In Conversation: The Lady Eve and
Stanley Cavell

Ross Lerner

An ophiologist walks into a bar on a boat. He’s looking for some
time alone with his book. That book, titled Are Snakes Necessary?
(figure 1), is, we intuit, a page-turner for him if for no one else, but
he can’t really get into it because he keeps noticing women notic-
ing him, and it’s clear that they want him to notice them too. This
is annoying, not least because he’s committed himself to snakes
instead of marriage. Told of how many enticing women may be on
the boat he takes from his herpetological expedition in the Ama-
zon back to the United States, he declares, “Oh you know me, Mac;
nothing but reptiles!”! Later, one woman who sees him in the bar
will ask, “Are you always going to be interested in snakes?” To this
he responds, “Well, snakes are my life, in a way.” Or they were his
life until he falls for her, falls for her literally when she sticks out
her leg, unnoticed, and trips him.

This scene of literal falling in love falls early in the 1941 screw-
ball comedy The Lady Eve, directed by Preston Sturges. The woman,
Jean, later renamed Eve, is played with lightning-fast wit by Barbara
Stanwyck; she is a card sharp—and the daughter of a card sharp—
who first is attracted to the man, Charles, as a perfect specimen of
what her father designates the “sucker sapiens,” a “mug” they can
fleece for money at the card table. Charles is played with charm-
ing emptiness by Henry Fonda; he’s the heir to the Pike Pale Ale
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Figure 1. Charles Pike reads a book, Are Snakes Necessary?

fortune and is nicknamed Hopsie after a key ingredientin ale. After
the first time she literally makes him fall for her, he will keep falling
for her on his own, again and again and again, as if knocked off his
feet by repetition compulsion. “Oh, ho, bumblepuppy—why, she’s
used to having young men fall for her,” Sir Alfred McGlennan Keith
(a conman who will pretend to be her uncle in the second half of
the film) intones to Charles after he’s fallen over for the third time
in a row, this time at a party at Pike Palace in Connecticut.

All this falling, I’ll argue in this essay, is part of an ongoing con-
versation, replete with repetitions, between the film’s two lovers.
This essay is a reading of The Lady Fvein conversation with Stanley
Cavell’s reading of it, especially in Pursuits of Happiness: The Holly-
wood Comedy of Remarriage (1981), where “conversation” is one of his
key terms for interpreting the film and for interpretation as such.
Cavell later claims that “the mode of conversation that binds or
sweeps together the principal pair” in the remarriage comedies “is
the feature that comes in for the greatest conceptual development
in Pursuits of Happiness.” Cavell puts those remarriage comedies in
conversation with their literary precedents in a way that is mimetic
of the kind of conversations that interest him in Hollywood screw-
balls such as The Lady Eve. Justifying the seriousness with which he
takes “the words spoken in the film” in his introduction to Pursuits
of Happiness, titled “Words for a Conversation,” Cavell argues it is
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the nature of conversation about film generally, that those who are expe-
riencing again, and expressing, moments of a film are at any time apt to
become incomprehensible (in some specific mode, perhaps enthusiastic
to the point of folly) to those who are not experiencing them (again). I
am regarding the necessity of this risk in conversing about film as reve-
latory of the conversation within film—at any rate, within the kind of
film under attention here—that words that on one viewing pass, and
are meant to pass, without notice, as unnoticeably trivial, on another
resonate and declare their implication in a network of significance.
These film words thus declare their mimesis of ordinary words, words in

daily conversation.®

Cavell describes two interrelated mimetic events here: film words’
mimesis of “ordinary words” and the film critic’s mimesis of “con-
versation within film” in the act of “conversing about film.” The
second requires more attention, because Cavell is not only trying to
find a style of conversing about film that would inhabit the mode of
conversing in the films he studies; he is also attempting to indicate
that his own criticism risks incomprehensibility precisely in trying to
reveal something enthusiastically about the conversations in these
films. In this sense, I take Cavellian conversation to be a mode of
film criticism (and also literary criticism, since Cavell demonstrates
how these films are themselves in conversation with Shakespeare’s
plays) that attempts to analyze the “networks of significance” that
conversations in film can create. Cavell’s conversation with these
films seeks to analyze by inhabiting and experiencing the conversa-
tions within them (“enthusiastic to the point of folly” potentially
indexes a kind of submission through mimesis). This risks his analy-
sis becoming incomprehensible to those who aren’t “experiencing”
those films, but it takes that risk in order to invite others into the
experience: the experience of criticism as a genuine conversation,
often (as in Cavell’s case) about conversations in film. Exemplary
for Cavell are the conversations between the two main protagonists
in The Lady Eve. Jean and Charles, who think they know each other
with certainty at the time of their engagement, realize there were
things they had not and perhaps could not have known and, after
their attempts to take revenge against each other for the revelation
of what they did not know, work toward acknowledging each other
through conversation.

I propose that Cavellian conversation be seen as a mode of
what the philosopher often calls “acknowledgment,” a way that
characters and critics attempt to be present to and recognize each
other in good faith, even with enthusiasm, despite the possibili-
ties of incomprehensibility.* I should acknowledge up front that
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this essay is very much in conversation with Cavell, with all the
mimetic risks that entails. I’ll spend the bulk of this essay weaving
Cavell’s interpretation of The Lady Eveinto my own, repeating some
of his claims in order to advance one of my own: that repetition
can be, perhaps counterintuitively, the way out of conversational
impasses, breakdowns in communication that conversations in the
film, our interpretations of the film, and critical conversation more
generally can all run up against. While Cavell valuably studies the
importance of one form of repetition fundamental to the Holly-
wood comedies of remarriage, the “re” in remarriage, I explore
the multiple kinds of repetition that structure The Lady Eve, repeti-
tions that are motivated by its revenge plot as much as its remar-
riage one. The repetitions of the revenge plot also drive the film’s
meditation on reduction to type: of Jean’s desire to become some-
thing like the ideal, simplified type that Charles fantasizes her to
be, and of Jean’s revenge against Charles for his vengeful reduction
of her to a criminal type when he realizes she’s not the knowable
type he thought she was. I'll conclude by suggesting that attending
to structures of repetition in The Lady Eve and Cavell’s theory of
conversation can help with one conversational impasse plaguing
my discipline, what Rita Felski has called the “method wars” over
“the merits of close reading versus distant reading, surface read-
ing versus deep reading, and reading suspiciously versus reading
from a more receptive, generous, or postcritical standpoint” in lit-
erary studies.” These method wars chime with different histories of
methodological reflection and debate in cinema and media studies
and have begun to have some direct impact on that discipline too.
David Kurnick has described the reiterative method wars of liter-
ary studies as in fact being less about method than about mood
and argues that they constitute a series of “method melodramas”
that run through various caricatures of critical methodology from
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s description of paranoid reading to Felski’s
own account of critique.® Melodrama, as defined in Cavell’s follow-
up to Pursuits of Happiness, Contesting Tears: The Hollywood Melodrama
of the Unknown Woman (1996), is a “negation of the features of
the comedies,” most especially conversation.” In the melodramas
Cavell studies, “the negation of marriage” takes “the form of the
negation of conversation.” Complementing Cavell with Kurnick, I
will propose that the method wars themselves constitute a “nega-
tion of conversation” that can end in either divorce or something
like remarriage, a renewal of conversation across party lines that
Cavell might help us achieve. Such a conversation would allow for
amore honest and generous reflection on method itself and hope-
fully lead us toward a flexible, pluralistic approach to methodology
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and the affective moods that can attach themselves to different
methods in the study of literature and film.

Remarriage and Revenge

Cavell’s overarching argument in Pursuits of Happiness is twofold.
The first aspect is to identify a basic narrative structure that links
together seven of the best screwball comedy films made in Holly-
wood in the 1930s and 1940s and to argue that this narrative struc-
ture gets repeated and revised enough that it comes to constitute
a subgenre of the screwball comedy, the comedy of remarriage.
The central narrative events of this subgenre are something like a
divorce and then a reconciliation of a married couple; the central
tropes are doubles, mirrors, metacinema, magic, and surreal trips
to a paradisal place called Connecticut; and the central formal
innovation has to do less with any particular techniques of cinema-
tography than with the kinds of relationships created by fast talk,
the rapid and witty and self-reflective dialogue between characters,
especially the couple who will divorce and reconcile. Cavell will
call this “conversation,” a term that he will also use to describe the
films’ relationship to some ideas and texts from the Renaissance
and to describe his own interpretive relationship to the films.

The second claim that Cavell makes in this book is that the
Hollywood comedy of remarriage is one of the most impor-
tant inheritors of Shakespearean romance, a genre he glosses as
“Shakespearean romantic comedy” (with reference to Northrop
Frye’s “The Argument of Comedy” and A Natural Perspective), the
exemplary instance of which he finds in the “structure of remar-
riage” that gives shape to The Winter’s Tale, where divorce and rec-
onciliation are associated with death and rebirth.®* Among the films
he studies, Cavell begins with The Lady Evebecause he finds in it “a
reasonably clear sketch both of the generic and the Shakespearean
dimensions of the task I set myself.”

In literary circles, Cavell is probably much better known for his
readings of Shakespearean tragedy, especially his very influential
account of King Lear. Cavell’s exploration of idealization in these
screwball films is the flip side of his interest elsewhere, not least
in this work on Shakespeare’s tragedies, in skepticism. By “skep-
ticism,” Cavell does not primarily mean an inability to know the
world or whether other beings exist. Instead, for Cavell “skepticism
suggests . . . that since we cannot know the world exists, its pres-
entness to us cannot be a function of knowing. The world is to be
accepted; as the presentness of other minds is not to be known, but
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acknowledged.”® Skepticism is, as Andrew Norris glosses this defi-
nition, “our resistance to accepting the world and acknowledging
those with whom we share it.”!! Our desire for certain knowledge
is a symptom of our discomfort with accepting and acknowledging
the world and other people in their everyday, ordinary presence
in our lives. In a commentary on his interpretation of Othello at
the end of The Claim of Reason, where he had become concerned
with the symmetries and asymmetries between “skepticism with
respect to the external world and skepticism with respect to other
minds,”*? Cavell writes of the psychological effects the existential
condition of skepticism can have in Shakespearean tragedy, which
he sees as a “response to skepticism,” proposing that skepticism’s
doubt is motivated by “a (displaced) denial, by a self-consuming
disappointment that seeks world-consuming revenge.” Put differ-
ently, skepticism—the resistance to acknowledging and accepting
the world and others—can, under pressure, take the form of a dis-
placed denial that is recognizable as revenge against the world or
against the person who revealed the limits of their ability to know.

Skepticism thus defined is not central—at least not explicitly
central—to Cavell’s study of Hollywood comedies of remarriage,
which, as I've noted, he associates not with Shakespearean trag-
edies but instead with Shakespearean romance, especially The
Winter’s Tale.'* “Skepticism” is the key term in Cavell’s extended
interpretation of The Winter’s Tale elsewhere, in particular what he
describes, in characterizing the play’s king who comes acutely to
doubt his wife’s fidelity, as “the skeptic’s sense . . . of being cursed,
or sickened, in knowing more than his fellows about the fact of
knowing itself, in having somehow peeked behind the scenes, or
say, conditions, of knowing.””® T call Cavell’s analysis of idealiza-
tion in the Hollywood comedies of remarriage the flip side of his
study of skepticism in the tragedies, because idealization is a kind
of inverted skepticism, a way characters think they know the one
they love with certainty. In The Lady Eve, when the characters’ ide-
alizations are punctured by the revelation of something they did
not know, or the revelation that they cannot know their lover’s
mind with certainty, they turn to revenge. But because The Lady
Eve is not a tragedy, revenge becomes wedded to conversation as
the characters learn to acknowledge each other, which includes
acknowledging each other’s unknowability. In this sense, conversa-
tion and to a certain extent revenge too become modes of what
Cavell describes, in his account of the “remarriage” part of The Win-
ler’s Tale, as “efforts of recovery.”*®

Cavell’s interpretation of The Lady Eveis so compelling because
he adroitly demonstrates how it reworks the comedy of remarriage
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structure from 7The Winter’s Tale (crossed with the magus father-
daughter-suitor dynamics of The Tempest) in which lovers, to para-
phrase Cavell’s quotation of Sigmund Freud, find each other by
refinding each other.!” But Cavell’s tendency to take The Lady
Eve as a paradigmatic case, as a jumping-off point, “a reasonably
clear sketch both of the generic and the Shakespearean dimen-
sions of the task I set myself,” leads him to underplay how much
repetition—not just the repetition that constitutes remarriage—
structures the film. This is not a criticism of Cavell; he is self-
conscious and explicit that he is interpreting The Lady Eve as a
“sketch” for the genre he maps, and that requires emphasizing the
basic features of the genre as such and then only later examining
how “new members” of the genre he studies bring with them “some
new feature or features” that “contribute to the description of the
genre as a whole.”'® Revenge is simply not one of the “features” that
is definitional for the genre as Cavell sees it, so he acknowledges it
briefly in films where it is present but does not make it his focus.
Attending more extensively to revenge in The Lady Eve, however,
might suggest a new feature to the comedy of remarriage more
broadly.! Cavell tends to see the comic ending of The Lady Eve as,
in a relatively unequivocal way, “overcoming” the elements of mel-
ancholy and anger that circulate earlier in the film, whereas I claim
that the film actually makes the revenge plot, with its emphasis on
repetition, crucial to achieving its comic ending. The repetitions
of the revenge plot make possible the remarriage plot rather than
needing to be overcome once and for all. In that sense, The Lady
Eve may show us the ongoing entanglement of revenge and remar-
riage as a structural feature of the Hollywood comedies of remar-
riage, which do not always end with a final transcendence of the
former through, as Cavell puts it at the end of his reading of /¢
Happened One Night, “a release from this circle of vengeance [that]
I call acknowledgment.”®

Repetition and revenge: these terms are not unrelated in the
generic traditions that The Lady Eve draws on. The film’s revenge
plots seem to draw in very distinct ways on the history of revenge
tragedy but then redeems that generic tradition in a comic recon-
ciliation. It is interesting to note that Cavell, so self-aware when it
comes to his use of parentheses (as I'll show later), should note only
parenthetically the relevance of revenge to The Lady Eve, despite at
the end of his reading calling it a “revenge comedy”:

In The Lady Eve, the man’s tendency to lecture nobly is treated to an expo-
sure of pompous self-ignorance so relentless that we must wonder how

either party will ever recover from it. (The woman describes the exposure
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as teaching a lesson, the spirit of which is evidently revenge; earlier she
had saved him from what he calls “a terrible lesson your father almost
taught me,” namely, about games of so-called chance. Or was the lesson
about disobeying the woman? She expressed particular impatience with
him, quite maternal impatience, in saying, “You promised me you would

not play cards with Harry again”).*'

As this parenthetical statement gathers more syntactic and rhetori-
cal complexity (a much-repeated tic in Cavell’s writing), we witness
Cavell at once pointing to the central importance of revenge in the
film and cordoning it off from his analysis of remarriage.

In fact, many of the ancient revenge tragedies that founded
the genre are structured around a tension between social, politi-
cal, or personal breakdown and restoration or reconciliation. What
Cavell writes elsewhere about televisual seriality could apply to the
revenge tragedy genre as well: “repetitions and recurrences are
modes of a requirement that the medium of television exacts in all
its formats.”® Repetition, in serial television and revenge tragedy
alike, helps to realize a generic structure even if that repetition
always occurs with a difference, what Cavell might call the open-
ended reiterativeness of genre.” Aeschylus’s Oresteia, for example,
is structured around a series of repetitions: Clytemnestra lays a trap
for her husband, Agamemnon, and kills him like a sacrificial ani-
mal, just as Agamemnon had sacrificed their daughter, Iphigenia.
In response, their son, Orestes, tricks and kills Clytemnestra, con-
tinuing the cycle of deceitful crime that she began (although it
really began long before, since the Curse of the House of Atreus
stretches back to earlier generations whose crimes have themselves
been repeated). But these repetitions are cut off; something like a
reconciliation between Clytemnestra’s avenging Furies and Orestes
takes place in the trial overseen by Athena. The founding of a new
legal order, along with the restoration of patriarchal rule, brings
the revenge plot’s repetitions to an end.*

In obvious ways, The Lady Eve is not a revenge tragedy, but it
might be said to engage with that generic structure as much as with
Shakespeare’s comedies of remarriage. We could, with Cavell, call
the film a revenge comedy of remarriage and attempt to develop
that specific feature of this instance of the genre further. The more
reiterative repetitions of the revenge tragedy drama seem to be nec-
essary in this film, structurally for the narrative and psychologically
for the two main lovers, for the repetition of remarriage to happen.
Reconciliation and restoration aren’t so much the things that con-
tain or negate revenge, as in Oresteia the trial folds Orestes’s and
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the Furies’ reconciliation into a new legal and political order, but
instead are what revenge makes possible.

An analysis of the narrative arc of The Lady Eve will show how
the surprisingly restorative work of revenge is woven into the struc-
ture of the film: it leads from a mutual resistance to desire, from
desire to a fall into the couple form, from that fall into a falling out
and a revenge plot that requires a number of falls, and finally to rec-
onciliation premised on misrecognition (Charles’s inability to see
that Jean is Eve) or, perhaps better to say, repetition premised on
recognition (Charles’s ability to see Jean as Jean for the first time).

Desire and Idealization

The film begins with Charles’s resistance to desire, that breezy “Oh
you know me, Mac; nothing but reptiles!” when warned about the
women who will greet him on the boat. (This declaration is fol-
lowed by a cut to a series of not exactly subtle shots of the boat’s
steam stack overflowing.) As Charles tries with almost no success to
avoid the gaze of the women interested in him and keep his head
in Are Snakes Necessary?, Sturges cuts from an “unmediated” view of
Charles to Jean watching him and watching the women who are
watching him in her compact mirror (figure 2).

Figure 2. Jean’s compact mirror



86 Ross Lerner

Jean offers cutting commentary on the other women’s tactics
and Charles’s unresponsiveness, suggesting that she’s seen this all
before: “Holy smoke, the dropped handkerchief! That hasn’t been
used since Lily Langtry. You’ll have to pick it up yourself, madam.
It’s a shame that he doesn’t care for the flesh. He’ll never see it.
Look at that girl over to his left. Look over to your left, bookworm.”
(“Bookworm” is one way to cut a snake down to size.)®

Jean becomes both director and cinematographer here. To
Cavell’s suggestion that this registers metacinematic awareness,
making Jean a double for Sturges and the sucker, Charles, “a
stand-in for the role of audience,” I'd add that Jean’s narration of
other women desiring Charles (where her mirror is a double for
the camera) keeps her at a distance from desire more generally
and, back turned, ensures that her watching cannot be watched by
him.?® This is not only because “sexuality is for this sophisticated
and forceful woman still a problem” (for whom in the film isn’t
it one?) but also because she has been raised and trained, as her
father Harry will later remind her, to cordon off sexuality from
desire and from feeling, to see her sexuality as an instrument for
cons, for mugging mugs: “A mug is a mug in everything,” com-
ments Harry, played by Charles Coburn.?” Neither of them can
maintain this distance from desire for long. Charles falls for Jean,
literally and figuratively; likewise, for Jean, her terror at the sight
of the snake with which Charles is traveling seems to literalize,
in hyperbolically Freudian imagery, her unconscious sense that
her sexuality might actually be wedded to desire when it comes
to Charles. He calls his snake “Emma”; when he offers to intro-
duce her, she slyly responds “That’s a new one,” making a joke that
turns out to be more than a joke about the sexual symbolism of
the snake. “We are being clunked on the head with an invitation
to read this through Freud,” Cavell quips, like Jean had clunked
Charles on the head with an apple she had just taken a bite of
when she first spots him boarding the boat.

In the wake of feeling this desire for each other, both resist the
complexity of it in various but entangled ways. Charles resists in
part by idealizing her, painting a picture for them in which he has
known her forever, which is also to say that he’s painting a picture
in which she’s wholly transparent to him, an ideal he can know—
can have known—absolutely: the opposite of skepticism. In other
words, he’ll try to desire her in purely sentimental and ahistorical
terms, as becomes clear at the moment when they commit to the
idea of marrying each other while looking into the ocean during
their second evening together (figure 3):
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Every time I've looked at you here on the boat, it wasn’t only here I saw
you. You seemed to go way back. I know that isn’t clear, but I saw you
here, and at the same time further away, then still further away; and then
very small, like converging perspective lines. That isn’t it. It’s like . . . like
people following each other in a forest glade. Only way back there you're
a little girl with a short dress and your hair . . . falling to your shoulders,
and a little boy is standing, holding your hand. In the middle distance,

I'm still with you, not holding your hand anymore because it isn’t manly,

but wanting to. What I'm trying to say is . . . only I'm not a poet, I'm an
ophiologist, . . . I've always loved you. I mean, I've never loved anyone
but you.

“I'm not a poet, I'm an ophiologist.” Truer words have never
been spoken. This is a reverie he’ll try to repeat to Eve later in the
film, not realizing she is Jean. Part of the fantasy that informs his
speech is that by loving her he somehow has known her since she
was young, that she has become—has always been—transparently
knowable to him, although maybe his shifting analogies register
his doubt about this fantasy even as he insists on it. (And in this
Charles gets further, for better or worse, than that other idealizing
Charles, Charles Bovary, whom Gustave Flaubert narrates as hav-
ing a similar but failed fantasy after first meeting his future second
wife, Emma: “That evening, as he was returning home, Charles

Figure 3. Charles and Jean discuss their relationship’s future
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took up again one by one the words she [Emma] had used, trying
to recall them, to complete their meaning, in order to recreate for
himself the portion of her life that she had lived during the time
when he did not yet know her. But he could never see her, in his
mind, differently from the way he had seen her the first time, or
the way he had just left her.”)® When it is revealed to Charles soon
after that he doesn’t know a lot about her and her past—including
that she’d been a card sharp until she decided to go straight for
him—he will lash out at her and abandon their engagement. Jean
will remember this when, later in the film and as Eve, she marries
him and then, on their honeymoon, tells him about all the lov-
ers she had before him to end their marriage, an assertion of how
much he might not yet know or might not be able to acknowledge.

Jean tries to teach him a lesson about idealization. The most
immediate part of that lesson comes in response to this explicitly
unpoetic reverie (“It isn’t as simple as all that”). Whether she’s
smiling genuinely or just trying to smile genuinely as he rehearses
the reverie that he’ll repeat verbatim to Eve, she understands the
dangers of sentimental, simplifying, ahistorical narratives of love:
“Omne of us has to think and keep things clear,” she tells him as he
doesn’t exactly seem to be listening. Later in the film, when after
Charles falls in love with Jean “disguised” as Eve he tries to repeat
this reverie verbatim, he is interrupted by her interjections and by
a horse’s head butting. (It’s “a repetition even the horse tries to tell
him is inappropriate,” Cavell quips.)? Eve’s interjections repeat
his earlier declarations in advance of his delivery and, in repeating
them, reveal both their insincerity (or at least commonplaceness)
and the irony of Charles’s fantasy of having known Eve forever
when he doesn’t even realize that she’s Jean: “That’s remarkable,”
he says when she preempts his comment about having known her
and held her hand since they were very young; “that’s like telepa-
thy. . . . I don’t deserve you.” “Oh, but you do, Charles. If anybody
ever deserved me, you do, so richly.”

But perhaps the wisest and wittiest part of this ongoing instruc-
tion in the perils of idealization comes in Jean’s description of her
ideal romantic partner earlier in the film. It’s after Jean has tripped
Charles, strong-armed him into taking her back to her room to
pick out replacement shoes because the trip broke her heel, gotten
him to invite her into his room, and run away screaming in genu-
ine terror when she realizes he has a snake named Emma who has
gotten loose; he runs after her back to her room to apologize. Jean,
as she recovers from her fright, caresses his hair. Charles vibrates in
ecstasy as he breathes in her perfume, and they talk. Nora Gilbert
comments that this scene constitutes “the verbal equivalent of a
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sexual climax,” but as she also notes, there’s nothing particularly
erotic about the verbal exchange itself, likely a strategy to get it
past the censors in Will Hays’s Production Code Administration.*
Charles and Jean eventually come around to discussing their ideal
romantic partners:

Jean: You have a right to have an ideal. Oh, I guess we all have one.
Charles: What does yours look like?

Jean: He’s a little short guy with lots of money.

Charles: Why short?

Jean: What does it matter if he’s rich? It’s so he’ll look up to me, so I'll
be his ideal.

Charles: That’s a funny kind of reasoning.

Jean: Well, look who’s reasoning. And when he takes me out to dinner,
he’ll never add up the check. And he won’t smoke greasy cigars or use
grease on his hair, and . . . oh, yes, he won’t do card tricks.

Charles: Oh!

Jean: Oh, it’s not that I mind your doing card tricks, Hopsie. It’s just that
you naturally wouldn’t want your ideal to do card tricks.

Charles: 1 shouldn’t think that kind of ideal was so difficult to find.

Jean: Oh, he isn’t. That’s why he’s my ideal! What’s the sense of having
one if you can’t ever find him? Mine is a practical ideal; you can find
two or three of in every barbershop getting the works.

Charles: Why don’t you marry one of them?

Jean: Why should I marry anybody that looked like that? When I marry,
it’s going to be somebody I've never seen before. I won’t know what
he looks like or where he’ll come from or what he’ll be. I want him to

sort of take me by surprise.

This is a hilarious de-idealization of the idea of an ideal itself, and
it has profound personal and philosophical implications across
the film. Jean’s ideal is readily available at any barbershop, and
his primary characteristic is defined in terms that are as dialecti-
cal as they are deflating: he must be physically (and mentally) in a
position to idealize her. Equally important is the lesson that comes
with her apparent turn to sincerity at the end: she doesn’t want an
ideal type, however defined, or a fantasy of always already achieved
knowledge of a romantic partner; she wants to be taken by surprise.
As she puts it to Charles slightly later, when he really does surprise
her by revealing that he has evidence of her criminality, “I fell in
love with you, which wasn’t in the cards,” cards that she can almost
always control.

Jean also guards against Charles’s tendency to idealize women
in more pointed and personal ways. As she tells him at the bar
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about women in general, when she doesn’t yet know that he’s just
seen a photograph identifying her as a card sharp, as one of “the
bad ones,” “the best ones aren’t as good as you probably think they
are, and the bad ones aren’t as bad; not nearly as bad.” She wants
to be seen—by him and by herself—as “not nearly as bad” as she
rightly assumes that he, with his narrow-minded morality, would
judge a con artist to be. Part of her wants to believe in what Maria
DiBattista has called the “story about human growth” that Charles
seems to offer her?' But part of her doesn’t. What brings them
together, what transforms Jean’s seduction into something more
than instrumental, is her ambivalent desire to become his ideal, to
reform herself into his vision of her: “I’d give a lot to be—well, I
mean, I'm going to be exactly the way he thinks I am, the way he’d
like me to be,” she says haltingly to her father after she decides she
doesn’t want to con Charles. This may be the only line in the whole
film that Stanwyck delivers haltingly. Cavell calls this self-correction:
“declaring that she would give anything to be—that she is going,
she corrects herself, to be—everything he thinks she is, everything
he wants her to be.”® But it seems to me less self-correction than a
syntactic index of ambivalence, an ambivalence further elided by
Cavell in his paraphrase’s substitution of “she’d give anything to
be” for “I’d give a lot to be.”

Jean, then, gently resists Charles’s idealizations but also, on
some level, attaches herself to the clichéd, sentimental vision he
paints of their relationship stretching back and forward transpar-
ently in time and the possibility for reforming, for going “straight”
or being “straightened,” that it offers. (Jean says to her father “You
can go straight too!” He responds, “Straight where?”) His reverie
may, in my reading, be about a kind of impossible knowledge and
transparency, but Jean also experiences it as a transformative pos-
sibility. Her father turns out to be right that Charles, like “these
righteous people” more generally, is “narrow-minded,” but his
narrow-minded, unpoetic idealizations feel to Jean, at least for a
moment, like an expansive opportunity to be different than what
she has been. On some level, she also wants to be plunged into
his fantasy, into his idealization of her. To adapt Lauren Berlant,
Jean is a complex person who recognizes her own complexity and
yet wants to “rework the details of her history to become a vague
or simpler version of herself”; this is a sentimental makeover that,
Berlant says, is often undertaken “in the vicinity of a love plot.”*

But it’s too late for Jean to make herself into this simpler
version of herself, to become the sentimentally simplified per-
son Charles thinks he knows her as, because he makes her into a
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different kind of simpler version of herself once he comes to see
her as a criminal. This is Charles’s revenge plot, much briefer than
Jean’s (to follow) but with its own internal repetition. As payback
for the revelation that she is a more complex person than the one
he was convinced he “always” loved and knew, Charles vengefully
repeats his reduction of Jean to a simple, knowable type by reduc-
ing her to a different simple, knowable type: the criminal. When
this mug views her mug shot, he flattens her: as Harry puts it, “A
mug is a mug in everything,” indeed, and he takes the inscription
on the back of the photograph to be exemplary of who she has
been and who she is; he also, cruelly, makes her look at the photo-
graph to ensure she knows that he knows who she really is now. It is
a photograph of her, her father, and their partner, Gerald (played
by Melville Cooper), disembarking a ship. Muggsy, the mug’s trav-
eling companion and paranoid caretaker, has coerced the photo-
graph out of the ship’s captain, who has on file a record of known
card sharps but would rather not share it if no one has claimed to
have been conned. Muggsy and the captain bring it to Charles as
he waits for Jean, looking over the railing of the ship in a subtle
echo of the blocking of the reverie scene the night before. The pac-
ing and cinematography in this scene emphasize how Charles takes
the photograph as rigid proof of what Jean essentially is, although
he is actually imposing this meaning on her.

When Charles slides the photograph out of the manila enve-
lope in which it was delivered to him, the camera attends to him
looking at it (figure 4). Before we register any reaction on his face,
Sturges cuts to a subjective shot from his perspective; we see the
photograph (figure 5). For a second it seems as if it were being pre-
sented to us as a still frame until we notice his thumb on the pho-
tograph, as though pointing at Jean, and casting a shadow that she
seems to be descending into. Charles is holding what we’re view-
ing; we look through his eyes now. In the photograph, in addition
to Harry, Gerald, and Jean, there are two other figures: a porter
carrying their suitcases and a man blurred in the background who,
wearing a light-colored (possibly white) blazer and hanging over
the railing, is almost a double of Charles when we saw him at the
opening of the scene, in white and whistling over the railing. Jean
looks directly at the camera, as if offended that this photograph is
being taken by paparazzi without her consent, as if feeling already
how this might be used against her and asserting, in response, an
image of herself as unashamedly aware of her notoriety and open
to life and to interaction. Everyone else seems oblivious to the cam-
era, with the possible exception of the porter.



Figure 5. Jean mugs for the camera
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This photograph thus inverts, visually and positionally, the
earlier subjective shot showing Jean’s perspective when she looks
in her compact mirror and sees Charles, sees other women see-
ing Charles, and directs and comments on the moving images that
appear in her mirror. Here the image of Jean and everyone else
is static, and we see through Charles’s eyes rather than Jean’s; the
photograph is, as Cavell suggests, “slightly inflected so as clearly
to resist coincidence with the photographic field of the moving
film images.”* But there is a kind of movement to the image, or
at least to Jean in the photograph, since the camera seems to have
caught her just as she turns to look at it, surprised but also refusing
to allow that surprise to define how the photograph captures her.
The image of Jean is thereby looking at Charles and at us, knowing
the effect of this photograph’s iconic reductionism but incapable
of doing anything about it other than looking unashamedly and
stylishly herself.

Cavell is interested in how this photograph advertises itself as
an image of Stanwyck herself, creating a doubling of Jean and the
actress who plays her that is “isomorphic” with the doubling of Eve
and Jean within the film, and so associating us with Charles “in
the position of the gull.” In my experience, that sense of dou-
bling that Cavell persuasively proposes—which highlights the
complexity of Jean but also the complexity of Jean/Eve’s relation-
ship to Stanwyck—also creates, for me as a spectator, an acute dis-
identification with Charles’s perspective. Here I feel aware of how
instantaneously Charles’s ethical perspective differs from that of
a less “narrow-minded” person, of anyone who can imagine that
Jean is more than what this photograph’s back side text contends
she is, and not least because she is Barbara Stanwyck. Charles’s
vengefulness comes out of his narrow-mindedness, his insistence
on reducing Jean to what the inscription says she is. The editing
of this sequence both writes the inscription onto Charles’s mind
and disrupts our alignment with his perspective. From Charles’s
perspective, reading the back of the photograph with him, we saw
the text dissolve into a close-up shot of Charles’s face, angled down
and still looking at the photograph, but now, after undergoing this
process of imprinting, we see his face angry and disgusted; he has
been reduced to a hardened moralizer (figures 6-8).

Charles puts the photograph back in the envelope and goes
inside to have a scotch at the bar, this time meaning to order scotch,
in an inversion of the earlier scene where, giddy with infatuation,
he orders scotch in the morning when he means to order coffee,
and Jean has to correct him. When Jean comes in, she’s surprised to
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Figure 8. Fade complete: Charles finishes the caption

find him at the bar “at this hour.” Everything has changed between
them. Charles will repeat and invert his earlier reverie about hav-
ing known Jean forever by claiming, after Jean promises that she
intended to tell him about her past when they arrived in New York
(so that Harry and Gerald could get away), that he knew she was
a card sharp all along and that he was the one “playing” her for a
“sucker.” This is part of how Charles’s revenge plot depends on rep-
etition: on the exchange of one claim of absolute knowledge for
another and one reduction of type for another. Jean understands
that this claim, coming on the heels of his making her look at the
photograph, is a vengeful attempt to make her “feel cheap,” like
nothing more than a criminal sucker sapiens.

The photograph’s inversion of the empowering metacinematic
experience Jean has with her compact earlier is redoubled when
Charles smugly presents the photograph to her; we see her view
the photograph but never get to see the photograph from her per-
spective (figures 9-10). Charles’s new view of her now dominates.
“Rotten likeness. I never cared for that picture,” Jean says when he
makes her look at the photo. She perhaps means that it’s not a flat-
tering photo (although actually it is, since she’s the only one who
looks good in it, partly because she’s Barbara Stanwyck and partly
because she’s the only one mugging for the camera). But “rotten
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likeness” is also a claim that the reduction of her to this likeness,
with its criminalizing inscription, is itself “rotten.” Jean plays along
earlier when Charles says she bounces men up and down and up
(“You have the darnedest way of bumping a fellow down and bounc-
ing him up again.” “And then bumping him down again.” “Oh!”),
but in a sense, Charles has done that to her, perhaps unknowingly,
by making her want to be his ideal (bump up) and then making
her feel “so low” (bump down). To Charles, Jean is now a “pro-
fessional card sharp” and nothing more, as the inscription on the
back of the photograph says; his vengeful imposition of that reduc-
tive type on her is a refusal to acknowledge her, a departure from
conversation with her. In other words, the photograph in the film
works like a kind of personification, reducing a complex person
with a complex history to an emblem of feminine criminality to get
back at her for being more complex than he could have known.*
Itis significant that Muggsy is the one to unearth the mug shot and
to get it into Charles’s hands; this “sort of a bodyguard, governess,
and a very bad valet” seems to have been named for a life of per-
sonification allegory, where his intractable skepticism renders him
incapable of becoming a mug and always paranoically on guard
against anyone looking to con the naive Charles. In an illuminat-
ing comment about Sturges’s playful use of stereotypes in his films,
James Harvey suggests that “a Sturges character never tries to dis-
guise his formulaic nature: he proclaims and fulfills it, makes it
vivid and wonderful, as Charles does in this couch scene with Jean.
He is the bumpkin in excelsis.”* While this seems true of Charles
in the first half of the film, this volta at the midpoint, where Charles
reduces Jean to a kind of criminal stereotype just when he tries to
project backward in time his own nonbumpkin knowledge of her
nature, shows just how excruciating having stereotypes imposed on
one can be and how much that imposition can seem motivated, to
paraphrase Cavell, by a disappointment that seeks revenge.*

This frustration with stereotype is crucial to the second part
of the film’s revenge plot, Jean’s much more extended one. Her
desire for revenge is more complex—and has more complex
effects—than Charles’s. Jean not only feels betrayed and scorned.
She is also motivated by the fact that she was seduced into wanting
to be the ideal he wanted her to be (“I'd give a lot to be—well, I
mean, I'm going to be exactly the way he thinks I am, the way he’d
like me to be”), and then she was “fixed” as a type of criminal in his
mind, a personification of criminalized feminine sexuality. After
reading the photograph, he couldn’t or wouldn’t see her any other
way—he claims, in fact, that he had always seen her that way—and
didn’t want her to see herself any other way either.
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Figure 10. Jean attempts to explain
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Doubles and Disappointment

Jean’s revenge plot, a series of mirrorings and repetitions, is partly
about public humiliation, about making Charles fall for her again,
literally and figuratively, when all he feels is rage and resentment.
But what she does is sharper than that, more didactic, and her
revenge plot will shape much more of the plot of the movie than
Charles’s does: she makes him fall in love with what we might call
an ideal, Eve (the Lady Eve Sidwich in full), that figure of unfallen
innocence in the Eden of Connecticut that no one can seem to
locate on a map (as Eve relates a train conductor had claimed, “I
don’t know where Connect-i-cutis”). Muggsy, from the first time he
sees Eve, is confident that she is Jean but equally confident, in his
exegetically misogynist way, that she is an incarnation of every Eve
who has made a man fall since Adam: “You tryin’ to tell me this ain’t
the same rib was on the boat?” She wears the same perfume, she
wears no disguise, she barely bothers to feign the English accent
everyone at the party is supposedly quite charmed by, and she even
tells Charles that he looks very familiar. But Charles tells Muggsy
that the skeptical shadow doesn’t understand “psychology”: “They
look too much alike to be the same.” As Cavell notes, Jean has a dif-
ferent explanation, insisting on an actual change in their mutual
perception: “I hardly recognized him myself. He seemed shorter
and bonier. It’s because we don’t love each other anymore.” Jean
has been much more aware of the complexities of perception since
the beginning. Early on when she and her father are first conning
him at cards, she tells Charles that they’re not worried about the
possibility of him conning them, because “you look as honest as we
do.” Charles’s explanation of why Eve can’t be Jean emphasizes the
repetitive structure of the revenge plot, whereby Eve doubles Jean
and reduplicates the idealizing courtship—to—de-idealizing revela-
tion sequence on her own terms. Jean’s gloss on his misrecognition
as a perspectival shift underscores the transformed terms and expe-
riences of this repetition.

And then once Charles has fallen in love and repeated the
courtship of Jean, rehearsing the same clichéd sentimental vision
(“We held hands way, way back”), she’ll reveal that ideal as always
already fallen. On the train, she tells him about her sexual his-
tory with many partners. “Eden were no Eden thus exposed,” to
borrow a line from another Eve in Milton’s Paradise Lost.** Cavell
notes that Jean’s lesson is “that passion may have a past of flesh
and blood”; he ventriloquizes her to be saying “very well, I'll show
you the reality of your ideal.”*' I want to build on Cavell’s insight
to emphasize how farreaching Jean’s lesson is. In the traditional
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revenge plot, going back to Oresteia, the repetition inherent to
revenge renders it intractable without external, legal intervention.
In The Lady Eve, revenge’s repetitions are, paradoxically, the path
to acknowledgment.

Jean’s vengeful lesson culminates in that revelation of her (fab-
ricated) sexual history. The lesson begins with Angus, the first lover
she mentions in passing, which maybe Charles can find a way to
forgive, and just when he has, condescendingly, figured out tenta-
tively how to offer that forgiveness, she brings up many other lovers
(Vernon, Herman, Cecil, Hubert, Herbert, John, and John’s twin
cousins too), thus ensuring that he can’t possibly forgive her, that
he’ll see his ideal as very low indeed. Jean’s lesson to Charles here
is that there was no pure and innocent past that he can see and
know completely, that she was and will remain not entirely know-
able to him even if there’s much he can and should know about
her, including how to forgive her and how to acknowledge when
there is actually nothing to forgive.

So, what explains their getting back together, with Eve refusing
Charles’s money in the divorce, finding her way onto his ship to the
Amazon, tripping him again, and ending up again in his cabin at
the end of the film? Is this genuine reconciliation or repetition of
a bad cycle that the two should escape from? Is it a breaking of the
cycle of revenge or a continuation of it?

The film implies, without ever making explicit, that Charles
has learned his lesson about idealization and control, which allows
him to forgive Jean or realize there’s nothing to forgive. His disap-
pointment in the ideal, Eve, makes him able to acknowledge Jean
as more than what he projects onto her, positively or negatively.
She gathers this from how happy he is to see her, and that allows
her in turn to forgive him.

The film is more direct about the fact that Jean has learned a
lesson herself about how revenge isn’t as satisfying as she thought
it was, that to hurt one you’ve cared for, whatever they've done
to you, can hurt you too. In a later commentary on The Lady Eve,
Cavell suggests that “when Eve turns solemn on the train, after
Charles jumps off and slips on a bank of mud, she is not simply
feeling guilty for her treatment of this mug, and not even simply
realizing that she has deprived herself of someone she has had gen-
uine feeling for, but recognizing before all that his protestations to
her of love have been, however deviously arrived at, helplessly sin-
cere.”* This seems true to me, but I would add to it that Jean/Eve’s
recognition of Charles’s confused sincerity coincides with her own
sadness over the revenge she has taken. This is perhaps why when
she watches him get off the train after her honeymoon revelations
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Figure 11. Jean/Eve closes the blinds of the train window

and sees him immediately fall, a repetition of his many falls earlier
in the film, she seems sad, so sad that the camera cuts from his fall
to her closing her blinds in shame at having watched him fall again,
as though she’s closing the curtain on the spectacle of revenge she
has produced, a more oblique echo of her earlier metacinematic
looking at him in her compact mirror (figure 11).

There are more cynical readings of the end of the film avail-
able, which would emphasize the fact that Charles is a sucker until
the very end, still not realizing that Jean is Eve and that it’s the
reassertion of her power over him that leads her to want to be with
him rather than any kind of genuine forgiveness or lesson learned
on either side. But I tend toward a more recuperative reading,
although one that is careful to guard against the tendencies toward
sentimentalism and idealism that the film is so humorously criti-
cal of. That more recuperative reading would go something like
this: Revenge has taught them both lessons about the dangers of
idealism and the limits on knowing another person completely, les-
sons that they need in order to forgive each other and to forgive
themselves for what they’ve done to each other, to understand what
they can and cannot know, and to try to negotiate each other’s
projections and identifications without cruelty going forward. That
is, they have learned through revenge’s repetitions how to have
what Cavell will call a genuine conversation. Perhaps what is so
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interesting about this film is that reconciliation isn’t positioned as
the overcoming of revenge’s potentially endless iterations, which
has been so much an explicit concern in the history of revenge trag-
edy. Instead, the revenge plot’s iterability lays the ground for each
of them seeing each other again and anew and learning how to talk
with each other. Rather than repetition compulsion, revenge sur-
prisingly leads to reprise and reinvention. As Muggsy exclaims as
he slips out of the bedroom that Jean and Charles have just slipped
into to consummate their marriage, “Positively the same dame!”

Method and Melodrama

My reading of The Lady Eve builds on Cavell’s to flesh out its
engagement with the revenge tragedy tradition and to interpret
more extensively the effect of its structuring repetitions. I find
myself very much in conversation with Cavell as I write this, and
in conclusion I want to turn to how that very concept of conver-
sation organizes our readings of the film and offers a methodol-
ogy for interpretation that would be useful to return to in criticism
today at a moment when “interpretation,” as impetus to conversa-
tion, has become a contested term for what to do when we study
a literary or filmic text.* Repeating it now might help us escape
from what has come to seem like the endlessly repetitious cycle
that constitutes what have been called criticism’s “method wars,” a
dispute that has repeated itself with subtle differences over the last
thirty years about whether criticism should be engaged in what is
variously called paranoid reading or symptomatic reading or cri-
tique, an analysis of what’s hidden beneath the surface of the text
(such as some form of ideology), or whether criticism should focus
on seeking pleasure in texts, reading their surfaces, or becoming
attached to and enchanted by them.*

I have already mentioned how Cavell’s Pursuils of Happiness
theorizes the comedy of remarriage structure in some Hollywood
screwballs of the 1930s and 1940s in relation to Shakespearean
romance, especially The Winter’s Tale, but Cavell also finds a more
submerged Renaissance intertext for these films in John Milton’s
writings about marriage and divorce. Like so much else in Pursuits
of Happiness, the connections Cavell draws are diffuse but sugges-
tive. The link for Cavell is that both Milton, in Doctrine and Disci-
pline of Divorce, and these comedies of remarriage define marriage
not as a domestication of eroticism, an instrument for the trans-
mission of property, or a means for controlling reproduction but
instead as conversation, fundamentally. In his follow-up to Pursuits
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of Happiness, a study of the comedy of remarriage’s “shadow genre,”
Hollywood melodramas, Cavell writes that for Milton, conversa-
tion is “the fact of marriage™:* fast talk, in terms of the comedies
of remarriage, and, in Milton’s words, “meet and happy conver-
sation” between intellectual equals that can prevent “loneliness
to the mind and spirit.”* Citing Milton on the idea that “a meet
and happy conversation is the chiefest and noblest end of mar-
riage,” Cavell claims that in these comedies of remarriage, “talking
together is fully and plainly being together, a mode of association,
a form of life.”*” Divorce is necessary, in Milton and in the Holly-
wood films Cavell studies, when conversation fails, finds itself in an
impasse: when the couple can’t talk through their problems and
cannot acknowledge each other. If they can reconcile, it will have
to be through responsive conversation as a mode of acknowledg-
ment too. (Milton’s Paradise Lost, in these terms, is also a comedy
of remarriage.)

As for Milton, marriage and divorce for Cavell are not only
about a relationship between a couple; they also, by extension,
are about individuals’ relationships to political bodies or, espe-
cially for Cavell, to texts. The idea of conversation winds its way
through Pursuits of Happiness: the title of the introduction is “Words
for a Conversation,” and he hopes in part to describe a conversa-
tion between Shakespeare’s romances in the Renaissance and the
Hollywood screwballs of the 1930s and 1940s, films whose most sig-
nificant aspect is conversation, talk as a “form of life,” which he
then defines again in relation to Milton’s definition of marriage.
But conversation is also explicitly his method for “defending the
process of criticism, so far as criticism is thought of, as I think of
it, as a natural extension of conversation. (And I think of conversa-
tion as something within which that remark about conversation is
naturally in place. This one too.) . .. These films are themselves
investigations of (parts of a conversation about) ideas of conver-
sation, and investigations of what it is to have an interest in your
own experience.”*

The parenthetical qualifications in this passage suggest the
density the term “conversation” has for Cavell, embedding multi-
ple layers of history and meaning, a genealogy. He sees the intense
focus on talk as the fundamental mode of married life in the Holly-
wood screwballs he studies as reactivating Milton’s definition of
marriage as much as it reactivates the generic structure of some
of Shakespeare’s late romantic comedies. And Cavell describes his
interpretative relation to these films as itself a kind of conversation,
a conversation that is “revelatory of the conversation within film,”
which are themselves in a conversation about conversation—*“these
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films are themselves investigations of (parts of a conversation
about) ideas of conversation”—not least conversations that stretch
back to Shakespeare and Milton.

This definition of method models criticism as an ongoing and
experiential relationship with cultural objects and experiences
in a way that pushes subtly against what otherwise seem like the
heteronormative and monogamous assumptions about marriage
that Cavell tacitly accepts from this tradition, at least in Pursuits of
Happiness. (He will push beyond the heteronormative in Contesting
Tears, not least through a conversation with Sedgwick.)* For Cavell,
a couple can have conversations with each other but also with texts
that are in conversation with other texts across time and space and
also with other critics who are in conversation about them. These
conversations both are and are not marriages. This intervention in
the Miltonic concept of marriage as conversation perhaps detaches
the “pursuit of happiness” from the couple form and creates con-
versations across texts and between critics.

But Cavellian conversation, insofar as it remains in touch with
Milton, also bears with it the important possibility of divorce. When
do we need to break up with others we’ve tried to be in conversa-
tion with, authors, texts, generic models, and critics? That’s partly
a question that can only be answered when the members of that
“we” are specified, of course. But it’s also a question of where “cri-
tique” might fit in a conversational method, both critique of the
objects studied and critique of a critic entering into conversation
with them.

And the attempt to fit critique into our conversation about
critical conversation might in the end help us get out of the reit-
erative conversations about “critique” versus “postcritique” that
increasingly risk becoming a cyclical distraction from the work of
producing good criticism. As David Kurnick has argued, postcri-
tique and its kindred modes have tended to make their interven-
tions in “vehemently, even melodramatically, binarized terms”: “in
one corner: violence, aggression, mastery, delusions of grandeur,”
and other bywords for critique, and, “in the other,” reparative read-
ing or surface reading or postcritique, with its claims of “modesty,
openness, attention, curiosity, receptiveness.” Kurnick’s sense of
melodrama is perhaps not so far from Cavell’s specification of its
“negations of communication, of what I call conversation”; in the
melodramatic binarizing of method that Kurnick describes in post-
critique and its forbears, communication fails. Participants in the
melodrama become incapable of acknowledging the real motives
and hopes of critical methodology and turn to caricaturing, reduc-
ing others to type.” This melodramatic caricaturing of critical
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method, what Kurnick calls “moralized characterology,” has a cor-
ollary in the kind of reductive projections, idealizing or criminal-
izing, that Cavell and I see The Lady Eve as being critical of: failures
of acknowledgment. Likewise, in his book on Hollywood melodra-
mas, Cavell refers to characters in films where remarriage is impos-
sible as foundering in, or having imposed on them, a “fixation of
images” that makes real conversation between complex, opaque
individuals—or between a critic and their object—impossible.?
At the same time, as Jean’s ambivalent desire to become Charles’s
idealized vision of her suggests, ideals and types can be heuristics,
points of sometimes useful identification, if we maintain an aware-
ness that they are not determinant or defining or exhaustive: if we
remember that critical methods, even simplified versions of them-
selves, are tools that we can use rather than necessarily people that
we are. (This lesson from The Lady Eve reveals its difference from
a later tragedy of remarriage that could be said to enter into con-
versation with it, Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo from 1958, in which
the imposition of an idealized type works to erase—and eventually
kill—the particularity of the woman made to conform to it.) Some-
times we need to be paranoid readers, sometimes it is more useful
to be reparative ones, and sometimes we can allow ourselves or feel
ourselves drifting between the two. We shouldn’t attach ourselves
to one idealized methodology and make it our identity, although
we also shouldn’t be so casual with our methods that we do not
make commitments. We can do critique and, as Berlant has sug-
gested with reference to Cavell, “extend a nonmastering relation to
the enigma of that object that performs our obligation to it by way
of a looseness that, from the perspective of drama, can constitute a
formally comic scene or make routes within the impossible.””
Cavellian conversation as I understand it can break the cycle of
vengeful payback and caricaturing that has become overly fixed in
the method wars as they continue to inflect work produced in liter-
ary and (to a lesser extent) cinema and media studies. Or, to take
a lesson from my reading of The Lady Eve, Cavellian conversation
can felicitously reemerge in moments when the reiteratively venge-
ful cycles of the method wars lead to breakdowns in conversation,
failures to acknowledge the complexity of others, and reductive
impositions of types. Kurnick helpfully shows, for example, how
Felski’s melodramatic articulation of postcritique reduces figures
she associates with critique to types in a failure to acknowledge
the complexity and variety of their work and their ethos. Kurnick’s
account of Foucault, to give just one instance, demonstrates how
Felski’s drive to reduce him to a figure of “willed impersonality”
elides his status “as an object of mourning and a subject of feeling,”
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“as a primary interlocutor for queer theory, as the most promi-
nent gay intellectual killed by the plague,” and as an author who
often made explicit how his “taste” and his “pleasure” informed his
work.”* Conversations between opposed parties—critical Foucaul-
dians and postcritical Felskians—could perhaps lead to a deeper
acknowledgment of how critique can work in tandem with plea-
sure and attachment or how (in David Carroll Simon’s formula-
tion) critique and postcritique alike could be considered as forms
of “passing feeling rather than settled disposition,” not so much
methodological tools as “experiences we can trust to give way to
other ones.”™ Consider the work of D. A. Miller, who has shown a
variety of methodological dispositions and moods across a career
that has toggled between literary and film studies. Depicted as an
arch paranoid reader for Foucauldian crimes committed across
The Novel and the Police in Sedgwick’s famous “Paranoid Reading”
essay, Miller came to theorize close reading in what could be called
hyperbolically postcritical terms (“an almost infantile desire to be
close, period, as close as one can get, without literal plagiarism, to
merging with the mother-text”) and then developed a theory of
“too close” reading of Alfred Hitchcock’s films that synthesizes lov-
ing obsession and exposure of what is hidden (albeit in plain view),
critical virtuosity, and “the various mental states of surprise, sus-
pense, suspicion, discovery, dizziness, disappointment, isolation,
and folly entailed in looking at Hitchcock [and any other text] too
closely.”

Conversation as Cavell theorizes it, via Shakespeare, Milton,
and the Hollywood films he is so attached to, allows us a way to
become attached to and involved in artworks, both their surfaces
and their depths, while at the same time realizing that those objects
may themselves be doing critique (like The Lady Eve’s critique of
idealizing attachments). These artworks may also, in turn, require
critique—an examination of their limitations, or of what they
can’t or won’t account for on their own—that need not constitute
skepticism.?” Cavellian conversation, rooted in a Miltonic theory
of marriage and divorce, offers us a way of being critical without
totalizing skepticism of our objects, or at least offers us a mode of
critique that guards against that skepticism by remaining open to
art objects and learning to acknowledge what they know.” Having
a real conversation about the benefits and drawbacks of different
kinds of criticism, without caricaturing and moralizing about our
opponents, will go a long way. If we can do that, as Jean says at the
end of The Lady Eve, “we’ll work it out somehow,” at least at the
level of method (it obviously won’t solve the political and economic
causes of the crisis in the humanities). Whether that working out
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leads to a critical remarriage or a divorce of mutual unintelligibility
is something we will need to work out in conversation.
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