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@®Performance and Screen Identities in the Star-Embodied Lesbian

Cinema
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The cinematic figure of the lesbian has come a long way, from an initial historical invisibility
through stereotypical representations and exploitation, to its current position of providing one or
more central characters in a number of movies. As it has risen up this hierarchy of visibility and
representability, the lesbian figure has benefited greatly from the names, physical and personal
charisma, acting ability, and accredited screen identities of famous stars who have acted these
characters. Having witnessed the dramatic spike in the number of lesbian-themed films that star
commercially and critically successful actresses in recent years, I have been drawn to this popular
phenomenon and decided to study further the various filmmaking and spectatorial practices inspired
by these far-reaching mainstream lesbian-themed films.

Rather than a reductive focus on the possible failure of lesbian verisimilitude in these films (partly
because the lesbian character is played by a heterosexual star), the subject of investigation in this
presentation will be the films’ approaches to the aesthetic depictions of the star-characters which
hypothetically lead to a reconciliation between mainstream ideologies and less popular or less
acceptable attitudes and beliefs. To what extent do the star’s filmography/cinematic images and her
separate reality as a real-life existence account for the star persona and then her lesbian role(s)?
How do certain filmmaking strategies and star-actors’ saliencies work their magic to evoke
particular spectatorial responses, especially when it comes to the lesbian characters, such roles being
more than ever sought by big-name actresses? How and to what extent do the similarities and
differences between the star’s earlier screen identities and lesbian role(s) matter to the filmmaker
and the spectator respectively? Simply put, how does the star contribute to the semiotic relationship
between the narrative premise/structure and the lesbian character?

Star theory and lesbian cinema as well as their intersections have been largely studied through
the lens of psychoanalysis (e.g., Teresa de Lauretis, 7The Practice of Love, 1994), empirical audience
research (e.g., Jackie Stacey, Star Gazing, 1994), and cultural studies (e.g., Richard Dyer and
Julianne Pidduck, Now You See It, 2003). It is hoped that through (inter-)textual analyses of star-
featuring lesbian films, the star-embodied lesbian figure will be fleshed out with emphasis on not
only identification with her sexuality but also identification with the star-actress whose body and
traits endorse and complicate the configuration of the cinematic lesbian. This presentation
investigates the notions of performance and on-screen persona by looking into four star-actor
performances—by Cate Blanchett and Rooney Mara in Carol (Todd Haynes, 2015) and by Kate
Winslet and Saoirse Ronan in Ammonite (Francis Lee, 20200 —and juxtaposing their earlier
heterosexual and queer roles and lesbian characters in these two films. Their performances are not



only provided for an audience, but also specifically for the other protagonist to receive and play with.
Instead of showing off their chameleon-like acting abilities in playing a lesbian role, the conflation
of Winslet’s and Ronan’s strong woman figures and sapphic performances, and the combination of
Blanchett’s protean talents and Mara’s emotive mystique, rightly complement the characterization
of their strong-willed lesbian characters. I will also attempt to compare Carol and Ammonite and
such mainstream sexual-minority films as 7he Boys in the Band (William Friedkin, 1970) and Desert
Hearts (Donna Deitch, 1985). Whereas the predominant close-up of the face in those earlier
mainstream films serves as a tool of “division between homosexual and heterosexual (Joe Carrithers,
“The Audiences of The Boys in the Band,” 1995, 65),” the close-ups of the star’s face and body function
in a different way——to signal and elucidate the star’s transcendental quality in her (re)presentation
of the character (Paul McDonald, Hollywood Stardom, 2013). The close-up acts as “a nodal point
linking the ideologies of intimacy and interiority to public space and the authority of the
monumental (Mary Ann Doane, “The Close-Up: Scale and Detail in the Cinema,” 2003, 109).” On top
of the heterosexual-homosexual split and the implications of its monumentality, the close-up has
also been traditionally operating in three other ways in Patricia White’s (“Lesbian Minor Cinema,”
2008, 411) discussion of minor lesbian cinema, a cinema that “actively engagels] the process of
exclusion by the mainstream” and “refusels] predictive narratives in favour of an unrealized
potential [emphasis in originall.” Those three ways——individualization, a manifestation of social
role or type, and a tool of intersubjectivity and communication——seem to be disavowed in minor
lesbian cinema, as its nakedness and inhumanity actively ask the spectator to seek “something
beyond (Ibid).” Interestingly, this “something beyond” of the lesbian character, when played by the
star-actress, can be extensively and productively traced in her other screen identities and star
persona. By addressing earlier mainstream sexual-minority films and independent lesbian films, it
will be revealed that the star has immense theoretical potential in analysis of lesbian film-viewing
practices. Setting the star-driven narratives of Carol/ and Ammonite in historical periods also hints
at cinematic revisionism as a historical conduit for previously hidden lesbian images to the
contemporary audiences: for the former, “Blanchett playing a lusty lesbian...is an important
dimension of the film’s historical imaginary, a realization of how the larger-than-life female stars of
postwar cinema could be experienced as one’s own personal seductresses (Patricia White, “Sketchy
Lesbians: Carol as History and Fantasy,” 2015, 15)”; for the latter, having two powerhouse star-
actresses play allegedly lesbian historical figures, whose intellect and careers were suppressed in a
patriarchal society, is incredibly significant in cinematic and social representation, as their defying
sexual norms and depicting female homosexual/homosocial relationships mirrors the rise of
actresses and woman filmmakers around the same time.
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