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Melodrama mediates emotion. That is, cinema’s capacity to evoke high 
degrees of emotionality surfaces particularly in the genre of melodrama, 
which subsumes a range of films often referred to as tearjerkers. But how 
exactly does film invite its spectators to share in melodrama’s emotional 
drive? This article explores melodrama’s capacity to evoke strong emotional 
responses and it suggests a consideration of the phenomenological concept 
of instrument-mediation as a filmic structure that fosters melodrama’s 
emotional appeal and the spectators’ engagement with it. Taking the 
climactic ending of Stella Dallas (Vidor, 1937) as an example, it will show 
how highly emotional film scenes impact the spectator’s body via its 
reflection on screen. The scene reflects the ways in which filmmakers, film 
viewers, and mediating technologies engage in communication. It thus 
allows for an engagement with film that combines hermeneutic reflection 
and emotional investment and that bypasses a binary opposition of 
immersion and alienation. 

When Stella Dallas was first released in 1937, a review in the Daily 
Variety predicted that the film ‘will smash through the emotional defense of 
any audience and will smash at the boxoffice’.1 This statement links the 
film’s commercial success to its capacity to evoke emotive responses among 
its audiences in an evaluation that is similar to film scholar Ben Singer’s 
observation that ‘a good Hollywood melodrama is one that makes you cry, 
or one that arouses strong sentiment, particularly powerful feelings of 
pathos’ (Singer 2001, 39/49; Williams 2001, 16). Singer thus relates 
heightened emotionality particularly to melodrama, whereas neither the 
review nor the Hays office, for that matter, applied that label to the film.2 In 
fact, although Stella Dallas has become a flagship of melodrama or ‘the 
women’s film’ in film studies, ‘the melodramatic mode’ of storytelling is 
constitutive not only of tearjerkers, but of Hollywood filmmaking in 
general. Emotion and melodrama are crucial constituents of Hollywood film 
                                                
1 The review is accessible on microfiche at the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Los Angeles. The reviewer is unknown.  
2 In a letter from Joseph Breen to Hon. W. Hays, Breen listed a range of films sorted in 
different categories. Stella Dallas appeared under ‘Miscellaneous’, suggesting that genre 
conventions of ‘melodrama’ were not yet fully defined. The letter is filed at Margaret 
Herrick Library, Los Angeles. 
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across genre demarcations and storytelling conventions, as film relies on the 
melodramatic mode that originated with French stage melodrama and 19th 
century literature (Brooks 1976, 89/90). As Linda Williams summarizes, ‘if 
emotional and moral registers are sounded, if a work invites us to feel 
sympathy for the virtues of beset victims, if the narrative trajectory is 
ultimately concerned with a retrieval and staging of virtue through adversity 
and suffering, then the operative mode is melodrama’ (Williams 2001, 15). 
In an effort to define narrative modes as an umbrella term, David Bordwell 
refers to ‘a historically distinct set of norms of narrational construction and 
comprehension’ that transcends genre boundaries (Bordwell 1985, 150). ‘To 
treat these norms as supplying concrete historical bases for the acts of 
viewing and filmmaking is to consider them as what I am calling modes of 
narration,’ Bordwell concludes (Bordwell 1985, 150). Accordingly, the 
melodramatic mode describes not only a set of narrative strategies but also 
the effects those strategies have on audiences during the act of viewing. 
Peter Brooks identifies some of the textual strategies that provoke 
particularly emotional responses in melodrama, which include the 
employment of muteness, music, and certain measures of mise-en-scène 
(Brooks 1976, 48f, 61). Williams further defines the melodramatic mode ‘as 
a filmic mode of stylistic and/or emotional excess that stands in contrast to 
more ‘dominant’ modes of realistic, goal-oriented narrative’, thus taking 
into account the status of the melodramatic mode as one dominant mode of 
narration among others (Williams 1998, 3). This redefinition of melodrama 
turns the previously neglected genre of ideological manipulation and cheap 
entertainment into a mode of narration that overarches generic boundaries 
(Kelleter and Mayer 2007, 7f). Hollywood films employ the melodramatic 
mode whenever they strive to reach emotional impact. This definition 
allows for the study of moments of heightened emotionality in any film as 
melodramatic instances, whereas films commonly subsumed under the label 
of melodrama become prototypes of a large-scale utilization of the 
melodramatic mode. 

What remains is the question of how the melodramatic mode provokes 
emotionality or what structures or devices films employ to, in William’s 
terms, ‘sound emotional registers’. Emotions are a crucial aspect of filmic 
narration, contributing profoundly to a worthwhile film experience. They 
turn an otherwise intellectual endeavor into an emotional and affectual 
experience, in which a film accesses the spectators’ bodies by evoking 
excitement or happiness but also sadness, anger, disgust and so forth and by 
enabling direct physical responses such as muscle tension, accelerated 
heartbeats, or tears. Moreover, emotions are crucial to a film’s narrative and 
causality, because they create sympathy or antipathy for a character and 
result in anticipation, suspense, or curiosity. They often direct a spectator’s 
attention towards elements of the film that are essential to understanding its 
narrative trajectory (Plantinga 2009, 4-6). Consequently, as Carl Plantinga 
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states, ‘affective experience and meaning are neither parallel nor separable, 
but firmly intertwined’ (Plantinga 2009, 3).    

Plantinga defines emotion as an ‘intentional mental state’, suggesting 
that emotions are a personal function of consciousness directed at something 
perceived outside of the mental, that is, at something other than emotion 
itself. This mental state is expressed as tears, laughter, in fact any sort of 
‘physiological arousal’ and ‘action tendencies’ (Plantinga 2009, 54). As 
both part of the narrative and of a spectator’s personal response, emotions 
connect on- and off-screen spaces. Viewers engage with a film to an extent 
that results in their wish to feel things they dislike experiencing outside the 
realm of the cinematic, for example sadness/ tears. Melodrama therefore 
also belongs to what Williams calls a ‘body genre’: a kind of film that 
explicitly aims to achieve more than the spectators’ conscious engagement, 
namely an investment of the body (Williams 1991, 4). Or, as Ben Singer 
phrases it, ‘melodramatic excess is a question of the body, of physical 
responses. The term tearjerker underscores the idea that powerful sentiment 
is in fact a physical sensation, an overwhelming feeling’ (Singer 2001, 39f).  

The melodramatic mode sets the stage for a film scene’s impact on the 
spectators’ bodies, or vice versa, it provides an environment in which 
spectators are invited to respond physically to the images on screen. In the 
following, I propose to consider a somewhat self-reflexive depiction of 
filmic communication as one means for a particular film scene to further an 
emotional investment. In her 1992 study The Address of the Eye: A 
Phenomenology of Film Experience, Vivian Sobchack describes how 
filmmaker and spectator engage with the technology of film, the film as 
such, and each other as active agents in the cinematic experience. Sobchack 
develops a communication model of film which enables her to sketch 
reciprocal relationships between filmmaker, spectator, and the enabling 
technologies. Quoting Maurice Merleau-Ponty, she highlights that ‘my body 
is ‘my point of view upon the world’’ (39/40). Taking the climactic ending 
of King Vidor’s Stella Dallas (1937) as an example, I will show how the 
film accesses a spectator’s body by depicting an instance of film-like 
mediation itself. One of the film’s strategies to evoke emotionality, I argue, 
is to cast its protagonist as an equivalent to ‘my point of view upon the 
world’.   

The 1937 Hollywood blockbuster Stella Dallas concerns the story of 
its eponymous protagonist (Barbara Stanwyck), a young woman from a 
rural working-class background who marries up on the social ladder. She 
gives birth to a daughter, Laurel (Anne Shirley), but her marriage fails as 
she is unwilling or unable to adapt to the upper class norms and ideals. 
Realizing that she will not be a part of the desired social group, Stella 
arranges that her daughter should live with her father, so that Laurel can 
learn how to fit in with ‘the right people’ (Stella Dallas [1937]).  
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The film's most famous scene is its very ending, showing the wedding 
of Stella’s daughter at her new home with her father (John Boles) and Helen 
Morrison (Barbara O’Neil), her stepmother. Audiences get a glimpse of the 
ceremonial room and hear how Helen orders a servant to open the curtains 
which he had drawn, probably because of the dark and the rain outside and 
to avoid passersby looking in. Opening the curtains, Helen introduces the 
window as the mediating instrument: The window assumes a position 
similar to that of a stage or cinematic screen and the withdrawal of the 
curtains indicates that the show is about to begin. Thus, Helen, who most 
probably knows or assumes that Stella waits outside the window, creates a 
theatrical view-point for her3. The camera then shifts to focus on Stella who 
watches from the street but is asked to leave by a policeman clearing the 
entrance way. The actual show, meaning Laurel's wedding to a promising 
upper class youngster, is displayed through the window.  

Clenching a fence outside the window, Stella watches her daughter’s 
wedding. The ceremony is shown in alternating, cross-cut shots of Stella at 
the fence and her eye-line match through the window. At this point, the 
window's function as the mediating instrument becomes most obvious: We 
only see the wedding ceremony as an image that is partitioned by the 
glazing bars of the window. Additionally, the diegetic sound is replaced by 
a strongly emotional orchestral soundtrack. Stella's glassy eyes show a 
pathos that could as well be attributed to a spectator’s reaction while 
watching a film at a local theater. Her act of cinematic spectating is then 
disrupted by a policeman, who urges the spectators to stop looking and to 
move on. As Stella does not move the policeman addresses her personally. 
She subsequently explains her wish to see ‘the look on her face when he 
kisses her’, which initializes a noticeable change in the film’s tone. In a 
description of this scene, Thomas Elsaesser similarly states that it presents 
‘a qualitative difference in intensity, usually visualized in terms of spatial 
distance and separation’ (Elsaesser 1987, 66). The spectators’ as well as 
Stella’s focus is re-directed to the action ‘on screen’, that is, to the wedding 
scene behind the window. The change in tone is underscored by the 
orchestral soundtrack’s co-occurring gain in intensity as the policeman 
moves out of sight. In contrast to direct, ‘natural’ perception, the character 
cannot hear the ceremonial words – she is in fact watching a silent film. The 
spectators in the movie theater will not necessarily feel that silence because 
of the orchestral soundtrack. The music lets the scene appear to shift into a 
melodramatic, instrument-mediated mode that is remote from the film’s 
mood so far; a mode that stresses the emotional capacity of the scene. Peter 
Brooks makes a similar observation in The Melodramatic Imagination: 
Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess, where he writes 
concerning early French stage melodrama that ‘music seems to have been 
called upon whenever the dramatist wanted to strike a particular emotional 
                                                
3 Cf. Williams 1987, 314 
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pitch or coloring and lead the audience into a change or heightening of 
mood’ (Brooks 1976, 48/49). In this sense, the window scene works without 
spoken language in order to highlight emotion through muteness and music. 
Simultaneously, the switching of modes lets the scene appear artificial and 
framed as it sticks out of the overall flow of the film that, as a sound film, 
relies on spoken word. Nevertheless, the following close-up of Stella’s face 
suggests that her reaction to the wedding is similarly influenced by the 
melodramatic depiction as is the spectatorship’s probable response to the 
film.   

In fact, the depiction of the wedding as though it was a silent film is 
strikingly similar to the ending of the 1925 silent film Stella Dallas 
(Gledhill 2014). Shane Denson traces a line from French stage melodrama 
as described by Brooks to synchronized sound films of the early 1930s. 
‘Non-verbal means of expression’ in form of a mute tableau or a focus on 
music, Denson observes, as well as mise-en-scène and theatrical styles of 
acting inform both the melodramatic stage and the Hollywood film screen 
(Denson 2007, 216-218). The melodramatic stage tradition set out as a mute 
form and was thus easily appropriated to silent film, which then again 
influenced sound film in form of the melodramatic mode. Sound film of the 
‘classical’ period, however, also abandoned commonalities of stage and 
silent film melodrama. As Denson describes,  
 

The absorptive identification aimed at in the emerging classical style 
dictated, among other things, a shift from ‘primitive’ pantomimic 
acting to ‘naturalistic approaches that emphasized facial expression 
instead of broad physical gesture’ and from characters ‘as moral or 
comic types’ to ‘psychologically motivated individuals with whose 
predicaments, aspirations, and emotions the viewer could identify’. 
(Denson 2007, 227) 
 

The wedding scene in Stella Dallas combines a reference to silent 
melodrama in form of the wedding depicted in, or on, the window with the 
new classical focus on facial expression that a focus on Stella’s face 
instantiates. The similarities and differences between silent and sound film 
in relation to melodrama become especially apparent a video essay by 
Christine Gledhill’s, which places both scenes side by side and decelerates 
the 1937 version to match its precedent’s speed (Gledhill, 2014).  

What spectators see in this scene is not just a wedding, but they 
witness a witness – they see Stella in the act of watching. Sobchack’s model 
of filmic communication describes the ways in which technologies enable 
the human abilities to produce and consume film on the one hand, and the 
processes by which producers and consumers reflect upon those 
technologies on the other. The film, in her account, always exists in between 
the lived worlds of the producing and consuming agents. As a consequence, 
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the film is not an end in itself but it offers a perspective on a whole new 
world which it opens up to the spectators (Sobchack, 171, 193).   

A mechanism such as the window in the concluding scene in Stella 
Dallas reflects upon this logic: It provides a perspective on a new, in this 
case unapproachable world to one or more of the film's characters. It 
mediates between two worlds that are otherwise separate, just like camera, 
projector, and film screen serve as mediators that in unison create and 
convey the film experience. Just as film viewing is essentially an act of 
communication, the window in Stella Dallas enables a communication 
between the wedding indoors and its witnesses outside. At the same time, 
the window prevents direct verbal communication and thus provides a 
mechanism by which film and window can mediate between different 
characters of the storyline without their actual meeting. In that sense, it 
takes talk out of the talkie and enriches the film experience by providing an 
alternative to more straightforward means of story-telling.  

In the film theater, camera and projector serve as mediators that 
enable the spectators’ and the filmmaker’s engagement with the film as their 
mutual intentional object. This can only be possible because the technology 
of film is able to bridge the spatial and temporal gap between filmmaker and 
spectator (Sobchack 1992, 171-175). That is, the spectator is spatially and 
temporally removed from the action on screen, as s/he will see the film after 
it has been shot and processed, but the film at most instances draws the 
attention away from this fact to create a feeling of ‘here and now’. On the 
diegetic level of Stella’s position in the wedding scene, ‘here and now’ 
entails a blending out of the story told throughout the film, a story that 
would assure her that behind the perfect wedding facade, Laurel misses her 
mother. ‘In order to justify her sacrifice, she must believe in the reality of 
the cinematic illusion she sees’, Williams writes, while the spectators retain 
the broader horizon of the different characters' perspectives and experiences 
and therefore cannot believe in a happy ending (Williams 1987, 318).  

The oftentimes multifaceted emotions of film viewers in this scene 
result from this discrepancy between the wedding scene as embedded in the 
context of the film, with Stella’s self-ascribed alienation from her daughter, 
and the wedding as an emphatically staged instance that spectators watch 
alongside the diegetic protagonist. The latter reading foregrounds the 
scene’s negation of the film’s horizon of past actions, which results from the 
window as a signifier for remoteness and representation. According to Anne 
Friedberg, windows allow for two distinct views: the private view out the 
window, and the public view into the window, which is epitomized in the 
display windows of the department store (Friedberg 340f). By viewing the 
wedding through the window, Stella shares a very public image of it – in 
fact similarly public as film viewing itself. The effect of the visibility of the 
window for the film audience is in fact similar to the grids used historically 
in perspective painting. According to Friedberg, 
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The window frame of perspectival positioning implied a subjective 
distance, a separation through representation. The viewer of this 
‘windowed,’ monocular view of space has been commonly conflated 
with Descartes’ description of a subject who stood outside of the 
world and represented its reality to him/herself. (Friedberg 342) 
 

According to Friedberg, the view that is partitioned by the window panes 
thus implies a distance, in which the view is perceived as a representation 
even if what is seen exists in the same space and time. Seen from Stella’s 
perspective, her view of the wedding is thus both experienced as ‘here and 
now’ and as distant and mere representation. The window offers her a 
mediated view that draws her in but that nevertheless continuously 
highlights its own mediality.  

In Sobchack’s terms, the technologies enabling the perception of film 
are not mechanisms designed to fulfill a single function – instead, the focus 
is on how they work in concert towards the ‘accomplishment of human 
intentional projects and productions’ (Sobchack 1992, 166). The cinematic 
instruments not only provide the film, but they enable the direction of our 
human intentionality towards it. They are tools that mediate between the 
film’s and the spectator’s live-worlds and thus constitute filmic 
communication between filmmaker, spectator, and the mediating 
technologies. Sobchack describes this communication by detailing the 
interactions between individual actors, which she describes borrowing 
terminology from the philosopher of technology Don Ihde. For the present 
purpose, it suffices to focus on what Ihde and Sobchack call embodiment 
and hermeneutic relations. Embodiment relations generally describe a 
spectator’s engagement with an instrument, for example the projector or 
screen, which enables humans to perceive film without primarily drawing 
attention to its own materiality as a mediating instrument. Hermeneutic 
relations, by contrast, describe instances in which that materiality is 
explicitly addressed and foregrounded, that is, when the spectators 
experience an instrument as a machine rather than its mediated content.  

Spectators enter an embodiment relation with the projector and screen, 
which enhance the spectators’ natural means of perception and function as 
the enabling mechanisms for the film experience. This embodiment relation 
is always influenced by two types of ‘echo focus’, that is, by two means of 
drawing attention to the mediation of the image:  The frame of the screen, 
which limits the spectators’ viewpoint, and the viewers’ own carnal 
situation in front of the screen, as vision cannot be abstracted from their 
lived-bodies (Sobchack 1992, 176-179). Sobchack highlights that the 
embodiment relation cannot be seen as the original perception against which 
the hermeneutic relation appears, but that the ‘echo focus’ serves as a 
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constant reminder of the film’s mechanisms, thus linking the hermeneutic 
relation and the ‘echo focus’ to a certain extent (Sobchack 1992, 190). 

Similar to the spectator’s engagement with the projector and the 
screen, Stella Dallas enters an embodiment relation with the window as the 
mediating instrument which enables her to see her daughter’s wedding 
ceremony. And she, too, experiences the echo focus. The point of view 
shots from Stella’s perspective are not only framed by the non-diegetic film 
screen, but by the window that never drops out of sight. In fact, the fence 
that Stella clenches prevents her from approaching the window and taking 
up a position from which her point of view would lose the bars of the 
window. By showing the wedding through a window, the film thus creates a 
cinematic experience for its protagonist that she shares with the films’ 
viewers. For the viewers, the echo focus that is inherent to the cinematic 
medium is doubled on screen. The viewers’ necessary awareness of the 
frame is reformulated as an awareness of the diegetic window, allowing the 
viewers to reflect upon their own limited perspective and the artificiality of 
mediated images without straightforward alienation.   

The second echo focus that Sobchack describes is constituted by the 
bodily space of the spectator. For the actual audience, that would be the 
theater seat, a dark surrounding, and other spectators next to oneself serving 
as a constant reminder of one's bodily space (Sobchack 1992, 179). In 
Stella’s case, the fence serves as a reminder of her spatial position as it 
prevents her from coming closer. Another factor is the recurring police 
officer urging pedestrians to walk by and quit looking. Addressing her again 
and again, the policeman interrupts Stella's immersion into the ‘film’ and 
thus reminds her of her illegitimate position outside of the action. He 
reduces the intensity of Stella's gaze by redirecting the film's and Stella's 
focus to her physical space outside of the wedding scene, that is, to ‘our’ 
(Stella’s and the spectators’) side of the window.  

The echo focus that informs the film experience is closely related to 
the hermeneutic relation of any given agent with technology. One typical 
example of a hermeneutic relation occurs in the process of filmmaking 
itself, in the relation of a filmmaker to the film s/he creates. The direct 
perception of the world envisioned on film is essentially that of the camera. 
The filmmaker can only view the material afterwards, with the help of a 
projector (Sobchack 1992, 187-188).4 A viewer’s relation to the film 
projector can also be hermeneutic, which typically occurs for instance in a 
moment of technical rupture, when the film loses its loop and thus redirects 
the spectator to think about the projector as an enabling mechanism. Films 
which foreground the hermeneutic relation between spectator and projector 
may highlight the projector's flickering lights or disrupt the continuity of the 
film. Nevertheless, the enabling mechanism is still an embodied spectator-
                                                
4 Note that these observations are not taking into account 21st-century digital camera 
technologies.  
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projector relation that needs to function before the film can draw attention to 
its mechanisms. Embodied and hermeneutic relations thus come in pairs 
(Sobchack 1992, 188-189).  

Stella enters an embodiment relation with the window when she 
watches the wedding, but then the policeman re-directs her and the 
spectators’ attentions to her position in the street and the possibility to peek 
through a window. As the policeman tells her that ‘there's nothing to gaze 
at’, Stella gets a chance to reconsider her act of watching hermeneutically 
(Stella Dallas [1937]). However, she refuses to do so in favor of the viewing 
experience. To the spectators, who see the wedding through the window 
while simultaneously reflecting upon Stella watching the wedding, the 
policeman's statement can have the power to make them reconsider their 
own activities of gazing. Thus, the presence of the policeman addresses the 
spectator's voyeurism.  

Overall, Stella’s perspective on her daughter’s wedding resembles 
cinematic renderings in the realm of the melodramatic. During the film 
experience, cinematic objects are meant to be perceived as real. Sobchack 
defines that realism: ‘That is, this sense of realism does not make a truth 
claim about world, but rather makes it about perceptive experience of the 
world’ (181). Although she cannot really see it in the sense of taking part in 
the ceremony, Stella nevertheless feels how she would if she were present. 
In other words, she is not granted the actual wedding, but a real perception 
of it. On the one hand, Stella’s cinematic perception is subordinate to direct 
perception as she cannot hear the ceremonial words and as she only sees 
from a single perspective. But on the other hand, her perception is enriched 
as she can see her daughter’s ‘face when he kisses her’ like no one in the 
ceremonial audience can (Stella Dallas [1937]).5 The spectators in this 
scene are left with multiple options for emotional response: We can share 
Stella’s enjoyment of the ceremony, we can pity her for her limited 
perspective and the inability to take part in the ceremony, or we can 
attribute her perspective at the window to her own wrongdoing and disagree 
with her decision to detach herself from her relationship with her daughter, 
among many other possibilities. Even though the actual emotion of the 
spectatorship is a highly individual reaction, all emotions evoked among the 
audience relate as much to Stella’s reaction at the window as they do to the 
wedding as such. Consequently, a spectator’s reaction is always twofold.  

In the film experience, embodiment and hermeneutic relations are 
layered as for instance a viewer enters an embodiment relation with the 
projector but also a hermeneutic relation with the camera. The latter in fact 
includes the filmmaker’s embodiment relation with the camera. As a 
consequence, film emerges as a ‘reversibly perceptive and expressive text’ 
and it constitutes an act of ‘intersubjective communication’ (Sobchack 
1992, 191-192). For the viewer, the result is a film experience that is doubly 
                                                
5 Cf. Sobchack 180-183 
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distanced from its intentional object, the film: ‘The spectator’s perception 
through a machine (the projector) is of a machine (the camera) that, even 
though twice-removed, originally enables both the filmmaker’s and the 
spectator’s intentional fulfillment of the wish to see, to hear, to feel, to 
know, and to speak’ (Sobchack 1992, 192). Importantly, even though the 
filmmaker's perception is intrasubjectively visible, viewers expresses their 
own perceptions while perceiving the filmmaker's perception through the 
projector at the same time. Sobchack here speaks of the ‘differences 
between what I see and what is seen by another even as I see it’ (194). As 
the act of viewing finds its representation in Stella’s act of viewing within 
the film, our protagonist appears in between our own perception and its 
intentional object, the film. In addition to what I see, and what was seen by 
the filmmaker/camera, viewers also contemplate what Stella sees and, time 
and again, they share her perspective. Spectators interchangeably see Stella 
seeing something and the thing she sees. At the same time, the viewed view 
as expressed through the filmmaker/camera appears as a background.  

If Stella's embodiment relation to the window adds to the spectator's 
embodiment relation with the projector, Stella's embodiment relation 
enables the spectator a remote symbolic space to hermeneutically analyze 
the act of viewing as such. That is, instead of taking focus off the film to 
reflect upon their own embodiment relation, the spectators can reflect upon 
Stella’s embodiment relation without self-reflexive alienation. Spectators 
thus enter an abstracted hermeneutic spectator/projector relation that 
becomes possible through its abstraction away from the spectator's bodily 
space.  

Studying melodrama by Douglas Sirk, Laura Mulvey sees a similar 
hermeneutic moment of reflection at work, although she focuses on 
characters in a film rather than on the spectators. She describes how Sirk 
time and again allows a character to read his or her situation like the 
audience does: ‘Sirk allows a certain interaction between the spectator's 
perception of incident, channeled through an aspect of mise en scène, and its 
overt impact within the diegesis, as though the protagonists, from time to 
time, read their dramatic situation with a code similar to that used by the 
audience’ (Mulvey 1987, 77). This observation holds true for King Vidor’s 
melodrama just the same and it adds to the film’s self-reflexivity. In that 
sense, the moment of reflection works both ways: Spectators can engage 
with their own process of viewing triggered by and abstracted through 
Stella's view through the window. Stella, in return, reads the situation in a 
manner similar to the spectators, as both share perspective and limitations to 
a certain extent.  

Sobchack describes two modes of watching a film on the side of the 
spectator: The spectator can either engage with the perceived world through 
the transparent projector and camera, only influenced by the echo focus, or 
the spectator can perceive the presented world in awareness of the camera as 
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the enabling mechanism and in awareness that the camera's perception is not 
‘mine’ (perception as being opaque). These are two extremes at either side 
of a scale marking various degrees of instrument-mediation (Sobchack 
1992, 198). Stella herself would probably be located on the far left side of 
being almost absorbed into the picture, but thrown on the far right side time 
and again because of the appearance of the policeman. The spectators would 
then share this back and forth movement between various degrees of 
transparency or opaqueness, but this would always take place within a 
moment of being already immersed into the film experience. The general 
condition of the spectators is that the projector as the enabling instrument 
provides a high degree of transparency: The spectators are absorbed into the 
film and reflect upon the ongoing action, accepting it for the moment as a 
given reality (although they know it is constructed). The window, as the 
second mediating instrument, is experienced as relatively transparent, as the 
spectators to a certain extent share Stella’s perspective. At the same time, 
though, the spectators are not as involved in the film-within-a-film that is 
the wedding as Stella is but they reflect upon Stella’s feelings instead, while 
simultaneously watching the scene through her eyes. The approaching 
policeman then redirects the attention to Stella’s position behind the fence. 
While the window as a mediating instrument loses its impact for that 
moment (in that sense becoming opaque), the spectators are still engaged in 
a transparency relation with the projector. In that sense, the spectators 
reflect upon the opaqueness of film in connection to Stella’s position while 
they maintain their transparency relation with the projector and are thus 
engaged in the film as such. This, again, gives the spectators an opportunity 
to hermeneutically reflect upon the mechanisms of film while maintaining 
their involvement and immersion in the film. As a consequence, this 
structure of instrument-mediation within film allows for a spectator’s 
critical engagement with film that bypasses a binary opposition of 
immersion and alienation.   

Thus, instrument-mediation as defined by Ihde and Sobchack finds its 
equivalent on screen, where it emerges as a filmic strategy of storytelling. 
This particular strategy enables the incorporation of, most notably, mute 
gesture and an intense soundtrack and thus opens up a space for the 
melodramatic mode to take effect. Therefore, a ‘diegeticized’ form of 
instrument-mediation is one strategy to further emotionality within the 
melodramatic mode of storytelling. This strategy, moreover, is located in 
between immersed and self-reflective engagements with film. It allows for 
an integration of emotional engagement and critical reflection.  

Sobchack acknowledges cinematic self-reflexivity but she does so in 
reference to analyses of self-reflexivity that primarily regard it as a 
disruption of a film’s illusion. In her account, self-reflexivity stands in 
opposition to ‘invisible modes of vision associated with ‘classical’ 
cinematic practice and the historically constructed conventions of 
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‘bourgeois perception’’ (Sobchack 1992, 221). In other words, Sobchack 
considers only one specific function of self-reflexivity, namely alienation. 
But a reflection of instrument-mediation within film, as it has been 
described, combines a wish to create a film that spectators are fully 
immersed in while nevertheless employing strategies of self-reflexivity. I 
believe that this mere fact challenges some established ideas on self-
reflexivity. Although initially referring to films in which a character fills an 
auteur position, thus taking up the function of the enabling entity throughout 
an entire film, Sobchack takes into account that there are in most films 
instances of ‘the occasionally introduced but extremely common ‘subjective 
perceptions’ of characters within a narrative’ (Sobchack 1992, 225). 
Although acknowledging their existence, Sobchack subordinates moments 
such as the ending of Stella Dallas to more radical instances of self-
reflexivity.  

In an attempt to create suitable categories to identify different forms 
of filmic self-reflexivity, Gloria Withalm lists possible functions of a film’s 
referral to its own mediality: 
 

There are many forms, functions, devices, and textual strategies of 
self-reference or self-reflexivity, for example, the strategy of creating 
an ironic or critical distance or even a sense of alienation (in Brecht’s 
sense), the mere fascination with cinematographic possibilities, the 
device of creating emotional bonds between the audience and the 
movies or movie stars, the device of humor, or the attempt at 
attracting the attention of an audience sated with watching the media. 
(Withalm 2007, 125) 
 

Although never elaborating on it in further detail, Withalm identifies ‘the 
device of creating emotional bonds between the audience and the movies’ 
(125) as a function of self-reflexivity. Instances of self-reflexivity thus 
invite a range of emotional and critical responses. The climactic ending of 
Stella Dallas combines these by inviting multiple readings, resulting in a 
complexly layered emotional access to the scene, which cannot be reduced 
to one single feeling of pity or pathos.  

The much-debated ending of Stella Dallas thus complicates an 
understanding of melodrama as immersive, taking into account that 
immersion and emotional engagement hinge on strategies of self-reflexivity. 
What is really at stake here are the underlying assumptions we make about 
classical or studio era Hollywood films, which are often considered as 
trying to hide their apparatus. However, as Kay Kirchmann reminds us, the 
birth of film in the late 19th century was firmly embedded in the historical 
context of modernity. At this point, the disruption of signifier and signified 
was already upon its way. Modernity deconstructed the notion of 
referentiality, resulting in the idea that art and aesthetics can really only 
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refer to themselves rather than to any supposed reality existing outside of 
themselves. Therefore, the realism of modernity is necessarily a disrupted 
one (Kirchmann 1996, 75-76/ 83). Similarly, E. Ann Kaplan notes that 
classical Hollywood cinema relies on realism but develops a construction of 
the real rather than trying to capture reality (Kaplan 2000, 49). Such 
statements in fact echo Vivian Sobchack’s notion that film’s supposed 
realism makes a truth claim not about any idea of a referenceable reality, but 
about the perception of it (181). In a sense, this discussion is epitomized in 
the question of whether the viewer’s at Lumière’s first screening of the train 
arriving in the station believed they were in physical danger or not – which, 
most likely, they did not, because film had been preceded by a whole history 
of illusionism and stage magic (Solomon, 4).6  

Thus, film as a product of modernity does not reference any given 
reality. The same idea applies to emotion: Films do not conjure up emotions 
by reference to their existence outside of the film screen, but it creates 
emotion through the strategies grouped under the label of the melodramatic 
mode. As a consequence, instead of figuratively reaching out to the viewers 
and their bodies, the wedding scene in Stella Dallas exemplifies how film 
physically and emotionally impacts the viewer by inscribing an added 
viewing position into the film. My position as a spectator is reflected in the 
film as a means to grant the film access to my personal reality. In that sense, 
the self-reflexivity included in elements of instrument-mediation within film 
serves as a means to enable the communication of emotionality. This 
process, then, constitutes one strategy that is employed within the broader 
realm of the melodramatic mode.  
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