 

contacts, and networking in order to move up the career ladder. I will also demonstrate that 

the notion of the mentor is a problematic one for feminist criticism since it both sustains the 

belief that women can only succeed with the approval of a man, and is also commonlý read in 

terms of a woman's sexuality: she is presumed either to have a romantic relationship ,N ith the 

mentor, or seen to be like her mentor (that is, male). In this way I intend to put the concept of 

the mentor under scrutiny while simultaneously drawing attention to its importance. 

Women Directors in the Industry: Building a Statistical Picture 

To set the scene for this discussion of the female director's position ý, N ithin the 

industry it is useful to consider some statistics. Between 1949 and 1979 the number of films 

directed by women was fourteen out of a total of seven thousand three hundred and thirt,, 

two; and between 1983 and 1992 it was eighty one out of one thousand seven hundred and 

ninety four. 6 Bearing in mind that these figures include both films made independently and by 

major studios, I should also point to a report which considered only films made b,,,, nine major 
I 

studios between 1988 and 1997: women directed ninety four out of one thousand three 

hundred and eighty four films, or six point eight per cent of the total. ' Such inequality is also 

evident when we consider the percentage of women members within the DGA irector's 

Guild of America), or of days worked by women directors out of the total number of day's 

6 Statistics taken from Christina Lane. Feminist Hollywood. From Born in Flames to Point Break (Wayne State 

University Press: Detroit. 1000) 37; and Rachel Abramowitz. Is That a Gun in Your Pocket? Women's Experience 

of Power in Holl\\Nood (Ne\\ York: Random House. 2000) 141. 

7 Da\ id Robb, -Minoritý Directors: Inaction! " Hollywood Reporter 19-21 June 1998. Hollywood Reporter Online 

Archives 30 Dec. 1998 <http: //N\ \\ \\. ho I Iywoodreporter. com/search. asp>. 

51 



worked for all directors. For the years 1992 to 1993 women made up twentý per cent of DGA 

members. This number had fallen to just over twelve per cent in 1997, and reached txventy 

two per cent in 1998. Between 1983 and 1999 the number of days worked neý er exceeded 

eleven per cent, and in fact 1997 actually saw the lowest percentage (seven per cent) since 

1983 (two per cent),, with the figure creeping back up to ten point mo per cent in 1999.8 

It is vital to point out that it is not only white female directors who fare badly in the 

Hollywood equality stakes but also so-called "minority" groups such as black, Hispanic and 

Asian filmmakers. For instance in 1998 minorities made up seven per cent of DGA members, 

and in the report examining films from nine top studios between 1988 and 1997 that I refer to 

above minorities directed seven and a half per cent of the total. With regards to black \wnien 

directors, one report states that in 1997 only one hundred and ten black women belonged to 

the DGA, and of them only twenty one were directors. 9 An awareness of such figures is \ ital 

since it avoids giving the impression that it is only women who find it difficult to make 

headway in Hollywood, or that all women are alike in that they are discriminated against 

purely on grounds of gender. If white female directors are a rare species in the mainstream 

film industry, then black women are even rarer. In fact their virtual invisibilit" is exemplified I 

by the statistics I have just quoted because they give no indication of whether black women 

are counted as part of the "minority" group, within the female group, or in both. 

By concentrating so heavily on the position of women directors ýN ithin the 

Hollywood film industry I am acutely aware that I might be deemed guilty of 

overemphasising the director at the expense of other women within the industry such as 

screenwriters, actors, editors and so on. This is a possibility which has concerned other critics 

such as Christina Lane. Lane is aware of the dangers of privileging the director and ignoring 

film's status as collaborative art, while simultaneously recognising the historical and 

8 Statistics compiled from Caroline Kirk Cordero, "The Numbers NeNer Lie, " Premiere Women in Ho I Iv%ýood 

Special 1993: 34. Christine Spines. "Behind Bars. " Premiere Women in Hollywood Special 2000: 4-5. Robert W. 

Welkos. "Behind the Lens Men Still Rule, " Los Anj? eles Times 17 Julv 1998. Calendar sec.: F-2. LosAm-, cle's 

Times Online Archives II Oct. 1999 <http: /, /\\-%%, \\-. Iatimes. com>. Abramowitz, Is That a Gun 416: and Duncan 

Campbell, -Wh\ Hollywood Still Hates Women. - Guardian 30 June 2000: 3. 

9 David Robb, ': DGA Fetes Black Wornen Helmers. - Hollywood Reporte 20 NoN. 1997,. Holly\\ ood Reporte 

Online Archives 30 Dec. 1998 <http: I ý\N ww. hol ly\\ oodreporter. com/search. asp>. 
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theoretical importance of that individual. 10 In relation to this potential criticism I refer to Pam 

Cook's article "No Fixed Address: The Women's Picture from Outrage to Blue Steel- in 

which she advocates that we shift our critical focus from the women director to ýý omen NN ho 

pursue other cinematic careers, who have other roles to play in the film industr,,. Cook NN riteý) 

It is possible to argue that the focus on marginalization and exclusion that has 

preoccupied feminist criticism for more than twenty years needs to be rethought, and 

the historical contribution of women to cinema across the board recognized. This 

involves a shift in perception - away from counting the relatively small numbers of 

female directors towards a more historical and contextual analysis of different points 

of entry into the industry by women, in what is, after all, a collaborative medium. ' 1 

Although, as I argue in chapter one, feminist film theory must surely benefit from a ]der 

study of women's contributions to the film industry, it would be dangerous and premature to 

scale down our studies of the woman director's place in film theory and cinematic history 

before she has even managed to gain a reassuringly solid foothold (particularly in 

Hollywood). To write off a century of struggle by women directors to gain equality in the 

film industry with the suggestion that there are "other fields to conquer ... 
World politics for 

example", as Linda Grant does in the Guardian, risks making these women invisible, and 

implies a tacit acceptance of the traditional assumption that this thesis sets out to counter: 

that they are just not meant for the job. It also risks playing into the hands of a system which 

thrives on gender inequality since silence might be read by some as an indication that women 

directors have achieved all their career goals and are well-established in the industry because 

they are no longer being written about in terms of these issues. 12 

Cook's argument is problematic because it seems to overlook the fact that gender 

inequality (or in her terms "marginal ization and exclusion" within the Hollywood film 

industry) does not simply occur in certain careers, but rather should be viewed as an industry 

10 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 27.46-7. 
11 Pam Cook. "No Fixed Address: The Women's Picture from Outrape to Blue Steel. " Contemporary Hollv\ý ood 

Cinema. eds. Ste\ e Neale and NI urray Smith (London: Routledge, 1998) 244. 

12 Linda Grant. -Boys Only in the Big Picture. " Guardian 21 
. -\pr. 1998, CD-RONI ed.: 8. 

53 



wide trend. 13 Which is not to say that there are no exceptions. or that some careers ha\ e not 

seen women make more sustained inroads than others. For instance there is evidence to 

suggest that women are making progress as executives with a steadily growing number of 

them, such as Sherry Lansing, Amy Pascal, Lucy Fisher and Paula Weinstein. filling 

important studio posts. Similarly some actresses, like Julia Roberts who according to 

Premiere received twenty million dollars to star in Erin Brockovich (2000), are beginning to 

eam comparable salaries to their niale colleagues. However, as the statistical picture of 

Hollywood I am building will demonstrate, it is crucial to note that the majoritý of these 

women are still most likely to be white, emphasising the fact that gender is not the onk basis 

on which the industry discriminates. For instance, it is difficult to think of manv black 

actresses who command the same kind of power, and have similar access to A-list roles, as a 

Julia Roberts or a Jodie Foster. 14 

Women have enjoyed considerable success as make-up artists, costume designers, 

script supervisors and editors: the kind of jobs which fall within what Mark Litwak has 

referred to as the "pink ghetto". That is, those careers which are not usually positions of 

significant authority, thus suggesting why they have been more open to women. Of course in 

labelling these roles in this way Litwak could be criticised for disregarding the importance of 

such professions in the collaborative process of filmmaking, and once again fm, 'ouring the 

director,, the producer and so on, above all others. 15 However it is worth asking ourselves NA'hy 

women have been more readily accepted in some areas of the film industry ( that is, in careers 

which are, or at least are perceived to be, more collaborative in nature) and not in others 

(such as director or studio head) where real power is seen to reside. Along with this one must 

ask why there are so few women working in technical professions such as grip, lighting 

technician or cinematographer. The statistics are revealing. The Premiere Women In 

13 Cook (243-4) does state that her intent is not to diminish the problems faced by women directors working in 
Hollywood. as \ýell as commenting that there is an absence of statistical information about the standing of women 
in industry careers. This absence is something I hope this chapter will begin to address. 
14 -The Power List. " Premiere Ma\ 2000: 80. 

15 Limak 15 1. 
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Hollywood Special 1993 provides figures for the number of female members of various 

unions between 1992 and 1993. Whereas women made up sixty per cent of the Costume 

Designers Guild, sixty five per cent of the Make-up Artists and Hairstylists union. and eighty 

six per cent of the Script Supervisors union, they made up only fifteen per cent of the 

Cinematographers union, three per cent of the Grips union and four per cent of the Lighting 

Technicians union. ' 6 

To support my claims that sexual inequality is an industry-wide phenomenon I ý\ III 

point to another source which proves that this is indeed the case. In Hollyýyood's America 

Stephen Powers, David J. Rothman, and Stanley Rothman studied a random sample of the 

writers, producers and directors of the top grossing films between 1965 and 1982 (a cross 

section of what they refer to as the "Hollywood elite"). Using the questionnaires that these 

individuals completed they gave the demographics of the group as nearly ninety nine per cent 

white males. Obviously there are problems with taking such statistics at face value, and to do 

so would be to ignore two important points. Firstly a sample of a group is just that -a sample 

- and as such can only ever give us an impression of reality; and secondly these figures 

consider a Hollywood elite active during a period before most female directors, or indeed 

women in general, had yet to gain a preliminary foothold in the industry: virtualk all the 

women directors I reference in my thesis did not make a "mainstream" film before the early 

eighties. " 

So what is the value of these statistics? In relation to the first point the snapshot these 

figures give of a white, male Hollywood is supported by the statistics I refer to earlier in this 

chapter. They also assist us in establishing a contextual background against which to assess 

the difficulties women directors (or in fact any other "minority" groups) have had breaking 

into the industry. They show us just how rare women filmmakers were in Hollywood, and 

help us to realise, somewhat paradoxically, that any increase in their numbers (howeý er 

16 Kirk Cordero 34. 
17 Stephen Powers. David J 
Motion Pictures (Colarado: 

Rothman and Stanleý Rothman, Hollvxwod's America: Social and Political I liciilk:, in 
WestN leNN Press, 1996) 5- 13.53. 
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small) could be considered a triumph. Yet they also indicate that the small numbers of fernale 

entrants into the industry are likely to have a hard time making an immediate and sustained 

impact on a white, male-dominated arena. 

The Premiere "Power Lists": a Case Stud-, - 

In addition to compiling a rudimentary statistical overvieý% of women's place in the 

industry I also wanted to carry out a case study which would strengthen my depiction of 

Hollywood as a predominantly white male power centre. 18 To do this I examined a decade's 

worth of the Premiere "Power Lists" which annually record the hundred most powerful 

people in Hollywood. While it is vital to acknowledge that these lists are subjective because 

they are based on the magazine's perceptions of who is powerful rather than who necessarilý 

is, this does not mean that they cease to have value for such a study. As a film magazine 

which tends towards a serious or "film buff s" take on cinema (devoting time to in depth 

interviews and articles,, state of the industry pieces and so on) rather than a light-hearted or 

ccpopular" one, Premiere's powerjudgements are lent some credibility. Even if some of the 

judgements made are subjective rather than objective, the idea of who is Perceived as 

powerful still has meaning: in a business which thrives on images the perception of NN ho you 

are and what you signify is arguably as important as the reality. 

When considering the power lists I chose to focus on certain key areas. I wanted to 

establish how many female directors were listed each year and what their power rankings 

were in relation to the number of men; to find out which women (director, actress, or other) 

were the highest ranked each year and which of these groups were the most numerous; and 

finally to record the number of women out of the hundred who appeared on the list each year. 

I should point out that I have included within the category "director" those women who are 

more accurately star-directors or "hyphenates", a fact which is in itself revealing since if I 

18 In saying this I acknowledge that statistical information on the status of women in the industrý- is perhaps not as 

readil% available nor as complete as \N e might wish. Moreo\ er such information is subject to change from year to 

year, but it is only if statistics continue to be gathered. quoted, and assessed on a regular basis that we \ý III be able 

to formulate an overall picture of women's progress (or lack of it) in Holl\ \% ood o\ er time. 
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had chosen to list them in the actress category the figures would have been eý en lower or 

non-existent. " 

In 1990 Barbra Streisand was the only woman who made my directors list, and she 

was ranked at number eighty nine. In contrast there were fourteen male directors on the list. 

The "other" category was the most numerous and contained the woman -,. N ho ranked the 

highest in the list at number forty two. In total ten women appeared on the list. 

In 1991 Streisand was again the highest ranked director at number seventy seven, but 

was also joined this year by Penny Marshall at ninety three. Male directors took eighteen 

spots in the list. This time an actress was the highest ranked, and they were the most 

numerous group. Once again ten women made the list. 

Moving on to 1992 three women directors were ranked (Streisand at forty three, 

Jodie Foster at fifty two and Penny Marshall at seventy two), and twenty male directors. An 

actress was ranked the highest at number thirty two, but women directors were the most 

numerous. In all women took six out of the hundred spots on the list. 

1993 saw an equal number of male directors and the same three women directors on 

the list as the previous year, with Marshall ranked highest at thirty three, Foster at thirtý' four, 

and Streisand at forty four. An actress again ranked highest at thirty two, and they were the 

most numerous group. Women held nine list places. 

In 1994 Nora Ephron (ranked eighty four) was added to the previous three directors 

on the list. Marshall was ranked forty five, Streisand fifty three, and Foster was highest at 

thirty eight. A total of twenty one male directors were ranked. A woman from the "other" 

category ranked highest at number seven, and actresses held the most places. Eleven women 

in total made the rankings. 

In 1995 Jodie Foster was the only female director to make the list and ývas ranked at 

number forty seven. By contrast twenty two male directors made the list. The highest ranked 
I 

19 1 use "other" to stand for women who are mainly in executi\ e positions. producers. agents etc. 
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woman (at nine) was once again from the "other" category, and they were also the most 

numerous. As with the previous year eleven women were ranked in total. 

In 1996 Barbra Streisand (ranked eighty five) reappeared to join Foster (ranked fifty 

five) on the list once more. Male directors numbered nineteen. For the third time in a row a 

woman from the "other" category was ranked highest at fifteen, and actresses were the 

biggest group. Twelve women in total made the list. 

Once again 1997 saw only Streisand and Foster make the list, being ranked at ninety 

three and fifty seven respectively. Nineteen male directors appeared on the power list. Yet 

again the highest female ranking went to an "other" (thirteen), and they were also the most 

numerous group. Thirteen women were ranked this year. 

Two female directors, Foster (ranked forty) and Ephron (ranked ninety) appeared on 

the 1998 list. They shared the list with nineteen male directors. An "other" gained the highest 

ranking at twelve, and this group were equal in number to the actresses (six rankings each). In 

total fourteen women appeared on the list. 

In a repeat of the previous year Foster and Ephron were the only directors to make it 

onto the list in 1999, and they were ranked at forty three and eighty nine in that order. 

Fourteen male directors were listed, an "other" again ranked highest at seven, and actresses 

were the biggest group. This year thirteen women gained a place in the rankings. 

Finally in the power list from 2000 Foster and Ephron were once again on their own 

(at numbers forty nine and ninety three) with fourteen male directors for company. The 

highest female ranking stood the same and actresses were again most numerous. The number 

of women ranked overall had this year crept up to fifteen. 

What are the conclusions to be drawn from these power lists? Firstly. that the overall 

power of women in Hollywood (based on the total of women ranked on a year-on-year basis) 

has increased between 1990 and 2000, but neither dramatically nor without an occasional dip 

in numbers. Secondly, that "others" and actresses always rank higher on the pov, er scale than 

women directors, and are nearly always more numerous. Thirdly. that the number of women 

58 



directors making the list has shown no substantial increase. and has actually decreased so that 

the figures for the last five years (1996-2000) are the same as for 199 1. Fourthlý. male 

directors are always at least five times more numerous than their female colleagues. It must 

also be noted that many of the women in the "other" group are listed in partnership with a 

man. 20 When the producers Kathleen Kennedy, Lili Zanuck or Laura Schuler Donner appear 

on the list it is usually in conjunction with their husbands (Frank Marshall, Richard Zanuck 

and Richard Donner) 
.2' 

This phenomenon could be interpreted in two ways: as an indication 

that women are more successful in, and more acceptable to, Hollywood if theý' are in 

positions of power shared with men, and/or as a sign that Premiere sees no problem with 

listing them in this way rather than as individually ranked figures in their oNý n right. 

Whatever the case James Horn reveals that Laura Schuler Donner is certainly annoyed NN hen 

her husband, the director Richard Donner, gets some of the credit for the films she produces. 

Horn notes that not only is the parking pass at Warner Bros. (where the production company 

she and Richard Donner share is based) under her husband's name, but he also received 

congratulatory notes for her film Dave (1993) even though she hadn't collaborated ýN ith h irn 

on a project since Radio Flyer (1992). While on one level it may make sense for Premiere to 

list the Donners together in the "Power Lists" since they share a production company. it also 

helps create the false impression that they always develop films together, and that he (as 

evidenced by the parking pass) is the powerful half of the partnership who really wields 

influence within the industry. 22 

To make one final point about the "Power Lists" it is important to recognise that 

women of colour are virtually absent from the rankings, and "minority" men do not fare much 

better either. In terms of actors and directors, only a handful of black male stars, a f6N non- 

white male directors, and a couple of black female stars make it onto these lists: Eddie 

20 Out of one thousand and one hundred rankings there ýN ere forty nine women in the "other" categorý'. Lind of 

these txN enty four NN ere listed alongside a man or men. 
21 Lili Zanuck might ha-v c also made it into my director category since she directed the film Rush (199 1 ). However 

since this is the only feature she has made. and since her po\\er is centred around her position as a producer \Nho 
has directed rather than as a star/director or -hyphenate- like Streisand or Foster, I chose to label her as "other" in 

this instance. 
22 James Hom. "Lauren Shuler Donner. " Premiere Nov. 2000: 89. 
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Murphy is ranked ten times (every year except for 1996). Denzel Washington four times 

(1995,1996,1997,2000); Wi II Smith four times(] 997,1998,1999.2000); Wes le\ Snipes 

once (1993); Spike Lee three times (1990,1991,1993); John Singleton once (1992). John 

Woo three times (1998,1999,2000); M. Night Shyamalan once (2000), Whoopi Goldberg 

twice (1993,1994); and Whitney Houston once (1996). Significantly no non-white female 

directors are listed at all. As a whole these figures support my claim that HollyxNood is not 

only an arena dominated by men, but white men as well. It also illustrates the difficult double 

bind of racial and sexual discrimination in which black, Latino, Asian or other female 

directors hoping to break into Hollywood so often find themselves. 

If this case study has proved anything it is that the time has not yet come to stop 

discussion of either women's unequal position with the film industry or that of any other 

marginalised groups. While white women have made if not great strides then medium ones in 

some areas, in others (directing) there has been less a steady rise in numbers and more of a 

stagnation. There is no affirmative action legislation in operation in Hollywood, and the 

DGA's decision in the early eighties to file charges with the Federal Equal Opportunities 

Commission against studios such as Warner Bros. amounted to nothing when the suits ý, N ere 

quickly dismissed and never re-filed. 23 Of course such an action would inevitablN raise its 

own problems such as, for instance, critics being able to claim that those women ýN ho gain 

opportunities through such legislation are there purely because of the legislation, and not 

because of their talent. This creates the potential for a situation where women filmmakers 

once again find themselves marginalised within the industry. Yet there is evidence that 

affirmative action policies can have positive results for women working in the film industry. 

Linda Seger states that Canada has introduced these policies and as a result has one of the 

24 
best records for employing women in the film industry 

. 

Christine Spines has pointed out that unlike female directors in Australia, American 

women have not benefited from a comparable situation to the one in xNhich the -Australian 

23 See Abramo\\ itz, Is That a Gun 141-2. 
24 Linda Seger, When Women Call the Shots (Ne\\ York: Henn, Holt and Company. 1996) 92. 

60 



government's initiative in the '70s to start a national film industD, "' led towomen being given 

equal access to available filmmaking funds from the very beginning. As Australian director 

Gillian Armstrong explains, this means that women have been working solidly in that countrN 

and have "set an example to backers [here] that women's films can make money. 

Following the logic of Armstrong's comment one might speculate that the long and 

established history of cinema in America is actually one of the female director's biggest 

obstacles. That is, leaving aside the success of a few women directors in the Silent Era. male 

directors have been in a dominant position since the industry became just that - an industrý - 

whereas women directors have repeatedly been denied career-making opportunities. The 

Australian film industry, on the other hand, was established in the seventies, and its history 

was consequently synonymous with that of second-wave fernimsm and the Women's 

Movement, which presumably meant that patriarchal attitudes were not able to take root in 

the same way as they had done elsewhere. According to Armstrong, two decades worth of 

sustained cinematic output from women directors (rather than the fits and starts that typifý, 

the career of the female director in Hollywood) have allowed Australian women to establish 

themselves,, and to prove that gender is no bar to being a good filmmaker. 

Having established a statistical picture of the relative position of women ýý ithiii the 

industry I will firstly turn to matters of a more specific (reference to the careers of women 

directors), and secondly a more theoretical (the mentor and issues of mentorship) nature. 

Behind the Statistics: A Case Study of Women Directors' Career Paths 

For this section I examined the careers of twenty six female directors in order to get an 

impression of the different routes female directors have taken into the Hollywood film 

industry. Obviously this is not an exhaustive list but rather a sample based on the 

biographical information available to me, as well as considerations of a time-based nature. 

The sample is not confined to women who have only made films for "mainstream" studios - 

25 Spines 48. 
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many of them have worked in the --independent" sector as well - but it does require them to 

have made at least one film which was either produced or distributed by one of the -major- 

studios. In differentiating between the problematic terms "mainstream" and "independent- in 

this way I am indebted to Christina Lane who recognises that the boundaries between the mo 

grow increasingly blurred, and makes the decision to define an "independent" film as one 

which is "not distributed by the major studios or their related subsidiaries. " As a xNorking 

description of a term which is extremely difficult (and probably even impossible) to pin down 

I feel this is as good as any, which is not to say that I do not also recognise that my distinction 

between the two is still somewhat contrived. However it is women directors in, rather than at 

the edge of, Hollywood that this thesis explores and so I maintain that my distinction is 

justified. I should also point out that the statistics I quote here which are designed to iI lustrate 

the various backgrounds of this sample of women directors do not assign one type of 

background per director. That is, a woman might have made both documentaries and music 

videos, for instance, and thus is counted in both categories. 26 

Jim Hillier has commented that career paths into directing for both men and xý omen 

are very similar. 27 This is a fact which my own research into the career backgrounds of a 

number of female directors seems to support (see appendix A, Table 1). For example, seven 

out of the twenty six women directors I looked at had attended film school. Prior to directing 

their first features eight had experience of directing for television. four had made 

documentaries; four had directed music videos; two had backgrounds in exploitation film 

working for New World; one had an art school background; one had worked as a journalist 

and novelist, and so on. Thus even this briefest of glimpses into these women's backgrounds 

supports Mark Litwak's contention that there are numerous possible routes into directing. 28 

Yet it is also intriguing that ten of the twenty six women I studied had acting experience prior 

to directing, and six of them would certainly fulfil the criteria of either big name film star 

26 Lane, Feminist Holl\ wood 21.27-8,33-4. 

27 Hillier 134. 
28 Limak (131-5) lists such possibilities as \Nriting a screenplaý. directing a short. %Norking in e\ploitation film. 

directing theatre, and making an independent film. 
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(Jodie Foster, Barbra Streisand, and Diane Keaton), well-kno, "n telex ision star (Pemiý 

Marshall and Betty Thomas), or well-known film actress (Sondra Locke). Once again this 

tempts us to conclude that a background in acting is one of the surest NN aý s for XN omen to 

break into directing. This is possibly because, as I discuss in later chapters on Jodie Foster 

and Penny Marshall, the actress, if she is famous enough, can capitalise on the povver of her 

name to create career opportunities, or at least make use of the industry connections she has 

formed. On the other hand I would suggest that a similar sample of male directors (although 

there are of course male actors who have turned to directing) would not reveal such a high 

proportion to have had acting experience. 

Although the female director's entrance into Hollywood is similar to her rnale 

colleagues, her progress once, and if, she gets there is frequently quite different. Some 

commentators on the subject have stated that a woman director's career progress is generallý 

much slower than a man's,, arguing that it takes her much longer to establish the kind of 

cinematic track record that helps secure attractive directing jobs 
. 
29As Coolidge's comment 

within the title of this chapter demonstrates, this belief has also been voiced by v, omen 

directors themselves. In addition to Coolidge, Penelope Spheeris has been quoted as saying, 

"I would have already peaked in my career and be on a downslide by now like most of my 

male cohorts in school if I hadn't been a woman. I've had to fight harder. I've had to work 

harder. , 30 Beverly Gray has argued that this slower career progress inevitably puts ýN omen in 

a Catch 22 situation: to get financing for film projects and to be offered attractive directing 

jobs a director usually needs a proven track record, but it is impossible to get this track record 

31 
if no one will hire you in the first place . 

An examination of the time frame of Coolidge's career supports her claim that her 

progress through the industry has been on the slow side. She began her filmmaking career in 

21) See Seger, 86. Sharon Bernstein, -A Change in Direction')- Los Angeles Times 12 March 199 1. Calendar sec.: 

F-1. Los Angeles Times Online Archives 10 Nov. 2000 <http: //pqasb. pqarchiver-corrvlatimes>. 
30 Cole and Dale 223. 
31 Beverly Gra\. -The Women's Boom, - Hollywood Reporte 

. 
19 June 1998. -S-9. Holly\\ood Reporter Online 

Archives 30 Dec. 1998 <\\ \\ \N. ho II yNk ood reporter. co in'search. asp>. 
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the late sixties, but it was not until 1983 (having already made three documentan shorts and 

a documentary feature) that her first two independent features (Cijy Girl and Valley Girl) 

were released. The following year finally saw her first studio feature ( The Joy of Sex for 

Paramount) make it to the screen. However this was not the beginning of a sustained career in 

feature directing for Coolidge. There have been fairly long gaps between features (nothing 

released between 1985 and 1988,1988 and 1991, and nothing since 1997) -ý, Nhich she has 

filled primarily with jobs directing for television. This is not to claim that no male directors 

experience problems finding work directing features, for in a business which is as 

competitive as Hollywood such a claim would be absurd. A statistical study which sought to 

prove definitively (which I believe it would do) that women directors have a tougher time 

getting on in the industry than their white male colleagues is still to be undertaken, and is 

beyond the time available to me here. Women throughout the industry continue to comment 

that they feel discriminated against when looking for work, and available statistics suggest 

that this is indeed the case. Thus the problems faced by women directors clearly cannot, and 

should not, be evaded with the argument that breaking into directing is equalIN difficult for 

everyone making the issues of gender and racial discrimination irrelevant. 

Christina Lane has identified a flaw in Hollywood's argument that women directors 

tend to miss out on opportunities to direct big budget projects because they lack experience in 

that kind of filmmaking. As she points out, male first-time directors David Fincher and 

Michael Bay were both music video directors who made their feature debuts vvith the big 

budget science fiction/horror and action films Alien 3 (1992) and Bad Boys (1995) 

respective ly. 32 Christine Spines also draws our attention to the fact that unlike their male 

equivalents (such as Quentin Tarantino or Spike Lee) many women directors , N-ho make an 

initial splash on the cinematic scene with films that win rave reviews and generate a media 

buzz at film festivals, such as Cannes or Sundance, subsequently seem to disappear for a fexN 

years, or else sink without a trace. She gives the example of Katt Shea NN ho won excellent 

32 Lane. Feminist HoIIN, \\ood 179. 
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reviews for her film Poison lyy at the 1992 Sunclance Film Festival. ýý here Quentin 

Tarantino's Reservoir Dogs also received a huge amount of attention. Unlike Tarantino, 

Shea's only reward was a screening of the film along with earlier ones she had made for 

Roger Cori-nan at MOMA in New York, followed by six years of unemployment. Spines goes 

on to list a number of directors who,, like Shea, made a promising debut only to find it 

difficult to translate this into a sustained career: Martha Coolidge, Joan Micklin Silver. 

Darnell Martin, Tamra Davis, Susan Seidelmanan, and so on. 33 

During the course of my research I discovered that a large proportion of female 

directors either have careers which show long gaps between directing films (even if their 

previous one had been extremely successful) or evidence of having disappeared from 

directing "mainstream" (and sometimes also "independent") films altogether . 
3' Frequently 

these women who have "disappeared" are to be found working as directors of tele% ision. For 

instance Mira Nair has been directing for television since the release of. Kama Sutra (1996). 

Martha Coolidge has directed and produced for television since making her last feature, Out 

To Sea (1997); and others like Euzhane Palcy, Joan Micklin Silver, Susan Seidelman, and 

Darnell Martin have been directing independent features and television programmes since 

making their last "mainstream" films. 

The crucial question to ask in relation to this move into directing for television is 

how far is it by choice, and how far by necessity? Zina Mapper has argued that television 

producers are more likely to give untested directors a chance since "[i]f you don't know what 

you're doing, the producer is protected, because he finds out in three hours, not three weeks. 

That makes him more willing to bank on a new director - and that's an advantage for 

33 Spines 45. As an example of this positive critical response to Poison Ivy consider that the New York Times 

referred to it as a -commercial art film. " Quoted in a re\ ieNN bý Peter Travers, Rolling Stone 28 %la\ 1992. The\ 

Went That Away: Redefininp, File Genres, ed. Richard T. Jameson (San Francisco: Mercury House. 1994) 304. 

34 For example, Penn\ Marshall made The Preacher*s Wife in 1996 and her next film. Riding In Cars With Boys, 

has not yet been released as of September 2001. Similarlý Arný Heckerling's Clueless was released in 1995 and 

her latest film Loser was released in 2000, and Jodie Foster directed her second feature Home For The Holida\ s in 

1995 and, as of 2000 is directing her third, Flora Plum. As examples of women \ý ho have seemingly turned their 

back on directing one can point to Elaine May. director of the disastrous Ishtar ( 1987) who has returned to writin-9- 

and acting. and Amy Holden Jones who has been working as a scriptwriter since 1996. 
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women. 35 In this scenario female directors make the decision to direct for television 

primarily because they are allowed to rather than it necessarily being their first choice. As the 

one time independent filmmaker turned television director Karen Arthur says, she prefers 

working for television because "I don't have to wait eight long ý ears to do it 
... 

I'm a director, 

and a director direas. -)936 

In The New Holly)vood Jim Hillier suggests that directing for tele-vision is x ie\\ ed as 

inferior to directing features (a poor second choice as it were). Hillier argues that it is seen bý 

many as purely a career stepping stone, or something to fall back on if other directing 

opportunities dry up. 37 In this case women directors' relative success in the field of teleý ision 

directing could be read negatively as evidence of their being forever consigned to second-rate 

directing careers: a reading which would be overly simplistic. To view female directors as 

trapped in television hell against their will is not only erroneous but potentially \ er, N 

insulting. 

As Hillier himself suggests, the boundaries between television and film are graduall,, 

breaking down. More directors are willing to work in this supposedly "lesser" medium, and 

realise the advantages of, for example, directing movies for cable, such as the opportunity to 

tackle more controversial subject matter. 38 1 would add that since Hillier's book was 

published (1992) the dividing line has become even more blurred. One only has to consider 

the fact that The X-Files television series crossed over onto the big screen as X-Files. Fight 

The Future (1998); that James Cameron produced the television series. Dark Angel (2000- 

present), or that many actors who have made a name for themselves in hit television shows 

_y 
The Vampire Slaye have begun to such as Friends, The X-Files, Mad About You, and Buff 

cross over into film acting, to see evidence of this blurring at work. Although it should be 

Zina Klapper. -Movie Directors: Four \Vomen Who Get to Call the Shots in Hollywood, � 

Ms., November 1985: 105. 
36 Acker 35, 
37 Ifillier 99-109. 
38 Hillier 118-119. Hillier's point is echoed in Ted Elrick's recent article. -*Mo\ es for Television: A Director's 

Medium, " DGA Magazine Sep. 1999: 46. The director John Frankenheimer is quoted as saying that he feels the 

advent of neNx technology is breaking down the demarcation line bemeen each medium all the time. and sutc. 's that 

the four cable rnov ies he has directed could neN er have been made as commercial features because the) deal with 

subject matter that mqior studios \\ould find far too controversial. 
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noted that the stigma of television has not completely disappeared since, to giý e one example. 

the media consistently criticises television actors they believe are incapable of taking on reýil 

acting roles on the big screen. 

Women directors have spoken of working in television in positive terms as an arena 

which provides welcome opportunities and creative pleasures rather than just functioning as a 

consolation prize. Referring to her direction of several episodes of HBO's 
-Sex 

and the CitN 

Susan Seidelman has said, "Cable is an excellent alternative to film especialk xN hen 

commercial film seems so geared toward teenage boys. " Similarly Martha Coolidge has 

stated that making the film Introducing Dorothy Dandridge (1999) for HBO was "one of the 

most creative experiences I've ever had. There was total creative trust from HBO. Tlie" really 

gave me the freedom 
... to accomplish my vision. " 39 

Leaving these comments to one side it is possible to put forward the argument that 

women directors' careers have more of a tendency to become if not exactly trapped in 

television (a word which is problematic since it implies victim status), then stalled there. 

Christina Lane does make an excellent point when she envisages the career of Susan 

Seidelman in terms of the director's ability to make use of ever expandingjob opportunities 

outside commercial Hollywood, such as a return to independent filmmaking or the 

"expanding 'niche' possibilities of television", but I would argue that she is seeing onlý part 

of the picture. The careers of the women I studied demonstrated less a sense of being able to 

move back and forth between the two mediums in a comfortable and easy movement and 

more a sense of working there as a viable alternative to directing features. Susan Seidelman 

has directed only one independent short film ( The Dutchmaster (1994)) and one independent 

feature (A Gaudi Afternoon (2000)) since making Cookie in 1989. Even taking into account 

Seidelman's aforementioned reservations about working for Hollywood it is probably safe to 

assume that a record of having directed only one full length feature in eleven years ýN ou Id not 

have been her first choice, and is indicative of the difficulties so many independent 

39 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 6-1: Darrell L. Hope. Antroducing Martha CoofidLe. - DGA Sep. 1999: 
-18. 
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filmmakers have in raising finance for their projects. Similarlý in an intervieNý vý ith Darnell 

Martin Christina Lane asks the director whether she would prefer to pursue "mainstream or 

counter cinema venues" in the future. Martin answers that she is -inclined to go ý. N ith 

whoever gives me money ... and a certain amount of freedom. " Yet Martin has directed only 

one feature, Prison Song (2000) for New Line, since her debut film I Like it Like That iii 

1994, finding work directing episodes of the television series Oz (1997) in bemeen. This is 

hardly a prolific output by anybody's standards, and one which must certaink be considered 
I 

in the context of the percentage of days worked for women and "minorities" that I refer to 

40 
earlier in this piece . 

In short,, while Lane's celebration of the new opportunities for women directors 

created by the ever narrowing gap between "independent" and "mainstream" cinema, 

between film and television,, are important they must not be allowed to overshado,,, N the fact 

that women directors are still less likely to gain from these opportunities than their (white) 

male colleagues. For instance Linda Seger notes that although about fifty per cent of prime- 

time television series have at least one female producer, and about twenty five per cent are 

written by women, female directors still account for only around fifteen per cent of all 

television directors. 
41 

It has been widely acknowledged that Hollywood is first and foremost an industry 

which, regardless of gender or race, revolves around the ability to network and the cultivation 

of personal and business contacts (which are inextricably intertwined). As Mark Litwak has 

written,, work within the industry is frequently obtained thanks to ivho you know rather than 

what you know, and job opportunities are rarely advertised. Within this atmosphere (as 

Litwak illustrates) women and other minorities inevitably suffer because they have not been 

established long enough in Hollywood to make the kind of important contacts that are 

necessary for success there. 42 Consequently groups such as the WIF (Women In Film) and the 

40 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 17-S 

41 Seger 98. 
42 Litwak 120,148. 
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DGA, as well as organisations which represent the interests of other minority groups (such as 

the Black Filmmakers Foundation and The Los Angeles Latino International Film Festl\ al), 

have made it a priority to organise networking events where new filmmakers can meet people 

43 
within the industry and establish contacts . 

As Harriet Silverman the executive director of 

WIF has said, the major goal of that organisation is to bring about better mentoring for 

women trying to break into the industry. One of the primary aims of these organisations is 

thus to fight back against what Linda Seger sees as the tendency of male executives who ha\ e 

been mentored by white men themselves to continue the established pattern and mentor other 

44 
white men, leaving marginal groups in an isolated position . 

Hence the importance of the mentor relationship for women directors and indeed all 

women trying to forge a career within Hollywood. In my study of twenty six women directors 

I found evidence that a large number of them (sixteen) had benefited from the help of men at 

crucial stages in their careers . 
4' This figure is not surprising given that such relationships are 

crucial for anyone, man or women, attempting to break into the film industry. Yet it is 

noteworthy that so many of these women found their entrance point into the business and had 

doors opened for them by men, sustaining as it does my earlier claim that men are still the 

predominant power brokers in Hollywood. In the following section I intend to give some 

specific examples of these mentor relationships at work, noting once again that I am using 

"mentor" to indicate any individual who has practically assisted a woman director's progress 

rather than in its strictest sense as indicative of a more intellectual or spiritual advisory 

relationship between two people. 

43, For further information about the BFF, which is a non-profit organisation designed to support emerging Black 

filmmakers b% setting up information sharing and networking opportunities, see Surfview 13 Jan. 2001 <http: // 

NN-Wýýr. surfvie\\. com/ seresbff. htm. >. For information about the Latino film festival LALIFF which gi\es new 

Hispanic directors the opportunity to show their films and attend workshops, panels and so on. see Los Angeles 

Lating International Film Festival 13 Jan. 2001 <http: H \ý\\\\. latinofilm. org. >. 
44 Harriet Silverman. quoted in Kirk Honeycutt. "Int'l Center Objective for WIF's Second 20 Years, " Holl\, \%ood 

Rep. grter, 12 Dec. 1995. Hollywood Reporter Online Archives 30 Dec. 1998 <http: 1 w\ý\\. hollywoodreporter. 

com/search. asp>. Seger 54. 
4S This is not to saý that the others \\ere not invol\ ed in similar mentor relationships \ý hich I failed to find 

evidence of, and thus have not acknowledged. 
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Two of the women directors out of the fifteen I refer to above ha,. e garnered 

opportunities to direct thanks in part to the intervention of their husbands or partners. 

According to Ally Acker, Joan Micklin Silver was aided by her husband in financin_ý her 

directorial debut Hester Street (1975) after her other attempts to break into directing NN ere 

unsuccessful. Acker writes, "Silver readily admits that she might never have become a film 

director if it weren't for her husband . 
-)-)46 SiM ilarly the actress Sondra Locke has stated that 

her involvement with Clint Eastwood allowed her access to Eastwood's production company 

Malpaso, and Locke's first feature, Ratboy (1986), was produced by that company in 

association with its parent studio Warner. 47 

Two other directors, Penny Marshall and Sophia Coppola, were helped by famllý- 

connections. Coppola's first feature-length film, The Virgin Suicides (1999), was produced 

by her father's company Zoetrope, and thanks to her family name she received the kind of 

media attention that most neophyte directors could only dream about. On Saturday the 

fifteenth of April there was a cover feature about her entitled "Sophia Coppola: It Runs In 

The Family" in the Guardian, and also one in the Sunday Times Style section that same 

48 
weekend . 

Marshall gained her first opportunity to direct on the television series Laveme 

and Shirley which was produced by her brother Garry Marshall, and in which she also 

starred. In this we might compare her to the director Betty Thomas who was ushered into 

television directing thanks to a helping hand from the producer Steven Boccho. '9 Marshall 

has also been given career opportunities by other powerful figures within the industry such as 

her friend the producer Larry Gordon who asked her to step in as director on Jumping Jack 

Flash (1986), and another friend, James L. Brooks, who asked her to direct Big (1988) for his 

company Gracie Films at Twentieth Century Fox 
. 
50 Brooks' decision to offer her the career- 

making aiýg might be compared to the way Lome Michaels (the creator of Saturday Night 

4" Acker 34. 
47 IntervieN\ed in Hillier 129. 
48 Suzle MacKenzie, --Sophia Coppola: It Runs in the Familý. - Guardian 15 Apr. 2000. \\ eekend sec.: 6-12: 

Sarah Bailey. "Sofia*s Choice. " Sunday Times 16 April 2000. Style sec.: 6. 

41) See Dann\ Leigh. -*'Fhere*s Something About Bettý. - Guardian 16 June 2000. Review sec.: 12. 

50 See LaN\ rence Crown. Penny Marshall: An Unauthorized Biopraphy of the Director and Comedienne (Los 

Angeles: Renaissance Books. 1999) 92, and Abramowitz. Is That a Gun? 295. 
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Live) offered his one-time colleague Penelope Spheeris ajob directing her first mainstream 

studio feature, Wayne's World (1992). 51 

Finally it should be said that the careers of the women directors I looked at contained 

several incidences of established male directors who acted in a mentor capacitN. and often 

these names occur more than once. Christina Lane reports that Spike Lee helped Darnell 

Martin get accepted at New York University to study film after she had been rejected twice. 

Having met her when she worked as Assistant Director of Photography on Do The Right 

Thing (1989) he made a telephone call to N. Y. U on her behalf 
. 
52 The director of Tank Girl 

(1995) Rachel Talalay began her career as the producer of several of John Waters' films, 

which eventually led to production work on the Nightmare On Elm Street series and the 

opportunity to direct Freddy's Dead (1991) for New Line. Martha Coolidge Ný as put on the 

payroll at Zoetrope after Francis Ford Coppola saw her documentary Not A Preqy Picture 

(1975), and she also found that director Renny Harlin's help was crucial in getting her sixth 

feature Rambliniz Rose (199 1) made: his then girlfriend Laura Dern was attached to the 

project and Harlin managed to convince the production company Carolco to bring it to the 

screen. 53 In addition Kathryn Bigelow found the assistance of Oliver Stone, who she had met 

when she made The Loveless (1982), to be important in helping her raise financing for Blue 

Steel (1990), on which he was also a producer. 54 

With regards to the same male director's names appearing more than once ýýe can 

point to Martin Scorsese and especially Steven Spielberg. Scorsese has been mentioned as 

someone who had an impact on the careers of Amy Holden Jones and Allison Anders. Jim 

Hillier writes that Scorsese was ajudge at a film festival where a documentary made by Jones 

won first prize. She later wrote to him and was taken on as an assistant on Taxi Driver 

(1976). 55 In the case of Allison Anders the production notes of Grace Of My Hea (1996) 

5' Spheeris had previously \Norked as a producer for Michaels. See Cole and Dale. 217-218 
52 Lane, Feminist HolIN Nk ood 155. 
51 See AmbramoNvitz, Is That a Gun 146. Lane. Feminist HolIN wood 69. 
54 See "Walk on the Wild Side, " Monthly Film Bulletin NoN. 1990: 312-3. 
55 

Hillier 50-5 1. 
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inform Lis that he collaborated with her closely on that film in his role as executive producer. 

These notes also reveal that after attending film school Anders wrote several letters to the 

director Wim Wenders who eventually came to Los Angeles to see her first super 8 film. and 

subsequently gave her work on Paris, Texas (1984). 

It has been acknowledged that Steven Spielberg has career-making power. and on the 

evidence of his involvement in the backgrounds of two of the women directors I studied this 

certainly seems to be the case. " Rachel Abramowitz reports that it was Spielberg XN ho 

advised Penny Marshall that she would make a good director, having seen her abilit" to 

interact with all the creative types who gathered at the house she shared with her then 

husband, Rob Reiner. He told Marshall's agent Mike Ovitz that she should consider moý ing 

into directing. " Spielberg provided director Mimi Leder with her first opportunity to direct 

features, offering her the big budget action movies The Peacemaker ( 1997) and Deep Impact 

(1998) for his studio DrearnWorks. He knew Leder through her work as director on ER, the 

television series which he had been involved in producing. 58 Finally Spielberg's name also 

appeared at a relevant point in the career of Martha Coolidge when, as Rachel Abramowitz 

states, he helped get her film Crossing Delancey (1988), in which his girlfriend Amý Irving 

was to star, off the ground. '9 

This catalogue of examples illustrates three main facts: firstly that success in the 

industry rests partially on one's ability to network, to translate personal and business 

connections into job opportunities; secondly that most female directors find themselves 

mentored by powerful men rather than women (although the last section of this piece wi II 

suggest that this may be changing); and thirdly that it is principally white men who are the 

power-brokers and career-makers in the film industry, and that in some instances the strength 

of their word can open doors faster than simple evidence of one's talent ever could. It is this 

56 For example Mick Garris, one of his team on the TV series Amazing Stories has said -'ýN'hen Steý en Spielberg 
hires you, all the people who wouldn't even read your scripts find them brilliant. " Quoted in John Baxter. Ste\ en 
Spielberg: The Unauthorised Biography (London: HarperCollins, 1997) 283. 
57 Abramowitz. Is That a Gun 295. 
58 See Peter Bart, The Gross: The Hits, the Flops - The Summer that Ate Hollywood (NeNý York: St %farlin*s 

Griffin. 2000) 84. 
59 Abramowitz. Is That a Gun 139. 
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last fact which begins to identify the potentially problematic nature of the mentor relationship 

for women in Hollywood. Mentoring is essential because it allows an individual access to 

those who have the power to say "yes" to projects, but it also continues to represent a 

hierarchical structure in which the mentor (nearly always male and white) is perceived to 

hold al I the power, and the women being mentored to be largely powerless. 

Which is not to say that women directors have not spoken positi,.,, ely about their 

experiences of mentorship. Indeed it would be unlikely that they had not since these 

relationships have in many instances helped shape their careers. Kathryn BigeloxN has stated 

that without Oliver Stone's support Blue Steel. might never have been made. 60 Martha 

Coolidge has been quoted as saying that meeting and being helped by Coppola w-as an 

"incredible, pivotal, significant event, because to an East Coast independent filmmaker. 

Hollywood seems extremely far away. Particularly to a woman. I had no relatives in the 

business or [any] reason to think I would have an easy access . 
-)-)6 1 

Finally, Allison Anders has 

been eager to publicly acknowledge the assistance she has received from her mentors 

Scorsese and Wenders. 

In the Premiere Women In Hollyýyood Special 1996 she refers to the extensive notes 

that Scorsese provided during the making of the film, joking that she calls them '*the Lord's 

List of Favored Takes". and that she and her editor often refer to him as "Our Father Who Art 

,, 62 in Manhattan. The production notes for Grace Of My Heart declare that -Anders without 

hesitation, gratefully acknowledges the men in her life who have been supportive of her 

career and while grounding her fictional characters in reality, related on a very personal level 

to the central relationship in the movie. " Anders then goes on to describe one of her film's 

characters, Joel Millner who is the female protagonist's manager. as a kind of mentor figure: 

"For every Denise Waverly there was a Joel Millner, and I wanted to portray his role in her 

life for being supportive and encouraging. I wanted her to have one guy she could count on 

60 "Walk on the Wild Side" 313. 
61 AbramoxN itz. Is That a Gun 146. 
62 Josh Rottenberg. -The Big Picture, " Premiere Women In Hollywood Special 1996: 

7-3 



and it wasn't about sex. " Thus the help Anders has received from men ýý ithin the inclustrý is 

not only publicised by her,, but becomes part of the marketing strategy in the sellin-, -, of one of 

her films. 

However in a. Sight and Sound article published a year before Grace Of My Heart 

was released Anders expressed some regret at speaking publicly about the vvaý she had sent 

letter after letter to Wim Wenders before she secured her first directing job since she was 

now receiving the same treatment from "a slew of wannabe boy directors". In this article 

Anders insists 

I didn't do it because I thought Wim would help me make movies or make me famous 

or anything. I just loved his movies. I was an obsessed fan 
... 

These kids seem to ha\ e 

an agenda in mind, to become famous or get their films produced. but I ne\ er did I 

guess I wasn't very ambitious. 63 

On one level Anders' words can be understood as a statement from a woman who is tired of 

receiving correspondence from would-be filmmakers who are desperate for her help. On 

another it might be interpreted as suggestive of a few underlying tensions in the mentorship 

issue - as indeed might her earlier quip which refers to Scorsese as a God-like and hence 

traditionally patriarchal figure, and implies a relationship where he is held in great admiration 

and respect but in which his considerable authority is also acknowledged. Perhaps Anders 

does not want to be viewed as someone who aggressively pursued her career (like those 

"wannabe boy directors" who keep writing to her). Or perhaps she realises that others might 

be encouraged to see her as someone else's creation, rather than considering her and her 

films on their own terms. 

Before I move on to a fuller consideration of the reasons why the concept of 

mentorship is problematic for women directors it should be noted that the relationship 

between two individuals (one with power, one without) is potentially as beneficial to the 

mentor as it is to the one being mentored. One might suggest that for indix iduals like 

B. Rub), Rich. --Slugging it Out For SurviN al. " Sight and Sound Apr. 1995): 16. 
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Spielberg or Scorsese to be seen to be helping women directors (or indeed anyone else of 

either gender for that matter) get on in the industry can only be good for their o\\ n public 

image. This statement is not meant to be read as a completely cynical vieNN of the action-, of 

such individuals, nor to imply that their actions have not had extremely positiN e effects on the 

careers of individual female directors, and potentially on those of all female directors. By 

showing confidence in Leder's ability to direct big budget action films Spielberg sends a 

message to the rest of the industry which might encourage them to act in the same Ný ay. Yet it 

is meant to indicate that self-interest as well as altruism might have some place in these 

actions. For example Peter Bart relates that Leder was chosen to direct Deep linpact after 

Spielberg decided to pull out of directing duties. Bart writes, "No one can duck out of a 

project faster than Spielberg... if something goes awry; in this case, when he learned of 

Armageddon (1998). The director had no intention of finding himself in a competitiN e 

situation, even if he had a clear head start. , 6' As a result Spielberg's choice of Leder had 

considerations beyond the desire to help her career, and was presumably aided b,,, his 

knowledge that she was not only talented but available, relatively inexpensive, and able to 

bring a film in on time and on budget, as she had done with The Peacemaker. Similarly John 

Baxter argues that Spielberg has been known to depict himself as a benevolent father figure 

who likes to guide his "children" (new filmmakers) into the industry under his tutelage. 

Hence the fact,, claims Baxter, that the Amblin' building has been referred to as "The 

Vatican" with Spielberg as its Hollywood pope . 
6' The example of Spielberg is intended to 

prove that one must refrain from making quickjudgements about the dynamics at work in 

these mentor relationships since they are inevitably more complex than they might first 

appear. 
66 

64 
Bart 84. 

6-' Baxter. 267,283. 
66 1 might also hax e used the example of Roger Corman to illustrate this point. In his autobiography How I Made a 

Hundred Films in Hollywood and Never Lost a Dime, (Ne%ý York: Da Capo Press. 1998) Corman likes to 

represent himself as a great mentor and champion of young filmmakers. He states (216) that-The Corman school 

had an unusually high "enrolment' of promisitig women... I aký a\ s felt inclined to gi\ c women an equal shot, e\ en 
xploitation in those days. - While it is certainl. v true that Cornlýln 

though not many women were keen to work in eI 
helped young filmmakers. including several women, get their first break, this fact must not simpl\ be taken at face 

value but also considered in the context of the knoxvledge that Corman himself (as he freel. y admits) benct-ited Crom 
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Christina Lane raises a similar point in a discussion of Kathr3-n BigeloxN. ýhe Ný rites 

that one of the director's most well known collaborations is Nvith her now ex-husband Janie, 

Cameron,, and goes on to argue as follows: 

That Bigelow was married to him raises the uneasy issue for feminists about how to 

approach the work of women who seek production opportunities and financial 

success by making use of their male connections ... 
Rather than attempt to -, 

I oss oN er 

these relationships, which are inevitable in a male-dominated industry, by positing a 

binary opposition in which a female author either exists alone or not at all. we need 

to acknowledge this kind of partnership as a valuable and fruitful aý eime for 

women's access into mainstream film and as a pragmatic necessit-N. 

However Lane also goes on to challenge the assumptions we make Ný hen NN e sImpIN assurne 

that Cameron was the member of the partnership with the most power - the one %ý ho %ý as 

always able to get projects pushed through. Lane states that in an intervie%N ýN ith BiueloN% she 

learned that it was she who suggested that Cameron be brought in as executive producer on 

Point Break (1991), and thus she was creating career opportunities for him in this instance 

rather than the other way round. As Bigelow says, "[W]henever analysts... stud,, the career of 

men and women in the entertainment business, they assume that any collaboratk e effort 

between a man and a woman, somehow is more beneficial to the woman than the man. -67 

Lane's subsequent conclusion is a valuable one: that feminist film theorists must 

never cease to interrogate "the nature of male/female collaborations v, ithin mainstream 

production . 
3i, 68 It is also what this chapter attempts, although xN ith the realisation that this is a 

potentially huge area for study which is still to be fully explored. As a similar example to that 

proposed by Lane I would mention the way in which Jon Peters is often said to have helped 

give his then girlfriend Barbra Streisand the confidence to try directing. For example the 

only hav ing to paN his emploý ces a meagre salary. and (in the case of women) the realitý that Corman"s '. - fe 
. 
minki" 

sympath ics were far from consistent. For instance he rex eal s( 18 1-2) that the Private Duty N urses . -\ ssociati on 

complained that the New World film The Student Nurses (directed bý Stephanie Rothman) portraý ed nurscý, in a 

sexual manner that was offensi \e and inaccurate. He saý s that th is complaint led to h is dec isi on to name the -, cq uel 

Private Duty Nurses. 
67 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 102. 
68 Lane, Feminist Hollywood 103. 
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producer Polly Platt has been quoted as saying, "I do believe that if hadn*t been for Jon. she 

wouldn't have directed ever. He pushed her. " Yet Peters began his career as Streisand's 

hairdresser, and subsequently made a name for himself in the industry after becoming 
I- 

involved in a relationship with the star and appointing himself as her manager. In this context 

Streisand is clearly the powerful one of the couple with the ability to make careers. Lane's 

comments force us to question the validity of the assumptions xý e make about the poxN er 

relations within a seemingly clear cut mentor and mentored construction. Although it is still 

the case (as the statistical evidence strongly suggests) that white men hold the most poNNer iti 

Hollywood, one must also recognise that their power is also upheld by the perception that 

men are inevitably more powerful than women. As a result there is a real danger that some 

women who want to work in Hollywood will allow this perception to undermine their 

attempts to work in that arena. 69 

There are Never Any Easy Answers: the Problematic Nature of Mentorship 

Why then might the idea of mentorship pose so many potential problems for vvomen? 

It is worth looking to a theory of poetic history advanced by Harold Bloom in The Anxiety Of 

Influence to begin answering this question. Bloom's contention is that strong poets make 

history by misreading one another and clearing imaginative space for themsek es. He 

envisages poetry as an Oedipal struggle between a metaphorical father and son, ,ý ith each 

new poet having to confront the poetic legacy of his father before emerging as an artist in his 

own right. In Bloom's model women are consigned to the position of muse: they are there to 

inspire male creativity but not to be creative in their own right. I mention Bloom here because 

it is possible to find similar theoretical tendencies at , vork in the construction of film history. 

As I comment in chapter one the conception of the director as auteur primarily attributes the 

69 pollý, Platt is quoted in Abramowitz. Is That a Gun 98. Jon Peters produced films such as A Star Is Boni ( 19-6) 

and, al'ong Nvith Peter Guber. Flashdance (1983). He is also credited bý Justin Wyatt in High CmiccptAIo\ ic, and 

Marketing in Hollywoood (Austin: The UmN ersitý of 1'exas Press. 1994) as a keý plaý er in the birth of the "Ifigh 

Concept" film (134-9). 
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creative force behind a film to a strong male director, while women (as actresses. 

screenwriters, etc. ) are frequently consigned to a secondar.,,,. muse-like role. 'O 

If we consider a work such as Gerald Mast and Bruce F. Kaýý in's A Short HistorN of 

the Movies it is possible to draw comparisons between the way it structures film historN and 

Bloom's poetic model. Mast and Kawin evoke the sense that there is a masculine lineage 

which runs through cinematic history, with young directors stepping in xý here their directorial 

ancestors left off and using these ancestors generic legacy as the creative base for their oN% n 

films. For instance they write that the directors "Ince, Ford and Hart would later pass on these 

legacies - the power of movement within vast western vistas and the dignity of the good-bad 

men who inhabit these spaces - to their successors: Ford's younger brother, John, as xNel I as 

Howard Hawks, Sam Peckinpah, and many others. " As additional examples the "new 

American auteurs" of New Hollywood are referred to as being "film authors in the fullest 

sense of a Griffith 
... 

Ford,, Hitchcock, Godard, Fellini, Bergman. or Kurosaýýa... ": and 

Woody Allen is compared to Harold Lloyd, Buster Keaton, Groucho Marx and Charlie 

Chaplin. " 

When women directors are mentioned by Mast and Kawin they are either reeled off 

in a rapid list (as in the case of a page which documents merely the names and films directed 

by some American women s ince the seventies), or spoken about as if they are c reat iýeIN 

connected by their ownfemale orfeminine lineage (as in the case of French directors like 

Germaine Dulac, Marie Epstein, Agnes Varda and Nelly Kaplan ýý ho are said to have "gk eii 

France the claim to the longest of female centred cinematic narrati,, e traditions"). Mast and 

Kawhi's book also reveals the tendency to consign women to the role of muse when thev 

write that Giulietta Masina "is the soul of [Federico] Fellini, his Nvife offscreen and the 

central figure of many of his fi, MS., -72 

70 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence (Oxford: Oxford UniN ersitý Press. 197 1) 5- 14. 
71 Gerald Mast and Bruce F. Kawin. A Short History of the Movies (New York: \kicmillan Publishilip- 

CompanN, 1992) 107,443.444. 
72 Mast and Kt\\ in 37 1.538.326. 
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In this way constructions of literary and film historN ýý hich rel% on identitý in, 
-, the 

connections between "great men" over time are inevitably un,. ý-orkable , N-hen it comes to 

recognising and identifying the place of women artists in the equation. As Judith Mayne has 

said of Dorothy Arzner, the existing myths and structures of cinematic histor,, (based on the 

lives of men) made for a problematic fit when applied to the story of Arzner's career in 

Hollywood. It was not enough simply to substitute woman for man mhen telling that tale 

since such models were founded on male rather than female experience. As a more current 

example of this we might point to John Baxter's biography of Steven Spielberg. Baxter refers 

to an anecdote which has become part of the Spielberg legend. Namely that as a young maii 

trying to break into the industry he simply walked onto the Universal lot one day and acted as 

if he worked there. As a result he developed contacts such as studio executi\ e Sidney Jay 

Sheinberg who, fittingly for the aforementioned concept that Hollywood's historý,, is the story 

of metaphorical father and son relationships, is said to have regarded Spielberg as a 

4 r. surrogate son". While this anecdote is based on truth it also fulfils a role as part of the 

"Spielberg myth", depicting as it does a man who was so determined to succeed as a director 

that he took his fate into his own hands. As Baxter says, Spielberg himself has been vague 

about the amount of time he spent hanging around at Universal, often altering dates to fit in 

with another aspect of the Spielberg myth: that he had his first directing job before lie vý as 

twenty-one. It is doubtful that such mythic elements would work for a female director since a 

women walking onto a studio lot in the way Spielberg is said to have done ýýould not only be 

more noticeable, but also unlikely to be mistaken for the nephe,, v of the studio chairman 

(another incidence of the patriarchal model at work) in the way that Spielberg is said to haN e 

been. " 

Mayne argues that Arzner's success as a director was explained by some 

commentators in relation to her connections with men. That is. the biographical fact that she 

was the daughter of a Hollywood restaurateur, as Nvell as the erroneous assumption that the 

71 Baxter 50-4. 
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director James Cruze helped Arzner to get her first director's contract, became the reasons 

why she achieved what she did: because she was a woman director the perception NN as there 

had to be a reason for her achievements because her success was so unusual. Thus xN e haN e 

identified one of the potential dangers of mentorship for women directors. The male mentor 

is apt to be interpreted as the reason for her success rather than a nurturer of her talent. For 

example one only has to consider the way critics of Penny Marshall*s work have maintained 

that she owes her career to nepotism rather than ability. " 

Another danger is that this relationship can be read in sexual terms. Christina Lane 

has argued that any discussion of mentorship requires that we "critically circumvent the Iong 

history of the ideology of 'sexual favours'... through which women's hard work and 

i, 15 
professional authority are undermined by sexual innuendo. Any history of Nýomen in 

Hollywood certainly could not fail to recognise that such beliefs are well-established (think 

of the idea of the "casting couch" for instance), with the result that women's talents are 

reducible to their appearance, to their bodies, rather than being conceived of in intellectual 

terms. In this way men's power to control their progress in the industry is reaffirmed. As an 

example of a woman director being referred to in these terms we might point to comments 

made to Producer Lawrence Kasanoff about Kathryn Bigelow. Kasanoff reports that after he 

hired Bigelow to direct Blue Steel several people asked if he was interested in her 

romantical ly. 76 Nor is it only female directors who receive such treatment. Rachel 

Abramowitz notes that the studio head Sherry Lansing, who has had had several powerful 

male mentors throughout her career, has been accused of sleeping with everý' man she has 

ever worked with. Lansing, as Ambrarnowitz reveals, has been relentlessly sexualised 

throughout her career. Her appointment to her first major studio job in 1979 was even 

" Judith Mayne. Directed BN Dorothy Arzner (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Uni\ ersity Pre,, -,. 1994) 

151-2. 
75 Lane, Feminist Holl\, \Nood 102. 
76 See Bernstein. "A Change in Direction"" 
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reported in the New York Times with the headline "Sherry Lansing, Fon-ner Model. \amed 

Head Of Fox Production Sý-). 
77 

Bearing in mind the dangers of the mentorship model for women one N%ould expect 

feminist critics to treat it with some reservation. It is possible to tease out such reservations in 

a comment made by Hilary DeVries about Jodie Foster. De Vries praises Foster as a female 

star who is unique because she has achieved success as a director on her oxN n rather than 

being assisted by a powerful man. The implication here is that the female director \\ ho stands 

alone, or at least creates the impression that she does, is more credible and perhaps e% en more 

feminist than the women who looks to men within the industry for help. This celebration of 

the female loner might also be identified in the way Kathryn Bigelow has been ýN Htten abOLIt, 

although in Bigelow's case I would argue that she has been criticised by some for being 

quasi-masculine (a privileged member of the male action director's club) even Ný hi le others 

have celebrated what they see as her exceptional strength within a male-dominated industry. 

DeVries statement also reveals the shortcomings of making assumptions about the poýý er 

relationships between men and women out of context. She writes that Barbara Streisand ýý as 

aided by her "powerful producer boyfriend" Jon Peters without identifying Streisand"s role in 

making Peters powerful in the first place. She also fails to situate her comment against the 

backdrop of an industry where the careers of both men and women are forged from personal 

78 
and business connections. 

Reservations about women's role in the mentorship equation, and more generally as 

participants in an industry which is structured on the hierarchical relationships between 

(usually white) men, might usefully be considered in the context of feminist antipathy 

towards male forms and structures in general. Incidentally I put the words "usually white" in 

brackets deliberately because as Jesse Algeron Rhines notes, successful black male producers 

and directors (and presumably other non-white male executives) haý-e sometimes forged 

77 Abramowitz. Is That a Gun? 155-6. 

, cles Times II Dec. 1994' 16, LosAngeles Times Online 78 Hilary De Vries. --Command Performance. " Los Anv 
Archives 27 Jan. 1999 < http: /, pqasb. pqarchi\ cr. com]atimes> 
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bonds with one another that have worked to exclude women of colour. 79 In Camera Politica 

Ryan and Kellner write that early feminists saw feminism not onlý as a critique of the 

" content of patriarchal society" but also of "its organizational forms" ýý hich ,, N ere 

"antithetical to feminist ideals of equality, democracy and participation. " The-\ go on to 

describe how the late seventies and early eighties saw the feminist moN ement sp I it bet\\ ceii 

mainstream factions who saw acceptance into the male business world as indicati\ e of sexual 

equality and more radical factions who believed that the success of the movement rested on 

remaining apart from that world. 

To illustrate this split the book reproduces two covers of the magazine Ms., one from 

1976 and the other from 1986. The earlier one depicts a battered woman Nvith a black eN e. 

and the later one shows an archetypal eighties career woman dressed in a poNNer suit and 

holding a pen. The message that such a juxtaposition carries is clear. Women's priorities haý e 

shifted from raising awareness of their oppression at the hands of men, to aping the male 

structures that underpin that oppression. Consequently the entrance of women directors and 

others into the mainstream film industry (another arena which is perceived to be organised r-I 

along patriarchal lines) can be interpreted as one of the possible instigators of these \ er\ 

tensions. Tensions which might also serve as background to the split in feminist film theory 

between those who have argued that the female filmmaker's best chance for autonomous 

expression lies firmly outside the Hollywood film industry (in documentarN making. feminist 

counter-cinema and so on), and those who believe integration is not only possible but 

desirable. 80 

If the dominance of male mentors and industry networks predicated on the 

hierarchical relationships between men pose problems for women. is there a viable alternatiN e 

to either of these things? Mark Litwak has identified the efforts of organisations like the WIF, 

as well as organisations created to cater to the interests of black filmmakers, Latmo 

79 Jesse Algeron Rhines. Black Film, 'White Money (New Brunswick. New Jerse\ - Rutgers Unjvcr,, tý Press. 1996) 

99. 
80 Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner. Camera Politica: The Politics and Ideology ot'Contemporar\ 1jollv\%ood 

Film (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 1990) 30.1 336-7. 
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filmmakers and so on, to set up events where these groups can meet up and help one another 

as "something of a counterpoint to the old boys network. "" Elsewhere Irene Lacher charts 

the growth of new fernale-centred networks in Hollywood which have formed around the 

steadily increasing number of women gaining powerful executive positions in HollyxNood. 

Lacher writes that these groups have their own bonding rituals based around what is ofteti 

referred to as the "power shower" (baby showers, wedding showers, birthday showers, job 

showers) which act as a counterpoint to those enjoyed by Hollywood men (pla\ ing sports 

together, Jeffrey Katzenberg's legendary all-male rafting trips etc. ). She also quotes 

Columbia Tristar Vice Chairwoman Lynda Obst as saying that this neýN type of nemork is 

like "a tree of girls - enormously dense branches and strong interrelations, and a very high 

quality of both mentoring and alliances. " In this new fon-nulation women on the rise set out to 

mentor other women trying to get a foothold on the career ladder in the same NN aN that men 

have always done. 
82 

Lacher also offers evidence that these new networks have begun to haý-e positi\ e 

effects for women in the industry. For instance she reveals that Nora Ephron mentored Eynda 

Obst when they were both working as magazine journalists in New York in the seventies. 

Years later Obst was able to return the favour by recruiting Ephron to make her directing 

debut (This Is My Life (1992)). One might also point to situations wliere fernale stars have 

helped other women win job opportunities. Geena Davis chose Martha Coolidge, ýý hom she 

knew through her then husband Renny Harlin, to direct Angie (1994) in preference to 

Jonathan Kaplan; and Meryl Streep helped persuade ABC films to hire Nora Ephron to write 

Silkwood (1983 ). 83 Female directors have also sought to help their female colleagues. 

Christina Lane reports that Martha Coolidge, who has been consistently outspoken in 

Hollywood on feminist issues relating to film, wrote two articles for American Film in the 

seventies with the intention of providing addresses of festivals and showcase opportunities 

81 
I-awak 149. 

82 Irene Lacher. -A NeNN Kind of NeM ork-ing, " Los Angeles Times 2 Man 1997. Home ed. Calendar ý, cc .: 
8. I, oý, 

Anaeles Times Online. Archives 20 Nov. 1999 <http: //pqasb. pqarchi\ er. com/latimes>. 
83 See Lane Feminist Hollywood 86. Abramowitz. Is That a Gun? 230-1. 
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which might benefit other independent directors. " She is also quoted in Lacher's article as 

saying that she tries to work with other women whenever possible. In addition B. Rub), - Rich 

notes that Allison Anders and Kathryn Bigelow have both been acti,,. e in the Independent 

Feature Project mentoring program which seeks to encourage young female filmmakers. "ý 

Despite the undeniably positive side of the construction and promotion of 

"alternative" networks one must nevertheless approach them theoretically \ý ith the same 

caution afforded the original structures (the "old boys network") which they seek to replace. 

Just as I turned earlier to Bloom's theory of poetic influence as a theoretical backdrop to 

issues of mentoring, I intend to use the work of Elaine Showalter. who has answered theories 

such as Bloom's with her own alternative conceptual isation of literary histor-ý, in this 

instance. 

In "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" Showalter advocates that feminist critics 

refrain from using male critical theory since "So long as we look to andocentric models for 

our most basic principles - even if we revise them by adding the feminist frame of reference - 

we are learning nothing new. " Instead she calls for "a feminist criticism that is genuinely 

women centred, independent, and intellectually coherent", although she adds some\, N hat 

paradoxically that she does "not mean to endorse the separatist fantasies of radical feminist 

visionaries-)-,. 86 1 say paradoxically since it is hard to imagine how a rejection of male theory 

and the embrace of a true feminist criticism (if in fact that is not an impossibility in itself) 

could be classified as anything other than separatist or marginal. In another essay Showalter 

suggests that one of the organising principles of this new feminine/feminist theory of literary 

history should be the relationship between mother and daughter rather than father and son: 

"As the death of the father has always been an archetypal rite of passage for the Western 

hero, now the death of the mother as witnessed and transcended by the daughter has become 

84 Lane. Feminist Hollywood 68. 
8S Rich. -Slugging It Out" 16. 
86 Elaine Showalter. -Teminist Criticism in the Wilderness. � The Ne\\ Feminist Criticisill: F,, sa\ s on \\ omen. 

Literature, and Theo; 3,. ed. Elaine Showalter (London: Virago. 1993. ) 247. 
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one of the most profound occasions of female literature. "" This alternatiN e conception of 

literature as a kind of artistic relay race between mother and daughter finds parallels in film 

history. For instance in the preface to Cole and Dale's book of inter-\ IeNý s Ný ith women 

directors they include a photograph of Ida Lupino beside her director's chair xý hich is 

emblazoned with the phrase "The Mother Of all Of Us". The caption to this photo twists this 

phrase round to read "Ida Lupino: The Mother Of Us All". 88 In this way the authors use 

evidence of Lupino's preference for referring to herself as "mother", which according to 

Louise Heck-Rabi she actually felt expressed the "feminine" and nurturing wa,, she handled 

her crew, as a means of representing a symbolic mother figure from which a succession of 

women can trace their directorial heritage. 89 

As another example we can refer to Quentin Curtis' article on Gillian Armstrong in 

which he states that the director is "a pioneer and a role model", and that other Australian 

women directors view her as "the mother of modem women's film. "90 Or Jodie Foster's 

interview with Ingrid Sischy in Interview magazine (discussed at length in chapter fix e) in 

which she is photographed looking like Dorothy Arzner, and thus utilises the image of a 

pioneering female director which would be widely recognised by feminist film theorists to 

infon-n her own debut as a film director. In other words the daughter draws on the inother 

director whose work she wishes to emulate and perhaps even surpass. 

However this alternative model brings with it its own problems. For one thing it 

relies on a simple reversal of the old male structures with the result that some of the 

underlying flaws within those structures may remain unchanged. The old hierarchies which 

privilege powerful white males as the power-brokers and career-makers of Hollywood could 

simply be transformed into new ones which move towards greater equality by admitting 

white women in this capacity, and yet fail to consider whether these structures could be made 

87 Elaine Showalter. "Toward a Feminist Poetics. " The New Feminist Criticism, 13-5 
88 Cole and Dale 13. 
89 Louise Heck-Rabi. Women Filmmakers: A Critical RegýptLon (New Jersey and London: The Scarecro%k Prc,, ýý,. 
1984) 241-21. 
90 Quentin Curtis. -The Mother of Modem MoN les. - Independent On Sunday. 19 Mar. 1995, CD-RO\l ed.. 30. 

Italics Mine. 
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fairer by making more fundamental changes or overhauling them completely. Or to put it 

another way, the idea of "The Mother of Us All" does not do enough to acknowledge the 

differences between women which are based on things other than gender. As a %% hite. female 

director Ida Lupino may not be so easily embraced as a symbolic "mother" fi ure by female 9 

filmmakers of colour who wish to stress the contribution of non-white women directors to 

film history. In addition the celebration of an "old girls" network based on x\ hat are perceived 

as common interests between women rather than men (Irene Lacher notes that sonle fernale 

studio executives see motherhood as the "glue" which holds them together) is in grm e danger 

of becoming locked in essentialist thought patterns by failing to acknowledge the differences 

which divide women, and which may have a bearing on their career within the industry, as 

well as the things they have in common. 

The tendency of this alternative structure to search for female role models and 

pioneers to celebrate also has the effect of putting pressure on women in Hollywood. 

Although it is true that visible role models are important if women are to be encouraged iii 

thinking that there is a place for them within the industry, the other side of the coin is that any 

woman who is held up in this way ceases to be simply a director and becomes instead a 

symbol of something deeper, such as the triumph of female tenacity in a patriarchal areiia. 

The potential result is a situation where every decision she makes is subject to intense 

feminist scrutiny and possibly censure, and every personal success or failure also becomes 

the success or failure of women as a whole. Gillian Armstrong has said that having directed 

her first film (My Brilliant Career (1979)) she felt that she "was actually carrying all women 

in Australia on my shoulders. "91 Similarly Mimi Leder has expressed concern about the'ýNay 

several women held her up as a "poster child" for female directors because she had directed 

the big budget action film The Peacemaker: Leder's job opportunity became a symbol of 

hope that the industry was gradually becoming more female director-friendly. and the director 

91 Seger 89. 
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felt this laid an enormous amount of responsibility at her door. 92 Both male and female 

directors are subject to the same career finishing box office flops (Elaine May's Ishtar ( 1987) 

and Michael Cimino's Heaven's Gate (1980) for example). but it is onl) women for whom 

personal failure can be extrapolated into a representation of women's tendenc,, - to fail as a 

whole. As Todd McCarthy argues, Elaine May probably -set back the cause of women 

directors in Hollywood by ten years... [E]very negative notion that an-y male executi\e might 

want to have about how difficult it might be to work with a woman director xý as confirmed b\ 

her. , 93 It is hardly surprising then that some women directors should balk at being labelled as 

feminist icons in this way. 

To summarise this last section it is clear that there is no simple solution to the 

problems inherent in the idea of Hollywood as either an "old boys" network or an -old girls'" 

one. Instead one has to recognise the possibilities offered to women by these alternative 

female structures while realising that they will not automatically solve all the problems faced 

by marginal groups within Hollywood. There is a danger, as recognised by Christina Lane, 

that we as feminist critics become caught up in an ahistorical romanticisation of the 

connections and bonds between women filmmakers rather than making a clear-headed 

examination of the facts. Lane states she is aware of this, yet she also writes that the 

emerging female counterpoint to the "old boys" network is one which "emphasizes 

collaboration and connection over competition and isolation". " This statement implies that a 

female or feminist network is more caring and sharing and less cut-throat than its male 

equivalent: an argument which not only buys into the idea of women*s essential difference 

from men, but which must also be examined in light of the fact that women in power do not 

necessarily act in vastly dissimilar ways to their male colleagues. Martha Coolidge has 

argued that at least in the early days of women's attempts to break into Hol IyNN ood the lack of 

career opportunities meant that it was every woman for herself As a result of this our 

92 See Susan Karlin, "Rank and File, " Ho]IN, \Nood Reporter 9 Dec. 1997: 4, Hollywood Reporter Online Archi\c, 

31 Dec. -http: H \N, \\ \N. holly\voodreporter. com/ serach. asp>. 
93 Abramo\N itz, Is That a Gun? 68. 
94 Lane, Feminist Holl\NNood 227. 
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celebration of the new avenues to success which are opening up for some women in 

Hollywood should not preclude an examination of how those avenues themselves are 

structured. 9' 

To conclude, this chapter has set out to demonstrate that mentorship is not onlý a 

necessity for female directors but for anyone trying to break into the film industr\. To 

advocate that women reject it because it represents an inherently "masculine" ý\ ay of doin, 
-, 

things is a mistake since the result would be to marginalise women even further. Yet as I have 

argued it is also a problematic concept, both for feminist film theory and for real women 

working in Hollywood. 

Much of this piece has been concerned with historicising and contextualising the 

ways women directors have entered into the industry. In doing so I am addressing a need 

identified by Rosalind Coward, although in relation to film rather than literature. She -,, N, rites 

that "we need to know about the institutions which make a piece of writing available". OnIN 

by examining how the industry itself is structured, and learning about the cinematic 

institutions that make film available is it possible to understand women's position -ý. N ithin that 

96 industry 
. 

It is possible that some feminist critics may interpret this research xN 1th its 

concentration on the unequal position of women in Hollywood as regressive, since theN 

desire that we move away from the expression of "female victimhood- towards a more 

celebratory examination of the achievements women have made. Certainly there are risks 

involved in viewing Hollywood simply as a "boy's club" or a "closed shop" since such 

metaphors can give women the impression that there is no point even trying to gain access to 

such a male-dominated arena. Nevertheless such risks must not discourage us from our 

attempts to provide an overview of the unequal situation of the female director, and by 

extension all marginal groups, in Hollywood as it stands. As long as we acknowledge that 

there are some positive tales to tell, and that all women ý, vithin the industrý- do not experience 

95 Abramowitz. Is That a Gun? 147. 
96 Rosalind Coward, "Are Women's Novels Feminist Novels? " The New Feminist Criticism. 226. 
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