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BIG SCREEN CLASSICS

Dance, Girl, Dance

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

Dance, Girl, Danceis, today, the best-known of Dorothy Arzner’s films, and it
has become something of a classic in feminist film studies. Since 1970s film
theory developed an analysis of cinema based on the way in which the look
functioned as the quintessence of power — cinematic and narrative, as well as
sexual — the scene which has drawn the most attention in the film occurs when
a female performer turns to her audience and tells them how she sees them.
This scene in Arzner’s film functioned both as a summary of the limitations of
the classical Hollywood cinema (where woman was the object of the male look)
and an indication of what would be unique and specific to women’s cinema (a
‘return’ of the look, and an attendant critique of the assumptions of classical
film narrative).

The plot of Dance, Girl, Dance concerns the differing paths to success for
Bubbles (Lucille Ball) and Judy (Maureen O’Hara), both members of a dance
troupe led by Madame Basilova (Maria Ouspenskaya). The dance troupe
performs vaudeville-style numbers in bars and nightclubs, much to the chagrin
of Basilova (who bemoans her status as a ‘flesh peddler’). Bubbles has
‘oomph,” a kind of dancer’s version of ‘it,” and eventually she leaves the troupe
and enthusiastically pursues a career as ‘Tiger Lily White.” Judy, in contrast, is
a serious student of ballet, and the protegée of Basilova. However, it is
Bubbles who gets the jobs, and she arranges for Judy to be hired as her
‘stooge,’ i.e., as a classical dancer who performs in the middle of Bubbles’s
act, and thus primes the audience to demand more of Bubbles. Hence two
radically different modes of performance, burlesque and ballet; and two
radically different approaches to one’s career, exploitation versus artistic self-
expression, are juxtaposed in the film. One of the achievements of the fim is
the fact that while Bubbles and Judy embody different poles of the opposition,
neither woman is villainised in the process, surprising in terms of Bubbles.

Arzner was brought in as director of Dance, Girl, Dance as a replacement for
another director, and she immediately made changes in the script, which had
been adapted by Tess Slesinger and Frank Davis from a story by novelist Vicki
Baum (best known in Hollywood circles as the author of the novel Grand
Hotej. The most significant change made by Arzner was to transform the head
of the dance troupe from a man to a woman, from ‘Basiloff’ to ‘Basilova’. The
crucial change in gender refocuses the entire film. In the original screenplay,
Steve Adams becomes a substitute for Basiloff, with paternal authority passed
from one man to another, in a conventional female oedipal drama. In the
original script, with Basiloff in charge of Judy’s destiny, the relationship
between dancer and manager is entirely paternalistic, and the major movement
is the change in Judy from one kind of tutelage (Russian, classical) to another
(American, modern). The paternalistic effect remains a constant from one
‘master’ to another, and the script presents a female oedipal drama, in which
the romantic figure replaces the father figure. In Arzner’s version, the female
oedipal element is subverted; Basilova may be a nurturing figure vis-a-vis Judy,
but she is hardly maternal in the same stereotypical way that Basiloff is
paternal. To be sure, Basilova is supportive and encouraging of her dancers;
but with her slicked-back hair, necktie, and overall butch appearance, she
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confuses gender expectations. In particular, Basilova gazes longingly at Judy
when she practices a new dance, thus appropriating the desire that
traditionally and stereotypically in Hollywood films is reserved for men.

This is an example of how, in the film, relations between and among women
are every bit — if not more — important than the entry of the female characters
into the world of ‘coupledom’ and heterosexual romance. And in the process,
a figure from Arzner’s own past is suggested — the name ‘Basilova’ is
surprisingly evocative of ‘Nazimova,’ both of them Russian, both of them
émigrées, both of them dancers. Basilova seems to be a strongly condensed
figure of Nazimova, of Marion Morgan, and of Arzner herself. Indeed, when
Basilova is pictured with Judy, the effect is strikingly similar to the numerous
publicity photographs of Arzner pictured with female stars. Not only do Arzner
and Basilova dress alike; they both exchange looks of desire and longing with
their more ‘femme’ companions.

Hence, the change from Basiloff to Basilova brings relationships between
women centre stage, and takes away much of the metaphoric baggage of
Judy’s budding relationship with Steve Adams. The addition of Basilova is
interesting in other ways, as well. As the most explicitly butch female character
in any of Arzner’s films, it is easy to see a parallel between the dance mistress
and Arzner herself, not only in terms of their ‘looks’, but also as supposedly
‘masculinised’ figures, attempting to function in a world made to the measure
of flesh peddlers. Throughout Arzner’s work, contrasts between and among
women, whether butch or femme, function productively, not in terms of
absolute oppositions.

This, the most successful of Arzner’s films, is at once her most personal —
personal in the sense that the world of performance, as represented in the fim,
is broad enough to include Bubbles and Judy and Basilova. Additionally, the
film suggests the costs and risks of feminine performance, for when Basilova
dons a frilly hat to accompany Judy to her audition with the ballet company,
she is immediately killed when she steps out into the street and is hit by a car.
In other words, as soon as she assumes a feminine attribute, presumably in
order to be more ‘presentable’, she dies. In Christopher Strong, heterosexuality
is lethal; in Dance, Girl, Dance, femininity is lethal, at least for Basilova.

In the context of 1970s film theory, this kind of assessment of Arzner’s work
and of the feminist project in film was enormously important. Looking back on
that decade, it is as if the primary task was to claim the sexual politics of the
look as crucial to any understanding of the classical Hollywood cinema and its
alternatives. With the privilege of hindsight, as interpretations of this scene
suggest, the understandings of 1970s feminist film theory seem momentously
important, yet limited by two assumptions: of heterosexuality as a master code
of meaning and representation, and of visual pleasure as a bad object. Arzner’s
films in general, and Dance, Gir, Dance in particular, suggest both the
importance of the theoretical claims of 1970s film theory and their limitations.
In its celebration of women and performance, of female friendship, and of a
diversity of female representation, Dance, Girl, Dance reminds us, always, that
there are women on both sides of the stage, and that they take pleasure in
looking at each other.

Judith Mayne, Directed by Dorothy Arzner (Indiana University Press, 1994)
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