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1. Introduction 

The sequence stages a perfect illustration of the Freudian uncanny; at the beginning of 

John Stahl‟s film Leave her to Heaven (1945), a very beautiful woman called Ellen 

Berent (played by Gene Tierney) meets Richard (Cornel Wilde), a young writer, in a 

train. At first unaware of his presence, she closes her eyes, her iconic beauty 

displayed for his (and our) pleasure; when her book falls, he helps her pick it up. She 

thanks him then stares at him, with a very long, fixed and unsettling gaze. When he 

slightly burns himself trying to light a cigarette and finally stares back at her, 

fascinated then hypnotized, she apologises and explains that he looks „so much like 

her father‟. Later in the film, after many twists and turns, Richard confronts Ellen, 

now his wife, understanding that she is responsible for the death of his crippled 

younger brother, but also of their child to be born since she threw herself from the 

staircase while pregnant. While she explains that it was only because she loved him, 

he stares at her, his face blank yet horrified, unable to move or to react. These two 

apparently insignificant yet extremely disturbing stares define the character of Ellen 

Berent and her relationship to Richard. Blended into a typically Hollywood mise en 

scène, they in fact belong to an underlying but quite readable structure: the mythical 

Medusa narration. 

 

American Filmic Melodramas of the late forties and early fifties set forth a new kind 

of heroine, far from any stereotyped sacrificing representation of the genre‟s feminine 

character: the heroine of the evil melodrama (1940-1953).
1
 Elaborated according to 

Peter Brooks‟ principle that “evil is the motor of the melodramatic plot”, the evil 

heroine was present in emblematic films like, among others, Leave Her to Heaven 

(John Stahl, 1945) with Gene Tierney, The Letter (William Wyler, 1941) and Beyond 

the Forest (King Vidor, 1949) both with Bette Davis or The Strange Woman (Edgar 

G. Ulmer, 1946) with Hedy Lamarr, Angel Face (Otto Preminger, 1952) with Jean 
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Simmons or Born to Be Bad (Nicholas Ray, 1950).
2
 This evil heroine (a woman who 

cheats, lies, commits abortion, pushes men to suicide and even kills them) was one 

way of crystallizing the fears of a paranoid society that, after defeating the war enemy 

on and off-screen, turned against „the enemy inside‟. The idea of a hypothetical 

„other‟ that would take unexpected forms and would infiltrate the most familiar 

settings, including American homes, crawled in : « (…) the known – the realm of 

everyday life for example – become itself irrational and generates forms that 

narrative themes and style can’t always easily contain ».
3
  

 

Following melodrama‟s aesthetic and narrative rules as established both by Russian 

Formalist Sergei Balukhatyi and by Peter Brooks,
4
 these evil feminine characters 

displayed a one-dimensional nature (they were „moral signs‟ for Brooks, explicit from 

their first appearance on the screen), corresponded to a highly programmatic narrative 

structure and belonged to an apparently moral fate. Four main narrative stages 

articulated their predetermined paths: the invasive entry into a peaceful world, the 

effects they have on their new environment, their unveiling and their forced 

elimination. This four-stages evolution mirrors the four phases of a disease by 

Caelius, since they can be considered as some sort of virus introduced into the filmic 

universe: the attack (initium), access (augmentum), decline (declinatio) and remission 

(remissio).
5
  

 

Yet, even if their role, nature and narrative evolution seemed perfectly transparent, 

several questions concerning the characters remained unanswered. Why did they stare 

in such a radical way? Why was their true nature first uncovered by secondary weak 

characters motivated by their instinct rather than their intellectual capacities? Even 

more unsettling, why did human justice have no influence on these heroines‟ destiny 

and why did the narration rely on a deus ex-machina in order to eliminate them? 

Indeed, these characters were shown as social counter-examples, yet, their path did 
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not lead to the moralistic punishment that one might expect in the melodramatic 

realm; the justice of men seemed insufficient to restrain and/or master them. 

 

2. The mythical hybrid hypothesis 

Answers can be found if these heroines are considered as hybrids, partly human and 

partly mythical. As some sort of mythical animals, depending both on a realistic 

representational system and on an intricate integration of mythical elements, they 

brought forth what anthropologists and historians Jean-Pierre Vernant and Stella 

Georgoudi call the „legendary imagination‟.
6
 The timeless value of mythical elements 

and archetypal images allows evil melodrama to respond to a universal logic. Using 

the myth‟s concept, form, mechanisms or elements, evil melodramas reinvest it in a 

determined form in order to reinforce the predetermined structures of the 

melodramatic narration. These films and characters are far from being explicit or 

literal representations of the myth; they rather exploit „mythical elements‟ or belong 

to the „mythical‟ according to Vernant. This „mythical‟ refers to the objects that 

trigger the “legendary imagination”, inducing “figural symbols, gestures practices and 

narrative performances”.
7
 In a subtle play of appropriation and rewriting by 

Hollywood screenwriters and directors, the myth (or more exactly several mixed 

versions of the myth) is „digested‟, assimilated and renewed in film structures and 

characters, leaving only some significant traces at the surface: gestures, attitudes, 

elements in the dialogue allude to it, creating a network of significant meanings. 

 

The myth‟s value and repetitive force entails that once the reference is settled, the 

mythical effect is automatically set up without any other need for explanation or 

justification. Reinforcing the evil nature of the characters but also allowing a new 

kind of narrative structuring, one of the most significant mythical influence, next to 

Lilith, Eva or Pandora, is to be found in Medusa. Indeed, most of the evil 

melodramas‟ narrations seem to be built on systematic processes of seduction, 

fascination and what French theorist Jean Clair calls „medusation‟, all linked to the 

power of the look. For David Le Breton, « to look at someone is never a unimportant 

event, the look takes hold of something for better or for worse, it is maybe immaterial 
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but it works in a symbolic way », it shows « a power at work ».8 Significantly, as Jean 

Clair points out, artistic representations of the Medusa reappear whenever the 

established order is threatened, when social chaos is present (French Revolution, 

decadent movements at the end of the 19
th

 century, or the aftermath of the Second 

World War): “Her horrifying face reappears in order to give a dreadful connotation 

to what looks like an inversed world order”.
9
 

 

In Hesiod‟s mythical story (Theogony), Medusa is the third Gorgon, daughter of 

Phorcys and Ceto, sister of Stheno and Euryale, and only mortal. In Ovid‟s 

Metamorphosis, the author specifies that Medusa was once a very beautiful young 

woman, but after being seduced by Poseidon in Athena‟s temple, the latter turned her 

beautiful hair into a serpents herd. In her mythical interpretation by authors as 

different as Jean-Pierre Vernant, Jean Clair or David Le Breton, she represents the 

radical other but also the face of chaos. The latter emerges from the coexistence of 

dualities within the representation of the figure itself : « The face of the Gorgon is the 

one of fright, striking mix of human and animal, beauty and ugliness, masculine and 

feminine ».10 But Medusa is first a supernatural and fascinating creature that petrifies 

anyone who meets her deadly stare. To see Medusa, it is to see what one should not 

see and have access to the knowledge of the character‟s true evil nature. Death is 

never far from the acquired knowledge since “once confronted to Medusa, to see and 

– obligatory counterpart – to be seen means to die”.11 

 

3. Gestures, visual elements and narrative process: integration of the Medusa myth 

There are no literal links or direct associations to the Medusa myth in evil 

melodramas from the 40s, yet the characters‟ hybrid nature appears quite clearly 

through a series of clues. The petrifying stare, the mirror, the beheading, play 

significant parts in the elaboration of the narration. As perfect and striking example, 

Bette Davis‟ bulging and staring eyes in films like Of Human Bondage (John 
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Cromwell, 1934), In This Our Life (John Huston, 1942) or Beyond The Forest, refer 

to the petrifying look of Medusa, evoking the mythical figure‟s identity and destiny. 

Gestures are also associated with the myth: in The Hard Way (Vincent Sherman, 

1942), a masculine character threatens Helen to behead her, simply by making the 

symbolic gesture of cutting his throat. Unmasked, Christabel (Joan Fontaine) 

immediately uses her hand to protect her neck (Born to Be Bad, 1952). Behaviours 

can also be explained through the reference to the mythical narration: the only ones 

escaping the feminine character‟s spell are the weak or marginalized figures who 

never enter in contact with the evil gaze (the reformed but still weak alcoholic Moose 

refuses to look at Rosa in the eyes in King Vidor‟s Beyond the Forest ; Ephraïm looks 

away from Jenny when she tries to convince him to kill his own father, her husband in 

Ulmer‟s A Strange Woman).  

 

But more importantly, it is the narration itself and its threefold articulation (seduction, 

fascination and medusation) that establish the Medusa myth as a central and 

meaningful reference. The initial phase of the story – initium- concerns seduction 

through a falsely passive attitude of the feminine character. Contrary to the 

mythological Medusa, the evil heroines are not repulsive but extremely attractive. 

They set the trap of fascination by letting themselves be looked at as erotic objects. In 

the emblematic example of Leave her to Heaven, Gene Tierney/Ellen Berent is 

sleeping when Richard first lays eyes on her. Yet, very quickly, when the first glance 

is exchanged, the fascination process (through which “the one that sees can‟t look 

away”)12 is set up, inversing the active and passive conditions of the two characters; 

the rapture of the masculine character has begun.  He is now in some sort of a trance, 

paralyzed, blinded by the object of his desire, submitted to the greedy look. Every 

time he will seem to escape the spell during the rest of the film, the invasive stare of 

the heroine will bring him back to the same hypnotic state. He is literally „acted upon‟ 

like the typical melodramatic character since  « (…) mesmerism could transform a 

conscious individual into a living marionette (…)».13 This hypnotic trance can only 

exist through the obsessive stare of the feminine character. She is standing still, her 

blank stare systematically fixed on her prey. This change from passive to active look 
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is perfectly articulated in Angel Face where Diane (Jean Simmons) plays the piano, 

her gaze staring at the void. Once she lays eyes on her victim, Frank (Robert 

Mitchum), her eyes will not let go of him. The seduction and fascination phases 

trigger the fate of both the beholder of the gaze and of her victim.  

  

The second phase – augmentum – occurs once the spell is set upon the masculine 

character, and displays all the evil acts of the heroine. The fixity of the stare is once 

again significantly present at strangely quiet moments preceding the evil acts : « It is 

the immobility, the frightening silence which precedes the access to madness. In 

Latin: augmentum ».14 Ellen (Leave Her to Heaven) and Diane (Angel Face) are 

literally petrified before committing their crimes. This suspension of their rational 

thinking, allowing them to perform the crimes, refers to their hybrid animal instinct. 

More significantly, the characters are left alone with the spectator who is the first to 

confront their truly evil nature and falls for what Brooks describes as « the moment of 

evil triumphant that fascinated » even if virtue will later prevail.
15

 Those moments 

articulate melodrama‟s emotional teleology « when innocence cannot speak its name, 

when we are the paralyzed spectators of all possible threats to the self ».
16

 But these 

moments also prefigure the third phase and instant of medusation in the narration. 

Confronted to Ellen Berent‟s close up before she literally lets her young and crippled 

brother in law drown in the lake or when she decides to jump from the stairs, we are 

experiencing Edmund Burke‟s delight. In his 1757 essay A Philosophical Enquiry 

into the origins of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, Burke refers to the delight 

as the visual experience of something powerful, infinite, violent : terror, linked to the 

ideas of pain and danger but experienced at a safe distance and leaving no traces on 

the spectator – a subtle association of pleasure and pain.  

 

4. Unveiling the evil nature : medusation 

After committing their crimes, evil heroines are finally pushed to a confrontation, 

revealing their true nature to the other characters this time, inducing what Clair called 

a „medusation‟ process. „Medusation‟ allows us to consider the myth in an abstract 

way, in its essence, rid of all the gestures and elements composing it. Contrary to 
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fascination, the medusation relies on an antithesis between simultanueous attraction 

and repulsion ; the male characters are still fascinated but they also, at the same time, 

discover the true and radically different face of their object of desire. Related to the 

Burkean idea of the delight, the „medusation‟ appears as a visual and narrative 

breakthrough, revealing the „moral occult‟ : the heroines‟ true nature. In this third 

phase – deflatio –« Melodramatic protagonists strive to pull things into the light of 

day, to unearth the truth, even if it requires violence, the pressure applied to the 

surface of reality which yields its true meaning, like a prisoner under 

interrogation ».
17

 The masculine characters confront the horror of the women‟s 

crimes; finally seeing beyond appearances, they grasp the image of Evil itself. 

 

Sequences of filmic medusation are built on the cinematographic shot/counter-shot 

principle, that helps visualizing the distance and the difference between the morally 

virtuous male characters and the Medusa alter-egos. The sequence also oscillates 

between the representation of some kind of hysteria (linked to the revelation of the 

feminine character‟s evil nature), and the fixed instant of the tableau. For Tom 

Gunning, it is the suspension in time, an intensified moment when « words were 

inadequate to express the moral truth of melodrama’s project ».
18

 During this short 

moment the experience of the Freudian uncanny occurs, the confrontation between 

what is familiar and unknown, because what we discover « that what we discover 

instead of enraptures us, paralyzes us ».19 For Clair, « what the Medusa mask 

uncovers and what it also uncovers in us is what looks at us and what does not 

resemble us. What confronts us so openly and so directly and what is supposed to be 

so close is what is radically different from us. Medusa introduces the absolute 

difference in what we thought was the dearest and most familiar ».20 The iconic faces 

of the heroines that seemed radically different from the grotesque and frightening 

mythical representations become medusean, through the horrified perception of the 

masculine character. In some cases, the face literally reflects the horrors inside (as 

with Bette Davis in Of Human Bondage or Beyond the Forest).  Chaos comes from a 

new image built on the co-existence of what existed and what is now visible, between 
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the surface and the core, creating what Vernant calls a „supernatural zone‟ where the 

limits between young and old, masculine and feminine, beautiful and ugly, gods, 

humans and beasts have disappeared.21 

 

Left unmasked, the heroine fears for her head, but no real beheading is performed and 

the spell can only be broken by the disappearance of the character. Yet, as I 

mentioned earlier, human justice is useless and their fate depends on a deux ex 

machina during an ultimate phase – the remissio. The world is finally rid of their 

looks and their sins. 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, the use of mythical elements (from narration related gestures et 

elements to the abstract process of medusation) related to Medusa has created a 

double programmatic discourse that goes along with the melodrama‟s rules ; the evil 

nature and mythical destiny of the figure has reinforced the melodramatic fate of the 

heroine herself. The dominant ideological discourse that has created the narration and 

the characters in the first place is highly understandable. Yet this kind of mythical 

integration goes far beyond any expected moralizing narration, proposing subversion 

of the initial message. Along with the star persona embodying the characters, the 

mythical integration also creates a discourse „against the grain‟ of the moralizing 

intentions of the genre. As Jeanine Basinger specifies it « the woman’s film found a 

brilliant device for telling a woman that she ought to conform to the roles society 

approves for her at the same time as it allowed her the freedom to see and possibly 

identify, however temporarily, however tangentially, with a female character who did 

not conform or follow the rules ».22 The films are texts playing on tensions and 

ideological breaks that « produce a variety of pleasures »23  ; if the spectator grasps 

the moralizing intents, he/she also takes pleasure in seeing the iconic stars engaged in 

subversive acts. And in this battle, the empowerment embodied by the mythical 

hybrid plays a remarkable and winning part. 
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