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Recrystallizing Feminism in the Musical Cinema
of Chicago and Moulin Rouge! and 1t’s Visual

designs

Diane Wang *  Isabella Wu

ABSTRACT

This study explores the recrystallization of the female identity on screen in two musicals:
Chicago, and Moulin Rouge which backgrounds the 1900s-1920s. Results show that the gender
equilibrium is deemed more balanced in musical cinema. That the gaze, body and flesh can act as
a transportation in the composition of Mise-en-scénes. In further findings, a narrative
model "Butades paradigm” was developed, which may be a potential structure of narration model.
In the discourse of gaze in the musical cinema, the research findings in this study can provide new

prospective, and aesthetic viewpoints in the composition of musical Mise-en-scenes .
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Introduction

Musical cinema has always been extravagant, whether in visuals or sound. It is a movie genre
filled with the utmost potential for imagination of space and time, one unlimited of Scopophilic
created reality. From silent films to the evolution of musicals, was a birth of a new anticipated
spectatorship, one with a mission to provide the best stimulation of the human senses in

audio-visual experience.

Embracing Deleuze’s statement that “a theory of cinema is not about cinema, but about
concepts that cinema gives rise to, and which are themselves related to other concepts” ideology
works best when it is unnoticed, but when deciphered and decoded there is more than meaning
than just surface appearance. How the female is portrayed in films has always been an interest to
me, for example, the cross-cultural speculative view of Asian females in the western cinema
screen such as Anna May Wong in 1920 films. The post-war 1920 era in western society was a
time full of vigor and energy, the economy was prosperous, talents in the art world flourishing. Till
today a lot of classic world literature and notable artwork were created during the 1920 period.
British Cinematographer Newton Thomas Sigel of Bohemian Rhapsody notes that the visual
power of every scene includes: composition, lighting and camera movement (Sigel, 2019). In the
history of cinema, by the 1920s the Hollywood industry had developed a lighting style known as
three-point lighting, which made stars seem luminescent (Benshoff and Griffin, 2004). A Musical
story from the 1920s seems like the best canvas to present this form and technique of lighting,
since the genre itself originates from the musical theaters where chiaroscuro effects are largely
dependent on the usage of light. In this case, the value of lighting is not merely a visual source of

power in aesthetics, but also part of the narrative composition as well.

With Feminism arising, came the peak of the Women’s rights movement in western society.
Yet unlike traditional musicals, the musical movies which story plots background the 1920s, are
not typically sunshine and amicable. Musical cinema based on stories from this backdrop, were

mostly satire or tragedy. Quoting Mcgee (1997):

“any form of Culture, high or low, is to have a positive political effect,
it requires an engaged and critically active form of consumption that
does not necessarily accept the cultural product or commodity strictlyon

it’s own terms. “(P.4)

An in depth examination of the female image in musical song and dance is vital to genuinely

understand the female identity and image depicted onscreen.
The Female Identity and its image

Compared to other art forms, the image of women in film arts is a dimensional one, one that
is necessary of multifaceted interpretation especially in musicals. Quoting the words of Erwin

Panofsky, not only bodies move in space, but space itself does, approaching, receding, tuning,
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dissolving and recrystallizing as it appears through the controlled locomotion and focusing of the
camera (Braudy & Cohen, 1999). Recrystallizing, also a term used by Deleuze, can also be a long
process, reflected in generations of spectators, each having their own interpretations related to

current cogitation, social trends, and cross-cultural comprehensions.

The female identity in media and arts has also gone a long way of evolution from the Italian
Renaissance sublime painting of Mona Lisa to the illustrations of the American Gibson Girl, from
the Art Deco period poster Flappers to a modern kaleidoscope of the ever-changing female in pop
arts. Mastering film directors also infatuate about the identity of the true feminine. Before the tide
of women’s liberation in the late 1960s, in Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita (1960), we see the
protagonist Marcello whom has longed for an ideal image of women, cannot suffice with any
beauty he has encountered. His infatuation is projected in the plot where Italian village locals
flock to a pilgrimage of a reported vision of the spiritual Madonna, he has come with a mission to
report the incident that might just be a prank by children. This plot is a metaphor, a symbolic
epitome of his restless pursuits to find the ideal women. The female ideology is also discussed in
Jean-Luc Goddard’s 1961 film Un Femme Est Un Femme. During the scene where Angéla the
protagonist cries, her boyfriend lights a cigarette and tells her ” women look ugly when they cry”.
Angéla opposes and quotes a female friend saying: women are in their most vulnerable beauty
when they cry. “ She then exclaims: “we should counteract modern women that imitate men and
don’t cry”. In post-millennium cinema, musicals are the remaining form of audio-visuals that keep
this type of speak-the-mind dialects in films through film, a trait from a gene inherited from the
Shakespearian theater. Therefore understanding the ideology of women through musicals adds

some significance in this matter.

In feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey’s 1975 well known essay Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema” Mulvey argues that the male protagonist, generally dominates the flow and
precedence of the narration, while the female played a more passive position, an object of
affection, sometimes functioning as an anerotic figure to the cinematic male gaze (Mulvey, 1975).
This makes female the "bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning”. According to Laura Mulvey’s
Visual Pleasures, the female image in cinema is a result of the male making, via the point-of-view

of'a “male gaze”. This discourse is also more of a Freudian based construct (Dai, 2007).

Building on Mulvey’s (1975) discourse, the aim of this study is to examine the female
identity onscreen in musical cinema. The main research questions of the study include: According
to Mulvey’s discourse in “visual pleasures”, how is the female identity exemplified in musicals?

And how do the visuals created by the camera movement assist in the construction.

A cultural studies approach was used in content analysis, with a rhetorical analysis approach
for film analysis. Psychoanalysis theories and feminist studies were also reviewed. Films chosen

for the studies were musicals or music cinema narrated in 1900-1920.
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Feminism and Psychoanalysis

Feminism is a term derived from the French term “féminisme”, which was widely used in
France and gained currency in the early 1980s. Principally known as a synonym for women’s
emancipation, specifically in women’s rights of sociopolitical activities such as suffrage advocacy
(Offen, 1988). Since the birth of the term, throughout the courses of history, feminism has
experience waves of transformative definitions and interpretations. Nevertheless, the term
encompasses its original core around the rights for women in a Patriarchal social structure. In a
more macro view regarding women as part of an organic social entity, philosopher Michel
Foucault’s view of body and sexuality as cultural construct proposes: feminism concentrates on
exposing the localized forms that gender power relations take at the micro-political level in order

to determine concrete possibilities for resistance and social change. (Armstrong, 2019)

In other stances of gender power relations, the perspective that a person’s sex is determined
by genetics, but gender is a cultural learning is explained by Benshoff and Griffin (2004) The
prospective of viewing feminism as a cultural study, is also a more objective view of defining
feminism, culture can be learnt and understood, it can be communicated. In Postmodern Feminism,
the analysis of sex difference focuses in terms of sociocultural differences replacing the prior
aggressive battle with the opposite sex. As explained by Johnson (1992):

“Standing against men or against Patriarchy might not be structurally
different from existing for Patriarchy... Feminists must confront and
negotiate differences among women- differences of class, race, culture,
age, political affiliation and sexual practices - if they are to transform
such differences into positive rather than negative forces for women’s
lives.” (P.1083)

In this research feminism is approached as cultural studies. The idea of feminism engendered
as a cultural making instead of regarded as power studies is possible to bring in another

perspective insight of positive empowerment.

Freud’s theory draws out the contours of the psychological schema of Patriarchy. Yet it is
Lacan’s theory of mirror stage that well compensates the unexplained ignition of Freud’s theory of
the narcisstic ego (Grosz, 1990), and furthermore deemed more applicable of psychoanalysis in
feminism research. Originally, the term came from the Greek myth of the story how the Greek
God Narcissus fell in love with his reflection in the water, before Freud coined it in an essay called
On Narcissim (1914). Narcissism in common parlance has the negative connotation of vanity;
however, it’s meaning in psychoanalysis is closer to “a beloved view of oneself’- the foundation
stone essential to the development of identity/subject. Without narcissism the identity crumbles
(Bailly, 2009). The ego unifies the heterogeneous experiences and disorganized sensations of the
(proto-)subject. Yet it is produced in opposition to biological, organic, or instinctual process

(Grosz, 1990). In Lacan’s mirror stage theory, the Child between 6 to 18 mons, comes to identify

94



with their image in a mirror, realizing the jubilant perception of oneself. This will be the first time
the baby discovers himself as a unitary being, in contrast to the child’s inner experience of being

fragmented and disconnected (Perman, 2018).

Other psychoanalytic definitions to note include voyeurism. Voyeurism is a visual pleasure

arising from looking at others in a sexualized way unbeknownst (Benshoff and Griffin,2004).
The identity, aesthetic of physics and the cinematic gaze
The Body

Body is a form. A form capable of manifesting the qualities of the innate soul and spirit, a
vehicle for displaying human emotions. In Arnheim’s essays of composition centers and their
rivals in visual arts, he analyzes the force of gravity and its antagonist. Describing the dominant
pull of gravity is what makes the space we live in asymmetrical. How in terms of Geometrics,
there is no difference between up and down; but dynamically the difference is fundamental.
Human beings experience dynamic asymmetry by means of two senses, kinesthesis and vision.
The body’s physical effect to gravity is the tension in the muscle and tendons, this phenomenon
explores the relationship of the composition centers within the body itself and the forces inherent
in the ground. The human body has long been a presentation of strength and vigor, an inspiration
that has intrigued art masters such as Da Vinci to sketch drafts and drafts of the human anatomy,
and the reason why the human figure is the favored subject matter of sculpture (Arnhiem, 1988).
Nonetheless, none can express this system of force and visibility greater than the exemplification
of “dance”, that is the reason why when mentioning the aesthetics of film art, the musical should
not be excluded. According to Fuery (2000) in films the “body” becomes invested in a particular
type of relationship to power and formation of subjectivity, the “Mise-en-scéne of the flesh” is a
manifestation of power structure and reinforcement, actions of power, truth and control. Fuery
gives the example of Michael Curtiz‘s Casablanca, using the close-up of luminous skin of female
character Ingrid Bergman. This is largely seen in Rob Marshall’s works as well, such as in the
musical Chicago, he uses close-ups of the female thigh and girdle, the close-up vertical slow shots

contouring the feminine body, usually to exemplify the feminine beauty.

Fetishism, which in Laura Mulvey’s ”Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” is described as
the male gaze that objectifies women as an obsession for reassurance, such as the obsession of
certain body part. Yet in Musical cinema close-ups of certain body parts can be used to propel the
plot, in a change of mise-en-scenes. Such as in Chicago, when the stage manager asks “Has
anyone seem the Kelly sisters? ” Our mystery is revealed, when we see a pair of black high heels
getting off the taxi in hurry strides. Scurry dancing black heels of dancers are later seen on stage,
similar to the ones Velma Kelly is wearing hinting the chaos. Omitting the gaze of feminism
qualities, there would be a significant void in visual effects of expressing the plot. Einstein
suggests “The affection-image is the close-up, and the close-up is the face” (Deleuze,1986)

Broadway musicals which were originally stage performed in theaters, only satisfies a spectator
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view from a distanced perspective, there is no account for the gaze to tell the story. Thus the
significance of cinema musicals is that it can be a spacio-temperal interface where the significance
of body movement and kinesthetic and the gaze takes place with cadence with the mastery of
editing.

Dance itself too can be a transporting tool for mise-en-scénes. It is a fact that the director of
Chicago Marshall leads and instructs the actresses’ choreography himself. Marshall demonstrates
full understanding and appreciation of the feminine body as an art medium to an intensive extent,
that he can molding them into accurate strokes on a canvas to display a certain mood. The
choreography of dance movement in Chicago is frequently montaged with close-up cuts of
postures, body-parts in the scores. Dance moves are finely choreographed, exquisite down to the
smallest of gestures. Compared to director of Moulin Rouge ! Luhrmann’s film style of dance,
detail is not signified, but visual pace and stimulation. Luhrmann’s agenda was to use pace to not
only play with his love of musical, but also to pace emotion, such as the joy of love, the pain of
love, and the depth of desire (Dancyger, 2007).

The Gaze

In Chicago the musical, Marshall tries to exemplify the emotions of the female characters by
the female gazing indirectly in the camera, this is the logic of expression adapted from the theaters,
since this direction of gaze allows the presence of a third person audience. Typical example is the
scene expressing the desperation of the Character Velma’s yearning of persuading her rival Roxy
to collaborate with her in a sister act after losing everything. In the Cook County jail, Velma
dances her routine in front of Roxy with an ending of jump-sliding her body on the table towards
the camera, creating a zoom in effect by physical movement. The lens aim at a facial expression,
does not give in to the traditional technique as capturing a forlorn expression, of Roxy’s point of
view. Rather, faithfully depicts Velma’s expression interacting with Roxy in the close-up. The
designated gaze is no longer to please to male audience, but to invite the audience in, to participate
in the story.

In Luhrmann’s works, such as in Moulin Rouge!, the camera boldly depicts the female gaze
as the femme fatale Satine sings. Starring into the eyes of the audience, bringing us closer to the
seduction of the natural female, her emotions and desires, yet in music’s cadence, the stare is
devoted to the melody narrative instead of the motive of appealing to the erotic male gaze. When
mentioning the gaze of the cinematic camera, one cannot leave out the most classic gaze of Rita
Hayworth the femme fatale in Gilda. When the two men enter the room, Gilda playful,
free-spirited and unintentionally seductive, replies to the question “Are you decent?” with a hair
flip. This gaze has been considered as the classic male gaze. The female identity will later be
remade on screen decades after Mulvey’s discourse. In Lurmman’s Moulin Rouge!, once again the
femme fatale Satine played by Nicole Kidman is asked of the same question: “Are you decent for

the Duke?” But this time, she answers with a sense of conscience in the room. She is gained a
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choice. Satine, a female character created in the dawn of 2000s, has now a new meaning, unlike
women in film noir or screwball comedy or the 1900s, representing an objectified subject bearing
meaning of the man. She now has an influence in affairs, a choice to love, the courage to speak up.
Yet she is still a tragic female, her confused identity is seen in the only close-up mirror reflection
in the film that she is dying. Before her death, she understands what the world has taught her was
wrong, true love uncovers her true beliefs and identity. The body is the vehicle of expressing
momentary intangible emotions and thoughts, and reveals the truest desires, the physical condition
is sometimes unaware by the body bearer him/herself, but it is always an organic Reactant to the

inner being and its wellness.

...had begun to take hold?:

(Image 1.)

Satine’s choice seemingly to the spectator, is a metaphor that under capitalism pressure, she
still stays true to herself and chooses liberty and love over a materialized life, a new significant

meaning answering to the events happening during the brink of the new millennium.
Fetishism revisited

The song “Cell Block Tango” of Chicago, sung by cell block women justifying themselves of
the crimes they have committed, with the plea of “not guilty” as a defense to their actions. They
deem their behavior as mere a lost control reaction to betrayal, hurt and pain. The song that is sung
in lyrical beats is an evident of trauma signifiers: ’pop, six, squish, uh, uh, Cicero Lipschitz..”.
According to Lacan, the unconsciousness is made up of chains of repressed signifiers, which
express themselves through slips of tongue (Perman, 2018). On the contrary, the chanting of “We
want Billy” before the song “All He Cares About ”is a fetish symbolization of fame and freedom,
an obsession for reassurance. Billy Flynn, the role of the lawyer played by Richard Gere, is one all
females chase after. He has won every defense for his client female criminals, with the help of
mass media, turning criminals into celebrities. It is also the centrifugal force of movement for the
storyline, making Billy Flynn a bearer of meaning, metaphor him as the fetishism object of love

and affection, an expression resonance to the feminism core of this film.
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Psychoanalysis and Mise-en-scene

The background of Chicago’s narration is based on Chicago in the 1920s, with the storyline
revolved around the main character Roxy Hart, a housewife who dreams of becoming a vaudeville
star. She acquaints a furniture salesman that claims of having connections with the Onyx club
vaudeville people, the two form a lustrous affair. Aspired to be a stage singer, Roxy frequently
goes to the Onyx club to see the Kelly sister’s dual act, she yearns of becoming the women on
stage. In a sexy trumpet background music, the film begins with an intensive close-up of Roxie
Hart’s pupils, a filming technique also used in Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo. The iris spokes slowly
fade into the contour of the fluorescent lights of the film title’s “C” in Chicago. A simulating
music of a cheerful Charleston tune, somewhat popular in the 1920s, opens the scene of the Onyx
club, as we voyeur into the club with the camera. Art deco styled chandelier and cabaret girl photo
wallpaper is seen, and pouring glasses of liquor enter our view, as we hear the, stage manager
ask “Has anyone seem the Kelly sisters? ” Our mystery is revealed, when we see a pair of black
high heels getting off the taxi in hurry strides and tearing the name of “Veronica” off the poster of
the Kelly sister’s dual act before entering the club. Roxy watches Velma Kelly’s solo performance
that day before the vaudeville dancer was arrested by the police for murder of her husband and
sister, an act out of rage Velma did after catching them in adultery. Roxy on the other hand,
deceived by the furniture salesman, pulls the trigger under deep agony and fury and kills him.
Roxy finds her life amidst reality and imagination, which takes the spectator on a journey inside
the imagination world of Roxie Hart, a technique Rob Marshall decided to use to unfold the story
before our eyes (Sulock,2012)

We see the confessions, the deepest thoughts and state of mind via musical scores and dance.
Transitioning from reality and imagination avec mise-en-scénes, the clothes of Roxie Hart change
from a humble skinish peach hue for real life to glamorous sparking gilded colours of crystal
silver and light pink for the imagination world. A naive Roxie learns the way of the world in jail,
and acquaints a soft hearted lawyer Billy Flynn through introduction. Flynn is the hero in the
movie, although playing between the laws and tactics, he sophisticates with manipulating the
media for trail wins, he stands for only one thing, finding justice for women the ethnics and
dogma cannot give, and seeing them run free. In jail, the two murderesses find themselves facing
trial together competing for headlines and fame behind a little world of bars, to save their own
lives. But once free, the two realized they must work together to survive in the big world, they
conquer the stage in their duet and win the love and applause of the audience. This satire is a
mockery of greed lust, fame, the human nature of gossip, and corruption of the justice system.
Also how this stage was created because of complicity and inwardness of human nature that

resulted in turning murderers into stars.

Roxy yearns for the image of Velma, an image she projects on herself. After she enters jail,
she acquaints Velma, finding her a cold person. The two murderesses grounded behind a little

world of bars, await trial together competing for headlines and fames in newspapers, with use of
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the media attention to save their own lives. But once free, the two realized they must work
together to survive in the big world, they conquer the stage in their duet and win the love and
applause of the audience. Here in the end of the movie, the collaboration of Roxy and Velma,

Lacon’s mirror stage of realization is unraveled, Roxy and Velma are united as a unitary being.

In the book Natural History by Pliny the elder, a myth of a potter’s daughter whom was very
much in love with a young man going abroad, drew an silhouette outline on the wall by the
shadow of a lamp, her father Butades, understood this image was the solace in her lonely days to
come, pressed clay in the outline, hardened it with fire to preserve it in plastic art. The Wall was
later destructed, but this story was long lived as the origin of painting (Loeb Classic library, 2019).
This myth can also be an interpretive paradigm of the ego in making, responding to Lacon’s
mirror stage. In Chicago, Roxy resembles the potter’s daughter of the myth, who longs and traces
the imitating image of Velma, her longing of solace on the wall, Billy Flynn is the role of Butades,
the potter, who makes the image dimensional and prominent. Alike the essential notion of painting,
the image is not Velma anymore, but is the actual image of Roxy’s aspired being. This interpretive
paradigm for narration comes to life from the point of an “infatuated identity” or “lost identify”.
Simplified by “Butades paradigm” it is a potential structure of narration model, and works when
the protagonist has a mirrored image of an inner-self projected, or a spiritual pursuit projected on a
subject person, the other factor of the formula is when “the helper” role is present to construct the

projected image.

The females in Chicago are no doubt heroines, heroines made by society in their times,
heroines of the spirit of female advocacy in modern times. The film directed by Rob Marshall, a
Tony award nominated Best Choreography director in Broadway, was based on the script created
by a Chicago Tribune reporter called Maurine Dallas Watkins in the 1920s. During the era, 1920,
Jan 16, the New York City’s Volstead Act deemed selling or transporting beverages with more than
one-half percent of alcohol illegal. Nevertheless, this did not stop the smuggling business of
Alcohol. Even in Broadway, the songs and shows mocked the prohibition and the Manhattan night
life began to flourish, showing the rebelling nature of humans. Shown also in Fitzgerald’s The
Great Gatsby ” Wall street boomed it’s golden roar. The parties were bigger, the shows broader,
the buildings were higher, the morals were looser, and the ban on alcohol had back fired, making
the liquor cheap.” During this period, Maurine Watkins was assigned to two murder trial cases of
cabaret girls killing their lovers. She also realized the corruption that was happening in journalism
and the legal system, which gave birth to the play Chicago which was originally called “The brave
little women” in 1926 (Sulock,2012). Media at that time was also rapidly growing, since it was
drawing more attention to the public due to large amounts of press coverage of appalling crimes,
especially murderess, since female were regarded as unlikely inclined to killing, sustained by the
morals of the Victorian era. In the movie, sarcastic scenes of citizens gathering around ears
pressed to the radio hearing the latest trial updates, paperboys selling papers with exaggerated

headlines, the extent of increase in media awareness as the trail approaches. This is also a satire
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depiction to the background reality of Maurine Watkins’s canvas to the story. Simultaneously
during that period of history, women won the right to vote for the first time. Feminism was arising,
but females were revolting into a different kind of breed. The flappers, a term coming from the
theater world was a trend, under the influence of art deco style, fashion of raised hemline and
turban with short hair was the new symbol. This is also depicted in the movie The Great Gatsby,
women in bob hair, sticking cigarettes in their mouth as a symbol of freedom, as also a behavioral
manifestation of lose morals that no longer remain of the Victorian girl. It will be then, entering
the 80s of the Regan/ Thatcherism social value system, that the female is crowned once again with
the ideological fear of breaking traditional virtues and merits. Under the influence of Post
modernism, postmodern feminism now advocates and seeks to discover the sociocultural construct
of the female. In postmodern feminist movies, plots about conservative, reserved women having
faith about her beliefs and takes courageous actions. Nevertheless, in the musical Chicago, the
movie symbolizes the unity of the feminine culture, amidst inequalities of gender in society,

woman can cooperate and create a new chapter of story for the future.

In the course of cinematic history, when discussing the dominance of Patriarchy in cinema,
whether it is retold stories based in a historical time period or newly created scripts. We have
arrived at a time to understand at least in postmodern musicals, the female image is set free of the
male gaze, and is a statement itself representing the feminine culture beauty. One notable finding
in this study is that the female image in musicals seemingly is no longer a product of the
hegemony male making, but mutually constructed by the director and the female actress in

performance.

Compared to Mulvey’s discourse of normal narratives of Hollywood Films, which did not
include musicals, The gender equilibrium is deemed more balance in cinema of musicals, since
coming from Broadway, a place where its origin of roots was established by a female populated
stage. The musical genre is established as an opportunity in mass communications, for dance and

song to trespass gender inequality that is perceived on the big screen by some audiences.

CONCLUSION

In the discourse of gaze in the musical cinema, the research results show that the gender
equilibrium is deemed more balanced in musical cinema. Different from the traditional narrative
film, in musicals the gaze, or close-ups of certain body parts, instead of a voyeuristic effect, is
much alike the element of dance, which can be a transporting tool for mise-en-scénes. In further
findings, a narrative model “Butades paradigm” was developed, which may be a potential

structure of narration model.
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