
A tango with the camera: Sally Potter
in the director's seat and on stage

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Zeleike, Jesseka Zulke

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 26/05/2023 09:31:12

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/290145

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/290145


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has l)een reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films 

the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and 

dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may t>e from any type of 

computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 

copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations 

and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author dkJ not send UMI a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing 

from left to right in equal sections with small overiaps. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6' x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing 

in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order. 

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming 
300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA 

800-521-0600 





A TANGO WITH THE CAMERA: 

SALLY POTTER IN THE DIRECTOR'S SEAT AND ON STAGE 

by 

Jesseka ZUike Zeleike 

Copyright ® Jesseka Zulke Zeleike 2000 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2000 



UMI Number: 3002509 

Copyright 2000 by 

Zeleike, Jesseka Zuike 

All rights reserved. 

<s 

UMI 
UMI Microform 3002509 

Copyright 2001 by Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company. 
All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming Company 
300 North Zeeb Road 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor. Ml 48106-1346 



2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA ® 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, ve certify that we have 

read the dissertation prepared by Jesseka Zuike Zeleike 

entitled A Tango with the Camera: Sally Potter in the Director's Seat 

and on Stage 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Date 

Barbara Kosta ^ 10 • X/• "2  ̂

Barbara Babcock 
Date 

Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recomend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requirement. 

S-r A 
Dissertation Directoi(J^ Date 

Charlie Scruggs 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulHIlment for an advanced 

degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 

to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special 

permission, provided that accurate acknowledgement of source is made. 

Requests for permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this 

manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the copyright holder. 

SIGNED: 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

While writing a dissertation seems, at times, to be one of the most solitary acts possible, I 

actually was more aware of being a part of a community during my dissertation work 

than many other times in my academic life. Thanks to those who inspired me with their 

work in film, dance, as well as in the creative and healing arts. Without your support, I 

would not have made it through this process quite so joyously. I would like to thank my 

connmittee, Barbara Kosta, Charlie Scruggs, and Barbara Babcock, for their 

encouragement and support as I returned to school to begin the dissertation a year ago. A 

special thanks goes to Charlie Scruggs for urging me to investigate the musical more 

closely, and to Barbara Kosta for the amazing attention given to each chapter. I 

appreciate my conmiittee's help more than I can say here. I am also grateful for all of the 

wonderful teachers I had in my undergraduate and graduate experience, beginning with 

Carol Mitchell, Jim Tanner, and Wayne Viney at CSU. Many other people contributed to 

the project's completion. Dottie Nicholas provided me with much needed fmancial 

assistance, which allowed me to concentrate fully on writing during these last precious 

months. I am grateful to my family members and friends who encouraged my progress, 

watched dissertation films with me, and cheered at the conclusion of the project. I thank 

all of them. 



5 

DEDICATION 

This dissertation is dedicated to the spirits and memories of my precious grandparents: to 

"Mimi," my maternal grandmother, whose death came, at age 96, just before I began 

writing about Sally Potter's character, Mimi, investigating her own death; my paternal 

grandmother, "Nana," whom, like my own mother, Rita, never gave up on the idea of 

romance; and my paternal grandfather, "Papa," who must have tangoed in the 1920s 

Buenos Aires when he lived there on his migration from Europe and the United States. I 

found a resonance with each of them in the subject matter. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT 

CHAPTER 1 

FILM IN THE MARGINS 

LI The Larger Context: Independent Women Filmmakers, 1970s -1980s 

Feminist Theory as Practice in Women's Film 

Making Film in the Margins 

Gender Wars: Potter's 1990s Films 

Poetry and Poverty: Limitations or the Tools of an Artist? 

Life as a Filmmaker 

Combines 

CHAPTER 2 

CONSTUCTING THE TEXT: POSITIONING POTTER'S WORK 

2.1 Authorial Subjects 

Wanted: Live Authors 

2.2 Writing About Female Filmmakers 

Justifications of Focusing on the (Female) Director 

The Dreaded Epithet: Escaping Essentialism 

Genre 

2.3 Musicals and the Dance Film Connection 

Monk and Rainer 

Conclusion 

CHAPTERS 

1972-1979: POTTER AS PERFORMER AND DIRECTOR 

3.1 Theory and Practice 

Dance, Choreography, and Performance 

3.2 Potter's Thriller 

Overview 

Genre Mixing 

Feminist Theory in Thriller 

The Opera 

3.3 Thriller: A Closer Look 

Conclusion 



7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER 4 

THE TANGO LESSON TAKE ONE: 

A LOVE STORY STARRING FILM AND DANCE 131 

4.1 Overviews 136 

Independent Film in thel990s 136 

Potter's Journey to The Tango Lesson 141 

4.2 The Musical 144 

Historical Overview of the Classical Musical 148 

Theories of the Classical Musical 150 

4.3 Dance in the Musical 156 

Filmdance in the Musical: Sally Potter, Michael Powell, and Gene Kelly 160 

Musicals and Dance Films in the 1990s 166 

4.4 The Tango Lesson as a Musical 172 

Structure 173 

Putting on a Show 181 

Romance in the Musical: White Women Can Dance 186 

Self-reflexivity 193 

Echoes of Dance-musicals in The Tango Lesson 197 

Without Words-A Multi-leveled Strategy 198 

4.5 Women Make Musicals 202 

"Like a Jew"— Women's Jewish Musicals: —Yentl and The Tango Lesson 207 

Conclusion: A Love Story Starring Film and Dance 221 

Filmmaking 221 

Dancing on Film 225 

The Marriage Agreement 228 

CHAPTERS 

THE TANGO LESSON TAKE TWO: 

"A LOVE STORY YOU TELL IN THREE MZNUTES" 245 

5.1 Tango Overviews and Histories 246 

What is Tango? 246 

The Essential Elements 248 

Tango as Mirror and Metaphor 257 



8 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

A Few Moments in Tango History 259 

A History of Women and Tango 261 

5.2 Tales of Contemporary Tango 266 

Private Lessons 269 

Contemporary Women Performing Tango 271 

5.3 Tango as Exotic 277 

Pure Tango? 277 

Exoticizing Tango 284 

Eroticizing the Tango for Film 290 

Audience Pleasure and Pain: 298 

5.4 Sally Potter's Tango 303 

Gender Tangos 306 

Murderous Rage, Rage and Murder 314 

Composing Tangos 324 

5.5 Choreographing Piazzolla 328 

Potter's Piazzolla 330 

Paul Taylor's Piazzolla 338 

Conclusion 346 

CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION-THE LARGER CONTEXTS 359 

6.1 Thriller and The Tango Lesson 359 

6.2 Women, Tango, and Film 362 

6.3 Areas for Further Research 373 

The Exotic Dance 374 

The Musical 386 

WORKS CITED 393 



9 

ABSTRACT 

This dissertation looks at Sally Potter's career by focusing upon the ways in 

which her directorial style has been influenced by her performance and dance 

background. Chapter I provides the reader with an introduction to Potter's major film 

work and the motivation for undertaking a book-length study of her career. A 

biographical section, compiled from various interviews Potter has given over the past 

decades, covers factors in her background that are helpful in understanding her direction 

as a filmmaker. The chapter ends with an overview of Potter's early film work through 

Combines (1972). her multi-screen film/dance collaboration piece with Richard Alston 

and the London Contemporary Theatre. 

In Chapter 2,1 take up the issues of auteurism, essentiaiism, and genre, in an 

attempt to create a strategy for writing a major study of an individual fihnmaker at this 

critical juncture in film/feminist/cultural studies. This chapter sets the stage for the rest of 

the chapters, which will revolve around drawing out what I see as a discemable sense of 

style in relation to a corresponding body of social and artistic concerns that shape Potter's 

work from her early experimental films through her feature films in the 1990s. 

Chapter 3 provides the reader with a discussion concerning the years 

betweenl972-1979, during which Potter performed in a variety of situations and groups 



10 

around Europe. These years also provided her formative experiences in feminist groups 

and with early feminist film theory. In 1979 Potter returned to filmmaking and made 

Thriller, a remaking of the opera. La Boheme. Thriller is both a reflection of 1970s 

feminist thought and the precursor to feminist film theory in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Chapter 4 and 5 are dedicated to Potter's most recent film, The Tango Lesson 

(1997). Chapter 4 focuses on The Tango Lesson as a musical and explores the genre from 

various angles, including women making musicals, and the theme of Jewishness in 

Potter's exploration of the tango. Chapter 5 elaborates on the history of tango and its 

marketability as the exotic. I then look at Potter's own tango with gender. The chapter 

ends with a comparison between a segment of Potter's film, in which Pablo Veron 

choreographs a menage-a-quatre to Piazzolla's "Libertango," and Matthew Diamond's 

documentary on Paul Taylor which traces Taylor's work from beginning to end to 

choreograph a performance to Piazzolla's "Caldera." 

I end this discussion on Potter with a final chapter in which I look at The Tango 

Lesson next to Jutta Bruckner's Ein Blick und die Liebe bricht aus (One Glance and Love 

Breaks Out. 1985). I also place Potter's work with the tango in history of women 

filmmakers like Leni Riefenstahl and Maya Deren, who were also dancers and explored 

the exotic on film. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FILM IN THE MARGINS 

Mass cinema is deeply tied into market forces.... It is made to a formula to try 

and gross a lot of dollars ... some slip tlirough which are also doing something 

else. Independent film isn't so tied to market forces ... and so it's free to deal 

with unprofitable subject matter and to experiment with form.... I want to 

communicate and mass cinema offers a vast, imaginary space in which to do that. 

... However, as women, we're generally 'allowed' to make the smaller kind of 

women's issue documentary film—it's more difficult to work at the larger end of 

the scale. So then, part of my job as a woman film-maker is to break out of the 

ghetto. However, I then find that the big screen space is occupied in such a way 

that my position, my vision and my desire, which is necessarily a revolutionary 

desire, is not quite going to fit in. 

— Sally Potter, 1984 

Potter has lived on her art since 1974, holding no other jobs but struggling with 

many separate roles, a plethora of talents—musician, dancer, choreographer, 

director, activist, entertainer, and theorist. 

- Patricia Mellencamp 

Sally Potter is one of the most innovative filmmakers currently on the scene in 

British independent film, and she is ceitainly the best known female filmmaker in Britain 

right now, with every reason to expect her popularity to continue to rise in the near 

future. In 1997, Potter released The Tango Lesson, her semi-autobiographical feature film 
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based on her experiences with the Argentine tango. Anne Ciecko, a critic who specializes 

in the works of British women directors, completed her study, "Gender, Genre, and the 

Politics of Representation in Contemporary British Films by Women," in the same year, 

but before Potter released The Tango Lesson. Ciecko makes the claim that "Sally Potter 

may well be contemporary British cinema's most famous female director" and goes on to 

link Potter, and especially her style in the historical period-piece and "mock biography," 

Orlando (1992), to the work of Peter Greenaway and the late Derek Jarman, two of 

Potter's British male filnunaking peers (7). Since Ciecko's project was completed. Potter's 

most recent film. The Tango Lesson, gained the filmmaker even more recognition at 

home and abroad. 

Despite her internationally acclaimed achievements within the past decade. Potter 

still has not received sufficient critical attention, and in general, her career is not well 

known outside of feminist film studies. When asked to name British female film 

directors, most people could name only one - Sally Potter - and those few knew of her 

from Orlando fame. Yet it is still worth noting that while I was working on this project, I 

encountered very few film aficionados who recognized Potter's name, even though they 

had seen Orlando and, in many cases, The Tango Lesson. 



13 

While the careers of female nimmakers are often overlooked,^ it might be useful 

to look at the wealth of critical responses to one of Potter's contemporaries, Chantal 

Akerman. Akerman and Potter, filmmakers roughly the same age,"* both began their 

careers with avant-garde and experimental film work that included a focus on women's 

experiences. Later both filmmakers turned to feature films, including musicals. Akerman 

and Potter have each made semi-autobiographical films about female filnmiakers and 

each director has appeared in at least one of her own films. Although there are a string of 

articles on Potter's work, and Patricia Mellencamp has written extensively on Potter's 

earlier films, to date there has been no book-length study on her work. On the other hand, 

Akerman and her films have been the subject matter of at least four book-length studies 

within the past few years.' 

Potter's ability to create unique and powerful films has gained her many awards, 

as is the case with the beautifully composed, low-budget Orlando. While Potter has been 

interviewed numerous times, and her work up through Orlando is the subject of a few 

intelligent articles and chapters, she has not yet received the degree of critical attention 

worthy of a filmmaker of her talent and experience, and nothing substantial has been 

published concerning The Tango Lesson, even three years after its release. The lack of 

any full-length treatments of Potter's career and film work might be accounted for by the 
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wide range of styles and genres represented by Potter's films as well as by the breadth of 

her professional contributions, for in addition to making films, Potter has also had a 

career as a performer, dancer, and musician. 

After reviewing Potter's film career in the years between Thriller (1979) and 

Orlando. Anne Ciecko asks, "can Potter be considered an auteur? Has she developed a 

signature style of her own (as, arguably Greenaway and Jarman have)?" (Ciecko, 7) 

Such questions are useful to my own discussion and focus on Potter's films as I examine 

her influences, as well as the styles and techniques she has developed, specifically during 

the last two decades. I believe that an in-depth study of Potter's work will prove valuable 

to film studies. I am also aware that any focused study on a single director faces the 

potential risk of romanticizing the power of the individual artist at the expense of other 

relevant influences and of drawing criticism for focusing on the director as the primary 

site of meaning in an analysis of the texts. 

Much of the discussion in the next chapters will revolve around drawing out what 

I see as a discemable sense of style in relation to a corresponding body of social and 

artistic concerns that shape Potter's work from her early experimental films through her 

feature films in the 1990s. In fact, one of the primary themes in any discussion of her film 

career should focus upon the ways in which her directorial style has been influenced by 
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her performance and dance background. While I am interested in Potter's entire career, 

this study focuses primarily on the impact her training in dance and choreography had on 

her filmmaking career, especially the two films most overtly influenced by dance and 

choreography, Thriller (1979) and The Tango Lesson (1997). 

Sally Potter has been making films for nearly forty years, and has a variety of 

productions to show for her efforts, including early experimental black and white films, 

and dance-film collaboradve pieces shown by multiple projectors on multiple screens in 

conjunction with live performances. This chapter introduces the reader to Potter's major 

film work within the context of women filnmiakers in the 1970s and 1980s, supplies a 

biographical section, compiled from various interviews Potter has given over the past 

decades, and covers factors in her background that are helpful in understanding her 

direction as a filmmaker. 

l.l The Larger Context: Independent Women Filmmakers, 1970s -1980s 

Feminism was an important and fresh movement at that dme and only later 

became a movement that, in many people's eyes, had become a stereotype of 

itself. 

~ Sally Potter 
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Many women have entered their filmmaking careers by experimenting with style 

and genre, often on the avant-garde end of the spectrum. As filmmaker/scholar Maijorie 

Keller notes, avant-garde film "has been a form accessible to women filmmakers from its 

very beginning" in the 1920s, as "women were among the first to respond to Jean 

Cocteau's challenge to take up a camera, just as a writer might pick up a pen" (32). Keller 

cites Germaine Dulac and Maya Deren, in particular "for their founding theories of avant-

garde film: both were rigorous and prolific writers in defense of their vocation" (32), and 

summarizes that more recent trends in avant-garde film: 

The 1960s saw a blossoming of this heterodox field, with filmmakers using 

available and inexpensive 8mm and 16mm film equipment and stock 

Throughout the 1970s, women with the US and Canadian avant gardes centered 

their enterprise mainly in the personal film, while the European avant garde 

concentrated its efforts on the material analysis of cinema. The 1980s have seen a 

growth in films made with 'appropriated' images ~ commercial, industrial, and 

scientific film reedited in order to critique their latent content. (32) 

Feminist Theory as Practice in Women's Film 

The late 1970s was a time rich in growth and experimentation for many feminists 

in England, Europe and the United States, and this is reflected in the theory as well as in 

film produced during this period. Laura Mulvey's now famous article, "Visual Pleasure 

and Narrative Cinema," became a mainstay in feminist critiques of film and in film 
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classrooms in the 1980s and 1990s. Criticism and theory during the 1970s and 1980s 

often focused primarily on psychoanalytic readings of film, including Mulvey's 

deconstruction of the pleasure of dominant cinema dependence on the narcissistic and 

fetishistic scopophilic drives accompanying the male gaze. Later the focus broadened to 

include race and colonialism, but in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Potter's films were 

ahead of their time in pushing feminist Uieory to its edge, and often going beyond, as 

Mellencamp has pointed out in relation to Potter's consideration of race and sexuality in 

Thriller (1979) and The Gold Diggers (1983^. 

Thriller and The Gold Diggers are avant-garde feminist films that critique the role 

of woman as a patriarchal construct in popular entertainment. In Thriller (the main 

subject of discussion in Chapter 3), Potter rewrites the romantic narrative found in opera 

(La Boheme and thriller films (including Psycho), and concludes that the deaUi of young, 

beautiful female heroines is a crinninal act. These deaths are metaphorical "murders" that 

serve the males in the narrative and in the audience by enabling them "to become heroes 

in the display of their grief." Thriller highlights issues of race as Potter purposefully uses 

a black actress, Collette Laffont, to play the leading role. Potter also reveals the hidden 

agenda behind romantic narratives' death of the young "good" woman as a cultural 

impossibility of older women, especially mothers, filling that romantic role. 
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Potter's The Gold Diggers stars Julie Christie as the film star icon who is 

displayed, circulated, worshipped, deposited along with gold bars, and Collette Laffont as 

an econonnist/accountant who helps circulate the money (Mellencamp, Fine 162)7 In an 

article on The Gold Diggers. Mellencamp conunents that 

Rarely did anyone notice that Potter had charted a model of lesbian representation 

and race, which might also have been the film's most serious critique of feminist 

film theory. Like the blond star, we were too caught up in psychoanalysis to 

notice; we were 'in the dark,' failing to see that the economics of work, money, 

and race were the underpinnings of film sexuality.... I often wonder what 

feminist film theory would be like in the 1990s if, in 1983. we had taken this film 

as our model instead of (1) recycling "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" 

(often getting in wrong) or (2) laying psychoanalysis over this film and burying 

its pertinent issues" (163-64). 

It is worth mentioning here that nearly every female film critic or theorist who has 

interviewed Potter or written on her films has also commented on her brilliance as a 

theorist. Beginning with Thriller. Potter's films have repeatedly investigated issues 

central to feminist concerns by focusing on the construction and representation of female 

identity. 

Some of the women making independent films in the late 1970s and early 1980s 

had participated in various feminist communities during the 1970s, as Potter had, but 

what I find remarkable is that each director, most often working within her own 

community, addressed similar concerns despite varying styles and approaches to their 
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subject matter. It was a period of synchronicity, as often the women were not aware of 

each other's work during this time, and only read each other's writings or saw the 

seeming coincidences in the films later. For instance. Potter wrote in the introduction to 

her screenplay for Orlando (1992) that she "grew up as a part of an aesthetic movement 

that was all about taking stories apart and looking at the lies that conventional storytelling 

might tell" (x). In a 1994 interview with Potter, Scott MacDonald asks whether she was 

"much involved with other people making feminist cinema in the seventies? On some 

level Thriller responds to the critiques developed in Yvonne Rainer's Film About a 

Woman Who .. . [1974] and Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen's Riddles of the Sphinx 

[1977]" (407). Potter's reply is not an uncommon one for women filmmakers to make 

concerning parallels in their work during this period: 

I hadn't seen Film About a Woman Who... (so its use of Psycho was entirely a 

coincidence) or Riddles of the Sphinx, though I knew Laura and Peter. I always 

felt my roots more in the live work I'd come out of. In retrospect, things may 

seem related, but I think the wellspring at the time is much more intuitive. I 

probably would have felt much more directly influenced by Psycho, let's say, than 

by structuralist film, though I'd been somewhat involved in the structuralist 

movement. (407) 

The themes running through most female director's films (and similarly, with 

theory makers) focused on women and their lives. During this time we can see a 

blossoming of films by women filmmakers all seeking to portray the truth about women's 
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daily experiences. A short list of these particular directors includes: Gillian Armstrong in 

Australia; Chantal Akerman in Belgium; Laura Mulvey and Sally Potter in England; 

Marguerite Duras, Diane Kurys, and Agnes Varda in France; Jutta Bruckner, Helke 

Sander, Helma Sanders-Brahms, Ulrike Ottinger, Ula Stoeckl, Margarethe von Trotta in 

Germany; Marlene Gorris in the Netherlands, Marta Meszaros in Hungary, and in the 

United States, Michelle Citron, Mira Nair, and Yvonne Rainer, among others. 

In Women's Pictures. Annette Kuhn ties Potter's Thriller with other key films by 

women directors during the same period, including: Lives of Performers (Rainer, 1972), 

Daughter Rite (Citron, 1978) and Jeanne Dielman... (Akerman, 1975), and looks at these 

films through the lens of Laura Mulvey's early theoretical writings and film work. She 

groups these films together because she believes they 

share a discourse which sets up the possibility of sexual difference in spectator-

text relations by privileging a 'feminine voice'. They pose the possibility of a 

feminine writing which would construct new forms of pleasure in cinema. The 

areas through which the 'feminine voice' speaks in these films include relations of 

looking, narrativity and narrative discourse, subjectivity and autobiography, 

fiction as against non-fiction, and openness as against closure. (Kuhn 169) 

These films, as well as others by the filmmakers listed above, revolve around female 

perspectives and women's relationships with others and the world around them. These 

films are also profoundly investigations into the medium of fihn and the ways in which 



21 

films get made. Many of these directors had to reinvent the medium of film and the use of 

the camera in order to tell the real stories behind women's experiences. 

Making Film in the Margins 

Among the struggles women filmmakers share historically is the lack of support, 

especially those involved in avant-garde and experimental filmmaking. The suspicion of 

feminist films by women, as political climates in Germany, the United Kingdom, and the 

United States became more conservative, did nothing to improve this situation.' Potter's 

career, like those of many of her peers, can be read by her struggles (and triumphs) in 

relation to her quest to fund projects. 

After her insightful feminist critiques of the ways in which women function in 

romance narratives, operas, thrillers, and the film industry in general, with Thriller (1979) 

and The Gold Diggers (1983), Potter gained the respect of feminist film critics and made 

a name for herself as an intelligent, challenging avant-garde director. Despite the 

provocative perspectives it offers, and the fact that it has become a sort of cult film in 

some circles. The Gold Diggers was not received well by audiences in general. Perhaps 

the film ~ Potter's first feature — was simply too inaccessible. Between the difficulties 

with the reception of The Gold Diggers and the new conservative Thatcherite economy in 



22 

Britain which negatively effected the film industry, especially independent filmmakers 

who had made political films, it took Potter nine more years of continuous work before 

she was able to fully fund her next feature film, Orlando (1992). Her success as a feature 

film director since 1992 has gained Potter even more critical attention and a much wider 

viewing audience. She is now one of the few British women filmmakers who is 

recognized on an international level, along with peers Gurinder Chadha (Bhaji on the 

Beach. 1994), Christina Edzard (Little Dorritt. 1987; The Fool. 1990; As You Like It. 

1991), Beeban Kidron (Antonia and Jane. 1993), and Nancy Meckler (Sister My Sister. 

1994; Alive and Kicking. 1997). 

In the nine years between The Gold Diggers and Orlando. Potter worked on 

smulier projects, including the video documentary Tears. Laughter. Fears and Rage 

(1986) for British television. Working in television is a common occupation for female 

film directors in England and in Australia. For example, Antonia Bird has directed many 

made for TV pieces as well individual episodes for popular BBC series such as 

"EastEnders" (1985) and "Inspector Morse" (1987); in the latter case, she was the only 

female out of 19 directors. Beeban Kidron's Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1990) was 

initially a mini-series, as was the Australian film, An Angel at Mv Table (Jane Campion 

1990). However, unlike her peers, Beeban Kidron (To Wong Foo. Thanks for Evervthing. 
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Julie Newmar. 1995) and Antonia Bird (Mad Love. 1995), Potter has not yet gone to 

work in Hollywood, despite having received offers from Hollywood financiers. 

I would like to draw on Anne Ciecko's research on British women filmmakers in 

order to create a clear picture of what Potter was up against in her search for funding in 

the 1980s. Simultaneously with Potter's release of Thriller. Margaret Thatcher, the leader 

of the Conservative Party since 1975, became Britain's first woman Prime Minister in 

1979. Ciecko writes that Thatcher's "tempestuous tenure lasted until 1990 when she 

resigned from office" (14). Interestingly enough. Potter's next feature film, Orlando, was 

released two years after Thatcher's resignation. During Thatcher's reign. Potter, unable to 

receive funding after The Gold Diggers, drew up plans for Orlando and began working 

with the star, Tilda Swinton, on the adaptation of Virginia Woolf s novel. During this 

time. Potter also directed several smaller projects including: Tears. Laughter. Fears and 

Rage, a 1986 series of four 60-minutes color video shows for the BBC and The London 

Story (1986), a 35mm, 15-minute color spy film. 

Potter also became involved in an active on-going exchange with Russian 

filmmakers. After participating in the first of many conferences and encounters with her 

Russian filmmaking counterparts, she was invited to make a documentary on the roles 

Soviet women played in film. In 1988, Potter completed the hour-long video, I Am an 
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Ox. I Am a Horse. I Am a Man. I Am a Woman fin USA: Women Filmmakers in 

Russia), a project she produced with her own company. What emerged is an engaging 

documentary and a strong portrait of women on the screen as well as those working 

behind the scenes as writers, directors, and cinematographers. Potter's documentary 

includes numerous clips of women in Russian films as well as live interviews with 

women involved with all aspects Russian cinema. I Am an Ox .... resonates well with 

Potter's interest in and confessed identification with Russia and Russians, especially in 

the cultural value placed on art and poetry. The film also speaks to Potter's own career as 

a filmmaker. Ciecko points out that I Am an Ox .. "may be read intertextually in relation 

to the director's own struggles to gain industrial support for feature filmmaking, and to 

find her place within the national cinema" (86). 

On the basis of the film and video projects she completed in the mid-i980s after 

her controversial The Gold Diggers. Potter was able to survive the difficult years of the 

Thatcher period and emerge ready to begin yet another phase of her filmmaking career. 

Even though Potter suffered a lengthy delay of nine years— something she says she will 

never go through again, she came away from the ordeal luckier than some of the other 

women who made political films in the 1970s and early 1980s. As Ciecko recounts. 

For a variety of reasons, overtly political filmmaking during the climate of 

Thatcherism led to the temporary (or worse) derailing of several directorial 
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careers.... I have often noticed in the most conmiercially successful work of 

women filmmakers in the Britain of the 1990s (arguably the legacy of 

Thatcherism): a savvier and less idealistic approach to the 'business' of fihn 

directing, a tempering (sometimes even denial) of feminist politics, an 

entrepreneural spirit with regard to funding and production, an appeal to wider 

audiences. In the words of Annette Kuhn, 'in a Thatcherite and post-Thatcherite 

climate of public cutbacks, sources of financial backing for non-conmiercial film 

production, distribution and exhibition have shrunk; and feminist initiatives have 

been among the first casualties'. (14-15) 

Gender Wars: Potter's 1990s Films 

In the 1990s, Potter wrote and directed her first successful commercial feature 

films, Orlando (1992), the adaptation of Virginia Woolfs "mock biography" covering 

400 years and a gender change, featuring Tilda Swinton as the male and female Orlando; 

and The Tango Lesson (1997). a musical dance film inspired by Potter's own experiences 

learning the Argentine tango. In these latter films, she proved her ability to successfully 

work with narrative in a manner that reached a wider audience than her previous more 

experimental feature fibn. The Gold Diggers (1983), which focused on the metaphor of 

woman-as-currency in the film industry. Overall, Potter's 1990s films can be 

characterized as quality film products created from challenging, large-scale international 

projects she designed herself. 

Many feminist critics applauded The Gold Diggers, while audiences struggled to 

understand Potter's message. The release of Orlando proved an interesting turn of events. 
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as the public was much more receptive to Potter's new style and direction than critics 

seemed to be. Potter's Orlando worked as a film because she had reconfigured Woolf s 

text for the cinema, yet the changes Potter implimented were viewed as a type of 

sacrilege by some. Ciecko suggests that "the considerable... alterations [Potter] made 

were bound to create some territorial controversy over textual property rights and 

canonicity in feminist/academic circles" (87). Virginia Woolf confesses in her diary, that 

she conceived of Orlando: A Biography (1928), as "as a joke."' But Jane Marcus, a 

literary critic in the United States, The Women's Review of Books took Potter's 

transformation of Woolf s tribute to Vita Sackville-West quite seriously. In her 

commentary, Marcus writes: 

Sally Potter's blancmange Orlando turns a masterpiece of comic satire for grown

ups into milk pudding from the nursery. There is nothing bland about any of 

Virginia Woolfs writing, especially this mock biography. But Sally Potter takes a 

scathing critique of English imperialism and racism and the repression of sexual 

identity—and reduces it to tapioca pudding. This is a sweet white movie taken to 

the toothache level. (Whiteness appears to be so important to Potter that she 

overdoes the fetishism factor, in the meantime ignoring the ways in which Woolf 

engages with race-ing the Other.) 

Crucial to the understanding of this reaction is the fact that Virginia Woolfs work is not 

regarded in the same light in the United States as it is in British literary and academic 

circles.'" Potter, who was determined to make a film of Orlando says that 
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Woolf created a believable, sensual world within an unrealistic story... In a 

light way, she dealt with some profound themes. Orlando's long life as a 

man, and then as a woman, lets you appreciate the essential human self that 

transcends genders. She just blows away the cobwebs of mystique about 

masculinity and femininity. When I first read the book, as a teenager, I 

found it such an exuberant liberation from any false notion of femaleness. 

And Orlando's 400-year life-span ~ it's a wonderful device for looking at 

the melancholy of mortality. 1 was a child growing up under the shadow of a 

possible nuclear holocaust; now I see young people growing up under the 

shadow of AIDS. We have a bittersweet feeling of living in the moment, 

knowing that shortly that moment will be gone forever. Woolf says it is 

important to value the intensity of your life as it is lived just now." 

Ciecko describes the changes Potter made to the beginning of the narrative, which 

"blanches Orlando's character to remove certain types of identity ambiguity, to streamline 

the narrative, to put the focus on gender" instead of race (91). As Potter has discussed in 

her interviews on the film, Woolf did not explain Orlando's gender change or the fact he 

could possibly live forever, but in the film she felt she needed to offer a motivation for 

both situations. Potter constructed the possibility of Orlando's agelessness based upon 

Queen Elizabeth's (played by Quentin Crisp) decision to deed Orlando property based on 

one condition: "Do not fade, do not wither, do not grow old." The gender change, male to 

female, was staged as the character's inability to deal with the "masculine" responsibility 

of killing another human being. As Anne Ciecko and Marcia Landy point out, the genre 

of the melodrama works to foreground the construction of gender. Ciecko suggests that 
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melodrama and the woman's film open up spaces for exploring the stories of 

women's lives, and Potter's Orlando foregrounds the woman's voice, point of 

view, and the female sign of authorship Orlando's voiced desire for company 

and the narrative which ensues evokes the central desires and traditional conflicts 

of the woman's film: marriage, family, conflict between love and work, the 

domestic and public spheres. (93-4) 

Potter's Orlando ends in the present day, with Orlando presenting her life story (in 

very thick manuscript) to a publisher; Woolfs novel ends in 1928. Potter's Orlando is told 

to "rewrite" her life story and to "develop the love interest and give it a happy ending." 

The final sequence of the film includes Orlando and her daughter journeying to the manor 

Orlando lost when she became a woman and failed to produce a male heir. As Orlando 

rests under a tree in a space similar to the one she occupies — as a he - in the beginning 

of the film, her daughter runs about playing in the field, her point of view communicated 

through hand-held video footage that replays the essence of film in a few minutes as 

Potter sings on the soundtrack. 

Overall, Orlando was greeted with great enthusiasm, winning the Film Bureau 

prize at the 49"' Venice Film Festival, and Potter's determination paid off. She told Time 

magazine's Richard Corliss that "Orlando wouldn't leave me alone. So five years ago, I 

got my script out and said, 'I don't care how long it takes or what it costs me ~ I'm going 

to make this film.' You must be utterly in love with filmmaking to get beyond all the 

crazy obstacles." Potter and her producer, Chris Sheppard raised "the $4 million budget 



29 

from Russian, French, Italian, Dutch and British sources, then shot the film in Saint 

Petersburg, Uzbekistan and a mansion built in 1611 for the Earl of Salisbury (Corliss). 

Corliss writes of Potter's completing Orlando. 

Just now Potter is ecstatic at her film's success and artfully dodging 

questions about gender roles in filmmaking. "When I'm working," she says, "I 

don't feel male or female. After all, what did Virginia Woolf call the mind 

of the artist? "The androgynous mind.'" Say, then, that anyone — man or 

woman or a new, improved species ~ could have made Orlando. But until Sally 

Potter, nobody did. Nobody dared. 

After her big success with Orlando. Potter was courted by Hollywood producers, 

and even "took meetings" (as she says) with a few, but ultimately decided against 

working under their terms. In her next film. The Tango Lesson, (the subject of Chapters 4 

and 5), Potter again focuses on gender roles, but with a twist: she bases the film on her 

own life experiences as a filmmaker and dancer and stars in the film herself. While The 

Tango Lesson strictly avoided appeasing Hollywood producers' hopeful pleas for big 

stars and for the use of English language (versus Spanish and French) in the film, Potter 

has switched gears in her latest film. Scheduled to be released in December 2000, The 

Man Who Cried, features popular U.S. stars Johnny Depp, John Turturro, and Christina 

Ricci. John Turturro, a familiar screen face in any country, has roles in three features to 

be released this fall. And Potter's choice in casting Ricci and Depp as romantic leads 

demonstrates box office savvy as it continues their successful pairing in Sleepy Hollow 
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(1999). Shot in Paris, the home base for Potter's previous film. The Man Who Cried also 

picks up one of the main themes presented in The Tango Lesson, as it revolves around a 

central Jewish character's story. '* 

Poetry and Poverty: Limitations or the Tools of an Artist? 

Bom in 1949, and raised in a "left-wing bohemian London family," Potter landed 

in the midst of a thoroughly artistic environment (Gritten). As a child raised in this 

particular climate, perhaps it was inevitable that Sally Potter would one day occupy a 

unique role in the world of performing arts and filmmaking. Her family experience seems 

inseparable from the world of performance and creative expression. Both of Potter's 

grandmothers were actresses. She describes her maternal grandmother, "a music hall 

performer," (Mellencamp 150) to whom she dedicated Oriando. as "a good actress, but 

not famous" (Stone 338). Potter recalls that her grandmother "said yes to life and yes to 

me and she said, 'you can do it.' I loved her dearly" (338). Potter's mother sang and gave 

voice lessons, and her father was a "poet, an anarchist and a furniture designer" (Gritten). 

Sally Potter's own description of her childhood summarizes her experience best, 

especially the primacy of art and other non-monetary forms of wealth in the life of 

struggling artists. 
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There was always music in the house, and I grew up poor... I was given the gift 

of independence, and an assumption that music and poetry were where you found 

meaning. I also learned financial security was a myth, which has helped. As a 

director you have to accept you must constantly wing it~and that poverty is no 

disaster. (Gritten) 

Given the status of women filmmakers and their constant struggle to fund their work, 

Potter believes, as she has frequently told her interviewers, that her background prepared 

her well for the task. 

From the many interviews Sally Potter has given over the past decade, several 

themes emerge concerning the direction of her career: staunch family support, early 

exposure to music and poetry as well as avant-garde and experimental film, training 

and/or extensive experience with voice, dance, performance, and choreography, and 

despite years of living in poverty, the opportunity to experiment with the medium of film 

from quite an early age. Potter comments extensively on the very real effects of poverty 

on her career as a filmmaker. While she also had an interest in becoming a dancer, the 

reason her directorial training is in dance and performance, instead of film, is purely 

financial. In an interview with Scott MacDonald, Potter discusses the economic end of 

her professional training: 

Film is so expensive and I was so poor that most of my work experience in my 

twenties was as a performer and as a performance artist. I had a small company 
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called Limited Dance Company. And I was in several touring bands. I trod the 

boards! Show business! But the avant-garde end of show business. (405-06) 

When she returned to filmmaking after a seven year break filled with touring and 

performing. Potter did receive a limited amount of funding for Thriller and The Gold 

Diggers and she had begun to receive funding for her performances prior to Thriller. 

After The Gold Diggers, the Thatcherite British economy ceased to support experimental, 

and overtly political work by women filmmakers including Potter.'^ 

In later years, after she had proven her skills with various film and video projects 

in the mid-1980s. Potter had enormous struggles funding Orlando. Over the nine years it 

took to bring what could only be termed a labor of love to the screen. Potter reports that 

she and her producer, Chris Sheppard, encountered over 400 rejections, mortgaged their 

homes, and incurred enormous debt personally to get the film made. The film was 

eventually financed by five different countries and was, by all accounts, a success. But 

after adding Orlando's success to her credentials. Potter continued to struggle with the 

financing her next film. The Tango Lesson, due to what producers perceived as the risky 

nature of her project.'^ 
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Life as a Filmmaker 

Potter's direction was clear from an early age. "I'd written my own plays when I 

was ten, and had put on shows for audiences at eleven, so I was obviously already on my 

track," she recalls (MacDonald 401). After directing her fellow students in plays at school 

in her earlier years. Potter began her career as a filmmaker at fourteen when her uncle 

lent her an 8mm camera. She remembers that "the world came alive" (Stone 338). Her 

family and friends gave her tremendous support as she experimented with film. "They 

were independent-film aficionados, and they gave me as a young teenager, a fourteen-

year-old, the status of an artist doing her work, which was the most incredible gift! They 

gave me respect" (MacDonald 401). At fifteen, a year after she announced to classmates 

that she was going to be a filmmaker, Potter left school to pursue her chosen career. 

The next period of Potter's life, her late teens and early twenties, is marked by her 

involvement in filnunaking and her training in dance and choreography. Both routes 

provided her with invaluable experience for her later work. Potter is quick to state that 

she never attended film school. Her own education as a filmmaker consisted of years of 

experiments and an exposure to a wide variety of film and performance. "Along with 

seeing classical opera, ballet, and theatre, she attended the National Film Theatre and 

Underground Film Festivals, watching German pornography on the same bill with 
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Kubelka's film (pomc>graphy and avant-garde were strangely elided in the 1960s)" 

(Mellencamp 150). potter did study at an art school for one year and claims that the most 

important thing she gained "was life drawing, a sense of draftsmanship and composition 

within the frame, which has been a passionate engagement ever since. My experience 

was pragmatic, never academic. I learned from being out there and working" 

(MacDonald, 405). 

At St Martini' Potter also studied "performance, not film, where she was 

influenced by Tom Qsbome's Group Event, a 'happenings' group which was 

improvisational, minii"alist" (Mellencamp 150). Her dance classes taught her how to 

"'be think act, synchronously, in the present,' learning, in essence, how to direct as well 

as perform" (150). Fi^e years later at age twenty. Potter learned choreography, a skill she 

found "useful for leafiT^'"S filmmaking discipline—in structure, space, time and 

movement and how t® work with people. I think every director needs to perform at least 

once to know what it ^els like" (Potter in Stone 339)." Potter writes, 

choreography was the perfect 'poor theatre'. All you needed were willing bodies 

and some spa^c- So it was as a choreographer I learnt how to direct and it was as a 

dancer that I jeamt how to work... My choreographies became 'performance art' 

(an inadequate phrase to describe a form that integrated movement, text and 

image), and eventually led me back to film - my starting point." (vii)'® 
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Potter's later films, from Thriller (1979) through The Tango Lesson (1997), 

clearly demonstrate the degree to which she is able to successfully integrate her training 

in dance and choreography into her filmmaking practice. In the early years, however, she 

seems to have moved quite fluidly between two realms. On occasion, she combined her 

experience in the world of filmmaking with dance in order to create experimental 

performance pieces. Combines (1972) is the best example of this work as we will see 

shortly. These film-dance performance pieces were the last films she made in the early 

1970s before turning completely to performance and dance for seven years. When she 

returned to filmmaking in 1979, Potter was able to draw upon both her performance and 

filmmaking background to present material in a new way that clearly demonstrated she 

had moved beyond her earlier stages of experimental work in the late 1960s and early 

1970s. 

In her early years as a filnmiaker, she joined the London Film Cooperative, and 

was one of the few female members in the late 1960s. Potter later told Mellencamp that 

"she wasn't then conscious of its 'male-centeredness'" (150). In another interview, this 

time with Scott MacDonald, Potter reveals more of her experiences during those early 

years, 

I always felt like a loner, an outsider. I never felt part of a community of 

filmmakers. I was often the only female, or one of few, which didn't help. I didn't 
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have a buddy thing going, which most of the men did. They also had rather 

different concerns, more hard-edged structural concerns. (402) 

Given the subject matter and style of Thriller and The Gold Diggers nearly a decade later, 

it seems that Potter must have looked back at these earlier experiences through the lens of 

1970s feminist theory. In these later films, her subject matter and filnmiaking style both 

critique the traditional roles of women on film and women's roles in the film industry 

itself. Beginning with Thriller, her experiments in filmmaking were focused on gende, 

style, and narrative construction in the male dominated filmmaking industry. One striking 

example is her use of one of the first (and largely untrained) all-female crew for The Gold 

Diggers years before that was a widely accepted practice. 

Early on, however, the Film Cooperative gave Potter a film community, and upon 

occasion, the help of a parmer, Mike Dunford, who appeared in Jerk, and did the color 

separation in Combines. (MacDonald 402) Potter worked in isolation in another sense as 

well, as the projects she assigned herself as a filmmaker were far di^erent firom most of 

her male peers at the time. Potter remembers that she was "more eclectic in [her] taste 

than many of the English structural filmmakers, who took an absolute prescriptive 

position on film. Most of them had gone to Oxford or Cambridge or some other 

university and were terribly theoretical [she] was more the hands-on artist" (Potter 

quoted in MacDonald 402). She was primarily interested in experimenting with the 
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nature of film, including motion, the boundaries of the frame, and the technical 

limitations of the medium itself. A decade later, she would broaden her scope to include 

politics and social issues, but in the early years she was busy experimenting with film as 

film. In an interview with Scott MacDonald in 1994, Potter discussed her earlier films 

quite candidly: 

I was just exploring the texture of film, and the possibility of making optical 

effects in a very manual way. I was asking basic questions. What is film space 

and film time? What is the firame? What is it for? Black and White [1969], where 

people push against the edge of the frame and Play, the two-screen film where 

people move between the frames, were questioning that one issue. I was also 

beginning to ask the question, which the other people in the Co-op at this time 

were not, what is performance on film? To me now, Hors d'Oeuvres seems very 

stifled and stilted in a way that I was probably a little embarrassed by, even at the 

time. But if I look with a slightly more compassionate eye at my twenty-one-year-

old self, I can see that I was working on some serious things. (402) 

While Potter has proved her ability to create in narrative form with her feature 

films in the 1990s, her early work is quite markedly avant garde, as was most of her 

performance work in the 1970s. Despite claims that her work wasn't really in the 

structuralist camp as was that of her male peers, her early films are often anti-narrative, 

highly experimental in style and quite challenging to comprehend. One of Potter's 

explanations of the style of her earlier work is that "so much of an aesthetic comes out of 

the person grappling with the means of production available at the time" and that is why 
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her earlier films "are about editing" (Potter in MacDonald 404). Film stock and 

equipment was then - and still is - often inhibitively expensive, but in many cases, if a 

beginning filmmaker is willing to do the work herself and has access to the facilities, she 

can do the editing for free. Unlike her earlier work manipulating time and space. Potter's 

incorporation of straightforward narrative style did not come easily to her. She still 

remembers the point in her life, many years into her filmmaking career, when she 

seriously began to consider using the traditional linear narrative format: "it as a very 

difficult moment. For years, especially in performance work, I'd been passionately 

committed to the idea of the non-narrative use of time—to all of the uses of time that are 

not about storytelling" (404). 

Potter describes the first films she created as "visual poems. I loved the idea of 

editing in the camera so they were quite carefully composed but nonetheless improvised" 

(MacDonald 401). The earliest remaining film listed in any chronology is Jerk (1969). It 

was shot on black and white Snmi film and was 3 minutes long and silent (454). 

Although Jerk is dated as a 1969 film, which would make Potter twenty, she was only 

seventeen when she made the film. She recalls that "it was a serious work as far as I was 

concerned. I supposed I'd already joined the Co-op [the London Film-makers' Co
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operative] by then. Jerk was shown there and in underground fllm festivals, and it was 

shown in Holland" (402). 

Combines 

Potter became involved with a type of filmmaking we rarely see. Early in her 

career, she was fascinated with '"expanded cinema' with multiple projections and live 

performance" (Mellencamp 150). In Play (1971), she experimented with space and 

cinematic framing by filming "six children ... three pairs of twins--as they play on a 

sidewalk, using two cameras mounted so that they recorded two contiguous spaces of the 

sidewalk" (MacDonald 397). Viewers of the film see two films running at once, one 

black and white and one in color, recreating the 

original sidewalk space,... so that the sidewalk space is divided into two filmic 

spaces the division is so obvious that when the children suddenly move from 

one space to the other, 'through' the frame lines, their originally contiguous 

movement is transformed into cinematic magic. (397-398) 

Potter continued with her experiments with space and time in Combines (1972). Traces of 

this experimental work can be seen in later films, though in a much more subdued (or 

polished) manner that acconmiodates the narrative structure of each film and is 

unobtrusive to viewer's pleasure. 
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As an artist. Potter has always been extremely productive, so it is easy to imagine 

that she made numerous films in her early years. However, as Scott MacDonald reports, 

many of these small films cannot be counted in her filmography due to the disorganized 

state of her archives. (454) What can be listed is still quite impressive: Jerk (1969), Black 

and White (1969), The Building (1970). Play (1971), Hors d'Oeuvres. (1971), Daily 

(1971), and Combines (1972). Most of these films are short, ranging in length from 3 

minutes (Jerk) to 20 minutes (Combines^ Black and White. The Building. ElaX, Dailv. 

and Combines all were shown using multiple screens and projectors. With Play. Potter 

began experimenting with color and black and white together. Hors d'Oeuvres. 

Combines, and, interestingly enough. The Tango Lesson (1997) follow suit. Daily (shot 

in color only) and Combines go one step beyond her then-standard technique of 

employing two or three projectors and screens as both of these films utilized multiple 

screens and live performances. The leap in growth between Daily and Combines is 

evident. Daily was an 8mm film projected onto two screens and included live 

performance. It was 10-1/2 minutes long and silent, while Combines was shot in 16mm, 

used three projectors, three screens, live music and live choreography by Richard Alston 

for the London Contemporary Dance Theatre. I would like to use MacDonald's 
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description of Potter's 1972 Combines in order to communicate tlie richness of the film 

performance piece: 

Combines used three, contiguously mounted screens to present seven separate 

sequences, most with musical accompaniment. These sequences—sometimes 

using one of the three screens, sometimes two, and in a single instance all three-

introduced the live dance company, provided five entr'actes, plus a conclusion 

that accompanied the audience's exit from the theater. Instead of focusing on the 

'seam' between the contiguous filmic spaces, Combines created the live 

performance itself. Combines was presented for several weeks at the Place 

Theatre in London. It remains impressive today, though of course, since it was so 

intimately related to a specific group of performers working together at a 

particular moment, we can no longer experience its original energy. (398) 

Potter had been attending dance classes at a school connected to the London 

Contemporary Theatre and "became friends and colleagues with Richard Alston" (Potter 

in MacDonald 403). The two began to collaborate on the Combines project which was 

composed step by step. Potter remembers that she "would film some stuff and show it to 

him and that would give him an idea for some choreography, or he would show me some 

choreography and I would think of a way to work with it filmically" (403). Combines is a 

crucial turning point for Potter as she attempted to reach new (and extremely challenging) 

heights not only in collaboration, but in filmmaking. In much of her film work prior to 

Combines, the films were about "visceral trickery," but Potter says that with Combines. 

she was "interested in going further—specifically into dance. You can't really film the 
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experience of dancing, at least not directly. You may get the surface of it, but you don't 

get anything that resembles the incredible feeling in the body that dance gives you. In 

Combines. I was trying to find the editing equivalent to that" (404). 

It is worth noting that during her early film/dance collaboration with Alston, 

Potter was working from the background of a dancer and an experimental filmmaker. In 

dance, she experienced the limitations of the physical body, and in her earlier 

experiments with film, she put it to the test, pushing it to its limits physically (versus 

experimenting with narrative structure, for example). On one level. Potter and Alston's 

collaboration necessitated some of the ingredients conmion to every joint venture 

between filnmiakers and choreographers in the history of cinema and dance. However, in 

the majority of cases, these types of collaboration have been focused on creating a film as 

the end product, whether it be a documentary of the dance troupe or a mainstream film in 

the entertainment industry. 

The Alston-Potter project was created with a different intent. The film of the 

dancers performing, as well as the choreography for the dance yet to be performed (the 

dance performed in conjunction with the film) were created together. It must have been 

quite a feat for both artists to have created this intricately connected mixed-media live 

performance piece. As a professional choreographer, Alston was well matched in 
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working with Potter, for although she was still quite young, her previous films included 

rigorous forays into the technical and mechanical limitations and possibilities inherent in 

the medium of film. On this level. Potter had trained herself as a filmmaker in a manner 

analogous to a dancer working within the medium of dance. 

Thus, one edge this duo had over other filmmaker/ choreographer teams was the 

fact that Potter could bridge the gap between the two disciplines herself from her own 

experiential base. The compromises and struggles necessary for each partner in the 

filnVdance team to arrive at an understanding of the way in which the mediums work 

separately and together was absent, at least on Potter's part. This cross-training is a 

significant ingredient contributing to the success of her collaboration with Alston in 

1972, and, as I will argue later, this element reappears in her next film. Thriller, and it 

plays a central role in her documentation of her collaboration with Pablo Veron in 

making The Tango Lesson. One of many themes present in the last three decades of 

Potter's film work is a foregrounding of the process of collaboration. This shows up in 

her mixing of genres as well as her combining the work on different professions, most 

notably film and dance. 

I end this discussion of Potter's early years as a filmmaker and performer with 

Mellencamp's complimentary remark about the director following a conversation with 
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Potter on the flight home from a film conference in Russia: "Emergent from this 

conversation were Potter's resourcefulness, her self-taught determination, her physical 

and intellectual strength—refusing the position of victim or defeatism. For her, anything is 

possible; there is great pleasure in making something from limited resources, in 

circumventing constraints" (150-151). 
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NOTES 

' See Annette Kuhn and Susannah Radstone's The Women's Companion to International 

Film. London: Virago Press, 1990. 

• Sally Potter was bom in 1949 and Chantal Akerman in 1950. 

^ See: Foster, Gwendolyn Audrey. Identity and Memory: the Films of Chantal Akerman. 

Trowbridge, Wiltshire, Eng.: Flicks Books, 1999; Fowler, Catherine. The Films of 

Chantal Akerman: a Cinema of Displacements. 1995 (dissertation); Margulies, Ivone. 

Nothing Happens : Chantal Akerman's Hyperrealist Evervdav. Durham, N.C.: Duke 

University Press, 1996; and Pravadelli, Veronica. Performance. Rewriting. Identity: 

Chantal Akerman's Postmodern Cinema. 1999 (dissertation). 

^ I'm paraphrasing Mellencamp here who is drawing on Pam Cook extensively in this 

section, including an interview Potter did with Cook. 

^ Thanks to Barbara Kosta. 

^ Woolf quoted by Terrence Rafferty in his review of Orlando in The New Yorker. June 

14, 1993. 

' Conversation with Avra Kouffman, May 2(K)0; also see Ciecko (1997). 

' Richard Corliss, "A Film of One's Own," Time. June 7,1993. 

' The rumored plot: Johnny Depp is cast as a gypsy who falls in love with Christina 

Ricci's character, a Russian Jewish woman who has escaped from Germany during 

World War II, and who is in love with John Turturro's opera-singing character, who 

meanwhile might be in love with Cate Blanchett's character. The ftlm features opera and 

the music of Taraf de Haidouks, a popular Romanian gypsy band. 

See Ciecko. 

" See Potter's comments on the making of Orlando and The Tango Lesson. I will also 

cover this topic in depth in later chapters. 
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Also see Leni Riefenstahl and Maya Deren's discussions of their careers. 

Sally Potter, The Tango Lesson. London: Faber and Faber, 1997. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONSTUCTING THE TEXT: POSITIONING POTTER'S WORK 

2.1 Authorial Subjects 

Where film study was concerned, the names of theorists now became more 

important than the names of directors. 

— James Naremore 

In The Tango Lesson (1997) we see film director Sally Potter making her screen 

debut in a semi-autobiographical dance film. During the course of the film. Potter 

introduces the viewer to the Argentine tango by taking her screen character through a 

series of lessons with Argentine tango star Pablo Veron. Later the couple performs 

professionally on stage; they also tango their way through the dance halls and streets of 

Paris and Buenos Aires. The Tango Lesson is clearly a tribute to dance. But it is also a 

film about filmmaking and it tackles with honesty the realities facing an independent 

filmmaker in the final years of the twentieth century. 
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Wanted: Live Authors 

Potter chose to open the film with a sequence in which she is tensely poised over 

a white table, staring at a blank piece of paper, pencil gripped firmly in hand. Thus, the 

audience is introduced to Potter's character, Sally, — a director, dancer, and singer whose 

talents and skills parallel Sally Potter's own — first and foremost as a writer and a creator 

of images. After placing the female figure within the film as the source of creation for 

film narratives. The Tango Lesson proceeds to document Sally's attempts to create two 

very different films. The initial focus is on Sally's beginning steps to create Rage, a film 

about the fashion industry, a project she later rejects in favor of a more personal film on 

the tango. 

As The Tango Lesson opens, Sally is beginning a screenplay. As she writes, her 

visualizations of models in bright costuming striking poses for a male photographer are 

communicated in vivid color sequences. The imagined outdoor sequences in vivid color 

contrast sharply with the muted indoor, nearly antiseptic black-and-white scene of 

writing. Potter's use of color to mark the Rage sequences, within the black and white 

landscape of The Tango Lesson also serves to underscore the female imagination and 

reinforces Sally's role as a writer and director. 



49 

Sally Potter does script her own films, so including a scene in which she is writing 

a screenplay is realistic but not necessary. The use of autobiographical style in a film is 

no guarantee for the communication of accurate or even realistic processes, and Potter's 

film is, as she stresses, a fiction based on fact. Even though The Tango Lesson draws 

strongly on her own experiences as a filnmiaker and a dancer, Potter confesses that she 

has been very selective about what events to show the public. As most viewers icnow, 

even in this age of "real" and "reality" TV, when filmmakers and audiences alike share 

revived interests in new forms of documenting everyday lives, the nature of any 

filmmaking projcct is, at least in part, somewhat artificial. The act of filming necessitates 

the mechanism of framing and narrative films often include the construction of an 

artificial reality. Finally, the process of editing further shapes the "reality" the viewer 

eventually sees. In other words, as a writer/director of independent films and a savvy film 

theorist, it can hardly be called a coincidence that Potter chose to open the film with an 

acknowledgement of the act of a woman literally authoring a film just because she really 

does write her own screenplays "at a table just like that.' 

In every film she's written and directed since 1979, Potter has actively challenged 

the status quo in feminist and film theory. As an artist who wrote, directed, starred in, 

composed for, and retained complete control over post-production processes. Potter 
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stands on firm ground to challenge the old critic-based 'death of the author' phenomenon 

that has dominated and shaped the direction of film theory and criticism in the academic 

and film communities for nearly three decades. At the very least. Potter's introductory 

sequence presents an opening in which a new dialogue might take place concerning the 

ways we speak about filmmakers in relation to their texts. With that in mind, I would like 

to review some of the key points concerning the ways in which film theorists viewed the 

role of the director in the last half century. 

Auteur theory, strictly speaking, was a school of theory, a critical movement in 

the development of film history created by "a loose confederation of intellectuals and 

critics (in this case made up almost entirely of white males) who had roughly similar 

objectives, and who developed a body of polemical wridng to justify their opinions" 

(Naremore 10). In his recent article on auteurism, James Naremore points out the 

similarities between auteurism, beginning in the 1950s in Paris, with the "'historical' 

avant-garde of the 1910s and '20s" including the fact that auteurism, like the historical 

avant-garde "served as a kind of banner to help publicize the early work of its own 

adherents" (10). From the seminal 1948 essay by Alexandre Astruc "which spoke 

metaphorically of the camera as a pen, the screen as a piece of paper, and the director as 

on author," the image of director as sole author was contagious (Naremore 10-11). 
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Francois Truffaut's essay "A Certain Tendency in French Cinema," in Cahiers du 

cinema six years later also strengthened the movement, as did Andrew Sarris's essay 

"Notes on the Auteur 1962." Francois Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Claude Chabrol, Eric 

Rohmer, and Jacques Rivette, were all directors, writers, and auteurists who were heavily 

influenced by Andre Bazin's What Is Cinema? They also wrote for Cahiers du cinema, 

the journal Bazin founded. Auteurism had strong proponents within the film conmiunities 

in England, France, and Germany. In the United States, Andrew Sarris is often cited as 

the "most influential American exponent of auteurism" as his "columns for The Village 

Voice and writings on directors in The American Cinema (1968) helped to establish the 

canonical works of classic Hollywood" (Naremore 15). 

In its original form and practice, auteurism has been rightly charged with 

romanticizing the director as the sole author of a film and thus endowing filmmakers with 

all of the power behind the creative process of bringing a film to completion. At its 

extreme, auteurism lead to exclusionary acts such as the creation and maintenance of a 

canon of filmmakers and the "best of lists of films and directors, thereby effectively 

liniiting the possibilities for directors not attractive to the group's agenda to gain 

sufficient critical attention. As is firequently pointed out, the canon — like the promoters 

of auteurism — was composed primarily of white males. Auteurists strived to make the 
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film directors' efforts have the same degree of power in relation to the finished film (at 

least in the world of theory and criticism) as the author had in relation to a book. Images 

invoked by auteurs that represented their perspective on the primacy of the director in the 

filmmaking process reveals the ways in which they perpetuated the author/director 

connection: 

Godard remarked apropos of Ingmar Bergman that 'The cinema is not a craft. It is 

an art. It does not mean teamwork. One is always alone on the set as before the 

blank page' [and] Truffaut, speaking of Robert Aldrich's Kiss Me Deadlv [1954], 

declared, 'It is easy to picture its author as a man overflowing with vitality, as 

much at ease behind a camera as Heiuy Miller facing a blank page.' 

As Godard noted about Truffaut's line above, "nothing could be more classically 

romantic" (Naremore 11). 

In film theory after the late 1960s, academic discussions focusing on the director 

have often been associated with the notion of the "death of the author" put forth in the 

western androcentric, poststructuralist theories of the author and the speaking subject. 

Arising in France and fueled by the works of Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes,^ this 

perspective promoted the idea that the author was nearly an inconsequential element in 

the serious matter of understanding the text they produced. In the past decades, film and 

literary theory have embraced a variety of more sociologically and culturally-centered 



53 

approaches, in many of which the author plays a role of little to no importance at all and 

the text and/or the reader play roles of varying degrees of importance. 

The stance taken by Barthes, Foucault, and de Man, proclaims that writing 

(including screenwriting, and more problematically, the often communal event of 

filmmaking) destroys the voice of the writer/artist and signifies the death of the self and 

erasure of the writing subject's identity.'* Therefore, it has been said, we can no longer 

speak of a unified authorial subject as it disappears in the writing process and the 

reader/critic must look elsewhere to locate the meaning in the text. The argument against 

writing critical texts that focus primarily on a single "author" is, as I've stated above, 

further justified in film studies by the belief that the director cannot possibly be the sole 

creator of the text, as it is an endeavor which usually necessitates a group of individuals 

working to create an end product. 

Often seen as the death blow to and as a reaction against auteur-based studies, the 

theory-based criticism that decentered the author in a reading of the text must also be 

seen as arising through a wide-scale adoption of Marxist and psychoanalytic theories that 

took the focus even further from the director. It would be oversimplifying history to say 

that since the late 1960s, the 'death of the author' reader and text-based approaches to 

literary and film studies and the love of author-based studies, have struggled side by side 
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for dominance and credibility. It would not be too much, though, to suggest that these so-

called opposing camps danced a very odd duet for decades. During this period within the 

critical circles and the academic communities in Europe, Britain, and the United States, it 

often appeared as though auteur studies were passe or even forbidden, but they existed 

nonetheless, often embroidered within the same texts and courses proclaiming 

postructuralist, Marxist, or psychoanalytic theoretical platforms supposedly antithetical to 

the project of auteurism.' 

As Potter initially presents it, the director/writer in The Tango Lesson sits at a 

table in front of a blank sheet of paper. She imagines the sequences. She writes. A film is 

bom. The feeUng present in this opening sequence could have been drawn directly from 

Truffaut and Godard's lines above, and it well might have been, except for the fact that 

Potter ~ like her updated Orlando character (played by Tilda Swinton in Orlando. 1992) -

- is a woman writing near the end of the twentieth century. Decades after the height of 

auteur theory, when most film criticism treats directors/authors "in the manner of 

Foucault, as little more than a discursive 'function'" (Naremore 20), Potter challenges the 

viewer and theorist with her obvious statement concerning the primacy of authorship and 

filnmiaking.® Does Potter's enacting of the writer-at-work scene at the beginning of The 

Tango Lesson signify more than the literal process of a director writing a screenplay? It is 
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worth mentioning that Potter is not alone in her recent endeavor to highlight the director-

as-writer. A 'brother' film to The Tango Lesson. Carlos Saura's Tango (Argentina & 

Spain, 1998) opens in much the same manner The male fihnmaker/writer sits at his desk 

in front of a finished screenplay. The film the viewer sees arises from this character's 

reading of the script. 

I would like to use those opening sequences as further motivation to re-examine 

the role of the author in critical theory in recent film history and will continue the 

discussion involving Potter and Saura's films in later chapters. It seems helpful to have 

reevaluated the problematic connotations attached both to auteurism and auteur theory, as 

well as the 'death of the author' movement which followed, before embarking upon the 

study of a body of work by a single artist. This dissertation does not intend to reclaim the 

original spirit or practice of auteurism, but it will, I hope, demonstrate the usefulness of 

closely studying the works of a single director from a variety of perspectives, taking into 

account the advancements in critical thought and practice in recent history, especially the 

additions from feminist theory and cultural studies. 
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2.2 Writing About Female Filmmakers 

At the present moment in the trajectory of film history some critics claim that the 

future direction of film theory and criticism is unsure or, at the least, unstable. For the last 

decades, film theory has been dominated and challenged by psychoanalytic, Marxist, 

poststructuralist, and feminist schools of thought. As I will address the history of feminist 

film theory in the following chapter, I would like to turn now to contemporary feminist 

and postcolonial autobiographical theories and acts, which have contributed positively to 

the advancement of film theory and the practice of film criticism. Given the reality of 

filmmaking as a joint effort under the direction of one individual and recalling the 

benefits to critical theory fo}m feminist and cultural studies and "third world" cinema, it 

is possible to view more recent works by women artists from the perspective offered by 

theorists like Francoise Lionnet and Sidonie Smith in their efforts to redefine the 

traditional boundaries of the autobiography. Lionnet argues that postcolonial writers are 

rewriting history with a sense of responsibility, and a sustaining belief that narrative can 

change people, and that writing matters.^ In fact, these thoughts gleaned from Lionnet's 

work parallel some of the personal philosophies Potter has provided in interviews, and 

the basis from which she shapes many of her own creative projects. 
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As Sidonie Smith reminds us, traditional Augustinian autobiographical writing 

centers upon the exploration of the life of a "self that is presumably white, heterosexual, 

elite, privileged and male. This traditional autobiographical form is restrictive for women 

writers, First because they do not fit the mold and second, if they follow this style, they 

have to conform to its guidelines and assume one of several stereotypical narrative 

stances: the Bildungsroman. the confessional, the spiritual autobiography, or the quest.^ If 

Simone de Beauvoir, an intellectual in the world's intellectual capitol, can complain in the 

middle of this century, that there were no models for her in writing her own life story, 

then what did Harriet Jacobs think when she labored to write, secretly and in her spare 

time, of her experience under and arduous escape from slavery in Incidents in the Life of 

a Slave Girl. Written by Herself (1861). Sidonie Smith points out that without the use of 

the "I", black women writers in the IP"" century didn't stand a chance at publishing-

meaning that slave narratives were the only acceptable "literature" coming from African 

American women. Even with her use of the "I" in her life's story, Harriet Jacobs was 

required to seek the help of white abolitionist writer, Lydia Maria Childs to testify as to 

the authenticity of Jacobs and her journey out of slavery to freedom. 

A century after Jacobs' Incidents, there are suddenly numerous styles and varieties 

of women's autobiographies in literature, dance, performance art and fibn. There are 
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"Afro-Caribbean" autobiographies of women who have lived in the Caribbean, like 

Michelle Cliff and Jamaica Kincaid, or those who claim Caribbean ancestry but were 

bom in the United States, like Audre Lorde. There are autobiographies by African 

American, Chicana, Indian (American and Latin American), lesbian autobiographies, 

women's life stories thinly disguised as fiction or ethnography, in the case of Michelle 

Cliff, Zora Neale Hurston, Jean Rhys, and Jamaica Kincaid, and Maya Deren. There are 

also autobiographies, just as varied as their literary cousins, on film, by filnmiakers like 

Marta Meszaros, Cheryl Dunye, Sadie Benning, and Monika Treut, Tracey Moffat, Sally 

Potter, Jutta Bruckner, and Yvonne Rainer. 

The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries have been filled with women 

struggling to find ways to write their lives, from Virginia Woolf to Zora Neale Hurston. 

Lionnet's discussions of Hurston and ClifTs works as auto-ethnographies, writings from 

and about the self as well as the culture in which one lives furthers the understanding of 

women artist/dancers/writers/filmmakers struggling for a voice and a style with which to 

speak their experience in a world ready to proclaim the impossibility of just such and act. 

The "new" autobiographical projects arising in the past decades, include film, dance, 

performance, and writing, both creative and theory-based. Though the speaking/writing 

subjects start with the self, they move past it in order to focus on a culture, group. 
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identity, or a call to movement that goes beyond the bounds of the self. Postcolonial 

theory and the films of artists working outside of the bounds of dominant cinema, like 

Julie Dash's first feature film, Daughters of the Dust, and Trinh. T. Minh-ha's films, 

including Naked Spaces. Reassemblage. and Sur Name Viet. Given Name Nam, and her 

early essays, point out the obvious ethnocentrism of western theory and critical practice 

and strive to enact a difference in their works.' 

Justifications of Focusing on the (Female) Director 

The useful theoredcal and practical stance that acknowledges that most creative 

and critical work is obviously the product of greater influences than that of the sole artist 

or critic who produces it does nothing to diminish the necessity for the study of an artist's 

work. Many (mostly female) authors writing about women filmmakers over the past 

decade have had to address the issue of the auteurism as well as the legitimacy of 

analyzing the female gendered writing/speaking subject in the age of the '"death of the 

author" as a way of justifying a focus on individual filmmakers. Examples of this can be 

see in recent works focusing on female filmmakers by writers like Barbara Kosta, Carrie 

Tarr, and Anne Ciecko, among others. In Recasting Autobiography.Women's 

Counterfictions in Contemporary German Literamre and Film. Kosta emphasizes that 
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"feminist critics perceive a positive development resulting from theories of the author's 

death" (4). Kosta, like many feminist critics and theorists recently, finds a resolution in 

moving beyond the traditional reading of the author as the primary site of authority and 

generator of meaning in the text. In a discussion of rereading the 'site' of the author by 

feminist theorists Cora Kaplan and Cheryl Walker, Kosta writes: 

By maintaining a signature, important extratextual references such as race, class, 

gender, ethnicity, and the cultural and historical background of the author are 

preserved as significant markers. The author, consequently, is read as one possible 

site of meaning, as a point of departure and not as the focus of absolute meaning 

or conclusion. With the opening of the textual barriers imposed by the 'author,' in 

the classical sense marked as male by both Foucault and Barthes, the reader also 

becomes active in the processes of production and interpretation. The author 

appears as a voice among many. (5) 

In her 1999 study of French filmmaker Diane Kurys, in a book titled with the 

director's name, Tarr likewise documents the feminist writings that have allowed her to 

be able to present a book-length discussion of one woman's body of film work and 

stresses the need to find meaning in the director's texts. Quoting Judith Mayne, Tan-

writes: "the assumption of literary criticism that, 'no matter how tenuous, fractured or 

complicated, there is a connection between the writer's gender, personhood and her texts,' 

can still usefully be applied to the study of female authorship in film" (5).'° Tarr also 

addresses the tradition of the auteur within France and the inability for female directors 
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like Kurys to break into an established canon of mostly male directors in the French film 

industry which is still very patriarchal: 

However, Kurys' reluctance to acknowledge gender as a factor in her filmmaking 

practices has not brought her recognition as an auteur and has not protected her 

from reviews which comment on her physical attributes as a woman and link 

certain of her films to a devalued 'feminine' sensibility by dismissing them as 

'bluettes sentimentales' and de la guimauve'... 'lightweight romances' and 

'sentimental slush.' (Tarr 3) 

In her 1997 study of British women filmmakers, Ciecko takes a slightly different 

route, though she shares some of the same concerns. She prefaces her remarks about the 

women filmmakers with a discussion of auteurism and expresses concern over whether 

"the notion of auteurism has played out its usefulness... [as] auteur theory is further 

called into question by the theoretical debunking of the figure of the author" (7). As one 

of her research goals is an attempt to define British cinema, Ciecko quickly resolves this 

issue for the purposes of her own discussion by remarking on the "limited number of 

canonical and internationally-recognized feature film auteurs of any gender" in the 

history of British cinema (8). This is due, in part, to the "often remarked-upon critical 

perception of the 'incommensurability' between Britishness and cinema... rooted in 

such issues as British cinema's penchant for adapting literary texts" (8). Potter's career 

certainly lends support to this theory as she already adapted one weighty novel to the 
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screen when she tackled Virginia Woolf s Orlando, and it is reported that her next film 

project is an adaptation of Ernest Hemingway's A Moveable Feast. However, in spite of 

and including her own desires to adapt novels to the screen. Potter's work has 

demonstrated a coherent sense of purpose and style, even as she works across genres 

within her films. Her contributions to film history and theory lend support to the idea that 

further investigation of her films and unique contributions would prove worthwhile. 

One contemporary approach to film criticism forges ahead with single director 

studies, though the authors often self-consciously address the fact that they are doing so. 

Ray Carney and Leonard Quart's The Films of Mike Leiph: Embracing the World (2000), 

one text in a long series of Cambridge Film Classics — each of which focuses exclusively 

on single directors, makes absolutely no apologies or efforts to explain their motivation 

for writing a book-length study on the director. Instead, they dive right in; the 

introductory chapter, which is dedicated to biographical sketch, ends by mentioning 

"Leigh's trademark - an almost preternatural gift for capturing, with emotional honesty, 

complex behavior" (13). 

In The Films of Fritz Lang: Allegories of Vision and Modemitv (2000), Tom 

Gunning briefly acknowledges the issue of the auteur by describing what he sees as a 

"premature abandonment" of the study of the director, a movement that "has stunted the 
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growth of a dynamic fihn criticism" (x). He prefaces his 500+ page study somewhat 

apologetically: "In some ways, this book may appear old-fashioned, the study of a 

director's style and corpus" (x). Gunning believes that "film studies jettisoned the 

concept of the author without thoroughly investigating what it meant in a modem context 

and in relation to new technology," and asserts "there is more to explore in this vein and 

that it should not be curtailed by accusations of romantic individualism that are frankly 

inapplicable" (x). 

There was never a period in time when texts on directors or writers weren't 

published, but more recently there are signs that focusing upon a film director or writer is 

no longer considered a suspect act in the academic community. The strongest signal I 

have seen is the recent plethora of texts published (most often) by university presses 

focusing on single directors, including texts on Fritz Lang (2000), Diane Kurys (1999), 

Chantal Akerman (1995,1999), Mike Leigh (2(XX)), Peter Greenaway (1997,2000), 

Woody Allen (2000). As I mentioned above, it is telling that nearly every author taking a 

female director as their focus (and this goes for female directors or female writers, and 

many books on male directors as well), even as recently as the past five years, prefaces 

their discussion by an attempt to establish the legitimacy of writing about the individual 

artist and her or his creations. Hence, it seems that despite the market for and 
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appreciation of texts tiiat focus on individual filmmakers, no contemporary study of 

women filmmakers would be complete without a word about the struggle, after the 

1960s, to earn the right to legitimately focus upon the work of a single film director. In 

the above section, I've attempted to provide just such an overview. In closing, I'd like to 

borrow a line from Naremore concerning one possible direction of film studies for the 

future: 

perhaps ... we have reached a point where an author criticism could join with 

cultural studies and contemporary theory in productive ways, contribudng a good 

deal to our understanding of media history and sociology. French auteurism as a 

historical movement may be dead, ... but so are the tedious debates about the 

death of the author. (21) 

What is the correct protocol for writing about female filnmiakers in the early 21" 

century? Though I clearly do not intend to revive auteurism, I believe, along with 

Gunning and countless others currently involved with similar projects, that developing a 

body of work on one director, including the forces at work on that director as they 

produce their films, will prove valuable. Ignoring the director as a site of meaning in the 

creation and presentation of film texts will only deny film studies of valuable 

information. Although there has been progress recently in series such as those publishing 

texts devoted to individual women filmmakers such as Chantal Akerman and Diane 

Kurys, as a film scholar I am acutely aware of the lack of adequate information available 
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on most female filmmakers, and any additional work would be a valuable contribution to 

film studies." 

The Dreaded Epithet: Escaping Essentialism 

An equally important, and often highly charged, critical issue at stake in singling 

out female artists as topics of study is that of essentialism. This issue concerns finding a 

way to speak of women filmmakers making a difference and yet avoid the trap of what 

Salman Rushdie calls "the respectable child of old-fashioned exoticism" (67). Gayatri 

Spivak's discussion of the use of strategic essentialism, and again, Trinh T. Minh-ha's 

film work, texts, and her discussions in interviews, while originally discussing 

postcolonial issues, provided film theorists with helpful guidance for writing about 

gender differences. As Tarr writes in the introduction of her book on Kurys' films, 

quoting Mayne (who borrows ftom Kaja Silverman), "gendered positions of libidinal 

desire within the text should be read 'in relation to the biological gender of the 

biographical author, since it is clearly not the same thing, socially or politically, for a 

woman to speak with a female voice as it is for a man to do so, and vice versa'" (5).'- In 

the 1998 collection of essays. Marguerite Duras Lives On. edited by Janine Ricouart, the 
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body of work is prefaced by a discussion of feminine writing and what it means that a 

woman is writing. 

I am interested in continuing to investigate the ways in which one might 

effectively claim the difference between a director like Potter who has often consciously 

reworked old male-authored and male-identified texts to find meaning for the female 

character and audience and her male peers, Jarman and Greenaway wiUi whom she has 

been compared. Should women filmmakers' works be viewed differently - and 

approached differently in theory and criticism - than their male peers? If so, on what 

basis? I will return to Mayne's discussion of "Female Authorship Reconsidered" in later 

chapters as Mayne specifically addresses the issue of authorship in relationship to 

essentialism in films by women, in which the director appears on screen. 

Seeking to avoid essentialism themselves and the ghetto-izing of their works and 

efforts, it is not uncommon for female filmmakers, even those focusing on women's 

issues and lives in their works, to distance themselves from the title of "woman 

filmmaker" or "feminist filmmaker." Filmmakers as diverse as Diane Kurys, Margarethe 

von Trotta, and Lina Wertmiiller each have rejected being labeled in this manner. In her 

book on Diane Kurys, Tarr explains one possible reason for this line of thinking. Kurys, 

whose films often focus on female characters, "has repeatedly refused the label of 
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'woman director' and sought to accommodate herself within the mainstream French 

cinema through a personal style which aims at wide, mixed audiences" (Tarr 3). German 

director Margarethe von Trotta, whose films have often moved deep beneath the surface 

of women's lives and relationships, has also "rejected a labeling of her work as 'women's 

films.' She has stated a preference for dealing with the private sphere, for looking at 

personal relationships rather than public events" (Knight 405). And even Potter, who was 

a participant in feminist groups and movements in the 1970s, and made outspoken 

feminist films, later commented upon how the label of feminist had become a joke to 

some. In view of the lack of public comprehension of feminists' actual goals, along with 

the backlash against feminism in the 1980s and 1990s, it is clear why directors would 

strategically rethink their positioning at least to do with being labeled a feminist. But 

what of the female directors who make films primarily about women's lives and female 

experience? Is it accurate to describe their films as "women's films"? Another much-

contested and related topic in the studies of women filmmakers is that of genre. I would 

like to address this matter briefly as part of the introduction to Potter's work, and return to 

the topic as needed within the later chapters. 
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Genre 

Genres, as categories and tools for grouping and studying films, like all of the 

other ways in which film can be discussed, are socially-constructed phenomenon. They 

are agreed upon, but not inclusive, categories reflecting specific film styles and 

narratives, such as the thriller, the mystery, the musical, and the melodrama." Genre 

typing is used by directors, promoters, and viewers, though not in the same manner. As 

we will see in the case of the dance films later in this chapter, genre naming is often a 

slippery act, as the power to name, and thus promote a film, circulates from director 

and/or studio/distributor to critic, and then to the viewing public. 

Like so many other critical tools used to discuss film, genres originated in literary 

studies, in particular from mythology. There is often a tendency to expect films to fit 

within one genre, and certainly, many films live up to this expectation. But just as 

frequently films are forced to fit into a category in order to facilitate critical discussion. 

Many films, both popular and avant garde, combine elements firom more than one genre. 

As Sarah Berry remarks in her recent study of the history of genre: 

Although the uneven global flow of media has made non-Western cinemas 

particularly marked by such genre hybridity due to the negotiation of Hollywood 

influence, hybridity is itself a hallmark of genre. Derrida even suggests that the 

tendency of critics to identify 'mixed' generic objects simply confirms the fantasy 

that an 'essential purity' of unmixed genres is possible. (39) 



69 

In a chapter on women flhnmakers titled, "What I Really Want to Do Is Direct," 

Patricia Mellencamp takes on the notion of genre as it relates to women filmmakers. 

Fittingly enough, Mellencamp makes the following observation and argument in a 

discussion of Sally Potter's work, between an analysis of Thriller fl979) and The Gold 

Diggers (1983): 

Very few films made by women adhere to single genres, suggesting to me that 

genre definitions, so central to film studies and the film industry, have been, up to 

now, inherently male and dependent on a stable representation of women. The 

centrality of women to the definition (excepting the "woman's film") is not, 

however, mentioned or even noticed. This is why the taxonomy of attributes, 

presumably so apparent on first glance, makes absolutely no sense on second 

thought. In Hollywood genre was a structuring economic principle. Genre ensured 

that women knew their place and stayed there. This may explain why one tactic of 

women filmmakers is precisely to demolish the rules of genre. And this may be 

logical more than experimental. When the point of view changes, so does the 

genre, necessarily. (Fine 160) 

Mellencamp's observation that women film directors are often rebels when it comes to 

genre resonates well with the body of work Potter has produced, especially her explicit 

critiques of the filmmaking industry in Thriller and The Gold Diggers. This pattern holds 

true for her later works as well. For instance. Thriller combines and critiques elements 

from the genres of thriller, detective, suspense, and film noir, as well as opera, and The 

Tango Lesson is a musical, but it is also highly autobiographical and flirts with elements 

of the documentary. I would argue that Potter's valuable contribution to film has less to do 
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with the specific development of a body of work within any recognizable genre - those 

stylistic elements that might gain her the title of auteur. Perhaps it is Potter's very critique 

of the genre system inherent in her combinations of and working across genres that can be 

claimed as one of the identifying styles in her work. Among the remarkable characteristics 

of Potter's work are her own particular sense of style, the personal and political concerns 

she has expressed in her films, and the rigorous tasks she continually sets for herself in her 

filmmaking career. 

Mellencamp accurately described Potter as possessing a 'plethora of talents,' 

which have undoubtedly aided her film career. The struggles Potter reports having had 

primarily been of the financial nature. And while she is multi-talented, she is also unique 

in her level of determination and productivity. Her earlier works struck important chords, 

especially with feminist film theory, but her later films seem to be vehicles for a more 

complete blossoming of herself as an artist and performer, especially The Tango Lesson. 

which serves as an excellent showcase for both her talents and her sensibilities both as a 

director and a dancer. 
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2.3 Musicals and the Dance Film Connection 

The advent of sound in motion pictures with the spoken words of A1 Jolson in The 

Jazz Singer (1927), basically a silent film with "awkwardly synchronized musical 

passages and several sentences of spoken word," (Katz 1073) created a new genre: the 

musical. As Leo Braudy points out, "musicals necessarily begin their real film career with 

sound (and sound films begin, appropriately enough, with The Jazz SingerV (141). Most 

contemporary narrative dance films are popularly categorized as dramas like Center 

Stage (2000), drama/musicals as in the case of Carlos Saura's Tango (1998), and Potter's 

The Tango Lesson has been described by some critics as a musical and others as a 

drama/romance. The title of "musical" seems more readily applied by critics to films like 

Woody Allen's 1996 Everyone Says I Love You (though the film is also tagged as 

"romance" and "drama" by various critics), as it actively incorporates song and dance 

numbers into the narrative. 

So many of the younger male film reviewers in the United States found fault with 

The Tango Lesson, but two elements they seemed to react to the most were the fact that it 

was a musical and that Potter was on screen. This group was openly critical of Potter 

singing in the film. Much to the surprise - as well as the probable dismay - of many of 

these film critics, a good number of the films scheduled for release in the fall and winter 
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of 2000 are musicals. As Elvis Mitchell notes in "All Singing, All Dancing, All 

Surprising," his September 10, 2000 article in The New York Times, "this fall will be a 

season of radical departures, with an astonishing number of musicals from directors." 

Noting that "there's more genre-bending going on in the spate of musicals arriving this 

fall, from the established directors," Mitchell lists the surprises — the films as well as the 

fact that none of the directors have made set their musicals in present time: Joel and 

Ethan Coen's O Brother. Where Art Thou (set in the 1930s), Lars von Trier's Dancer in 

the Dark (1964'>. Wong Kar-wai's In the Mood for Love (early 60s), and Baz Luhrmann's 

Moulin Rouge, along with Billv Elliot. (1980s), "from the first-time feature film director 

Stephen Daldry."'^ Closing his notably positive review of the upcoming musicals, 

Mitchell suggests that "directors are taking advantage of the distance the musical form 

imposes, rather than solving the problem that prevents musicals from being a viable 

means of conveying contemporary concerns." 

Musicals often include dance, but dance films cannot be so easily and carefully 

categorized as musicals. Film and dance share a long, complex history, dating from the 

invention of the moving image itself.'^ The mediums of dance and film have had a great 

deal to offer one another in collaboration. In the characters of Sally, the filmmaker, and 

Pablo, the well known tango dancer, in The Tango Lesson ~ Potter's film celebrates and 
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reenacts the fiery relationship between film and dance. In many ways, these mediums 

speak the same language: film and dance share essential elements including a dependency 

on movement through space and time. Primarily visual arts, both film and dance often 

combine elements such as the human body, motion, light, sound, and the spoken word in 

order to communicate with their audiences, though these elements are often used in 

differing proportions and often to different ends. At times dance includes film in a 

performance. Until music videos arrived on the scene, this was rarely the case outside of 

avant-garde and postmodern dance and performance art. 

Most often when dance and film are combined, it is in a film about dance. There 

are numerous films that include or feature dance: documentaries of dance performances; 

films that capture a choreographer's processes of creation and their interaction with their 

dance croupe as they travel and perform the piece, as in the recent Paul Taylor 

Dancemaker (Matthew Diamond 1998); music videos; non-musical narrative films in 

which the plot includes a dance scene, such as Hitchcock's Shadow of a Doubt (1943), 

dramas featuring dancing stars like Rudolpho Valentino in The Four Horsemen of the 

Apocalypse (Rex Ingram 1921); mixed genre films such as the Josephine Baker vehicle, 

Zouzou (Marc Allegret, France, 1934) tagged a crime/musical/ romance, and seemingly 
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countless Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers musicals of the 1930s, cuhninating in Shall We 

Dance (Mark Sandrich, 1937). 

The 1990s saw a flourish in the market for international narrative films built 

around stories of dance and dancers' careers and performances like: Baz Luhrmann's 

Strictly Ballroom (Australia, 1992), Masayuki Suo's Shall We Dance (Japan, 1996), 

Potter's The Tango Lesson (England, France, Argentina, 1997), and Carlos Saura's Tango 

(Argentina and Spain 1998), and Nicholas Hytner's Center Stage (U.S., 20(X)), to name a 

few."^ 

Within the world of "dance films" the style and genre used depends on the 

director, story, purpose, and historical period. In other words, there are many ways to 

film each type of dance. For instance, ballet and ballet dancers have been featured in such 

different contexts and through the various lenses of M61ies early films at the turn of the 

century, Herbert Ross's The Turning Point (1977), its near remake, Hytner's Center Stage 

(2000), and PBS traditionally-shot documentaries. Traditionally dance has been filmed 

much as it is seen from the audience's perspective, from an often distant straight forward 

shooting style, including pans and close-ups. It is my conjecture that directors trained in 

dance will come to the project of filming dance from a different angle than those 

relatively unfamiliar in the medium. Sometimes these directors work specifically to show 
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dance in a new manner in film. This is the case with Stanley Donen and Gene Kelly, both 

dancers and directors. In several of her films, including her short, "Choreography for the 

Camera," Maya Deren experimented with the how to communicate dance on film, and in 

The Tango Lesson, one of Potter's goals was to show the viewer how dance feels from 

the perspective of the dancer. 

In the world of dance, there has been as much controversy over how best to 

represent dance on film as there has been in the realm of dance theory and criticism itself 

concerning the best manner in which to address the live (read: the differently gendered, 

racial, aged, and abled) moving bodies on stage. The main question on both fronts 

revolves around how to represent the dance and the dancer in print and on film. Dance 

pieces often look flat when viewed on the screen, and the live, raw kinesthetic 

experiences of audience members at the dance performances did not have a place in the 

literary, art history, and film theory so often adopted by earlier dance critics and theorists. 

Many filmmakers have attempted to revolutionize the way dance is captured on 

film in order to communicate the actual dance experience more succinctly, especially 

those with a background in dance, such as Maya Deren (aptly tagged by Karen Backstein 

as the first film-dance theorist), Sally Potter, and those filmmakers who formed long

standing working relationships with choreographers, like the Spanish film-dance team of 



76 

Carlos Saura and Antonio Gades team. Dance theorists like Ann Cooper Albright, Sally 

Banes, and Susan Leigh Foster, among others, have endeavored to create a new way of 

viewing and communicating dance in print that incorporates the audience's lived 

experience as well as the dancers' performed identity and experience. As Banes points 

out, after years of disillusionment with the lack of a proper "fit" in the writings of dance 

in film and film theory as applied to dance, it is only recently that film theorists like 

Gaylyn Studlar, Adrienne McLean, and Marcia Butzel, and dance theorists have begun to 

cross the boundaries between the mediums, joining film and dance in new ways in order 

to create a more productive union.'' 

A discussion of writing and viewing the body from dance theory also has a great 

deal to contribute to my reading of Potter's The Tango Lesson. The use of current dance 

theory enacts a symbolic return and exchange, as it entails going full circle. Older dance 

theory was derived from literary and film theory, especially feminist film theorizing the 

relationship between the spectator and the spectacle. 

Monk and Rainer 

Although there are numerous examples of women who shifted careers from acting 

to directing, especially in the early decades of film history and in more recent times, there 
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are very few female film directors who have identiHed themselves as both dancers and 

filmmakers. The short list of women filmmakers who have performed as dancers on 

screen or stage during dieir years as a director includes: Leni Riefenstahl (Germany, 

1902- ), Maya Deren (United States, 1917-1961), Wendy Toye (England, 1917- ), 

Yvonne Rainer (United States, 1934 - ), Meredith Monk (United States, 1942- ), and 

Sally Potter (England, 1949- ). As Potter's life and work are contemporaneous and 

more closely aligned with those of Meredith Monk and Yvonne Rainer, I would like to 

establish a sense of historical perspective concerning the three women's early careers in 

order to weave Monk and Rainer into the later discussions of Potter's work. 

The career and conunents of Meredith Monk and Yvonne Rainer, contemporaries 

of Potter's in the United States, shed light and makes for an interesting contrast on 

film/dance/performance. All three women share a background in performance, dance, 

voice, and filmmaking, though each has a slightly different trajectory. By 1964, when 

Rainer's group, Judson Dance Theater, was in full swing in New York City, offering 

postmodern and feminist dance performances. Monk had graduated in performing arts 

from Sarah Lawrence College. Each of the three women formed performing troupes and 

traveled as entertainers, working more along the line of independent and avant-

garde/experimental performance. 
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Yvonne Rainer is a dancer, choreographer, actor (screen), performer (stage) and 

writer, as well as a filmmaker. The films she has directed include: Lives of Performers 

(1972), Film About a Woman Who... (1974), Kristina Talking Pictures (1976), Joumevs 

From Berlin/1971 (1980), The Man Who Envied Women (1985), Privilege (199Q'). and 

MURDER and murder (1996). With a very solid career and history in dance and 

performance, Rainer is much more than a filmmaker. Her work has been helpful in 

opening up my discussion of Potter's early feminist films, as her performances in the 

1960s worked with similar themes Potter brought forth in the first film she directed after 

years of giving lives performances. Interestingly enough, each woman's work anticipated 

and perhaps precipitated later feminist theory. Rainer's writings about her creative 

process and performance work in relation to autobiography also helped me to uncover / 

discover another layer of meaning in Potter's semi-autobiographical film, The Tango 

Lesson. 

Meredith Monk, like many avant-garde and experimental artists and performers 

"sees many disciplines as her own" (Sterritt 106). David Sterritt describes Monk's careen 

Crossing traditional boundary lines, she looks for new aesthetic forms and 

combinations, obeying no rule but her own sensibility. Though she began her 

musical life as a singer, pianist, and composer, her travels have led deeply into 

dance, choreography, stage direction, and filmmaking. The unifying factor has 

been her strong musical sense, her instinct for profoundly formal yet thoroughly 

intuitive expression in whatever medium happens to be at hand. (106) 
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Monk sees herself as "performing ethnic music from a culture she has herself created." 

Despite numerous awards. Monk is more famous abroad than at home. She addresses this 

phenomenon by describing the difficulty critics have categorizing her performances, "I 

work in between the cracks ... where the voice starts dancing, where the body starts 

singing, where theater becomes cinema" (Jowitt, Meredith Monk. 2). 

Motjk continues to perform her uniquely choreographed pieces for international 

audiences and thinks of herself as making "live movies." Monk is famous for her 

remarkable extended vocal techniques and her uniquely structured choreography for her 

dance and movement-based performances. Due to a visual disability (she does not 

perceive the world in three dimensions), "Monk sees the world the way it appears through 

a camera's lens or on a movie screen" (Jowitt 9). Her choreography is often representative 

of film work, and her films, Ellis Island (1981) and Book of Days (1988) make use of her 

performance background. 

As I will discuss in the next chapter, Potter gave live performances for nearly a 

decade before returning to filmmaking as a primary career, and she continues to speak of 

her lessons performing in front of live audiences when she thinks of how she makes 

decisions in her filmmaking. Interestingly enough, in the same year Potter released The 

Gold Diggers (1983), Monk was one of the four featured artists in Potter's British male 
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peer's film, Peter Greenaway's Four American Composers, (alongside Robert Ashley, 

John Cage, and Philip Glass). By now Monk has been involved with all aspects of 

filmmaking. She has apj)eared in Jean-Luc Godard's Nouvelle vague (1990^. and Frank 

Zappa's Uncle Meat f 1987V Like Monk, Potter has composed for films, but long before 

Monk was involved in filmmaking, she thought of herself as a choreographer who works 

with dance "like a filmmaker" using all of the language and techniques found in the 

medium of film. 

Conclusion 

In order to understand Potter and her work fully within the context in which she 

operates, one needs much more than her biography or a listing of her early experiments 

with film, though both of those are essential. To create a critical discussion of Potter's 

career, one must start at the heart of her life's work, the intersection of visual and 

performing arts: filmmaking, dancing, writing, composing and singing. Potter wrote 

(adapted for the screen) the screenplay for Orlando, composed music and sang on the 

soundtrack in addition to directing the film. Orlando provides viewers and critics with a 

generous dose of Potter's talents, but all of these take place behind the scenes. In The 

Tango Lesson. Potter places her body in front of the camera. In Chapters 4 and 5,1 
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continue to investigate the phenomenon of Potter making her screen debut within a 

discussion framed so that it weaves scenes from the film together with Potter's own 

discussion of the experience of seeing herself on film and the (mostly negative) reactions 

from younger male film critics in the United States after watching Potter dance, act, and 

sing. 

The release of The Tango Lesson provided a clue, but in the subsequent 

interviews she gave. Potter revealed the thread by which viewers and critics could more 

deeply comprehend her life's ambition and work. Potter wanted to be a professional 

dancer, trained and performed in dance during her twenties, and returned to dance later in 

life. Now in her early fifties, she continues to integrate dance into her professional and 

personal life. Even though she had just recendy learned to tango, it is no small statement, 

in the context of her life's story, that Potter made her screen debut as both a filmmaker 

and a dancer in The Tango Lesson. 

Significantly enough, it was while watching Meredith Monk and her troupe 

perform in the spring of 2000 that I was finally able to more clearly comprehend the 

larger project I had outlined for writing about women dancers who also found a career 

behind the camera. Works by Monk, Rainer, and Trinh T. Minh-ha, resonate with Potter 

and her career. The more I investigated the film and dance connection, the more evidence 
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I found that these visual artists rely primarily on their sense of musicality in creating their 

work. This is a theme that will resurface as I move through Potter's films. 
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NOTES 

' The setting of her writing in The Tango Lesson drew questions at a screening in Canada 

and Potter replied, amongst the other questions about what was "real" in the film and 

what wasn't, that the apartment had been a set (viewers were concerned about whether the 

apartment had been repaired) but that she really does write at a table "just like that." 

• See Godard 1972: 76, and Truffaut 1978:94, as quoted in Naremore, 11. 

' See Roland Barthes, "The Death of the Author," in Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen 

Heath. New York: Hill and Wang, 1977, pp. 142-48 and Michel Foucault, "What Is an 

Author?" in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism, ed. Josue V. 

Harari, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1979,141-160. Also see Paul De Man, 

"Autobiography as De-Facement," The Rhetoric of Romanticism. New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1984. 

^ For an interesting perspective see bell hooks' discussion of when she longed to kill 

herself without having to die by killing the self in writing. This planned liberatory 

strategy of getting rid of old self in autobiographical writing had a surprise ending; she 

rescued "gloria" instead. 

' This type of schizophrenic theoretical stance was represented in nearly every film and 

literature "theory" based course I took in graduate school. In many classes, it made for 

fruitful discussions, as in the year long Dickens and feminist psychoanalytical theory 

seminar, but the theoretical underpinnings of the course where somehow always at odds. 

A majority of my film professors had been trained in the formalist tradition, many by 

David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson. When I taught Literature and Film courses, I 

followed in the established tradition and taught from Bordwell and Thompson's Film Art 

(a classic formalist film studies reader for the undergraduate which leans heavily on the 

analysis of works by masters). In graduate school, we studied neoformalist film analysis 

ala David Bordwell, but within the classroom, nearly every film presented was the work 

of a great master. In the anti-auteur courses, there were few films provided that weren't 

from an established canon of important works. As Naremore points out in his own 

discussion of Bordwell's texts, "David Bordwell himself is the author of fine books on 

Carl Dreyer, Yasujiro Ozu, and Eisenstein." For a much more extensive discussion of this 

phenomenon, see Naremore. 
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' Add to that equation that fact that Potter's earlier experimental feminist films. Thriller 

and The Gold Diggers thoroughly critiqued and deconstructed male-authored romantic 

narratives that drew their power from the deaths of female stars, as well as filnmiaking 

and the equation between women and money in the film industry. 

^ See Francoise Lionnet. Autobiographical Voices: Race. Gender. Self Portraiture. 

Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989. 

' See Sidonie Smith, A Poetics of Women's Autobiography. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 

1987, Subjectivity. Identity, and the Bodv: Women's Autobiographical Practices in the 

Twentieth Century. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1993, and Smith, Sidonie and Julia 

Watson, eds. De/Colonizing the Subject: the Politics of Gender in Women's 

Autobiography. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992. 

' For a reading specifically on Barthes' works, see Trinh T. Minh-ha, "The Plural Void: 

Barthes and Asia," in When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation. Gender and Cultural 

Politics. New York: Routledge, 1991,209-222. 

See Judith Mayne, The Woman at the Kevhole: Feminism and Women's Cinema. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990. 

" For instance, see Annette Kuhn and Susannah Radstone's The Women's Companion to 

International Film for an appreciation of the vast number of women filmmakers and 

women working in the film industry. 

"See Kaia Silverman. The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and 

Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988, p. 217. 

See Leo Braudy, The World in a Frame: What We See in Films. Garden City, NY: 

Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1976; for a discussion on Godard and Truffaut's take on genre 

as well as the transformation of genre in the 1970s, pp. 163-181. 

Mitchell adds to the list of musicals, "Cameron Crowe's Almost Famous "a film that 

isn't, stricdy speaking, a musical, [but] uses the rock and pop of the early 1970's for its 
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ability to voice feelings and, eventually, heal wounds." See Elvis Mitchell, "All Singing, 

All Dancing, All Surprising," The New York Times. September 10, 2000. 

For further reading on the history of dance and film, see Karen Backstein's 1996 

dissertation, Dancing Images: Choreography, the Cinema, and Culture. (NYU) 

Also see David L. Parker's Guide to Dance in Film: a Guide to Information Sources. 

Detroit: Gale Research, 1978. 

See Ann Cooper Albright, Choreographing Difference : The Body and Identity in 

Contemporary Dance. Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England, 1997; Sally 

Banes, Dancing Women : Female Bodies on Stage. New York: Routledge, 1998; Marcia 

Butzel, Movement as Cinematic Narration: The Concept and Practice of Choreography in 

Film, (dissertation, 1985); Susan Leigh Foster, Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in 

Comtemporarv Amerian Dance. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986. 
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CHAPTERS 

1972-1979: POTTER AS PERFORMER AND DIRECTOR 

Let us define out terms; art practice used as a term to describe the fme arts only 

developed in the 19"' Century when the division of labour under capitalism 

separated the fme artist from the artisan, and with that its function became allied 

to ruling class interests, by reproducing their 'vision' in terms supposedly above 

materialism, often using women as the object of that vision. 

— Rose English, Jacky Lansley, Sally Potter, 1977 

3.1 Theory and Practice 

Major influences on Potter's late 1970s and early 1980s film work came from her 

participation in a movement she calls "political psychotherapy [or] psychotherapeutic 

counseling," a type of peer counseling Patricia Mellencamp describes as; 

informed by psychoanalysis, in which the roles of the analyst and analysand 

continue to reverse and function without hierarchy. In her group, they paid 

attention to emotions, gender, race, class, as well as the politics of family—very 

different concerns from classical Freudian psychoanalysis (in practice and in film 

theory), a hierarchically structured one-way street. (151) 
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Mellencamp also writes of the connection she sees between Potter's experience with peer 

counseling and the success of revolutionary elements in Thriller: 

Perhaps because of the group logic of shared expertise. Thriller outruns even 

feminist theory in 1979. The rhetorical strategy of Thriller, its shifting enunciation 

in which participants are both analyst and analysand, critic and performer, is 

rather like group therapy, which is a collective process of role traversals and 

mutual identifications. (Indiscretions 151). 

In a later article on Potter's work, Mellencamp continues her discussion of this point, 

'Thriller was way ahead in 1979, including race, lesbianism, local politics, and history, 

along with a critique of nairative romance. And it raised issues that feminist film theory 

is only beginning to notice—work, money, and age" (Fine 156). 

Potter's socio-cultural education in her psychoanalytic peer counseling groups 

strongly informs the politics underlying the creation of Thriller. In 1970 while Potter was 

busy learning dance and working on her shorter experimental films, she also "attended 

her first women's meeting at the Institute of Contemporary Arts and became 'totally 

excited' about reading Germaine Greer, The Second Sex, and Freud, 'which all, 

immediately, made sense"' (Mellencamp, Indiscretions 151V The decade of the 70s was 

a period of excitement and faith in new possibilities which she, like others in her 

community, began to test theory, art, and politics, among other tilings. Even though she 
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has repeatedly stressed that she prefers learning from experience over theory, in 1976, 

Potter became a participant in 

weekend film conferences which had begun to engage issues of theory: Brecht 

and realism, psychoanalysis sporadically, she was an active and resourceful 

participant. Her knowledge and study of theory were eclectic, self-taught, her 

motto being 'the primacy of thought rather than theory,' discovering ideas through 

work rather than the work merely replicating theory. (151) 

She was also involved in several conmiunities that explored the various implications of 

new theory in film, feminist counseling groups. All of these experiences influenced her 

next film project at the end of the decade of change. Her diverse experience in the 1970s, 

from performer to filmmaker, and in film theory groups and feminist peer-counseling 

groups, created a strong foundation from which Potter launched the next decade of 

primarily feminist-oriented film work. 

At this point in Potter's career, British film already had a sophisticated network of 

critics and theorists, working both independently and in conjunction with the British Film 

Institute. There were a variety of film festivals, some organized by BFI, and some by 

women filmmakers collectives, and two top-notch film journals: Sight and Sound and 

Screen. In the 1970s, the group of filmmakers, critics and film theorists who made up the 

academically oriented film community of Screen produced influential film criticism and 

film work, including early feminist film essays and theory by Pam Cook, Elizabeth 
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Cowie, Annette Kuhn, Laura Mulvey and Claire Johnston,' who influenced Potter's 

filmmaking technique and point of focus in Thriller and, one might argue, in all of the 

films following. Potter herself was "involved with Screen culture of the 1970s/early 

1980s" and it is clear that she is working with the same concerns as other theorists and 

filmmakers of the time (Mellencamp, "Making History" 100). 

Thriller gains from and contributes to some of the chief concerns present in the 

Screen r^ommunity and among feminist filmmakers during that period, especially 

questions growing out of the feminist movement revolving around female agency and 

subjectivity. Potter was even ahead of her filmmaking peers in her experimental feminist 

work in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Perhaps Laura Mulvey was thinking specifically 

of Sally Potter's work when she looked back at this time period. Mulvey's summary of the 

efforts and products of feminist theorists directly characterizes both her own work and 

the material and style found in Potter's Thriller. "British feminist film theory grew out of 

both feminist consciousness-raising (as in the Women's Liberation Workshop) and 'high 

theory' which looked to France for 'theory' and Hollywood cinema for 'raw critical 

material'" (Ciecko 18).* 
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Dance, Choreography, and Performance 

I think [choreography] was useful for learning filmmaking discipline—in 

structure, space, time and movement and how to work with people. I think every 

director needs to perform at least once to know what if feels like. 

- Sally Potter, 1997 

Thriller was the first film Potter directed after Combines (1972), her collaborative 

film dance production with Richard Alston and the London Contemporary Dance 

Theatre. After several years of experimentation with multi-screen film projects, it seems 

Potter had pushed this particular approach to filnmiaking as far as she could, and decided 

to pursue dance more seriously. After the successful three-week presentation of 

Combines in London, Potter stepped from behind the camera and into the world of 

performance and dance. As Potter had created and produced Combines in collaboration 

with Richard Alston, it is fitting that she began the next portion of her dance and 

performance career with him. In the numerous interviews over the years, the only hints 

Potter has given concerning this transition in her life revolve around the fact that she had 

always wanted to be a dancer (this is a theme that will arise again in The Tango Lesson) 

and that the cost of furthering her training in film was often prohibitively steep, whereas 

dancing and choreography can be relatively inexpensive in comparison. 
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Potter's ambitious and productive professional life has been a trademark from her 

beginning years in film. During this seven year break from filmmaking, she helped to 

found and "trod the boards" with Richard Alston's innovative dance company, Strider 

(MacDonald 398). Between Combines and Thriller, she formed and performed in dance 

and performance groups around Europe, including Strider. In 1974, Potter formed the 

Limited Dance Company with Jacky Lansley (398). Potter told Judy Stone in an 

interview that the name Limited Dance Company "was a pun on the fact that it had a 

limited amount of dance. I sang my own lyrics and performed around Europe. As a live 

performer, you learn a lot about an audience—their expectations, needs and timing—the 

way you can't on a film set" (Stone 339). Potter also toured with a third group she helped 

to create, "FIG, a Feminist Improvising Group which was 'very professional, playing 

major jazz festivals around Europe' with Lindsay Cooper, her collaborator" (Mellencamp, 

Indiscretions 151). Cooper would later work with Potter on her next two films. In 

addition to touring and performing at home, Potter and her collaborators also recorded 

albums. Lindsay Cooper's musical career developed along side Potter's fihnmaking 

career and today she is a well-known musician in Britain and Europe. 

During this time. Potter also "presented solo theatrical performances and appeared 

in large-scale theatrical presentations, including Mounting (1977), Death and the Maiden 
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(1977), and Berlin (1977), all with Rose English" (MacDonald 398). Potter continued her 

professional and creative partnerships with both Rose English and Lindsay Cooper, and 

the three collaborated on Thriller and The Gold Diggers. English acted in Thriller Cooper 

composed music for the soundtrack. Potter later conHded to Patricia Mellencamp that 

what she really enjoyed about studying dance and choreography were the "the discipline, 

the physical labor, the absolute standards after the previous chaos of her life. For her, 

dance was about gaining strength, learning to take risks, exposing oneself to humiliation, 

embarrassment. To be exposed, one needed strength and flexibility, of mind and body" 

(Mellencamp, Indiscretions 150).^ 

In retrospect, it is easy to see how this break between Hlms functioned as 

incubation period for the next fertile step of Potter's career. As Scott MacDonald wisely 

points out, 

while none of this work involved Potter working as a filmmaker, it did, in a 

general sense, prepare the way for Thriller and The Gold Diggers (1983). both of 

which incorporate performance into cinematic examinations of gender politics as 

they have traditionally functioned in the performing arts (including cinema) and 

in society at large. (MacDonald 398) 

In an interview with Brian McFarlane, Potter discusses the relationship of feminism to 

Thriller. He asked her whether "the film's feminist politics were a crucial starting point" 

for her in creating the film (McFarlane 457). As her answer is quite instructive and very 
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useful in analyzing all of her films following Thriller. I would like to quote at length. 

Potter replies. 

Not so much a starting point, more a kind of immersion of self into what was 

then a burgeoning movement, almost an ecstatic movement, I think, of a feeUng 

of possible liberation - not just for women but for everyone, because it was a new 

way of thinking politically. That is, to identify the ways in which one as an 

individual is less than one could be in every sense, and then finding out it's not a 

personal problem but a general social one that has no basis in a deeper level of 

reality. It was about identifying and claiming an identity as a woman and then 

moving on from that position with a kind of fervour.... But feminism was an 

important and fresh movement at that time and only later became a movement 

that, in many people's eyes, had become a stereotype of itself. (458) 

3.2 Potter's Thriller 

"What do women want?" 

— Sigmund Freud 

"I was searching for a theory that would explain my life. Was the clue to my 

death written in their text?" 

- Mimi, Thriller, after reading Freud, Marx, and Mallarme 

"In Thriller the eternal woman became historical women—a turning point for 

feminist film theory in the 1980s. Mimi asks the central question for women: 

'what if i had been the subject of the scenario, instead of its object?' 'what if I had 
been the hero?"' 

~ Patricia Mellencamp 
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Overview 

Potter's Thriller seems on the surface to be primarily an interrogation of the 

narrative choices in romantic fiction that always seems to end with the death of the 

heroine. She takes Giacomo Puccini's 1896 opera. La Boheme. as her object of 

investigation and rereads the opera "as a text in terms of its narrative, imagistic and 

musical content" (Potter, Camera Obscura. 99). She chose this opera in particular 

because as she explains, "As a piece of fiction its functions can be seen as the 

romanticization of poverty—with its attendant class meanings—and the reinforcing of 

sexual stereotypes" (99). Potter deconstructs the romantic mechanisms in the narrative 

that dictate the death of the poor working class heroine, Mimi, a seamstress who dies of 

consumption at the end of the opera while her female counterpart, a prostitute named 

Musetta, escapes the same fate. In contrast to Mimi's life and death, her neighbors, four 

male artists living in poverty in their attic apartment and "suffering for their art,"^ also do 

not share the seamstress's fate. Instead, as the heroine of Thriller comments, the men 

"become heroes in die display of their grief over the seamstress's death. With those 

words, Potter's heroine gains insight into the mystery behind the narrative's motivation 

for her own death. 
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Potter analyzes the effects of the seemingly necessary death of young heroines in 

romantic narratives through the vehicle of a female investigator in a film noir type 

setting. The investigator, a dark-skinned Mimi, is Potter's revision of Puccini's Mimi, the 

young seamstress who dies of consumption at the end of La Boheme. Potter purposefully 

chose a dark-skinned Mimi in order to emphasize how rarely non-white women are given 

a voice in film. Potter she knew and liked Laffont as a performer, and had strong reasons 

for choosing her to play the role of Mimi: 

I was very interested in putting a black, female voice in the center. Normally, 

such a voice would be peripheral, and she might be stereotyped as an object; here 

she becomes the subject. ... black people are often cast as representing issues 

that have to do with being black. It's a double burden: if you're there at all, you 

have to come carrying a flag. I was interested in casting a black character who 

was dealing with issues that were not necessarily directly to do with being black, 

and who had the authority to be at the center of all the issues. (MacDonald 409) 

Potter resurrects Puccini's Mimi, allows her to have a voice, and Mimi begins a 

comprehensive search for clues about her death. After a lengthy investigation based on 

the question, "Why did I die?" Mimi (the detective) concludes that the death of Mimi (the 

seamstress) was "murder."^ Her search for answers finally leads her to envision alternate 

endings to the original narrative, all of which include her remaining alive. 
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Genre Mixing 

Among the noticeable strengths in Potter's film are her techniques of combining, 

questioning, and rewriting several genres simultaneously: the romantic tragedy in opera, 

and in film, the thriller, detective, suspense, and film noir, including the romantic plot 

line often central to the plot line of the genres. In a brief article published in Camera 

Obscura on Thriller. Potter explains why she chose an opera as the focus of her 

investigation: "Opera crystallizes the needs of the ruling class to play out its obsessions 

and is therefore a particularly clear example of the role of fiction in the production of 

ideology" (99). 

But Potter's investigation doesn't stop with opera. She also examines the 

traditionally masculine world of the suspense, thriller, and detective films, a realm in 

which primarily male characters, cloaked as detectives, become hunters of humans gone 

wrong.® From the film noir. Potter borrows the black-and-white world of images and 

mood to accompany the film noir and detective genre's step-by-step analyses of the crime 

committed and the search for the answer to the mystery of the victim's death. From the 

film noir, suspense, and the thriller film, as well as the opera. Potter draws on the 

audience's awareness of the split between the "good" and "bad" female characters and 

the predictable narrative action that reinforces the division between them. Potter weaves 
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suspense, mystery, romance, and thrills into her narrative, but rarely in the shape or 

context the viewer expects as she is busy deconsttucting the genres she draws upon. 

Potter's title for her film. Thriller, draws a significant amount of speculation 

itself/ Generally, audiences expect thrillers to be action-packed adventures or at least 

psychologically terrifying, but Potter's film is hardly that. Still, it is a thriller in its own 

sense. In his admirable quest to define the suspense thriller, Charles Derry begins with a 

discussion of suspense that is quite useful here; 

The term 'suspense-thriller' does not overtly reflect content, but implies a certain 

response; certainly what is thrilling to one spectator is not necessarily so to 

another. Perhaps the suspense thriller can be perceived not so much as a group of 

films which thrill their audiences (although this may often be the case), but as a 

group of films whose content consists essentially of thrills. (6-7) 

Indeed, though Potter's film is not a thriller in the typical sense, as it is 

investigating precisely "Why do women have to die? What is thrilling in thrillers? Who is 

thrilled? Why."" (Mellencamp. Fine 157') As MacDonald points out, "Thriller undercuts 

the genre. And yet, on another level, Thriller is a thriller" (398-99). He continues to 

discuss the paradox viewers experience when watching Thriller: 

It doesn't allow us to empathize with or to enjoy the sacrifice of the woman 

(although it asks that we remember taking such enjoyment) [yet] we're in this 

attic without all these things that in a conventional film make us feel secure. And 

there are moments that are very creepy... it's the woman appearing, rather than 

her disappearing, that creates the creepiness. (408) 
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Even though Thriller undercuts the genre of the thriller, it does thrill the audience. 

Critics' reactions to the film are helpful here. Mellencamp confesses "The revision is 

thrilling to me, for it is about freedom, that adventure rarely open to women" (159). 

Later, she adds that the thrill in Thriller and The Gold Diggers "comes from thought, 

from knowledge, from the thrill of self-discovery, from escaping the sexual economy" 

(163). Even Potter admits to begin excited by the film: "making of Thriller was a thriller 

for me. It was a passionate and terrifying journey to try and make a film out of what 

seemed like nothing, out of a bunch of clues... I felt as if I were a detective looking into 

the meaning of this work I was trying to construct" (MacDonald 408). 

In addition to the overt allusion in her film's title to the genre of the thriller, "a 

genre dependent on women's death and guilt (and as Carol Clover declares, a form that 

gives men such great pleasure)" (Mellencamp, Fine 159), Potter creates a direct 

relationship between her film and one of Hitchcock's own thrillers. Psycho (1960), which 

features the murder of a young woman by a man who spends too much time in his own 

"attic". Initially she brings Hitchcock's film into the conversation by borrowing the 

"sound of murder" from the soundtrack.® By inserting the murderous suspense-related 

sounds from Hitchcock's film in her own film's recreation of the "murder" from La 
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Boheme, Potter adds ready made suspense to her film. She also effectively calls up 

thematic and stylistic choices Hitchcock made in his own narrative and thus strengthens 

the connections in the viewers' minds between romance narratives and the sacrifice of 

young, beautiful female characters.' 

Potter is a big fan of the texts she chooses to deconstruct and the music she uses 

to emphasize her points.'" She remembers that she 

got interested in decoding the politics of those very, very familiar stories, while at 

the same time tapping into what was so moving and so profound about the music 

that surrounds these stories, and even about the stories themselves. After I'd 

listened to La Boheme a thousand times, I could still find myself moved to tears at 

the end of the death scene, not by the heroine's victimization, but perhaps by the 

melancholy and the loss within relationships that's captured in that incredible 

music. (Potter in MacDonald, 407) 

Thriller's clever analysis of the cause of death focuses on the position and fate of the 

"good" woman and her specific role in romantic plots in literature and both Hollywood 

and avant-garde films." As Annette Kuhn comments, 

By its recruitment of investigatory narrative structure and first-person voice-over. 

Thriller at once draws upon, parodies, challenges and transforms the narrative and 

cinematic codes of the Hollywood film noir. The female victim adds a twist to the 

reconstruction of her own death not only by telling the story herself, but also by 

considering causes for the unhappy romance and death of a young French 

working woman of a kind - social and historical conditions, for instance - that 

could not possibly enter the universe either of operatic tragedy or of the private 

investigator of film noir. (169) 
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Going beyond a focus primarily on any single genre, Mellencamp points out that 

"Potter rewrites the classical story by telling the tale from Mimi's point of view... Mimi 

investigates romanticism, the endlessly told tale in art, opera, ballet, and the movies of 

singular men (particularly artists) sacrificing themselves to their own desire, for which 

women must be grateful and often dead" (Fine 157). In addition to drawing on film noir, 

thrillers, and "the endlessly told tale in art, opera, ballet, and the movies," Potter creates a 

dialogue with the elements she selected to use in the making of the film as well as those 

that influence the film from behind the scenes. 

Feminist Theory in Thriller 

While feminist theory, and particularly feminist film theory, informed Potter's 

work in creating Thriller, within the film itself, Mimi reads from, and thereby 

investigates, "three twentieth-century theories of revolution, Freud, Marx, and Stephane 

Mallarme" in an attempt to make sense of her life and death in the opera (Mellencamp, 

Fine 158).'" Mimi's reading of selections from the texts of Freud, Marx, and Mallarme" 

is a perfect correlation to the typical film detective reading "statements" from informants 

who may or may not have information useful in solving the case. As an object of 

investigation, theory plays a central role in the unfolding drama. We might say that Potter 
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puts theory on trial in her film and the judge and jury are embodied in Mimi. Her criteria 

is plain: will these male theorists have any light to shed on her life and death or on the 

conditions under which she labors? 

As Kuhn begins to suggest in the material quoted above, the film also speaks to 

the very real concerns in many women's lives by addressing both contemporary and 

historical conditions. Mellencamp reads this film as a site in which 

fiction and history merge. Representation and the real are intertwined. History is 

not divorced from the present, neither dead nor over but relevant and alive; and 

fiction has everything to do with history, including the history of the unconscious. 

The historical dilemmas of the old seamstress in Thriller or of Mimi in La 

Boheme are not unlike women's struggle today in life or representation. 
(Indiscretions 152) 

Potter's involvement in feminist discussion groups during thel970s and her 

excitement of the possibility of change and growth through awareness are evident in her 

motivations for making the film. She is the first to point out that "Mimi's strategies 

become a reference to the experiences of many women emerging from an undefined 

experience of their own oppression and then encountering the contradictions of a 

supposedly revolutionary theory mediated through an exclusive and class bound use of 

language" (Camera Obscura 99). I would argue that Potter's experiences in the 1970s, 

specifically her realizations that various types of oppression are man made and therefore 

are possible to transcend has motivated several of her film projects since that time. 
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The film quite intentionally intersects the issues in real women's lives from 

another angle as well. Both the production and theme of Thriller are inextricable from the 

lives of seamstresses, from the working class character of Mimi in La Boheme to the site 

on which Potter shot the film. As in the tradition of her earlier site-specific performances. 

Potter located her fictional investigation of Mimi's death in a building that was "formerly 

a sweatshop for women garment workers" (Mellencamp, Fine 156-57). In fact. Potter 

lived just below the attic in which she shot the film. "In 1976 and 1977, [Potter] became 

involved in the politics of housing. She had moved to a building in Holbum that was 

formerly a sweat shop" (Mellencamp, Indiscretions 151). Potter was still living as a 

squatter in this building in 1979 when she made Thriller. The creation of Thriller bears 

the signs of her performance work, specifically the site specific performances. The result 

is a fitting symmetry between the deconstructed narrative, the actual site of the film, and 

the filmmaker's own residence and career as an artist. 

The Opera 

The opera was first performed February 1,1896, at the Teatro Regio in Turin. 

Before the end of the century. La Boheme had made its way to stages in major cities all 

over the world. Its popularity continued well into the middle of the twentieth century as 
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these statistics reveal.'^ As I write this dissertation, reports of the opera's upcoming fall 

2000 perforaiances in Italy are featured news items in The New York Times. It is quite 

obvious that the story and production still have currency with contemporary audiences 

nearly a hundred years after it was first brought to the stage. La Boheme's continued 

popularity is a clear commentary on its rather secure position in the canon of western 

cultural narratives. At least part of its pull can be attributed to the romantic narrative, 

tragic ending, and that is precisely where Potter begins her quest. 

La Boheme is set in 1830 in the Latin Quarter in Paris, and centers around four 

poverty-stricken young bohemian males who share an apartment; Marcello, a painter, 

Rodolpho, a poet, Colline, a philosopher, and Schaunard, a musician, and two female 

characters: Mimi, a young neighbor in the building who works as a seamstress and who 

has consumption (ostensibly from working long hours in the cold apartment), and 

Musetta, a "kept" woman (as Potter says) formerly involved with Marcello, but who now 

has an older paramour. There are four acts. In the first, it is Christmas Eve. Rodolpho and 

Mimi meet when she knocks on the apartment door.'® Her candle had gone out on the 

stairway when she coughed and she asks Rodolpho for a light. The two fall in love, only 

to be parted in Act m. Rudolpho rejects her as he is afraid of her illness, though at first 

he tells his friend (and Mimi overhears) that it is because he's bothered by her flirtatious 
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behavior. In Act FV, Musetta brings Mimi into the men's apartment as Mimi has 

requested to see her lover before she dies. The others leave to sell their belongings in 

order to buy supplies and medicine. Mimi and Rodolpho remember their first meeting. 

She dies.'^ 

3.3 Thriller: A Closer Look 

In making Thriller. Potter takes a traditional romantic narrative in the "high art" 

form of opera as her main source material. By drawing on her experience with feminist 

theory and active groups, she turns the narrative, and the form which contains it, upside 

down by beginning at the ending. The beginning of Potter's Thriller evokes the feeling 

that the viewer is witnessing the end of a performance. There is no visual orientation for 

the film viewer, no light, action, or characters. There is only the "deathly, beautiful aria, 

the song of tragic romance" on the soundtrack (Mellencamp, Fine 157), and those 

viewers familiar with the La Boheme will recognize the reference to the well-known 

opera. As viewers, we could be sitting in the theater after the opera's end. We are at an 

end, with all of its connotations; death, nothingness, and the lack of visual representation 

that signifies cinema.There is no expected indication that a film has begun. 
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After what feels like several minutes of viewing a black screen ~ a respectable 

waiting period between the old (opera) and the new (film), we see the first scene. The 

film appears very minimalist. It is shot in black and white and makes use of the barest of 

sets. In this opening scene, a woman sits alone in a chair in an otherwise empty attic near 

the right edge of the frame. She is holding a book and laughing.^' Then, in striking 

contrast to the stark beginning, we are given a set full of props. We see a still from the 

opera shot in black and white. It appears to be an attic apartment, with no people and no 

voice over.^ As the film continues, we hear the "sounds of murder" from Psycho and 

witness the "death" scene: a shot in which only parts of several people appear in the 

frame."' 

In the opening minutes of Thriller, as is true of all films, the director teaches the 

viewer what to expect of her film, and how to read it as a text. Potter's earliest clues to 

the viewer include a hint that sound will preside over image, as the strains from La 

Boheme and Psycho make clear. The viewer also realizes that the plot will take place 

outside of the normal parameters or conventions of narrative film. The introductory 

elements, introduced separately in the film, let the viewer know that he or she will get 

live characters, a soundtrack and a setting, but not necessarily simultaneously, as each of 

these elements has been highlighted by separation. Potter's final hint in the opening 
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moments is to expect a thoroughly fragmented text. In the fragmentation of the text - or 

rather, the text of fragments, it is easy to observe Potter's movement from stage and film, 

as she translates her own dance and performance experiences into the creation of a 

revolutionary film. In many ways, Thriller reads as though it is a fragmented performance 

text on film or even a mixed-media performance. The stylistic choice of fragmentation is 

the primary way in which Potter's film is aligned with her performance background, but 

as we will see, the content itself reinforces this interpretation. 

La Boheme and Thriller both have four acts. Critics have typically focused on the 

three versions of the narrative from La Boheme recounted by Potter's main character," 

but I argue that there are actually four clearly delineated sections (or acts) following the 

film's prologue. In the fashion of a modem dance or performance piece, Thriller's main 

character continually returns the narrative action to a home base (the beginning of the 

opera's narrative) and begins again in a new direction, as a modem dancer might 

continue repeating her or his original line of action with slight variations.^ There is only 

one exception to this pattern. The third act begins in the middle of the action and works 

its way back to the beginning again, so we have an inverse narrative sequence. This is the 

act that has been ignored by critics, as they group it with one of the other acts, and fail to 

see its significance in the movement of the narrative. 
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In the prologue we are introduced to the elements of the film, and to Mimi's 

investigation, before the story proper commences. Mimi first lines are "I'm trying to 

remember, to understand... Who killed me and why? .. What did it mean?"" She then 

asks herself whether she remembers and replies, "being carried from the room in 

arabesque." Potter's fust act begins with a still shot of Mimi, played by Collette Laffont, 

sitting in front of the mirror apparently examining herself. The first time we hear Potter's 

Mimi tell the story of Mimi the seamstress, she begins the narrative with an objective 

third-person point of view, "I'm told that the story is this ... It is Mimi, the seamstress 

and flower maker." She continues to tell the entire story in this manner. At the end of the 

initial telling, we see the repeated still shot of Mimi examining herself closely in the 

mirror. The extreme closeness between Collette Laffont and her image in the mirror (her 

face is nearly touching the glass) in the repeated shot that frames her first investigation 

contrasts sharply with the effects of the distance created by her objective third-person 

style of narration. Her distanced references to the character and role she played, "It is 

Mimi," also work to create a gap between Potter's contemporary Mimi and Puccini's 

historical Mimi. At this point in the film. Potter's Mimi has access to the story of her life 

and death primarily through other sources and she has little if any personal memory on 

which to rely. 
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Potter's next step is to close the gap between story and memory, image and 

narrative. In Potter's second act, and the second time Mimi tells the story, she speaks in 

first person, "I remember it was a cold wintry night." She now occupies both the role of 

the detective and the victim of the crime as she inserts herself into the role of the 

historical Mimi and begins to speak her memories. The initial scene on the stairs is 

enacted in a live performance instead of with pictures from the opera. We see a candle in 

the dark and hear a cough, the signifier for Mimi's consumption. The candle goes out. 

Then we see a hand knocking on a door. After the knock. Potter returns to her earlier use 

of pictures and music from the opera to aid in the telling of the narrative. Mimi continues, 

but turns her focus to the men, 'They were making something in their cold studio. Was it 

work?" A man walks into the bare room with something that looks like an urn or a pot. 

"Was he the artist?... And the other man?... Certainly they were in it together." 

Mimi, the detective, now has the crime (her death) and men she suspects as criminals. 

Mimi then adds location to the list of known entities in her criminal investigation 

by insisting, "I know something happened in this attic." She has told the viewer that the 

romance with Rudolpho and her own death both occurred in the attic. Her line, "I know 

something happened in this attic," links her death and the romance she experiencing with 

Rudolpho, but it also creates a space for further investigation as she clearly is not 
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satisfied witii the information she has. In a brilliant cinematic moment. Potter employs a 

visual metaphor and a line of conmientary that collapses romance narratives in general 

into one basic signifying gesture. In slow motion shot, we see Mimi jump gracefully into 

Rudolpho's arms twice. The jump itself is choreographed in the language of dance and is 

yet another reminder how closely aligned Potter's dance and performance background are 

with this film. In voice over, we hear Mimi say, "For centuries she's been jumping into 

his arms." 

Potter's use of this single romantically-troped element to stand in for centuries of 

romantic relationships between men and women also reminds the viewer that Thriller 

itself is nearly devoid of romance. As MacDonald notes, 'Thriller is a distinguished 

instance of what Laura Mulvey has called 'scorched earth' feminist cinema: that is. Potter 

refuses virtually all the pleasures of commercial movies, and especially the convention of 

exploiting women as erotic objects. Indeed, the traditional sacrifice of women for 

pleasure is the subject of Thriller" (398-99). The near surgical removal of the effects of 

romance (and certainly the audiences' enjoyment of romance) from the plot of a romance 

narrative is a perfect example of Potter's scrupulous avoidance of the pleasures of 

commercial films at this point in her career. Mimi's second version of the opera's Act 1 

ends in a voice over of her coughing continuously as we see shots of two men holding 
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and carrying her. Again, romance and death are linked in the character of Mimi. In this 

scene the romantic subtext of the opera's narrative is reaffirmed, but the scene ends with 

the haunting cough that foreshadows both the end of the romance and then, after a brief 

reunification between the lovers, Mimi's death. 

Potter has her characters act out the next section in the attic. Mimi is seated in 

front of the mirror again with her back to the camera, and speaks through voice over, 

"Sitting in front of the mirror, I wait for a clue." By communicating the events in this 

sequence through a series of still shots of her actors, Potter transforms live action into the 

space of memory or history. The shots are connected by dissolves as first Musetta (Rose 

English), then the two men, come through the door to the left of Mimi. Potter adds a new 

angle to the previous collection of stills of Mimi. Here she suddenly shows us Mimi (still 

sitting in front of the mirror) from the side by using a slightly elevated angle, indicating 

that we are seeing her from the men's point of view as they enter the room. As the second 

act of the investigation ends, Musetta is in an arabesque, and Mimi's hand covers her 

mouth. She seems to be watching the two men at the back of the room who are positioned 

as if they are preparing to climb out of the window. It looks as though Mimi has 

witnessed a crime and/or is reacting in horror and fear (possibly stifling a scream?) while 

the men attempt to escape through the window. 
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The sequence of still shots connected by dissolves creates the effect of a 

deliberate attempt on the part of the audience to form relationships between images, yet 

the unexplained fmal images signal the viewer that the links between images are missing. 

The many gaps in Mimi's memory and comprehension of her own story are 

communicated quite effectively to the viewer who shares those gaps and confusion with 

her. As section two closes, the viewer is left to piece together the information presented 

and to wait for further help in order to make sense both of the investigation and of the 

images Potter has just presented. 

Potter's third section, or her "Act HI," begins in mid-narrative and achieves a type 

of backward movement in order to end neatly with the first shot of the film: 

Mimi/Collette Laffont sitting in the attic holding a book and laughing.^ The third section 

begins in the middle of the previously established romance. There is no introduction 

needed here as we hear Mimi's recollection in voice over from the same distant third 

person perspective established in Act I, "The man wanted her... the artist It's all 

coming back.... They were making something in their cold studio, perhaps even an 

opera." In a wonderful moment of textual self-reflection. Potter brings the male artists' 

work in La Boheme closer to Mimi's search for the meaning of her life and death in 

Thriller. Mimi asks in several different ways what role the males had in her death. 
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including a direct inquiry, "Did they take part in my death?" To hint that one of these 

men might be creating an opera during La Boheme reinforces Mimi's early attempts to 

implicate the male artists in her death. 

She also wonders aloud whether "they really suffer to create in the way I must 

suffer to produce?" She's absolutely certain that their poverty was different" from her 

own. One might argue — and Potter did^ ~ that the men chose to be artists or 

"bohemians," but as a struggling "seamstress and flower maker, sewing stale flowers that 

didn't smell.... Often until the early hours working with the cold and a candle as 

companion," Mimi's poverty, struggle, suffering, and certainly her fate all differ 

markedly from that of the men. After recalling her own years of struggling as a poor 

artist. Potter reflects on the difference between types of poverty: 

there is an essential difference ... and this was one of the things I was looking at 

then—between the kind of poverty that somebody working in a sweatshop might 

have and the poverty of squatting artists, because for artists there is usually an 

element of choice. You can talk about the economic oppression of artists, but it's 

not inherent in the artist's life: you can be either poor or rich at certain points, 

which forces you to make, or not to make, certain compromises. The other kind of 

poverty is rooted in class oppression. 

Mellencamp writes that as the film continues. Potter's "characters become 

political. Mimi reveals what the history of art, like romance, has repressed: the conditions 

of industrial labor and a double standard" (Fine 158). Mimi's observation that the men 
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"produce stories to disguise how I must produce their goods" is one of the most striking 

lines in the investigation. Once again Potter's film critiques the gender, economics, and 

role of writers external to the text of the opera, the fiction makers who wittingly or not, 

engage in cultural construction and shape the lives and perceptions of real men and 

women. In tying her observations to life outside of the text of the opera itself. Potter 

makes her film much more powerful than had she just contained the scope of her 

evaluation to romance narratives and the text of the opera. 

Next, Mimi moves from her critique of the division of labor between the genders 

directly into a first person investigation of what it might mean to occupy the position of a 

male within this narrative. In a voice over, we hear Mimi ask, "Was there a fight?" We 

see Collette Laffont (who has previously occupied the role of Mimi) still dressed in her 

usual attire: shirt and pants, but now she is engaged in "pretend" boxing with one of the 

males we have seen previously. In a triumphant moment for feminist theory, she asks 

another significant question, "Would I have preferred to be the hero?" She repeats the 

question (we hear it twice). 

Collette Laffont (in pants) and one of the men (now bare from the waist up and 

dressed in a tutu) stand side by side with their backs to the camera. La^ont holds the man 

horizontal in her arms as he lies prone in mid air. Slowly, Laffont, still carrying the male 
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in a tutu, turns around to face the camera. After trying on the male costume, position, and 

role (the fighting and the switching of traditional male/female dance positions), and 

asking whether she would have preferred to be the hero, Mimi does not seem compelled 

to cross the gender line. It is worthwhile mentioning that when she occupies the role of 

the "good" woman, Laffont assumes a fairly passive role. In fact, she just sits in front of 

the mirror (either facing it or with her back to it) or in the chair across the room, reading 

theory and laughing. By contrast, Musetta, the "bad" woman, is nearly always engaged in 

some type of movement; it is as if she's always preparing for an upcoming performance. 

So the change fi-om the ultra passive mode represented by sitting, to the active male roles 

carries the detective, Mimi, even further into the investigation. Clearly she is not Hnished 

with her search for meaning. By experimenting with gender roles, Mimi has shifted her 

position from victim to survivor and fighter. 

Instead of continuing to pose as the male. Potter has her heroine pursue a related 

line of thought: What if she was the "subject instead of the object" of the narrative? 

Laffont (now Mimi again) sits in a chair the near the right edge of the frame in the bare 

attic. Someone off screen hands her a book. This is the same set up we saw in the 

beginning of the film, but we have not yet reached the exact duplication of the opening 

shot. Laffont/Mimi reads out loud in French: Mallarme, two quotes, then Maix, two 
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quotes. In a third-person voice over, she describes her agenda, "She was searching for a 

theory that would explain her life—that would explain her death. They had written the 

books—by reading she hoped to understand." At this point, Potter reverts to the hand 

held camera again. This time, however, the point of view shots are motivated by Mimi's 

movements as she turns to and explores her female companion. Rose English/Musetta, by 

coming very close to her face. We saw a similar shot earlier as the camera/Mimi 

investigated the two men in act two. 

In an attempt to place Musetta in the narrative that she has been piecing together, 

Mimi asks, "How then is it that I can remember her death scene? Was she the victim 

also?" We see a scene with Rose English (as Musetta or as Mimi) on the deathbed and 

two men standing near. Now, Collette Laffont, wearing a dress for the first and only time 

during the film, stands in the back of the room. Her attire and position in the background 

identify her as having stepped into the position or role of Musetta, while Rose English 

lies dying on the bed, occupying Laffont's previous position as Mimi. In voice over 

Laffont inquires of the dying woman on the bed, the woman who now occupies Laffont's 

old position, "Was she Mimi?" 

Potter has convincingly untied all previous associations the viewer has made 

between actor and character Laffont, who usually plays the role of Mimi, now appears as 
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Rudolpho and Musetta, while Rose English temporarily switches roles with Mimi, and 

the male actor steps into a tutu and the traditionally female role. By switching roles 

between and amongst the characters. Potter has effectively rebelled against the typical 

expectations viewers bring to cinematic experiences, i.e. that the film will contain a 

certain degree of representational integrity in that each actor will generally portray one 

character throughout the film. It seems that one of Potter's many goals with this 

transgressive move is to provide the female hero with freedom to experiment, to literally 

try on different roles, as well as break the viewer from the worn out script differentiating 

the "good" woman from the "bad." By having the female actors move back and forth 

between roles. Potter technically erases the divisions between them and the roles they are 

playing, and brings the viewer's focus to the gendered subject. She goes even one step 

further and temporarily erases the boundaries between genders when she has Collette 

Laffont step into the role of the male opera hero. 

Near the end of Thriller's third section, Collette Laffont (as Mimi again) resumes 

reading aloud. Rose English (as Musetta) approaches. She runs her hand over Mimi's 

face. Then they switch positions. Rose English sits in the chair and Collette Laffont leans 

over her from the side. The viewer hears what appears to be a woman questioning a 

woman, who answers in turn, but the only voice is Laffont's. There are many lines of 
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dialogue, beginning with Mimi asking, "What were you doing...?" [when I was reading] 

The reply is, "I was listening and I was absent." Rose English resumes the role of 

Musetta again and moves to the back of the room. Once again she leans with her hand on 

wall, then slowly moves back into the arabesque position as Collette Laffont /Mimi 

resumes reading aloud in French. The two men enter the room and carry English/Musetta 

out still in arabesque. Laffont/Mimi Hnishes reading and lists the theorists she has turned 

to for help, "Mallarme, Marx, Freud," and then she bursts into laughter and cannot seem 

to stop laughing. It is quite obvious she has not found the answer she seeks in these 

men's texts. 

In this third act, Mimi found that neither taking on the male role nor the writings 

of male theorists can answer her questions. When she made the film. Potter shared 

Mimi's view that "the answer or solution does not lie in men, or in men's texts—leading 

us to the same dead ends" (Meilencamp, Indiscretions 135). In fact, Mimi emphasizes 

that the male artists are the creators - at least they act as the voice - for the ideology that 

allows romance narratives in which the young heroines must be sacrificed. This is where 

the film began; a woman sits alone in an attic holding a book and laughing." Potter has 

created a near inversion of the narrative action in this section. Not only does she take the 

viewer back to the beginning of the film, but the way she has created and edited this 
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section enables the viewer to see the characters discuss information and see events before 

they happen (or before we are given enough information for the events to make sense). 

All of these strands will come together at the end of the film, as the end of section two 

and three both provide visual previews, often without motivation or explanation, of what 

is to happen in section four (complete with motivation and explanation). 

Act four, the final section of Potter's film, is told mostly through the use of black 

and white photographs. It begins with a black screen, which is a significant marker, as 

that is the way the film originally began. In a voice over, Laffont exclaims, "No, wait. A 

clue. Suddenly I understand." We see a (still) image of a seamstress, and then close-ups 

of the picture, with a focus on the seamstress's hands. These are not images we have seen 

before in La Boheme or Thriller. Mimi's insight provides inspiration for her final telling 

of the opera's narrative. In addition to the seamstresses in the photographs, Potter's two 

male characters appear in a still shot. The next shot is of Mimi in mirror. She wonders, 

"What if I hadn't died?" This question is accompanied by a picture of seamstress with 

three children standing in background of the photograph; two boys stand against a wall, 

while a girl stands a little closer to the mother who is sewing. 

Mimi envisions what most likely would have been her life, given the new clues 

she's found. Wimessing what might have been, Mimi suddenly understands why her 
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character had to die within the narrative of the opera. Ironically, life ~ and what is 

impossible to see within the context of the opera — provides a clue to her death: 

Without my death, my love with Rudolpho might have bom children. I would 

have become a mother. I would have had to work even harder to give them food. 

But the heroine of such a story doesn't just labor day and night to feed her 

children. And, if they had let me live, I would have become an old woman. And 

an old seamstress would not be considered the proper subject of a love story.... I 

had to be young, single, and vulnerable ... with a death that serves their desire to 

become heroes in their expression of their grief. 

Mimi realizes that, given the constraints of the romantic narrative, she had to die in order 

to aid the men in becoming heroes. Nothing short of the death and the sacrifice of the 

"good" woman would enable the men to truly become heroes by expressing their grief at 

their loss. The questions Potter has Mimi ask in the film find an end here, with the 

realization that Mimi's death (and the deaths of all of the Mimis in romantic narratives) is 

predicated on the lack in the male characters - a void that can only be filled, experienced, 

and expressed through the reaction caused by the sacrifice of the "good" female in the 

story. Is that what makes a man a man? As Potter discovered in her filmmaking process, 

and audiences as they watch the film, the idea has far-reaching consequences. In her 

psychoanalytic critique of Thriller. Jane Weinstock concludes that as viewers, "We must, 

then, turn our backs on the young and vulnerable Mimi, whose death 'served their [the 

men in the attic, or perhaps the male spectators of La Bohemel desire to become heroes 
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in the display of their grief,' and focus instead on Mimi the mother" (Weinstock 104). 

The connection Weinstock makes between the male characters within La Boheme and the 

male spectators in the audience is well worth further investigation. 

Both Mimi (within the film) and Weinstock bring another point to the surface: the 

conflict between a woman's age and the possibility of her appearing in a romantic 

narrative, "if they would have let me live, I would have become an old woman. And an 

old seamstress would not be considered the proper subject of a love story." Weinstock 

points out that the older seamstress seen in the photograph "could not have appeared in 

La Boheme: she was not the proper 'Other,' not petite enough. But it is precisely she, the 

mother, who finally becomes Potter's subject of scrutiny" (104). At this point in her own 

discussion of Thriller - focusing on the fate of the seamstress who will never grow old, 

Mellencamp writes, "Precisely. Neither the Hollywood movie nor the avant-garde fihn 

nor U.S. culture allows women to be old; the ideal female body is smooth, flawless, 

young" (Fine 158). 

As Thriller draws to a close, Mimi acknowledges what opera fans and film 

viewers know for a certainly, "If Musetta would have died, it wouldn't have been a 

tragedy." Thus, Mimi realizes that Musetta, the "bad" woman, the one who survives, was 

only a "complimentary" character to her own. "We were set up as opposites, as 
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complementary characters, and kept apart to serve our roles." They were litde but 

coordinated elements in a predetermined narrative formula. Mimi concludes her lengthy 

investigation at last by affirming what she suspected, "Yes, it was murder." But Potter 

has not finished with the opera, fihn, or the characters. She goes one step further. As the 

film draws to a close, the two women embrace, acknowledging the absolute impossibility 

for any type of closeness within the original narrative framework. Mimi ventures (in 

voice over), "Perhaps we could have loved each other," and as the women embrace, the 

two men move to the far window at the back of the frame and open the window, 

preparing to exit. In Potter's version, the men are mute, there is no murder necessary for a 

fulfilling ending, and hero status is not earned by the sacriHce of heroines. 

Conclusion 

Thriller was quite a successful film and lead to an invitation by the British Film 

Institute to "submit a proposal, which is how The Gold Diggers started" (Potter in 

MacDonald 409). While Thriller was funded by the Arts Council of Great Britain, it was 

still a low budget film by all accounts.^ As Mellencamp documented, in the years just 

before Thriller was made, Potter "had received a grant of three thousand pounds from the 

British Arts Council for her on-site, ambitious, spectacular performances, which attracted 
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quite a following" (Indiscretions 151). Potter's previous film work and her years of 

performing, for which she had begun to receive funding, now manifested itself in the 

strategies and confidence necessary to proceed with Thriller after her lengthy break from 

filmmaking. 

Potter collaborated on the film with friends with whom she had performed in the 

past: Rose English, who played the part of Musetta in the film, and Lindsay Cooper, who 

played bassoon on the soundtrack for the film. Cooper, English and Potter collaborated 

on Potter's next film. The Gold Diggers, and continued to develop the core ideas found in 

Thriller conceming women's roles in the film industry. When Potter made Thriller, she 

felt is was "the first of [her] films that was not so much an hors d'oeuvre. but a main 

course. I'd delivered plenty of 'main courses' in live work before then" but the 35 minute 

Thriller was the longest film she had undertaken, and it had to stand alone without a live 

performance, as Combines used (MacDonald 406). 

It only took Potter two weeks to shoot the film, but six months to complete the 

editing. Thriller is, like Combines seven years earlier, a film that is as much about editing 

as it is anything else. In Thriller, continuous action and synchronous sound is not the 

norm. For the most part. Potter transformed the action she shot on film into still shots that 

blend quite well with the numerous shots she used from pictures of the opera and of older 
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seamstresses.'^ In this manner, the film seems to take place in the space of the mind and 

memory of the heroine/detective, Mimi, rather than in real space and time. With editing. 

Potter transforms the flow of film into static images and breaks down the expected 

sequences of action into the equivalent of photographic images, thereby invoking not 

only photography, but the history of cinema itself. In doing so. Potter is creating a deeper 

critique of film as a system of representation that has imaged women in specific ways, 

just as opera has. 

Potter's style in this film (and even more so in her next) creates many challenges 

for the viewer. Potter claims that at the time she made Thriller, she was aware of the 

difficulty some viewers might have with the film, "A lot of people came to meet Thriller 

in a way that at the time I found nothing short of miraculous. And then there'd be people 

who drew a complete blank, who did not have a clue what I was up to.... I never used 

the word 'avant-garde,' but I thought of myself as working on the knife edge of 

accessibility and inaccessibility, and proudly so" (MacDonald 410)." Inspite of the 

difficulties the style poses for viewers. Thriller is an exciting film because it so clearly 

demonstrates Potter's attempt to bring feminist film theory to bear on the making of the 

film and to create a revisionist history more inclusive of the woman's point of view and 

the motivation for plot line in standard romantic narratives. 
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Not only was Thriller successful with audiences when it was released, but it is a 

crucial feminist film that has survived the decades. Several prominent feminist film 

critics and theorists have analyzed the film and it is still shown regularly in film classes. 

Both Thriller and Potter's next film. The Gold Diggers, put feminism to practice behind 

the scenes and on the screen. Her involvement in feminist groups in the 1970s forms the 

backbone of both of these projects, and it is easy to detect the thread of her interests, 

concerns, lessons, and even a certain style of communicating honed by years of 

performing for live audiences in the film. Potter's choice to have a film/opera character 

investigate her own death from a solidly female-centered point of view reflects some of 

the primary concerns in feminist theory and practice at the time she made the film (and 

for many years following). As the quote used in the epigraph for this section indicates. 

Thriller was "a tuming point for feminist film theory in the 1980s [as] Mimi asks the 

central question for women; 'what if i had been the subject of the scenario, instead of its 

object?' 'what if I had been the hero?'" (Mellencamp, Fine 158) 

In Thriller. Potter covers most of the urgent concerns shaping feminist film 

criticism and theory in the late 1970s and 1980s. She gives women a voice, the use of the 

gaze, and subjectivity in place of the usual silencing and stifling roles as sacrificial 

heroine on one hand, and the bad woman, on the other. The heroine in Thriller is the 
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object of her own investigative gaze - along with the two men and the other woman, the 

men are silenced, and the women experiment with switching roles and then bond in the 

end. 

Since the release of Thriller, film theorists and critics have focused upon the 

significance of Mimi's voice as a key element in this revolutionary text. Who can forget a 

film that opens with its heroine laughing at Freud, Marx, and Mallarme?^' Potter 

emphasizes female voice other ways as well. Most importantly, she gives women a voice 

whether they are historical or present time women, fictional or real, white or black, old or 

young, "good" or "bad." Potter's Mimi addresses a variety of issues central to women's 

lives: economics, relationships, motherhood, poverty, illness, and aging that not simply 

elided in most romantic narratives, quite possibly by having the heroines die young as 

they did in La Boheme and Psycho. Potter foregrounds the importance of voice through 

the techniques of direct address, voice over, and dialogue. Mimi reads the work on male 

theorists, and she moves from third to first person in the recitation of her own story, 

which gives die audience a clear indication of her level of identification with her own 

experience. 

Mimi's narration, more than the narrative of the opera itself, ties the film together. 

Especially significant is Mimi's realization of the clue that inspires the final telling of the 
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story and enables her to envision alternate endings. As Kuhn reminds us, 'Thriller is 

structured around a rearrangement of narrative discourse in dominant cinema by the 

instatement of a woman's questioning voice as the film's organising principle" (Kuhn 

169). However, there are other ways Potter emphasizes women's ability to express 

themselves: the power of the gaze, laughter, silence (Mimi with her hand over her mouth 

as if to repress a scream), music (Lindsay Cooper's bassoon music on the soundtrack) 

and finally, Rose English's dance positions and movements in the film. 
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NOTES 

' This exact listing of names conies from Anne Ciecko (18). While much the information 

I present is common knowledge, some I gained from my own experience presenting a 

paper at a Screen conference in Glasgow in 1991, meeting many of the British film critics 

and visiting BFI. See Anne Ciecko for a more in-depth historical account of this entire 

period in British fihn. 

• Ciecko was quoting and paraphrasing Mulvey. See also: Mulvey, Laura. "British 

Feminist Film Theory's Female Spectator: Presence and Absence," in Feminist Cultural 

Studies I. edited by Terry Lovell (Aldershot, UK: The International Library of Studies in 

Media Culture, 1995), p. 69/489. 

^ Mellencamp continues: 'The means of production were simple, and she could produce 

much work. However, she pointed out that London was not as supportive of dance 

performance as New York; there were no critics like Jill Johnston and few funding 

sources, to say nothing of artistic respectability. The conditions of performers or 

musicians like Meredith Monk in New York were missing in London." Mellencamp, 

Patricia. Indiscretions: Avant-garde Film. Video & Feminism. Bloomington: Indiana, UP 

1990.(150-151) 

* Potter's emphasis on "suffering for their art." See Potter, Sally. "Sally Potter on 

Thriller." Camera Obscura. No. 5, p. 99. 

' It is my intention to emphasize the difference between the opera's Mimi and Potter's 

detective named Mimi. 

^ For a thorough investigation into the various thriller-related genres please see Charles 

Derry's The Suspense Thriller: Films in the Shadow of Alfred Hitchcock. Jefferson, 

N.C.: McFarland and Company, Inc., 1988. In addition to his definitions of film noir, 

thrillers, suspense, and detective films, Derry's text contains a detailed description of 

what belongs in the category of suspense and how directors create suspense. 

^ For another perspective on thrillers from a female filmmaker, see Linda Seger. "Case 

Study: Agnieszka Holland" in When Women Call the Shots: The Developing Power and 

Influence of Women in Television and Film. New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1996. (273) 
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Here's an excerpt from an interview with Agnieszka Holland: " People ask me what is 

the message of my movies and I say 'that life is complicated.' Something I don't like 

about American films is that they think the division between good and evil is simple and 

that you can exorcise the devil. That's why I don't like the concept of the thriller. You 

kill the exterior evil and they think man will be happy. But for me the problem is that the 

evil is part of our self." 

' "Murder is signaled by the high-pitched violin sounds from Hitchcock's Psycho. These 

few high screeches, dropping to low tones, mean "murder." (Mellencamp, Fine. 157) 

' "Her [Mimi's] questioning is frequently accompanied by the passage of Bernard 

Herrmann's music for Psycho that prepares the way for Norman's murder of Marion 

Crane." (MacDonald, 398-99) "Freeze frames of the fragmented bodies of the 

performers suggest Hitchcock's fragmented editing in murder scenes and avant-garde 

films like Tom. Tom, the Piper's Son. (Mellencamp, Indiscretions 154) 

Potter describes her experience with Psvcho. "There is the loss, yes, but there's also that 

incredible musicality in Psycho from the very first image. Psycho has one of the most 

brilliant scores by Bernard Herrmann." (MacDonald 407) 

" As Potter asserted in an interview, "the male character is really about life and the 

female character is about death." (MacDonald 407) 

1 envision Potter and her collaborators bringing together the various strands in Thriller 

much in the same way I worked with theorists myself as I studied for my preliminary 

exams. I distinctly remember sketching out scenes in which "the guys" (Barthes, de Man, 

Fanon, Foucault) met in a cafe in Paris and had a conversation concerning issues of race, 

colonialism, and gender. In creating Thriller Potter and her collaborators had to have 

done much the same thing. 

Actually, as Mellencamp and Weinstock both point out, Potter takes these selections 

from Tel Quel. See Mellencamp and also, Weinstock, Jane. "She Who Laughs Last." 

Camera Obscura. No. 5 pp. 100-110. 

'•* Bohemians of the Latin Quarter was originally produced as a play in 1849 and first 

appeared in book form in 1851. Author Henri Murger. 
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At the Metropolitan Opera, from the first performance on December 26,1900 through 

1975-76, there were 532 performances in 71 seasons. It was the second most frequently 

performed opera at the Met. It was the first opera given at the San Francisco Opera, on 

September 26, 1923, and it ran 114 performances in 40 seasons through 1995. It was 

most recently performed December 11,1993; it was the most frequently performed opera 

at this site. 

Potter's film uses a different spelling, 'Rudolpho' from the British production. The 

pictures she uses are from the British production. 

Thanks to New York City library for the most helpful summary of the opera. 

The emphasis on the "nothing" to see would make for a great Freudian reading 

especially using early French feminist writings. 

I'm reminded of similar figures in literature, such as Charlotte Bronte's Bertha in Jane 

Evre and Jean Rhys's Antoinette/Berth in Wide Sargasso Sea. Both characters were also 

dark-skinned women laughing alone in attics, and though Potter's Mimi is hardly troped 

as a "madwoman in the attic," in addition to her attic and laughter, she does share with 

Bertha and Antoinette the search for answers to her life. 

^ This still is taken from the London version of the opera. 

Potter cleverly communicates the fragmentation of bodies by simply fragmenting them 

with the edge of the frame. 

~ Including Kuhn, Mellencamp, and Weinstock. 

^ I have wimessed this technique/style in dance performances. It also reminds me of 

somewhat similar attempts in fiction, such as Faulkner's The Sound and the Furv. in 

which the same story is told from four different perspectives. In Faulkner's case, the 

narrators were different characters. In Potter's case, the same character repeats the story. 

-* All quotes not cited are from Sally Potter's Thriller. 
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^ It is necessary to refer to both character and actor's names in this third section of 

Potter's film. 

^ After recalling her own years of struggling as a poor artist. Potter reflects on the 

difference between types of poverty: "there is an essential difference... and this was one 

of the things I was looking at then-between the kind of poverty that somebody working 

in a sweatshop might have and the poverty of squatting artists, because for artists there is 

usually an element of choice. You can talk about the economic oppression of artists, but 

it's not inherent in the artist's life: you can be either poor or rich at certain points, which 

forces you to make, or not to make, certain compromises. The other kind of poverty is 

rooted in class oppression." 

^ Mellencamp refers to this repeated image in the fihn as "scenes which question the 

validity of theory for women" (Indiscretions 152) 

^ The accounts vary from 300 to 1000 pounds. 

^ As Barbara Kosta pointed out, there is also a connection between cutting and editing of 

film and textiles. 

" In his interview with Potter, Scott MacDonald tells her, "The first time I saw Thriller. I 

was completely befuddled. But it was the kind of befuddlement that annoys me, where 

three or four years later, I was still trying to 'get it.'" (410) 

Potter's subject matter and technique raise a variety of points not covered in my own 

discussion. I would like to point out excellent articles focusing on psychoanalytic 

readings, particularly Lacanian readings by Mellencamp, and a thorough investigation of 

laughter and Kristeva's theories by Weinstock, for instance, which are beyond the scope 

of this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE TANGO LESSON TAKE ONE: 

A LOVE STORY STARRING FILM AND DANCE 

There was a time when dancing was so intimate and sleek 

A fellow hugged his partner as they cuddled cheek to cheek 

Now he doesn't even know that she's around 

Because they're in glorious technicolor, 

breathtaking cinemascope and stereophonic sound 

It's not enough today to see a dancer at his ease 

He's got to throw his back out and coming sliding on his knees 

He's gotta have glorious Russian ballet or modem ballet or English ballet, or 

Hindi ballet or Bali ballet or any ballet and stereophonic sound and stereophonic 

sound. 

-- from Silk Stockings. 1957 

If only I could leam to live the way I dance. If only I could learn to work (to 

write, to direct) without pretension and self-consciousness, strong and sure and 

vulnerable and open, all at once - sweating, working, at my own limits and yet 

easy, flooded with pleasure. Ah, tango, be my teacher, be my guide, and perhaps I 

will remember who I really am. 

- Sally Potter, 1995 



132 

Sally Potter's most recent release, The Tango Lesson (1997) is an independently 

financed, black and white feature film starring Sally Potter (as Sally, a filmmaker from 

London) and Argentine tango sensation Pablo Veron (as Pablo, a famous tango dancer 

from Buenos Aires).' The film's storyline involves Sally receiving dance lessons from 

Pablo in exchange for including him in one of her films. 

The Tango Lesson is Potter's love story with film and dance, and by necessity, 

music. These three elements have structured Potter's professional work over the past few 

decades, and in The Tango Lesson, she brings them together in a story about a filmmaker 

who falls in love with the tango, and leams to dance professionally. Sally also falls in 

love with Pablo, and the film portrays the struggles of balancing romance and work. The 

Tango Lesson is also a film about journeying across cultures, life lessons, and the push 

and pull of a relationship between two strong individuals. Each character attempts to 

direct the other in a professional performance in a new medium; in other words, each 

leader teaches the other how to follow. 

With the completion of The Tango Lesson in 1997, Sally Potter fulfilled at least 

two of her life's ambitions: She became a professional dancer, which brought dancing to 

the forefront of her life again, and she made a musical. Even though Potter made her 

living as a performer for many years in her twenties, she reports having had no desire to 
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appear on film before she began work on The Tango Lesson.' Then, at age 48, Sally 

Potter released a feature film she not only wrote and directed, but one in which she 

bravely stepped from behind the camera to make her acting, singing, and dancing debut. 

Potter cast herself in the lead opposite Veron for several reasons. She wanted to 

portray the evolution of a tango dancer from the first lesson to the level of profession 

competition, she needed a character who was or who could accurately play a filmmaker, 

and she also chose to deliberately contrast the cultural differences between British 

restraint and Argentine expressivity. As Potter writes, "there was no one else" who could 

fulfill all of the expectations she brought to that character. Later she reveals another, 

deeper reason for starring in the film, "driving desire to dance." 

I knew the story could only be told ft-om the inside out. I knew I had to live it. 

And despite never having consciously desired to perform on film — being, like 

many directors, quite camera-shy -1 now knew that I liad to perform in this one 

because the impetus for the film came out of my own desire to dance. Without the 

driving force of that longing I would be lost and the film itself would be lost, (ix)^ 

For the creation of the film, Potter may have use of amateur actors, but she 

gathered a professional crew. Potter wrote and directed the film, but in addition to her 

own talents as a filmmaker, dancer and choreographer. Potter added Veron's dancing and 

choreographing skills, along with the accomplished cinematographer, Robby Miiller, 

editor Herve Schneid, and music, both recorded and new arrangements by outstanding 
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musicians, including Astor Piazzolla and Yo-Yo Ma. Potter also composed several songs 

for the soundtrack and sang in the closing scene of the film. 

Although The Tango Lesson has been compared to Potter's art house 

extravaganza, Orlando (and found lacking), the two films really belong in separate 

categories. Orlando had the advantage of originating from Virginia Woolf s novel, and 

Potter, along with Swinton, labored over the adaptation for nearly a decade. A successful 

independent feature film that challenges viewers as much as it entertains them. The 

Tango Lesson finds its basis in Potter's own experiences as a dancer and as a traveler in a 

culture far different from her own, where she finds connection through music and dance. 

Thus, The Tango Lesson takes another route from that traveled by Orlando with a few 

exceptions. Both films focus on the artist and creative expression, and Orlando is, in part, 

an investigation into the lives and perspectives of men from a female perspective, with 

Virginia Woolf, Sally Potter, and Tilda Swinton each adding their own interpretation to 

the project. In The Tango Lesson Potter necessarily continues her investigation into the 

dynamics between the genders as she begins her journey through the male-dominated 

world of tango. 

As usual, in creating her latest film. Potter has drawn on material that she loves. 

For Thriller, she reworked an opera, a film, and the Bernard Herrmann musical score 
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from Psycho that moved her deeply. In making Orlando, she "fulfilled a lifelong quest" of 

bringing Woolf s novel to the screen (Stout). In the case of The Tango Lesson. Potter 

created a fresh product based on her experience with the tango, but she also drew heavily 

on her love of musicals, dance, and song. The Tango Lesson is the third dance film Potter 

has made to date, following Daily (1971) and Combines (1972). With Combines she 

worked out the film sequences in collaboration with Richard Alton as he worked out the 

dance sequences, the two feeding off one another, sometimes Alton initiating movements, 

and at other times Potter working out the sequences. As I stated in Chapter 3, the final 

goal was to create a live dance performance project for the London Contemporary Dance 

Theatre complete with the film Potter had created of the performers dancing. Twenty-five 

years later, the creation of The Tango Lesson gave Potter another opportunity to work 

with "filmdance," dance sequences made specifically for the camera, and to experiment 

again with the extremely challenging task of communicating the feeling of dance on 

film.' 
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4.1 Overviews 

Independent Film in the1990s 

While The Tango Lesson primarily focuses on tango lessons and learning to 

dance, it is also a film about a woman who struggles to bring her film projects to 

completion while holding true to her own standards and vision. Although Potter has said, 

"the real 'star' of The Tango Lesson soon became neither herself or Veron, but the 

struggle between dominance and surrender making up the heart of the dance itself,"^ this 

self-reflexive narrative also reveals and documents the realities of a filmmaker working 

outside of Hollywood in the 1990s. 

As Potter enunciates the problems facing independent filnmiakers in the 1990s, at 

the top of the list is the need for support from Hollywood executives. With that gift, 

however, comes the inability to control the direction of one's own film. There is a 

relatively small market open to foreign-language films - one of the Hollywood producers 

in The Tango Lesson tells Sally that she is cutting out 75% of the market by making Rage 

in French. When she decided to film The Tango Lesson in English, French, and Spanish, 

Potter was very aware of the political and economic implications. She writes in an article 

published with her screenplay that "the issue of domination of the world cinema market 

by the English language and the struggle of other nadons (especially the French) to 
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maintain their own language on screen, meant that any choice could not be innocent of 

political implication" (x - xii). What Potter doesn't add in this piece, but includes in the 

film itself is the unlikely fate of independent films made in languages other than English. 

Setting a film outside of the United States is also a risky venture. In The Tango 

Lesson, the Hollywood financiers try to convince Sally to base her fashion film. Rage, in 

New York City instead of Paris. She refuses. Finally, filmmakers are pressured to include 

at least one star in each film in order to receive financial backing (and some independent 

film directors say that two or three is better). Although Potter used known stars in 

Orlando and is doing so again in her upcoming film, The Man Who Cried, she refused to 

follow the "rules" for The Tango Lesson. In a scene late in the film, Sally is in her hotel 

bedroom in Buenos Aires and a movie executive calls to voice an interest in her new 

tango film. They ask whether "big stars" will be involved and she replies, "No, no stars." 

The party on the other line sounds surprised and later Sally communicates to Pablo the 

fact that no one "will believe in her" enough to back the project. The risk a filmmaker 

undertakes by making a personal film is the scarcity of funding available from investors 

who are primarily concerned with large profits. 

In his 1999 book on independent film. Cinema of Outsiders: The Rise of 

American Independent Film. Emanuel Levy points out that the art film "renaissance" 
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which began after World War E, "ended in the 1980s ... [and] in the 1990s, foreign-

language films in the United States amount to no more than 2 percent of the entire 

market"(32). Although the renaissance of independent films may have ended, currently in 

the United States, independent films are more widely accepted. Perhaps this is because 

directors take fewer risks with subject matter compared to independent and art films in 

the past, but it is also true that independent films have gained attention world wide by 

winning prestigious awards at the top two film festivals, Cannes and Sundance. Former 

distributors of independent films, like Sony Classics, October, and Fineline, have 

developed independent production companies as well in order to capture part of the 

growing market. ® 

But that doesn't mean filmmaking in "indiewood" is any easier than Hollywood 

for many filmmakers - or that much different in many respects. The higher stakes 

presented for independent filmmakers in the1990s include substantially fewer venues 

outside of festivals and revised distribution standards have served to bring low budget 

films more in alignment with Hollywood values concerning profitability. Well-known 

independent film producer Christine Vachon compares the definition of a successful 

independent film in the 1980s to those made today. In the 1980s, people were driven by a 

passion for the films they worked on. Vachon remembers that "you cared about the 
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movie and the director's vision ... we used to think a film was a success if it grossed 

over $1 million. Now it's not even a success if it grosses over 5 or 10 million."^ 

While many foreign films need the boost of the American audiences to succeed 

financially, currently in this tight U.S. market only "about fifty foreign-language fihns 

are released in the United States every year, yet few gross more than $1 million" (Levy 

32). Levy notes that the "top end has been about $20 million" in the foreign-language 

films in the 1990s.® While the odds are stacked against foreign-language films being 

released in the United States, the number of English-language foreign films made solely 

outside of the United States that appear in theaters here are relatively few. Potter's 1992 

Orlando was among this group, as was Jane Campion's The Piano (1993). 

However, in staying true to her experience in learning the Argentine tango and 

encountering another culture, in her most recent release Potter created a truly multi

cultural film on many levels: the funding to back the film came from five different 

countries, she filmed on location in London, Paris, and Buenos Aires, and by necessity 

the film features conversations in three languages. Released in 1997, The Tango Lesson 

was nominated in the category of "Best Non-English Film" for the 29th Annual BAFTA 

Awards (British Academy Film Awards), along with L'Appartement. (Gilles Mimouni), 

Lucie Aubrac ("Claude Beni) and Ma Vie en Rose (Alain Berliner); L'Appartement won 
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in the award. This was also the year that The Full Monty won in the category of Best 

Film against L.A. Confidential. Mrs Brown, and Titanic. If it is true, as Levy claims, that 

"for a foreign-language movie to 'play' in the 1990s, it needs to be framed as an event, 

like the Oscar-winning or Oscar-nominated film that Miramax has succeeded in 

promoting: the Italian Mediterraneo. the Mexican Like Water for Chocolate, the French 

Ridicule, the Czech Kolya" (33), then how did Potter's The Tango Lesson make it to (and 

in) the United States? 

The year before Potter released The Tango Lesson. Susan Sontag wrote an article 

titled, 'The Decay of Cinema" for the New York Times in which she "lamented the death 

of cinephilia, the special love inspired by film... in the present climate, one is hard 

pressed to find remnants of cinephilia—not just love for movies, but a certain taste in 

films, a desire to see and resee cinema's past".' It is fair to say the Potter - and other 

directors who have worked in the independent/experimental/art cinema/avant garde end 

of the film world - belong(s) to this group and their films remain stauchly in the camp of 

an artist retaining as much control as possible over his or her work. 
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Potter's Journey to The Tango Lesson 

Two of the most outstanding elements that come to light in the articles that Potter 

has published concerning The Tango Lesson are her involvement with dance, including 

the ways in which that encounter affected her career, and the focus on the relationship 

between Sally and her male dance instructors/partners. The Tango Lesson revolves 

around the story of a headstrong and capable young woman, her relationship to three 

men, and a journey to another country that changes her life's direction. Potter's initial 

journey to a "foreign" location and culture turns into a life-altering step, even though 

Potter "knows" where she is going. 

Potter spent years enjoying ballroom dancing in London before the tango became 

her main focus. In a 1993 interview with Mira Stout for Vogue. Potter declares, "My 

whole life is about making films ... The only other thing I have time for is my weekly 

ballroom-dancing lessons." In 1994 Potter flies to Argentina en route to the United States 

for meetings concerning her film Rage, the film included in the first half of The Tango 

Lesson. The decision to go to Buenos Aires was motivated by the desire to "take a closer 

look at the tango. Just for fiin" (Potter viii). Her main focus was clearly on making film, 

yet her adventure with the tango and her lessons with Argentine tango teachers ended up 

as the subject matter of her next film, nearly against her own will. 



142 

In an article published in 1995, Potter writes, 

by now (1994) I felt I had negotiated, at last, a degree of peace with dance. Post-

Orlando, having finally 'found my feet' as a film director, it seemed I was able 

also to enjoy a night out in the dance clubs for pure pleasure, just like anyone else, 

after doing my real work in the day. Or so I thought. And then bit by bit the tango 

became that which I daydreamed about, puzzled over, longed for (but would 

definitely noL make a film about. Oh no.), (viii) 

Long before she realized she would make a film about tango. Potter took tango 

lessons in Buenos Aires simply for pleasure. After weeks of strenuous dance lessons, she 

was interviewed by newspaper reporters about her most recent film at the time, Orlando. 

One reporter from the Clarin was curious about the connection between Potter's tango 

lessons and her filmmaking career. Her recounting of her reply, published years before 

she made The Tango Lesson, encapsulates the essential direction of this chapter, so I 

would like to quote it at length: 

Someone once said the essence of cinema is movement... All directorial 

decisions are also choreographic ones. Where the camera should be, and should it 

be moving or still; where the bodies are, and what and how they are 

communicating. Even the flicker of an eyelash in a stricdy realist piece of cinema 

is also a piece of choreography. And film exists only in time - like dance. To 

understand movement, I must move. And to make a musical - which I want to do 

sometime -1 must immerse myself in a culture which is itself immersed in the 

language of dance and music.'° 
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Potter's statement distills much of the work available on filmdance history as well giving 

valuable insight into the art of directing. Moreover, it provides a key to understanding a 

great deal of her own journey. 

In Potter's 1995 article, following the Buenos Aires experience, she wrestles with 

issues of professional direction and identity. The tone of her early articles on the tango, 

before Potter found a way to combine her love for dance and her filmmaking career, and 

as she struggles between two seemingly conflicting desires, is one of passionate self-

searching. Potter writes: "The relative clarity I am able to muster in an interview 

disguises the deep crisis of identity I am in reality wrestling with. If I love to dance this 

much, does this mean I should be a dancer?"(90) It seems important to underscore the 

point that the answer for which Potter was searching in her own life on a personal and 

professional level has everything to do with her desire to be able to combine dance and 

film on film. 

As several directors have testified, possessing a choreography background helps with 

filmmaking in that the study of choreography teaches directors how the work with bodies, 

movement, and space. Fitting both dance and film into one's life is a different story -

unless one has a career like Gene Kelly's and can continually create dance sequences for 

the films he co-directs and stars in. When Potter's mentor, Michael Powell, made I Know 
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Where I'm Going! (1945), a film that bears much in common with the woman's journey / 

romance plot of The Tango Lesson, he already was longing to make a musical. He also 

had begun to use dance to and nonverbal movement sequences to communicate what is 

impossible in words." 

Likewise, one of the most direct answers to Potter's dilenuna is, of course, to make a 

film that involves dance. In The Tango Lesson, she did far more than include dance. 

Though strained through the process of script writing, and fictionalized enough to create 

a safe distance. Potter's film comes very close to drawing a picture of her professional 

and personal experiences with dance and film, culture, gender, and relationships in the 

mid-1990s. And like Powell's experimentation with nonverbal communication in 

narrative films. Potter's The Tango Lesson is a case study of a relationship between two 

people and their attempts to communicate primarily through movement. 

4.2 The Musical 

Musicals seem particularly resistant to analysis; peel away the tinsel and you find 

the real tinsel underneath The musical is Holly>vood writ large. Once we see 

it that way, the door swings open. For musicals, in being about Hollywood, are 

also about themselves. 

— Jane Feuer 
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'Is the musical genre a subset of the classical narrative category?'... [a] more 

difficult question: 'Is classical narrative by nature reflexive?' The latter question 

wreaks havoc with traditional descriptions of classical narrative, yet it brings back 

to the surface many of the questions repressed by insistence on Hollywood's 

transparency (at the expense of intertextuality, reflexivity, and self-parody). 

-- RickAltman 

Years before Potter created The Tango Lesson, she revealed her desire to make a 

musical, and in her introduction to The Tango Lesson screenplay, she writes, "how to 

describe the film? A musical? (How wonderful to try and re-invent a form that seemed to 

have got stuck in the forties.)"(x) It is clear that Potter considers The Tango Lesson to 

belong within the generic realm of the musical, that group of films so often beloved by 

audiences and just as often spumed by critics and theorists who have viewed the musical 

as "an 'escapist,' 'frivolous,' and 'girlish' genre" (Flinn 276). 

In his 1981 anthology, Genre: The Musical: A Reader, dedicated to the 

advancement of serious thought concerning the musical by film theorists. Rick Altman 

writes: 

For three decades more money was poured into the musical than into any other 

genre (the average musical made by MGM's Freed Unit coming in at well over 
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two million dollars). For its musicals Hollywood recruited the country's most 

talented performers ... Money, talent, technique - the musical had it all. What 

the musical has never had, however, is the sustained attention of careful but 

friendly critics. (1) 

And nearly twenty years after Altman's anthology on the musical was published, in an 

article appearing in another anthology dedicated to the musical. Musicals: Hollvwood and 

Beyond (2000), Kenneth MacKinnon writes with nearly the same tone concerning the 

state of reception for serious work on the musical in film theory and in classrooms. After 

acknowledging Richard Dyer's contribution to the field of study, MacKinnon laments 

that, "Even today, though, keen personal interest in musicals may be experienced as a 

source of some potential embarrassment in teachers of Film Studies. Not only many 

students but fellow academics too seem proud to enunciate their contempt for the genre" 

(42). 

This theme of open contempt for the musical is one that arose in several of the 

more personal-sounding attacks in the barrage of criticisms Potter's film and Potter 

herself received from, as one film critic pointed out, the younger crowd of predominanUy 

male film reviewers in the United States. Despite the recent resurgence of musicals in all 

shapes and sizes, many critics and reviewers seem to accept dancing as entertainment, but 

reject outright the inclusion of diegetic singing in a dance film, i.e. an actor singing on 
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screen.'* Potter has composed for several of the soundtracks for her earlier films, and she 

has sung on the soundtrack for Orlando. However, a turning point for many of The Tango 

Lesson's viewers was the diegetic singing in the final scene. 

This scene in the film is one of several that brings the film closer to fulfilling the 

traditional definition of a musical. The film's focus has been on the musical's stock 

element: an unlikely couple that has, at least temporarily, resolved their differences. At 

the docks, Sally and Pablo join forces, their bond signified with the symbolic kiss, and 

she sings to him as they dance into the twilight. But this well-worn musical ending was 

not well received by critics like Kevin Courrier of Box Office Magazine, who writes of 

Potter's character, "By the end, she leads all right; she even starts to sing, which should 

get audiences hoofing right out of the theatre." Rick Barton of Gambit Weekly also 

expresses his dismay when he describes the same scene: "At the end, they dance, and as 

they dance, Sally Potter breaks into song. I was so astonished I almost choked laughing." 

But after all, aren't singing and dancing essential ingredients of a musical? Were 

these critics' strident reactions aimed at Potter personally as others seemed to be? Liz 

Braun of the Toronto Sun writes, "At the point when Potter sings a little song about, 'You 

are me and I am you,' we felt we really knew as much about Potter and her work as we 

ever wanted to, and perhaps more"? On one level, these complaints about Potter's singing 
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can be read as merely generic responses conveying an allergy of the sort described above 

to traditional musicals. But these types of responses, both by male and female critics, also 

raise questions concerning the reception of female authorship, what it means to "star" in a 

film and the expectations viewers bring to a tango film, as well as women's relationship 

to the male-dominated world of tango. As I see it, these issues are interlocking ones in 

response to The Tango Lesson, but they are arrived at from different avenues. In the 

following sections I will explore each avenue separately: the musical, women making 

musicals. Potter's decision to step in front of the camera. The next chapter is devoted 

entirely to a discussion of tango, including women's relationship(s) with the tango. 

Historical Overview of the Classical Musical 

At another point in time, I would like to argue that many of the early silent Hlms, 

like Georges M61ies' The Melomaniac (1902), are candidates for inclusion into the 

category of musical, especially dance films that rely strongly on music to structure 

movement within the film. The standard history of the genre, however, begins with the 

first sound film. The Jazz Singer (1927) as A1 Jolson speaks and sings the first words 

heard on film. Bom with sound and coupled with dancing image and often light-weight 

narrative plots, the musical thrived in the late 1920s with "heavily melodramatic features 
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such as Applause (Rouben Mamoulian, Paramount, 1929) and Hallelujah (King Vidor, 

MGM, 1929)" (Flinn 276). Flinn summarizes the trends of the musical's history: 

In the 1930s, Depression musicals included Busby Berkeley films at Warner Bros, 

and the Astaire/Rogers cycle at RKO. It is MGM, however, Hollywood's largest 

and most Hnancially secure studio, that is usually regarded as 'home' to classical 

musicals, producing such lavish examples as Meet Me in St Louis (Vincente 

Minnelli, 1944); Singin' in the Rain (Stanley Donen, 1952); and The Wizard of 

Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939). In the 1950s and 1960s, musicals were adapted from 

established Broadway hits; Oklahoma (Fred Zinnemann, Magna/Rodgers and 

Hammerstein, 1955); My Fair Lady (George Cukor, Warner Bros., 1964). (276) 

Peter Wollen, among others, has written poignantly about the end of the musicals, an end 

brought about by the toll taken by McCarthyism and cold war politics in Hollywood. 

Noting that the end of the classical musical can be attributed to many elements, Wollen 

believes that an explanation can be found by looking at the following items; "studios 

were divorced from the theatres, cinema itself gave way to television. Tin Pan Alley gave 

way to rock'n'roll, and in all three cases Hollywood was painfully uncertain how to 

respond" (51). But given all of the "institutional, cultural and technological trends," 

Wollen emphasizes the role of McCarthyism in the fate of the musical: "I believe that it 

was McCarthyism, in the broad sense of the term — the determination to destroy all traces 

of Popular Front culture ~ that Hrst tragically limited the MGM musical and eventually 

brought it to a halt" (51). 
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Since the early sixties, "new" musicals have challenged both viewer and theorist 

as the "conventions have changed dramatically: the once-classic T)oy meets girl' formula 

has been replaced by a multi-character cast (Nashville [Robert Altman, 1975], Hair 

[Milos Forman, 1979]); and generic boundaries have become increasingly blurred (The 

Big Chill [Lawrence Kasdan, 1983], Aria [various directors, 1987])" (Flinn 276). 

Although women directors in the past have often combined the elements of music, dance 

and film, especially Leni Riefenstahl and Maya Deren, the 1980s saw several women 

directors experiment directly with the musical genre in feature films, and the 1990s saw a 

resurgence of the genre, albeit often in new clothing. 

Theories of the Classical Musical 

Despite the talented and attentive minds at work on projects concerning this 

genre, the body of work on the musical is still sketchy and at times seems contradictory. 

When it comes to discussing international "musicals," the Hollywood-centric model 

(strongly contributed by to British film theorists) offers little if any vital direction. With 

the help of theorists like Rick Altman, Richard Dyer, Jane Feuer, and a host of others all 

working to revitalize the study of the musical, I will review a few historical definitions 
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and newer test cases concerning the musical that pertain to a discussion of Potter's own 

musical. 

As Jane Feuer asserts, the musical is a genre of films based upon themselves and 

their own creation. Both traditional (or classical) musicals, as well as newer instances of 

the genre including dance films and films heavily influenced by music, most often 

contain self-reflexive sketches in which the characters prepare for some type of 

production, be it a stage show, dance contest, or film.'^ The musical has been classified 

by Richard Dyer as a genre "evoking a Utopian sense of feeling, constituted by the 

qualities of 'energy, abundance, intensity, transparency and community" (Fowler 111). 

Traditionally described as "a film genre that combines narrative and music and dance 

numbers, the musical is known for its heavy stylization, its 'staginess,' and its self 

conscious form" (Flinn 276). 

Musicals are also said to be primarily about "coupling" - or, as Altman puts it, 

"even though the musical labours hard to disguise its interest in sexuality, there can 

remain little doubt that the genre serves to provide a covert method of conceiving 

normally undiscussed aspects of intersexual relationships"(85). And some critics, like 

Dennis Giles, debate whether "romantic" is the proper description for this coming 
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together of male and female as the narrative positions their encounters in terms otherwise 

thought of as, "sex, incest, and even rape"(Altman 85)." 

Altman is correct to underscore Giles' concern with the gloss of romance over 

rather questionable sexualized acts, though, as Feuer points out, Altman's "model for the 

genre [is based] on ideas of normative (for the 1950s) heterosexual coupling. For Altman, 

to reject normative heterosexual coupling is to reject the genre; his theory does not 

explain how resisting readers may transform musicals" (124). And while Feuer is writing 

here with primarily a gay male audience of musicals in mind, she also comments that 

Altman's conservative view of heterosexual coupling most iikely didn't take place by 

1950s heterosexual couples. Still, the requisite coupling (in all of the various possible 

manners) of the main stars remains a standard element, as Flinn reminds us: 

Narrative resolution often centers on the romantic pairing of two seemingly 

irreconcilable people (Top Hat [Mark Sandrich, RKO, 1935] and Grease [Randal 

Kleiser, 1978]). Moreover, their differences are often established in terms of class 

and aesthetic preference, with female characters representing the 'high-brow' art 

forms and lifestyles that musicals often attack as stuffy and pretentious (Ginger 

Rogers and Olivia Newton-John in the above films). (276-77) 

As we will see in the section on musicals made by women directors later, this coupling 

has been rearranged dramatically for both tragic and comic effects. 
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Another standard requirement in the classical deHnition of the musical - the 

separation of the "numbers" from the narrative - is just as controversial and limiting as 

far as non-Hollywood musicals and many contemporary dance films in the U.S. springing 

from Hollywood are concerned. To quote Altman: 

One aspect of the musical which has consistently received critical attention is the 

discrepancy in content, tone, and treatment between a film's narrative material and 

its musical numbers. Most critics would agree that the gap separating these two 

modes constitutes part of the genre's very definition ... Indeed, some of the 

most persistent critical vocabulary reserved for the musical derives from the 

narrative/number opposition; for example, musicals are 'integrated' or not based 

on the way in which they handle the transitions from one mode to the other. (190) 

Then according to Altman and this criteria, "a film like Jacques Demy's Umbrellas of 

Cherbourg is not a musical because there is no spoken dialogue" (190). Ironically, in a 

category of films all about excess. Demy's exquisite film fails to achieve the qualification 

of a musical (in the eyes of conservative film theorists of the musical who have eyes only 

for Hollywood) because it is perhaps a little Ififi much a musical. Umbrellas tips the scale 

too far from the reassuring basis of the musical having one foot in classical narrative 

cinema and the other in the world of music and dance. On the other hand, more 

contemporary dance films, in which dance and music lead the film, are also often rejected 

by those holding to the traditional definition of the musical on a superficial level. As 

Feuer points out in the case of teenpic musicals (mainly dance films with nondiegetic 
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singing such as Footloose and Dirty DancingV these newer dance-oriented films often 

contain many of the elements necessary for inclusion into the category of the musical. 

As usual, theories of film are the last in the chain, from film to viewer to theorist 

and theory, to reveal the necessity of revision. Meanwhile, the limitations of theory and 

theorists do nothing to stop the production of newer versions of the musical that stretch 

the bounds of the genre even as they honor it, nor do theorists' hesitations limit viewer 

pleasure. In more recent years, a group of theorists and critics have re-evaluated the old 

standards conceming the musical - ones that most likely would denounce The Tango 

Lesson as a non-musical despite its fulfillment of several of the generic requirements. 

One of the most dedicated investigators of the musical, Richard Dyer, conducted 

an extended study and classification of the variations on the narrative/number pattern in 

classical musicals. He points out that musicals can be considered in view of "three broad 

tendencies ... those that keep narrative and number clearly separated (most typically, the 

backstage musical," and here, he looks at Gold Diggers of 1933: "those that retain the 

division between narrative as a problems and numbers as escape, but try to 'integrate' the 

numbers by a whole set of papering-over-the-cracks devices (e.g. the well-known 'cue for 

a song')," as is the case with at Funny Face: and finally. Dyer's third category is occupied 

by "musicals which try to dissolve the distinction between narrative and numbers, thus 
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implying that the world of the narrative is also (already) Utopian" (185). Although it does 

not seem to be his intention within the context of this particular framework, Richard 

Dyer's work on the number/narrative separation actually opens a door for ways to expand 

the boundary of the classical musical. 

Dyer illustrates his points as well as the ways in which each film refuses to be 

characterized so easily. Gold Diggers of 1933 clearly separates numbers and narrative "in 

line with a 'realist' aesthetic: the numbers occur in life, that is, on stages and in cabarets" 

(185). In Funnv Face Hepburn and Astaire's characters use the dance and song numbers 

as "escapes from the problems, discomforts, of the contradiction - either by asserting the 

unanswerably more pleasurable quantities of entertainments ... or in the transparency of 

the love" between them (186-87). The final category, "which has to suggest that Utopia is 

implicit in the world of the narrative as well as in the world of the numbers" relies on the 

technique of; 

removal of the whole film in time and space ... to places ... where it can be 

believed (by white urban Americans) that song and dance are 'in the air', built into 

the peasant/black culture and blood, or part of the more free and easy stage in 

American development. In these films, the introduction of any real narrative 

concerns is usually considerably delayed and comes chiefly as a temporary threat 

to Utopia - thus reversing the other two patterns, where the narrative 

predominates and numbers function as temporary escapes fix)m it (187-88) 
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It is important to note that Dyer reads the contradictions in these films as 

"overridingly bought off by the nostalgia or primitivism which provides them with the 

point of departure. Far from pointing forwards, they point back, to a golden age - a 

reversal of utopianism that is only marginally offset by the narrative motive of recovery 

of Utopia" (188).'^ In his review of On the Town. Dyer comments that the film is 

ultimately about "the transformation of New York into Utopia [which]... gives a 

historical dimension to a musical, that is, it shows people making Utopia rather than just 

showing them from time to time finding themselves in it" (188), However, he laments, 

"the people are still men - it is still men making history, not men and women together" 

(Dyer 188). 

4.3 Dance in the Musical 

Dancing is by definition about bodies in space, about how bodies relate to other 

bodies, how they move through space, and how they make use of or submit to the 

environment around them. Less obviously, singing too is about space. Singing 

carries differently into space than speech, and different kinds of singing, from 

crooning to belting, impose themselves differently on the world around the singer. 

— Richard Dyer 
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Before we can hope to write a history of the musical we must have some idea how 

music and dance function not only within the genre as a whole but within single 

numbers, sequences, and films. 

- Rick Aitman 

In order for a film to be a musical, do you need to hear the music? I ask this 

question after watching Melies' early films. In Melomaniac (1902). images of a 

conductor's head pop up onto a musical score above the conductor (in the upper portion 

of the frame). Eventually all of the notes in the line of music are represented with his 

head. The viewer hears no singing and no accompanying music (unless a soundtrack has 

been added) and, yet the piece is lively, rhythmic, and full of movement. 

In his introduction to Robin Wood's article on Silk Stockings (1957), the musical 

remake of Ninotchka. Rick Aitman writes of the power of dance in the musical: 

Somehow the musical numbers of Silk Stockings have a vitality which causes 

them to transcend the film's apparent ideological project. This supplementary 

nature of dance, its ability to attract even the most recalcitrant of spectators 

through a never-ceasing excess of energy, is surely one of the characteristics 

which has helped the musical weather more than one critical storm. (57) 

Aitman's words pertain both specifically to the role of dance in Silk Stockings (which 

many reviews thought the best of the film) and to dance in the musical in general. 

Dance's vital role in the musical has yet, as Aitman points out, to be fully appreciated or 
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understood. He also underscores some of the varieties of dance found in the traditional 

musical: 

Different performers/styles/periods practise different types of dance (Astaire and 

Rogers with their 'challenge' dances, Kelly and his "Pygmalion' routines which 

bring inanimate objects to life, Berkeley's pattern dances and marches, Charisse's 

erotic siren dances, Vera-Ellen's ballet), each with its own narrative function, each 

with a different aesthetics, each calling for a different type of analysis. (218) 

The powerful relationship between film and dance, one that began long before sound was 

possible in film, is of vital importance in this appreciation. 

It is generally accepted that a film musical contains music and dance, therefore 

the silent films containing or based upon dance would not fit this strict classification, nor 

would more postmodern films structured around song and/or singing, but containing little 

or no dancing. Yet it seems to be the case that films stmctured around singing numbers 

are more likely to be candidates for the genre than films featuring dance numbers. 

Interestingly enough, this was not the case in the beginning of the creation of the genre. 

In a discussion of the formalization of categories within the musical, Altman writes that 

in the 1950s, "faced with an extraordinary number of musical films (well over a thousand 

by then)," critics "simply borrowed from the vocabulary of Broadway" for many of the 

categories (2). Hence, "the book musical is opposed to the revue; the dancer's musical is 
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distinguished from the singer's musical (with the latter category broken down into an 

operatic strain and a crooning counterpart)" (2, my emphasis). 

Despite controversy in film theory, the "dancer's musical" has a long history.'® 

The common theme in every dance theory, history, and criticism book is the difficulties 

inherent in communications, from choreographer to dancer, and dancer to audience, and 

then viewing audience to (non-viewing) reading audience. While communicating to an 

audience as a dancer or choreographer continually poses a challenge, the audience is 

never quite sure they fully understand the choreographer or dancer's exact meaning. 

Choreographing for the camera adds yet another challenge because several of the primary 

elements of the viewing experience are erased, notably the experience of physically 

responding to dancer's movements on stage. Perspective, depth, and a restricted field of 

vision also enter the picture - all aspects inherent in the medium of film, but not so in 

viewing live dance performances. 

One of Potter's chief concerns in making The Tango Lesson, as she tells Genrnia 

Files, was "how could she possibly communicate the truths and wonders of this particular 

experience to an audience, without each of them having to dance the tango?" In addition 

to filming dance in a variety of settings and moods. Potter also experimented with camera 

angle, motion, and editing. But, as I will discuss later, in order to conmiunicate the 
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experience of dance. Potter experimented with far more than the camera placement, 

setting, and editing. In manipulating the amount and type of sensory input the viewer 

receives, she forced the audience's attention in certain directions. One of Potter's 

techniques in communicating her message to the audience was severely restricting the 

amount of dialogue presented for the viewer. In order to make sense of the story on a 

deeper level, we must watch the characters as intensely as they watch (or otherwise 

sense) each other during the tango. 

Filmdance in the Musical: Sally Potter, Michael Powell, and Gene Kelly 

Because of the inherent contagion of bodily movement, which makes the onlooker 

feel sympathetically in his own musculature the exertions he sees in somebody 

else's musculature, the dancer is able to convey through movement the most 

intangible emotional experience. 

- John Martin 

A large part of my work as a screenwriter and director was to find a way of 

translating, literally and metaphorically, one language into another - the language 

of dance into the language of film. 

~ Sally Potter 

Michael Powell believed that there was an underlying affinity between the film

maker and the composer in that, "their tempos are very closely related to our cutting 
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tempos, their longueurs and their statements are very similar to ours. Whereas even with 

a writer as clever and subtle as Emeric, I always had this continual battle with words" 

(Wollen 40). Powell claims that he had long been interested in creating what he called a 

"composed film" (Wollen 40).'^ In Black Narcissus (1948), he tried his hand with this 

experiment in "an extraordinary dialogue-free sequence ... in which a sexually crazed 

nun stalks and attacks her Mother Superior, driving her to fall to her death over a 

Himalayan precipice" (40). 

In 1949 Powell, and his longtime writing and directing partner, Emeric 

Pressburger completed The Red Shoes featuring ballet star Moira Shearer.'® The film was 

highly acclaimed worldwide, though still today much ignored at home in Britain, as 

Powell lamented in a mid-1980s videotaped interview with Chris Peachment. Powell and 

Pressburger transformed The Red Shoes, a narrative originally based on a Hans Christian 

Anderson fairytale, into a musical about irreconcilable tensions between love and 

marriage, on one hand, and a career as a prima ballerina on the other. 

Powell rewrote Pressburger's script (initially written years before and sold to 

another company) in order to feature a female ballet star who would actually dance in the 

film. At this point in the history of musicals, ballet was rarely, if ever, included. Powell 

and Pressburger worked with dancer-choreographers Robert Helpmann and Leonid 
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Massine to create a phenomenal film. Most striking, however, was the seventeen-minute 

ballet sequence created specifically for film with dissolves and camera angles that create 

an illusion of magic. Wollen traces the development of Powell's project to "compose" 

with or on film from the dialogue-free final sequence of Black Narcissus and on into the 

rather extraordinary extended ballet sequence in The Red Shoes, claiming that this 

sequence was precisely the "turning point in the history of film dance" (40). The Red 

Shoes, as Wollen claims, did indeed "single-handedly revived the musical." 

As a dancer/director. Gene Kelly benefited directly from the success of The Red 

Shoes and the opening it created for more dance-focused fikns, and especially those 

including ballet. Just as I argue that Potter's dance and performance background is 

instrumental in her success of an innovative film director, I also claim that Gene Kelly's 

successes as a director have much to do with his background as a professional dancer. 

Stanley Donen, Kelly's co-director on Singin' in the Rain was also a dancer before he 

became a filmmaker. Donen served as Kelly's assistant in New York and then in 

Hollywood, after they met during a stint on Broadway as dancers in Pal Joey. So a 

meeting between Singin' in the Rain, directed by two dancers, one of whom stars in the 

film, and The Tango Lesson, created by two dancers who star in the film, makes for a 

very rich conversation. Not only can Singin' in the Rain teach us a lot about the history of 



163 

film and the musical, but in many ways The Tango Lesson and Singin' in the Rain could 

double for one another. 

When one examines the way in which Singin' in the Rain was filmed, it is easy to 

see that it has a great deal in common with The Tango Lesson. In several ways, Kelly's 

and Potter's breadth of roles and talents in these respective films are well matched. In The 

Tango Lesson. Potter wrote and directed the film, and danced and sang in it. Gene Kelly, 

as co-director and choreographer for Singin' in the Rain was also the lead dancer and 

singer in the film. The Gene Kelly - Sally Potter comparison is helpful in a discussion of 

authorship, quintuple talents, and for their achievement of creating successful feature 

films of film dance onscreen and behind the camera. When Peter Wollen writes, "Singin' 

in the Rain is an aesthetically complex production. Kelly was the performer, the 

choreographer and, with Donen, the director. Carol Haney assisted with the 

choreography" (9-10), he might just as easily have been writing about Potter's The Tango 

Lesson.'^ 

It is also helpful to attempt a comparison between the directors' philosophies, 

examine the use of dance in their film narratives. First of all, discussions about the 

feature films like these, in which the director assumes multiple roles, sooner or later 

returns to the question of authorship. As Wollen suggests, this specific type of 
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collaborative work in which there is a team of professionals at work in excess of the usual 

film crew 

is sometimes taken as refuting the auteur theory,... Yet it is clear that 'Singin' in 

the Rain' is a summation of Gene Kelly's own work up to that point, echoing and 

developing numbers he had done in earlier films, crystallising the principles and 

ideas about dance and film which he had been forming, consciously or 

unconsciously, since early childhood, more intensely still since his arrival in 

Hollywood. This is not to deny the crucial role played by his collaborators. 

Auteur structures can be superimposed in the same film and, though Kelly's 

'presence' may be the most prominent, this certainly does not mean that we 

should overlook the contribution of others. (29)^ 

Stating that "there is an implicit hierarchy among auteurs and, in the end, a threshold 

below which individual input becomes increasingly difficult to distinguish and single 

out," Wollen suggests that Kelly, like Potter in relation to her own film, is clearly the 

most influential member of the film team for Singin' in the Rain (29). It is interesting, 

then, that so many film histories treat Kelly as the choreographer and Donen as the 

director when that actually was not the case.^' 

Even though he had been in Hollywood since 1941, Kelly did not direct for the 

first nine years. His first film. On the Town. (1950) was released the year after Potter was 

bom. In making On the Town. Kelly contributed to the development of the musical as a 

genre by pushing the studio to allow him to film "on location in the streets on the 

waterfront. He insisted, against the wishes of the studio, that even a musical would 
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benefit firom being shot on location" (Wollen 57). Taking the musical out of the studio 

did make for successful musicals and paved the way for future films. Kelly and Donen 

shot Singin' in the Rain on location and in the studio, though since the film was about 

filmmaking, on location often meant literally in the studio. 

What is remarkable about Singin' in the Rain seems common place now. Kelly, 

like Potter in The Tango Lesson, developed the musical/dance numbers in a manner 

which was as seamless as possible within the narrative itself. The actors stayed in 

character during the numbers, and the numbers were effortlessly integrated into the 

overall narrative, appropriately expressing both the work at hand and conununicating the 

seriousness and playfulness on the set, as well as the feelings of the characters. Wollen 

attributes this "preoccupation with the 'dramatic integrity' of the dance numbers" to 

developments in the Broadway stage musical. In the early 1940s the operetta and 

the musical comedy developed a new vision, whereby dances were integrated into 

the drama as expressions of characters' moods and feelings, rather than slotted in 

simply as opportunities for spectacular dancing. This development coincided with 

the shift of responsibility for dances from a 'dance director', responsible for 

spectacle, to a 'choreographer', responsible for dramatic dance. In the end, the 

choreographer, instead of being a subordinate, began to be the major figure in the 

production of a musical, and Kelly's own example, in the cinema, contributed 

significantly to this trend. On Broadway the decisive step in usually attributed to 

Agnes De Mille, for her work as choreographer of Oklahoma! in 1943. (12) 

There are numerous ways in which Kelly himself, and Kelly and Donen as a team, 

participated in the development of the musical. Wollen notes many of Kelly's 
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contributions in his book, Singin' in the Rain, including Kelly's "quest for authenticity" in 

the drive to shoot on location and in his work to smoothly integrate musical numbers into 

the narrative. Wollen explains that "the insistence on 'integration' springs from a feeling 

that there is something artificial about musical comedy when it includes numbers 

ornamentally, as interludes of gorgeous spectacle, w/o making them seem to develop 

naturally from the book or script or dramatic logic of a situation" (58). 

Musicals and Dance Films in the 1990s 

On one end of the spectrum of the dance-film relationship is the straightforward 

act of documenting a single dance performance or set of performances, without the 

inclusion of any extraneous elements. It is helpful to note the variations between amount 

and use of dance in individual films. For instances, in the documentation of dance 

performances, the dance is the subject matter of the entire film. In musicals or dance-

musicals, one of the smoothest ways in which to set up the narrative is to make the 

characters dancers. Many of the old musicals contained the "putting on the show" 

formula, the excuse for and explanation of the musical numbers often inserted artificially 

within the body of the narrative. It was then quite natural for the main characters in these 

films to be singers, dancers, or choreographers in search of talent. 
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Nearly every contemporary dance film introduces at least one major character as a 

dancer within the first few sequences of the film, including films as diverse as the award-

winning film directed by Fernando Perez, La vida es silbar/Life is for Whistling (Cuba, 

1998)." Life is for Whistling features, as one of three intertwining stories, a ballet dancer 

who must give up what she desires (intimate relations with men) in order to achieve what 

she loves (being a prima ballerina). Nicholas Hytner's Center Stage (U.S., 2(XX)) stars 

professional ballet dancers, including Amanda Schull (as Jody Sawyer) and Ethan Stiefel 

(as Cooper Nielson) in a narrative about successfully breaking out of the additional 

customs and viewpoints in the American Ballet Academy. Strongly reminiscent of The 

Turning Point. Center Stage reveals young women's struggles and successes and their 

relationships with the male teachers, choreographers, and the obligatory star 

dancer/seducer. 

Most dance films, including Life is for Whistling. Center Stage, like The Turning 

Point before them, develop the characters' lives only slightly outside of the realm of 

dance. A majority of the narrative focuses on dance classes, auditions, and performances, 

with less and less outside world interference in the main dancer's lives. Dance with Me. 

Strictly Ballroom (dir. Baz Luhrmann, 1992, Australia), Shall We Dance? (dir. Masayuki 

Suo, 1996, Japan), Tango (dir. Carlos Saura ,1998, Spain, Argentina), The Tango Lesson. 
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and Dancemaker: Paul Taylor (dir. Matthew Diamond, 1998, U.S.) also follow this 

pattern, focusing on dance, contests, competition, and lessons, weaving the narrative of 

romantic interests into the practice sessions sequences. 

Unlike the above dance films. The Adventures of Priscilla. Queen of the Desert 

and To Wong Foo. and The Full Monty (dir. Peter Cattaneo, 1997, U.K.) all focus 

primarily on the male body as men take the center stage, performing radical acts of 

transformation to their physical selves in preparation to be spectacles. The male 

dancer/performers in The Adventures of Priscilla. Queen of the Desert and To Wong Foo 

perform in drag, and transform themselves visually onscreen with makeup, wigs, and 

costumes. In The Full Monty six unemployed steel workers (straight and gay men alike) 

transform themselves into dancers as the narrative revolves around musical practice 

sessions, discussions of their bodies, and their plans for the final performance, planned as 

a strip show (though there is a rehearsal in which the men are arrested). In becoming 

dancers and preparing to be spectacles, the men undergo significant psychological and 

emotion changes. Unlike the earlier female crossdressing films in which the traditional 

gender and sexual structure is reinstated at the end of the narrative, the Hlms focusing on 

male dancers often end with a sense of increased freedom.^ 
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In "A Postscript for the Nineties," Jane Feuer's 1993 addition to her original 

study, The Hollywood Musical, she questions whether "new developments in musicals 

films of the 1980s challenge ideas based on more classical films; and second, do new 

developments in cultural theory challenge the models of analysis" that she employed in 

the first edition of The Hollywood Musical, namely "the idea that spectators were 

positioned by the text, by Brechtian conceptions of modernism, and by structiu-alist 

notions of genre" (123). Feuer's postscript is structured around a discussion of the "the 

emergence of the teen musical as a 'postmodern' genre and as an example of the 're

construction' of the genre" (123). Positing that the answer to both of "types of 

revisionism" - that found in the news musicals as well as the new theory needed to 

understand the shift, namely "issues raised by subcultural theory and reception theory" -

can be found in the shared "historical backdrop ... the shift in the audience for musicals 

from a mass audience to specialized 'cult' audiences" (123). 

When Jane Feuer goes about proving that popular teenpic musicals do belong to 

the genre, she raises the relevant question by recalling literary critic Ralph Cohen's 

article, "Do Postmodern Genres Exist?" in which "the very term 'genre' would appear to 

be incompatible with the term 'postmodern'" (124). A very important point argued by 

Cohen is that "the claim that postmodern writing blurs genres or transgresses them does 
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not in itself inevitably invalidate all genre theories. Closer examination reveals the 

incompatibility exists only with certain older theories of genre" (124-25). 

Feuer's arguments around teenpic musicals such as Footloose. Flashdance. and 

Dirty Dancing, all films heavily dependent upon dancing (and rarely exhibiting any 

diegetic singing) bear strength Potter's statement that The Tango Lesson belongs in the 

genre of the musical as well. Feuer's arguments for these films inclusion into the genre of 

the musical does not seem radical when one considers that dance musicals like Powell's 

The Red Shoes focus exclusively on dance. While it is easy to classify Woody Allen's 

Everyone Savs I Love You (1996) as a '90s musical, there are plenty of films that don't 

employ song-and-dance numbers that might be considered to be more on the musical end 

of the spectrum than purely narrative films as they are heavily informed by the use of 

music, often diegetic singing, and/or the composition of music within the narrative.^ 

In addition to Feuer's newer work on the musical, several others, as Ian Conrich suggests, 

have begun to inquire into those films that have much to offer the study of the musical 

but "have been neglected by a circumscription of the genre" (47). These new studies take 

as their subject matter both older films, as in Conrich's case with the Marx Brothers' 

musical moments, and post-classical musicals of the 1980s and 1990s. The slant of the 

newer work on musicals is focused on what so many directors, including Michael Powell 
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and Sally Potter refer to as "musicality." This is the case with Conrich's work and Ken 

Gamer's article, "I've Heard that Song Before: Woody Allen's Films as Studies in 

Popular Musical Form." 

Other studies focus more on contemporary international musicals that are 

neglected due to the difficulties in distributing European films. Jose Arroyo highlights an 

important fact in the study of the musical when he reminds us that historically, even 

though "practically every country which has had a film industry has made movies with 

singing and dancing, the musical is somehow seen to be synonymous with Hollywood" 

(70). Arroyo, writing about Spanish musicals, Tim Bergfelder, focusing on the musical 

genre in 1950s German cinema, and Cathy Fowler, working on Chantal Akerman's 

French musical, all face the restrictions created by Hollywood-focused theorists. 

Bergfelder also raises questions pertinent to a discussion of Potter's Alms when he writes 

owing to the resulting interdependence of the terms 'musical' and 'Hollywood,' 

the American musical's various international origins and cross-media interactions 

are frequently overlooked. Culturally contained generic histories pose further 

problems in categorising non-Hollywood musical genres, particularly those from 

European countries, where American cultural influence has been pervasive 

throughout this century. ... can we automatically assume that the American 

model sets universally accepted standards and norms? Can non-Hollywood 

musical genres even be described as 'musicals'? Are they 'imitations' of the 

American 'original', or are they something else altogether? (80) 
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4.4 The Tango Lesson as a Musical 

Ever notice that the only kind of musicals that seem to get made into films any 

more are animated ones? Could this be because, as much as audiences nowadays 

may like to watch people singing and dancing onstage, they fmd it difficult to 

suspend their disbelief when confronted with the same kind of action in the 

context of the "real world"? According to popular logic, when a big-eyed cartoon 

gamine expresses her inner feelings by twirling around and breaking into song, 

that's a potential marketing goldmine ~ but when actual live human beings do it, 

it's time to call the paramedics. 

~ Gemma Files 

In alignment with Gemma Files' introduction above to her review of The Tango 

Lesson and interview with Sally Potter, many reviewers expressed surprise at seeing a 

musical in the late 1990s. This is despite the fact that the non-Hollywood musical and the 

Hollywood dance-musical have made serious comebacks in the past few years. The 

Tango Lesson is obviously not about the large showiness of a 1930s Busby Berkeley 

show musical, or even the glamour of creating a film as in Gene Kelly's Singin' in the 

Rain (Kelly and Donen, 19S2). Yet it fits the descriptions of musicals in that it is 

structured by music and dance, and Potter's sense of musicality organizes the film, from 

the narrative to the editing of shots and sequences. The Tango Lesson makes use of the 
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traditional musical's "putting on a show" theme, and manufactures a musical-type 

romance influenced by tango culture and the atmosphere of the 1990s. It also combines 

the genres of the dance-musical, a style that intersperses dance within a romance-driven 

fictional narrative, along with the styles generally thought of as realistic or truth-bearing: 

the autobiography and the documentary,^ or, as one critic put it, the film is "Potter's 

semiautobiographical docudrama."^ The Tango Lesson also challenges viewers as much 

as it entertains them. 

Structure 

The Tango Lesson consists of 12 lessons, clearly divided and marked by 

intertitles. This structuring device is communicated with both seriousness and a sense of 

humor, as though anyone could become a professional tango dancer in twelve lessons. 

The film begins with what might serve as a prologue to the "real" Him, the dance lessons, 

which the viewer is encouraged to see as comprising the body of the film itself. As the 

film opens, Sally is writing a screenplay called Rage, and envisioning a film about the 

fashion industry. She then journeys to Paris to research sites for the film. In Paris, out 

walking at night, she hears tango music and enters a concert hall to catch the end of a 

tango performance by Pablo Veron and Carolina lotti. Sally waits for Pablo afterwards 
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and they make what appears to be an implied agreement concerning the exchange of 

dance lessons for including Pablo in a film. We do not see the intertitle for the first lesson 

until Sally actually has her first tango lesson in Pablo's apartment in Paris. The 

placement of the first intertitle is logically motivated by the arrival of Sally at Pablo's 

door. 

The manner by which Potter structured the film, relying primarily on the device of 

titled lessons, must have presented an interesting dilemma to the filmmaker. In the end, 

this structuring device results in the phenomenon of underscoring the ways in which 

dance and life lessons dovetail. Below, I give a sunmiary of each labeled lesson (as 

opposed to each actual dance lesson) in order to demonstrate Potter's strategy. For 

instance, after photographing scenes in a Paris park for her Rage script, Sally goes to see 

Pablo. We see the first intertitle, "The First Lesson," as Sally arrives at Pablo's door for 

her first dance lesson and rings the doorbell. What follows is a brief introductory lesson 

in which Sally and Pablo practice walking together and Pablo helps Sally find her 

center.^ The relationship between the two is new, awkward, and fairly formal. 

"The Second Lesson" sees Sally at a British tango session in a church hall in 

London, complete with tango music and middle-aged couples moving across the floor. 

Sally watches the couples and then dances slowly in place with a parmer Potter describes 
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as "a short, fat man" in the screenplay. The quotidian mise en scene conveys the reality of 

many tango dance halls, in Buenos Aires and around the world and stands in stark 

contrast to the glamour of professional stage dancing. 

During "The Third Lesson," Sally finds a problem with the floor of her London 

apartment and goes to Buenos Aires while it is repaired. She takes lessons from Gustavo 

and Fabian, and dances in the salons. It is clear by the second titled lesson that Sally's 

tango lessons will not all be from Pablo. By the third "lesson," Sally has had far more 

than three tango lessons, and has now danced in three different countries. At this point, 

the viewer understands that the structuring device of the intertitles has been cut free from 

its original function of keeping track of the number of tango lessons Sally has, but they 

continue to document her tango-centered learning experience. In particular, the intertitles 

reflect her lessons with men in relationship to the tango. 

By "The Fourth Lesson," Sally returns to Paris from Buenos Aires. She arrives at 

Pablo's apartment to take her second lesson from him. They acknowledge that much time 

has passed since her first lesson. Without any explanation, Sally silently demonstrates her 

progress to Pablo as they begin to walk. Pablo expresses surprise at her level of skill. She 

still offers no explanation, and they continue to dance, this time with tango music. The 

fourth lesson marks the beginning of Sally's serious relationship with Pablo as a dancer. 



176 

as signified both by her newly acquired skills and the inclusion of diegetic tango music 

for the first time in one of their lessons. Next, they go out dancing at night, and then 

walk, talk, and dance along the Seine. As they hug, it begins to snow. 

"The Fifth Lesson" takes place in a Paris cafe, most likely later that same night, 

where Sally and Pablo talk of God. Pablo tells Sally he is a "dancer and a Jew," and Sally 

shares that she "feels like a Jew." The fifth lesson then moves into a scene at the Paris 

airport where Sally and Pablo play on the moving ramps, kiss and say goodbye as Sally is 

flying to Hollywood. The "lesson" ends with Sally reading Martin Buber's I and Thou in 

bed in a hotel. Shots of Sally are intercut with shots of Pablo reading Marlon Brando's 

autobiography, Brando, in the tub and looking at himself in the mirror at the end of the 

tub. Pablo's glance in the mirror is matched with Sally's lowering of her book as well, and 

her stare off into space. 

"The Sixth Lesson" begins by a pool in Los Angeles; Sally meets with two male 

and a female Him executive. The fifth and sixth lesson are connected visually through a 

beautiful match cut - one of many examples of Herve Schneid's clean, smooth editing in 

the film - from Sally lowering the book she is reading, I and Thou, to the female film 

executive (one of the few Anglo women in the film) reading the script for Rage and 

lowering it in order to speak with Sally. The Hollywood discussion of Rage is tense and 
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unproductive. Sally returns to Paris and to Pablo's apartment and broaches the idea of 

making a tango film. Pablo dances ecstatically through the apartment and then invites 

Sally to dance with him in a tango show. The scene is interrupted by a phone call, the two 

hurriedly part, making New Year's Eve plans as they go. In "The Seventh Lesson" Pablo 

stands Sally up for New Year's Eve. Sally goes to Pablo's apartment, but he is out at a 

game hall. Later he wakes her up at her hotel. She says they should define their 

relationship more clearly. 

"The Eighth Lesson" begins in the middle of this same conversation. Pablo says 

they should sublimate their attraction in their dancing. He says he must keep a distance, 

but then he lays down on Sally's bed on falls asleep next to her. Lessons six through eight 

contain the central change in direction, from Sally's EaS£ sequences earlier in the film, to 

a film about the tango; these "lessons" also contain only a few dance steps on Sally's part. 

There is no dancing in the sixth lesson. Pablo dances alone (except for a few seconds) in 

the seventh lesson after Sally proposes the tango Him. Sally's proposal creates a definite 

change in their relationship, as does his offer for her to dance with him in a performance 

in Paris. Pablo then avoids Sally's plans to go out dancing on New Year's Eve. The eighth 

lesson is all conversation and changes the relationship between Sally and Pablo, as Sally 

clearly shows frustration with Pablo's new plan to sublimate their attraction into work. 
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In "The Ninth Lesson," the tension builds between Sally and Pablo as they 

practice and argue. Pablo is very critical of Sally's dancing. Later at night in a dance 

salon, Carolina, Pablo's old partner, shows up and Pablo leaves Sally in order to dance 

with Carolina. A dry Englishman translates tango lyrics as Sally watches Pablo and his 

ex-partner dance together. Sally and Pablo walk home later, talking of jealousy. In the 

following scene they are in Pablo's apartment, it is daytime, and they practice and argue 

again. In the next scene, they are backstage before their big performance. Sally and Pablo 

dance on stage. Afterwards Pablo is cold and distant. He is angry with Sally and criticizes 

her dancing. Sally leaves the theater crying. Later Sally calls Pablo from a phone booth 

and they fight, accusing each other of using the other to gain their own ends. Sally ends 

the relationship and hangs up on him. Pablo throws his cell phone into the bar, further 

revealing his darker side. All of the scenes in the ninth lesson, a lesson full of dance 

sequences, it is obvious that the new relationship between the two is no longer working 

well. In their attempts to sublimate their attraction into their dancing, Pablo has become 

cold and critical, and Sally feels she "has lost" him. "I can't find you anywhere," she 

complains. 

"The Tenth Lesson" takes place early that next morning. Sally has been up all 

night. We see Sally at St. Sulpice in front of huge painting of Jacob wrestling with the 
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Angel, and then outdoors as she calls Pablo from a phone booth and tells him the behind 

the painting. She asks him to meet her; she wants to start again. He arrives in front of the 

painting; they strike the pose of Jacob wrestling with the Angel. Sally explains that she 

has been following him; now he must learn to follow her. She leads him through a near-

christening exercise at the fountain in which they sprinkle water on each other's faces. 

We see Sally submerge her face in the water of the fountain, and then, matching Sally's 

earlier "visions" of Rage in vivid color, we see Sally's followed by vision of Pablo 

swimming underwater in his tuxedo. This is the last color shot of the film, and fully 

marks the turning point between Sally's old and new film projects. Next, Sally and Pablo 

arrive in Buenos Aires on a rainy day. Sally draws Pablo out of the car and they dance in 

the rain. At night there is a big welcoming of Pablo as he enters a dance salon and he is 

congratulated publicly on his successes. At Gustavo's studio, the next day, they discuss 

Sally making a tango film with the three men. Sally dances with each of them, and then 

watches from a distance (as a camera) as they dance together. There is an accident and 

the men realize they'll need to find a larger space for the film. In the next scene, Sally and 

Pablo are walking e in a park. He asks her what she's told the producers. She answers, 

"Lies." 
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"The Eleventh Lesson" continues the same scene. Sally and Pablo continue to 

walk in the park, and Pablo asks Sally how many dance numbers he will have in the film. 

She explains that it is not a matter of numbers, and that there will be a story. Pablo is 

concerned that he might need acting lessons for his voice. Sally reassures him that his 

voice is fine, and she begins to laugh, gently. Pablo and Sally have a fight as Pablo 

refuses to recite the practice lines Sally creates for him (lines we have already heard him 

utter in the fifth lesson. Sally receives a call of interest concerning her new tango film 

from Hollywood (we assume), and they want to know if she is considering big "stars" for 

her "sexy subject." She tells them no. At night, Pablo shows jealousy and possessiveness. 

When he sees Sally dancing with Carlos, he violently breaks them up. The next day, Sally 

and the three men search for dance studios for the film. In an abandoned department 

store, Sally acts the part of a director, the men create a dance, and then the four improvise 

various tango steps in an abandoned department store. 

"The Twelfth Lesson" concludes the film. It begins when the group has walked 

down the stairs after dancing in the abandoned store. They Hnd an old barbershop in the 

basement, and Gustavo and Fabian begin to dance together. Pablo draws Sally aside and 

asks about the film again. Later Pablo becomes upset that Sally "has become a camera" 

and is not there with him. He says he wants to know why they met. They go to a 
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synagogue, smiling at each other across the aisle. The film ends with the next scene: 

Sally and Pablo walk along abandoned docks at night, talking. Pablo expresses distress at 

feeling he is an outsider and asks Sally what it means to "feel like a Jew." Sally answers 

"Perhaps that's why we met," and begins to sing to Pablo. They kiss, then they dance into 

the distance. The film ends. 

Putting on a Show 

Fully appreciative of the dance shows that Potter puts on, Moira Macdonald 

writes, 

those who love dance will want to see this film, for Veron's Latin Astaire 

breeziness and charm (especially in an irresistible kitchen scene where he turns 

salad-making into a tap-dance tour de force) and for Potter's imaginative eye. 

Many of the tango sequences are breathtaking, especially a romantic, late-night 

shot of Potter and Veron twirling on the banks of the Seine, and a brief, almost 

throwaway view of two male tango instructors dancing together, dipping and 

spinning with impossible lightness. 

Potter solves the problem of the other dance scenes, including some of those mentioned 

above in Macdonald's review in various ways. As I mentioned earlier, one of the easiest 

ways for directors to integrate dance numbers unobtrusively into a film narrative is to 

make at least one of the characters a dancer, although even non-dance films like Muriel's 

Wedding solve the problem by including amateur night contests in bars. Nearly all of the 
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extra dance scenes in The Tango Lesson occur between Pablo and Sally, outside of 

salons, lessons, and practice sessions for the performance, by leaning on the fact that 

Pablo is a dancer, Sally has always wanted to be a dancer, and the romantic connection 

between them. Put plainly, it seems "natural" that Sally and Pablo would dance along the 

Seine late at night as they discuss their dreams, "I always wanted to be in film," he tells 

her, and she replies, dancing, "And I always wanted to be a dancer." When Sally breaks 

the news to Pablo that she is thinking of making a film about the tango, he knows that he 

is to play a major part in the project. In a fabulously improvised dance sequence 

containing modem, tap, and tango, Pablo whirls about the kitchen, living room, dances on 

the fireplace mantle, runs up the wall, and slides across the floor to Sally who is waiting 

for him. Pablo's dance here is both expressive of his emotions and works as an audition of 

sorts for a part in Sally's new film. 

These dance scenes are motivated in a similar manner and work as well as Shall 

We Dance?'s scenes of the male accountants practicing dance moves together in the 

men's bathroom, or alone on the sidewalk, or in the rain on a large concrete space on the 

way home. These are not the narrative-stopping song-and-dance numbers of the pre-Kelly 

musicals. Nor are many of these dance sequences put on for show, though both Shall We 

Dance? and The Tango Lesson contain staged dance contests or exhibitions. In both 
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films, dance is smoothly integrated into the narrative structure, just as is romance. 

Interestingly enough, the project of romance in these Hlms turns takes an unexpected 

route after taking an initial passionate step forward. 

In The Tango Lesson. Potter shares with the viewer the beginning steps of 

creating a dance film. Two conversations between Pablo and Sally in Buenos Aires 

during the second half of the film are quite instructive on the evolution and types of 

filmdance in dance films and musicals. The furst instance takes place in a park, just before 

Pablo and Sally have yet another fight - this time based on Pablo's refusal to repeat the 

dialogue Sally is creating. After Sally admits that she does not know what type of film 

she will make concerning the tango, Pablo asks her, "how many numeros will I have in 

the film? ... dance numbers. That's what I do. No?" Sally's answer points toward the 

primary division between various types of dance films. She replies, "It's not really a 

question of numbers. There'll be a story." 

But despite Sally's words to Pablo, there are dance "numbers" and dance is a 

leading influence in the narrative: Potter views a tango performance, takes dance lessons 

in Paris and Buenos Aires, dances in the salons in London, Paris, and Buenos Aires, and 

dance professionally on stage with Pablo. Each of those scenes contains dancing that is 

realistically motivated within the narrative. Potter's film falls in line with those musicals, 
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like Singin' in the Rain that strive to integrate dance into the daily lives of the characters, 

so even the "extra" dance sequences ~ those not covered in lessons, performances, and 

nights out on the town ~ fit smoothly into the narrative. During the second half of the 

film, Sally and Pablo move toward the creation of Sally's tango film, so the dance 

sequences in Gustavo's studio between the three men and Sally, and the Buenos Aires 

salon sequences, including the welcoming Pablo back to Buenos Aires night, and the 

euphoric dance sequence between the four dancers in the abandoned department store are 

also realistically developed within the narrative Potter has created. Ultimately, the film 

turns out to be about "putting on a show" in that it is quite forthrightly the story of the 

making of The Tango Lesson. 

In an interesting exploration of the musical from a psychoanalytic point of view, 

Dennis Giles writes that "Godard called the musical 'the idealisation of cinema', implying 

that it deals more with essence than appearance or rather transforms essence into 

appearance through the labour of show-making."^ Giles looks at how the musical "show 

'show'[s] itself, and what is shown in the showing" (87), as well as how 

the showing is also a concealing, that something is not only revealed but hidden in 

the process of show-making. With supreme arrogance, the musical refuses to hide 

its secrets; like Poe's 'Purloined Letter* its guild is concealed by means of an open 
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display. We have only to hear the words of the characters, watch them play their 

scenes, to discover not only the desire but the forbidden deed itself. (87) 

The Tango Lesson, while not a "show" musical of the past, is one of two highly 

self-reflexive tango dance-musicals about filmmaking in the mid-1990s.^ In The Tango 

Lesson. Potter attempts to convey to essence of dance, as well as the essence of her own 

experience with the culture that produced the tango. As I have stated above, the major 

"show" in the making in the film is The Tango Lesson itself. But, as Potter's lines below 

indicate, her interest in creating a show was not simply to show off the tango (or her skill 

at dance, as some have ventured). Of the subject matter of the film. Potter writes: 

I wanted this film to have the muscular purity of a honed narrative (and life isn't 

like that) yet with the raw immediacy of lived risk. I wanted it to show, somehow, 

what dancing feels like, rather than how it looks like. I wanted to integrate the 

dance numbers into the story in such a way that the two were indivisible. I wanted 

to show the 'real' tango, without pretending to come from the inside of the culture 

that produced it. I wanted to show how at root, social dancing is a philosophical 

enquiry into the nature of the eternal other - without words, but with all the 

accuracy of intent. I wanted to ask lots of questions about love and work and 

creation. About how inventing (as Martin Buber says) seems really to be a 

question of finding. And how film-making (and writing) seems to really be about 

looking (and listening), (ix-x) 

Potter's determination to make a film about the tango necessitated a dance-heavy 

scenario, but her desires to go behind the scenes of the lived dance experience, as Carlos 

Saura does with a troupe's preparations for a flamenco performance in Blood Wedding 
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and Matthew Diamond did in his documenting Paul Taylor's dance company in 

Dancemaker. Yet Potter's film does not take the style of Saura's or Diamond's films. Her 

film has less the feel and look of the overt documentary (Dancemaker) and her film 

retains its ties to the narrative-film end of the musical genre, unlike Saura's Blood 

Wedding. 

Romance in the Musical: White Women Can Dance 

The Tango Lesson follows many of the predictable paths for romance in the 

musical. A main feature of the film is the necessary boy-raeets-girl (or rather, woman-

meets-man) romance narrative lines; the film ends with the union of Sally and Pablo. In 

the musical, one of the most conmion plot elements is that of the unlikely couple. Potter's 

film fulfills this pattern by offering the audience two characters that come from 

completely different backgrounds: Britain and Argentina, atheist and Jew, filmmaker and 

dancer. In order to fit into the other's world, each character needs to undergo a significant 

transformation. First, they must find a common language (French) in order to 

communicate. Later Sally learns to follow Pablo's lead in dance in order to perform on 

stage, and Pablo must leam to follow Sally's direction if he is to be in her film. 
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The bulk of the romantic action between Sally and Pablo is conflated with their 

"work" ~ filmmaking and dancing. It is not necessary that a musical's romance storyline 

be realistic, though many aspects of the relationship between the two are exactly that. The 

unlikely nature of the romance between Sally and Pablo falls more along the lines of 

whether this relationship fulfilled viewers' fantasies, yet as Charlie Scruggs pointed out, 

perhaps romance can only exist within artifice. One way in which Potter's film alarmed 

viewers was in her decision to cast herself, as the "older" woman opposite Pablo Veron, 

appears to be much younger. While age is never mentioned in the film, Pablo than Sally, 

and the critics had a field day discussing Potter's appearance and age, especially in the 

context of a romantic pairing with Pablo Veron. 

Two reviewers who saw fit to critique of Potter's appearance were Edward 

Guthman, of The San Francisco Chronicle, whose headline ran, "Weary-Looking Lead." 

Guthman thought it worthy to point out that Potter "often looks worn out... the camera 

captures Potter's face in repose: She means to look quiet and reflective as she takes in 

Veron's mastery and imagines herself his parmer, but you want to take her aside, give her 

a pillow and force her to catch up on her sleep." Along the same line, Michael Atkinson 

of Mr Showbiz writes, "Potter is no actress and no great beauty ~ close to fifty, she looks 

her age and isn't terribly expressive." 
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Moira Macdonald, in "Duet for One," writes that Potter is "brave enough to show 

us that even at her best, she doesn't measure up to her partner. Or perhaps that bravura 

was mere foolishness, and this might have been a better movie had she cast someone else 

in her role." Perhaps the crudest conunent in the romantic line of criticism came from 

Andrea Chase, for Movie Magazine International, who wrote, "She would have served 

herself, and "The Tango Lesson," better with a script written from the head, not the 

gonads." And Jeff Vice, a Deseret News movie critic writes. 

Obviously, the material's very thin, and it doesn't help that Potter has no acting 

presence whatsoever. Veron's only slightly better, but he does have some 

charisma. To the surprise of both, she turns out to be a talented student and the 

two are entered in a contest. But she also confuses their passionate dancing for 

off-the-dance-floor passion, which almost scuttles both the film and the 

competition." 

From the other side of the battle came comments like: "Ginger isn't the only one 

doing it backwards and in high heels... it is so lovely to see a middle-aged woman living 

out her fantasies of dancing professionally with a hot young thing, instead of watching 

some old guy with a spear gun save a young girl, for once."^' Robert Ebert also jumped in 

the ring and scolded the less mature critics. Starting with the fact that Potter is "pretty 

damn fine at dancing the tango," Ebert launches into the lecture: 

For her pains in telling this story. Potter has been slapped down by several critics. 

How dare she, a middle-aged woman, star herself in a love story where she falls 
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in love with a tango dancer~and, even worse, is good enough to dance as his 

partner? ... Political correctness is not my favorite pose, and so I will not go into 

detail about the countless movies in which middle-age (and, indeed, elderly) men 

seduce 22-year-old models and jump out of airplanes while throwing bombs. I 

will note that Sally Potter really does dance the tango in this film; it's not a stunt 

woman or special effects. My theory is, if you've got it, flaunt it. 

In defense of Potter's choice, and no doubt responding to other critics, John Yu 

writes, "You might call this a feminist film if only because an older woman dares (dares!) 

to play a romantic lead that would normally go to someone in her twenties." When 

Altman reviews Giles' work on romance and sexuality in the musical, he notes that 

Giles moves directly to the sexual level, reading show-maidng as love-making. In 

this way he succeeds where others have failed to establish a structural relationship 

between the musical's incest motif (most visible in the coupling of young women 

with older men, often Fred Astaire) and its plot material, which generally turns on 

the inability of each member of the couple to overcome his/her inhibitions. (85) 

A recurrent theme in the reviews of Potter's film pertained to what the critics read as 

Potter's lack of suitability as Veron's co-star, dancing partner, and romantic interest. Not 

only did Potter transgress cultural norms, by casting herself — an Anglo woman — 

opposite an Argentine in a tango film, she also played with the viewers' expectations for 

the romantic storyline. However much some of us grumble about the ever-widening 

disparity between tiie ages of the stars, viewers are accustomed to seeing an older man in 

a romantic connection with a much younger woman. Potter's choice to cast herself 
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opposite Veron, and challenged this tradition, and turned the formulaic romance on its 

head. Even though Veron is fully an adult in the film, compared to some very young 

dance maestro's co-stars in earlier musicals, many critics did not appreciate Potter's 

turnabout. 

In a similar vein, certainly many Anglo viewers expected to see a film about two 

"exotic" Latino dancers and their expectations were obviously quite abruptly 

disappointed. By inserting herself into the drama of the tango romance, Potter woke the 

viewer/dreamer out of their predictable desires of escaping fully into the story of the 

other.^" In viewing a film about a dance long stereotyped as highly erotic,^^ viewers could 

not escape as easily into the text as they might otherwise have done. 

I am curious about the reactions of those viewers who saw themselves (especially 

white women, but white men as well) represented on screen by Potter. Did viewers claim 

identification with Potter's character in the film? Did they appreciate the possibilities 

Potter opened up for them in her own courageous journey? Potter reported in interviews 

that many people have responded in just that manner. The film gave many the courage to 

pursue their own dreams, no matter their age or circumstance. That is the power of film. I 

know that I certainly felt inspired by the film, by the talents of Potter and Veron, and by 

Potter's courage to make her vision manifest by creating and completing the film. 
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As a film text, The Tango Lesson's romance plot reads like a fairy tale on many 

levels. The way in which Sally and Pablo's romance is made to work, all told from the 

woman's perspective as a female fantasy, made one viewer refer to the plot as a 

"Harlequin" type romance." Pablo is, as one reviewer called him "broodingly handsome," 

powerful, distant and elusive: the perfect Harlequin hero. He even displays the expected 

brutal side as his temper flares from time to time. And he often refuses to bend to Sally's 

demands, yet he can make her cry easily enough with his own stinging criticism. 

Sally sees Pablo performing, desires to capture him/his image on film, and 

pursues that course of action. Despite a few set-backs, Sally gets what she wants: Pablo 

on film, Pablo dancing and performing for few at her command. Sally also wants to leam 

to dance the tango professionally and that wish is also fulfilled. She is interested in Pablo 

romantically and this subtext moves both the filmmaking and dancing themes along. 

Even though the romance seems doomed to failure in the middle of the narrative when 

Pablo suggests that they sublimate their attraction into their work — a move that fiiistrates 

Sally immensely and nearly ruins their partnership as dancers ~ the fiUn ends with a 

romantic scene. The film works marvelously as a script of female fantasy, from the 

portrayal of Sally's imagined film scenes to her desire to supplant Pablo's partner on the 

stage. 
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While the Hhii can read as a female fantasy piece, there have been criticisms that 

Potter's character simply takes the male role. Kate Sullivan of Film grants that Potter is a 

"vibrant, middle-aged film director," but believes that in the film she sounds "as 

stereotypically male as can be." Potter does underscore the reversal of traditional gender 

roles in the film, but I read this as a strength in her continued experimentation with 

gender and narrative in film. The character of Sally is shown to possess both feminine 

and masculine traits. For instance, a major difference between the two, as Sally makes 

clear to Pablo in the film, is that she uses her eyes to see the world, to envision film, and 

he just expects to be looked at. This configuration is the opposite of the tradition man as 

the bearer-of the-look and woman as the object-to-be-iooked-at. In the context of their 

characters within the film, this characterization makes sense. Dancers are performers and 

used to being the object of the audience's gaze, while filmmakers are the ones who gaze 

upon the performers. Yet Sally crosses the boundary between the two as she becomes a 

dancer and performer on film, and she teaches Pablo how to look - at least enough to 

choreograph for the camera. 

The romantic plot of The Tango Lesson raises many questions, and motivated 

critics to spill a great deal of ink. Potter's refusal to fulfill the cultural fantasy of the tango 

disappointed viewers' expectations, as she used the tango as a stage on which to play out 
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her own fantasies.^^ While some claim that Potter inserting herself into the cultural 

fantasy of the tango ruined the film, I believe that by doing so, she made it easier those 

who do not fit the description of young, lithe, and lycraed,^ to claim to new identification 

with the tango and a new freedom in enjoying the dance. As I point out in the next 

chapter, the tango is an international phenomenon right now; certainly most of those 

dancing the tango do not fit the fantasy image provoked by the word itself. 

Self-reflexivity 

Another type of contradiction or conflict often found in the musical might be 

located at the intersection between the absolute artificiality of the products of this genre, 

and is highlighted by the standard theme of self-reflexivity. As Altman notes, the 

musical is "constantly reminding the viewer that he/she is watching a film," as it 

"regularly transforms itself into an experimental discourse on the status of film viewing -

and hearing" (7). The long history of self reflexivity in musicals ought to be enough to 

communicate to contemporary audience that even modem musicals are artificially 

constructed, yet numerous viewers read historically read parts of the musical as being real 

or "more real" than non-musical films. 
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I would like to offer a few possible answers to this dilemma. As any dance 

historian or theorist will admit, dance has long had a reputation for being seen as being 

more real or truthful than other performed arts. Perhaps musicals, with their reliance on 

well-known stars, present a picture too compelling to disbelieve. In this case, the viewer 

believes the film's version of the behind-the-scenes look at the stars' lives. The musical's 

representation of the stars' talents reveals verisimilitude; why should the rest of the film 

lack it? Another related reason for viewer confusion, at least regarding The Tango 

Lesson, is due to Potter's decision to use the real names of the actors on screen. As the 

interviews with Potter and the reviews of her film made clear, many viewers believed that 

they were seeing Potter and Veron's real life, living spaces, and relationships. Viewers 

and interviewers repeatedly asked Potter whether her apartment was in better shape now 

that the filming was complete (to which she replied that the apartment was a set). More 

often, however, she is asked about the romantic relationship with Pablo Veron. Potter's 

use of a faux documentary style combined with the autobiographical elements in the film 

contributed to the self-reflexivity in the film backfiring, allowing readers to assume false 

elements were real." 

One of the ways in which Potter reminded the viewer of her film's 

constructedness was through the inclusion of scenes such as the following. Near the end 
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of the film, in fact, minutes before it draws to a close, Pablo pulls Sally aside, and in a 

serious manner asks whether he will get to tap dance in the film. This is an odd moment 

of disorientation for the viewer - as is the conversation in the park between Sally and 

Pablo when he refuses to speak, in a practice session, words that we have already heard 

on film. We have already seen Pablo tap dance aid say the words Sally now asks him to 

repeat to her. We have also seen him cry the tears he now, in the park, thinks might be 

ludicrous for him in a film. Potter's inclusion of these moments, which occur naturally in 

conversations during the second half of the film, long after we have seen them enacted, 

jolts the viewer out of the dream that the film will flow smoothly until the end. It also 

reminds the viewer that the film is an artificial piece of work, a fictional drama, despite 

the semblance it bears to its creator's life. 

It is interesting that Potter chooses to place one of these moments of rupture in the 

film's surface just seconds after the exhilarating tango between herself and her three male 

teachers concludes. In his discussion of Robin Wood's work on the musical, Altman 

writes about the ways in which the musical "tends constantly toward a transcending of 

the gap, moving as it does toward a moment when narrative and number merge into one" 

(57). Altman goes on to say that in Wood's analysis, this merging occurs 

to a point where the energy of the dance bursts out of the ideological parameters 

which seemed to contain it... the musical refuses to be contained by the 
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traditional terminology and concepts of classical narrative analysis.... There 

comes a moment in most musicals when a traditional component reveals a 

supplementary energy, an independent source of power and value which ~ at least 

momentarily — permits the spectator to enjoy the illusion of having escaped from 

the world of classical narrative, and thus from that of ideological definition. (57) 

The identifying moment of the experience of a "supplementary energy, an independent 

source of power" occurs in Potter's film during the group tango. The rupture in the text 

just after this lively dance sequence brings both the viewer and the characters into sync, 

closing the dream space created by the dance. In the space after the dance, Sally tells 

Pablo that they have not yet received funding for the film, but that they are going ahead 

with it anyway. I read the placement and content of this particular site of rupture as a 

commentary on the current state of filmmaking. The power and the fantasy of the film 

itself is disturbed by the prejudice of financiers, or, more simply, their interest in making 

money over creating art. One question remains: If Potter had received all the fiinding she 

desired for The Tango Lesson, would we have seen the same film? The inclusion and 

positioning of the ruptures in the text suggest that might be the case. In that reading of the 

film. The Tango Lesson, as is, is both a complete film and a preview of Potter's potential 

of make a musical / dance film. 
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Echoes of Dance-musicals in The Tango Lesson 

Even though Sally sings but one song in the fihn. The Tango Lesson is clearly 

structured by its focus on music and dance. The tango bears the greatest influence over 

the subject, timing, and rhythm of the film, but several other types of dance are also 

included, like ballroom, tap, and improvised modem dance. Though it holds its own 

course. Potter's film clearly refers to and even quotes directly from classical musicals, as 

does the very telling line she uttered concerning her film, "How wonderful to try and re

invent a form that seemed to have got stuck in the forties." Hard-boiled theorists might 

miss the connections between most contemporary dance films and the musical, but 

audiences and film reviewers seldom do. 

Every third film critic reviewing The Tango Lesson tied Potter's film to dance 

maestros and styles in classical musicals. For instance, a reviewer for Empire Magazine 

(UK), writes of Pablo, "in addition to his evocative tango routines, he also throws in 

tributes to Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly, while his acting has the swagger of the young 

Travolta."^® Appreciating the film more than Jones, Dan Jardine writes of that the tango is 

"the most passionate and dramatic of ballroom dances. While The Tango Lesson may be 

a little thin on story line, it does a lovely job of capturing the intrinsic beauty of the 

tango," and he appreciates the scene "when Pablo impersonates Gene Kelly while making 
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a salad." Peter Brunette writes, "Near the end, the film takes a turn toward Brecht lite, 

and we learn that Potter is planning to do a new movie called, hmm, let's see, The Tango 

Lesson. This particular self-reflexive gesture goes back at least to 1952's Singing in the 

Rain (remember the billboard Debbie Reynolds and Gene Kelly dance in front of at the 

end of the film, which advertises a film called Singin' in the Rain?)" 

These reviewers allude to three popular male dance film masters: Astaire, Kelly, 

and Travolta, all from Hollywood films. The reviewers' comments help to place The 

Tango Lesson in terms of genre by linking it to classical musicals. These references to 

Hollywood films also reinforce claims that scholars of the international musical have 

made regarding the Hollywood-centered musical model. 

Without Words - A Multi-leveled Strategy 

One of the charges against The Tango Lesson was that its lightweight plot seemed 

stitched together around dance sequences. Ironically, for reviewers who didn't consider 

the film a musical, even this line of criticism ties the film to the genre, which is full of 

films featuring "the show" instead of developing an in-depth narrative and believable 

characters. Potter's minimalist conversation with Veron, the first conversation in the film, 

long after the action has begun, sets the tone for verbal communication throughout the 

film. 
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In working with Veron, and with dance as her focus. Potter had to "find a way of 

translating, literally and metaphorically, one language into another - the language of 

dance into the language of film. At the point Pablo spoke very little English at all" (x). 

Potter writes that she and Veron "each laboured under the constant necessity to find a 

translation for terms and experiences unfamiliar to the other"(x). 

Only two or three sequences, early in the film, are shot in London, with very little 

dialogue in each. In fact, the conversation between Sally and her English landlord is 

written as if he, too, spoke a language other than her own. The London conversations on 

Sally's own ground and in own tongue, are all extremely minimal or, in some cases, 

completely nonverbal, which reinforces the theme of nonverbal communication and 

severely weakens the theory that Sally and Pablo have limited conversations because of 

difficulties in communicating in a common language. Sally and Pablo speak in English, 

Spanish, but mostly French in Paris and Buenos Aries and she speaks English in 

Hollywood, but by then English doesn't seem like her home language; it feels as artificial, 

superficial, starched and strained as the Hollywood producers with whom she meets. 

Writing of her process in creating the film. Potter says that she "became 

fascinated by what was, essentially, untranslatable and even unsayable. I had to identify 

what can onlv be said in words, what can only be spoken in movement, and what can 
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only be articulated by music" (xii). Reducing dialogue to the absolute minimum did 

significantly shape the film. The lack of dialogue is striking. In part, this style seems to flt 

the subject matter, yet few dance films are this devoid of long dialogue sections. Even 

films like Demy's Umbrellas.^^ an all-singing, no-talking musical that feature song 

instead of dialogue, seem extremely chatty in comparison. Potter included only enough 

spoken dialogue to conmiunicate essential non-visual elements to the viewer. In the end, 

her film is a fascinating study in the effectiveness of a predominately non-verbal film. To 

underscore this point, many of the misunderstandings or problems in the film arise as 

verbal conflicts. 

One reading of this strikingly sparse conversational mode employed by Potter is 

that she is accommodating the three languages in which the film is made, including all of 

the difficulties inherent in both the Potter and Veron characters communicating primarily 

in a language not their own (French). However, as compelling as that line of reasoning 

might be, Potter actually made the decision to include three languages - a complex move 

- based upon "what was natural for the characters. In effect, the film would have to move 

fluidly between languages as we did in real life, and had to become emblematic of the 

nature of cultural exchange" (xii). 
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More than half of Potter's translation work was in the very challenge of 

communicating the medium of dance on film as she experienced it as a dancer. 

Furthermore, although at first one might attribute the light dialogue in the film to the fact 

that the characters come from different countries, the scenes between Sally and her 

English landlord feature even more sparse dialogue. There is a logic behind the strategy 

of minimal dialogue and narrative plot development in keeping with the genre of the 

musical. As Altman reminds us: 

Where the typical Hollywood example of classical narrative emphasizes dialogue, 

the image track, and transparent presentation of the diegesis, the musical regularly 

privileges dance or song, subordinates the images to the soundtrack, and 

foregrounds the process of producing the diegesis. (57) 

Potter's plan and need to show "how dance feels" instead of the external glitz and 

glamour of staged dance entails, as she reveals, doing so "without words" (95). As she 

writes, her decisions to retain the crying scenes in the film, despite her fears that they 

portrayed weakness (exactly what Pablo accused her of), was because crying "shows the 

extent of her passion, her longing, and her disappointment. And all without words." The 

initial in-film conversation between Potter and Veron can be compared to someone 

meeting a stranger they admire and asking them to dance. Indeed, their conversation not 

only sets up the dance lessons to follow, but initiates the tango that is the film itself as 

Potter and Veron struggle to teach each other their arts. 



202 

But despite Veron's initial limited mastery of English when he began working 

with Potter on the film, by the time they fibned The Tango Lesson, his English was 

clearly sufficient. Conversations throughout the entire film are nainimal not necessarily 

due to language barriers, but rather, as I have argued, in order to enable the viewer to 

attend more to movement, other levels of communication. When the conversations are 

kept to a minimum, a rarity in cinema in general, the viewer is forced to turn their 

attention elsewhere, as they would do if they were dancing themselves. Much of the 

communication is in the film is through movement, dance, and of course, with the eyes, 

for to dance the tango, one must be in constant communicadon with one's partner on an 

intuitive as well as kinesthetic level. 

4.5 Women Make Musicals 

The musical ~ in its various forms in different national cinemas has enjoyed great 

popularity with female audiences (in India and Egypt, for example). UnUke 

melodrama (another genre associated both with music and a large female 

following), however, the musical has neither prompted much debate in feminist 

film theory, nor — Chantal Akerman's The Golden Eighties notwithstanding — 

inspired feminist filmmakers. 

- Carol Flinn 
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The musical genre, with its emphasis upon exactly the spectacular qualities which 

Laura Mulvey suggested fixed woman as image, has rarely been engaged with by 

either feminist film theory or practice. 

- Cathy Fowler 

Despite its domination by male directors, the musical is a genre that has long been 

associated with the feminine for several reasons: historically it has attracted a largely 

(though not exclusively) female audience, it was and is often given to excesses, and 

charged with pandering to escapist fantasies. I have begun to look at Potter's attempt to 

tackle the genre of the musical. What happens when other female directors work within 

the realm of the genre that's been called 'girlish'? Though she was speaking about the 

tango. Potter's line below fits this exact question, "'girly' is good. It doesn't have to be 

wimpy. So let's reclaim the girly, I say -- and have fun while doing it!'"" 

Still, the musical intrigues, entertains, and contains a fair amount of 

contradictions. For instance, numerous films in this category flirt with transgressive 

behavior (and here I'm thinking of Dietrich films), but also where men dress/pass as 

women as in The Adventures of Priscilla. Queen of the Desert and its Hollywood remake. 

To Wong Foo Thanks for Everything. Julie Newmar. Yet despite breaking cultural and 

social codes, musicals just as often end by reinstating (or just plan instating) conservative 
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social structures and gender hierarchies. What happens, then, when feminist (women) 

directors take on the musical? 

Commenting upon feminist film theorists' increased awareness of and interest in 

the role of women in film in the decades of the 1970s, Altman categorizes the types of 

areas receiving the most attention: 

Genres or directors portraying strong women in varied professional roles receive 

high grades; those who restrict women to the home or turn them into whimpering 

weaklings fail to get a passing mark. So sexist is the musical, however, that it is 

rarely even mentioned: from 42"* Street and Saturday Night Fever women serve 

primarily to provide man's pleasure (as servant, as sex parmer, as spectacle).... 

Probably no single American entertainment genre so stereotypes woman as does 

the backstage musical. (RA 70) 

While Flinn, Fowler, and Altman all call attention to the very important fact that feminist 

film theory has generally ignored the musical, their claims that the genre has not really 

inspired feminist filmmakers other than Chantal Akerman is not quite accurate. The 

1980s saw several female directors - each a strong feminist and successful artist - take 

on the musical, revealing a common desire to experiment with the genre that has so long 

fiirted with transgressive gender boundaries and the female as spectacle. 

Flinn mentions, and Fowler concentrates on, Chantal Akerman's musical. The 

Golden Eighties (1986), also known in the U.S. as Window Shopping."" But before The 

Golden Eighties/ Window Shopping.'" came Gillian Amstrong's Starstruck. (Australia, 
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1982), Barbra Streisand's Yentl (U.S., 1983), and Beeban Kidron (To Wong Foo. Thanks 

for Everything. Julie Newmar. (U.S., 1995). And in a passage quoted at the beginning of 

the section of the musical above, Sally Potter shares her own desires in this direction. 

While her earlier fihns, including Daily. Combines. Thriller, and The Gold Diggers were 

all structured by the way in which Potter approached film from a dance and performance 

background as well as her strong sense of musicality, she did not tackle the project of 

making a musical until the mid-1990s, when tango and Buenos Aires brought this desire 

to the surface, perhaps making it possible by offering Potter a structure with which to 

work between dance and film. 

In her examination of the "unexplored connections which feminist filmmaking 

might be said to make with the musical genre," Cathy Fowler writes: 

The most evident areas of comparison between feminist filmmaking and the 

musical are those of dance and/or choreography. Several women film-makers 

originally trained as dancers, including Maya Deren, Shirley Clarke, Sally Potter 

and Yvonne Rainer, and the sense of physicality with dancing demands finds its 

way into their work. In Deren's 'Meshes' trilogy (1943-46), her body is heavily 

on display, so much so that it could be said to become our main point of 

identification, and Clarke, Potter and Rainer also put dancers' bodies into the 

frame. However rather than the conventional 'display' which Lucy Fischer has 

noted characterises the musical genre (referring in particular to Busby Berkeley 

and the gluttonous patterns he created firom this 'girls" bodies), the bodies in 

these four women film-makers' films are not held up for the objecti^ng male 

gaze. (107-8) 
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Fowler's point, that in these women's films, "the body is de-constructed, (Film About a 

Woman who. Rainer 1974), used as an alternative mode of expression (Deren, Thriller. 

Potter 1979), and used as a tool to explore the materiality of the diegetic time and space. 

(Deren, Potter, Rainer)" is useful, but it is limited by a lack of serious consideration for 

Potter's feature-length treatment of dance in The Tango Lesson dOSV 

Noting that several elements of the musical appear in women director's feature 

narrative films, including "the emphasis on, and choreography of, the body" Fowler 

draws on Rick Altman's statement that the musical genre is "built around a duality, that 

of sexual differentiation" in an attempt to read Potter's Thriller. The Gold Diggers, and 

The Tango Lesson (108). She writes: 

Potter has taken this narrative line and focused on the plight of the female hero, in 

particular in Thriller. Gold Diggers (1983), and The Tango Lesson (1997). In the 

first two films, the heroines attempt to fiustrate the boundaries placed around 

them by the operatic/musical forms. In The Tango Lesson, however. Potter seems 

to have moved on and dance is allowed its 'true' status as a mating game which 

both separates and brings the couple together. (108) 

I agree with Fowler's assessment of Potter's films, in that they do "focus on the plight of 

the female hero." However, I must disagree with her quick dismissal of The Tango 

Lesson as a disjuncture in the history of Potter's films that contain heroines that "attempt 

to frustrate the boundaries placed around them by the operatic/musical forms." As much 

of my discussion of The Tango Lesson in this and the next chapter demonstrates. Potter's 
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portrayal of the tango and of herself as her own female hero in the film is anything but 

ordinary. Potter and her character both go against cultural norms in the making of the 

film and in the pursuit of tango lessons, and although Veron is clearly the desired object 

in the film. Potter's character retains the power and control afforded the role of hero. She 

is, afterall, the creator of the film. 

"Like a Jew"— Women's Jewish Musicals: —Yentl and The Tango Lesson 

British director Sally Potter stuck her neck out when she made ""The Tango 

Lesson,"... Sharing yesterday's pillow talk onscreen was risky enough, but to 

write, direct, play herself and dance — and then write and sing the theme song on 

top of all that — was asking for trouble. Even Barbra Streisand, whose fihns 

inevitably are labeled vanity projects, never draws from her own love life to make 

a film. Surprisingly, Potter takes what seemed like a recipe for embarrassment 

and excess and delivers a film that's sweet and understated and devoid of diva 

posturing. 

- Edward Guthman, San Francisco Chronicle 

Autobiographical to the point of boredom, self-referential to the point of the 

bizarre, and self-inflated to the point of bursting. 

— Christopher Null, on The Tango Lesson 



208 

With the exception that Potter's The Tango Lesson and Streisand's Yentl (UK, 

U.S., 1983) comprise opposite ends of the spectrum of musicals, from the dancing-

musical, to the singing-musical, Streisand's Yentl has a great deal in common with 

Potter's film and those connections bear further discussion. Both films take the 

investigation of Jewishness as an identity as a central theme. They also revolve around 

female characters moving in a highly gender-coded environment: both tango (in 

Argentina) and the life of the academic (in the traditional Jewish communities portrayed 

in Yentn belong within the realm of the male. The Tango Lesson and Yentl both rely on 

music and songs to advance the narrative and to communicated the characters feelings 

and experiences. 

The worlds of filmmaking and tango are traditionally male-dominated realms, and 

Sally is doubly a foreigner to tango as she is both female and British. In Streisand's 

Yentl. we Hrst see Yentl (Streisand) as a woman who decides to pass as a man in order to 

escape the restrictions placed on her after her father's death. She cuts her hair, assumes 

her dead brother's name (Anshel), and succeeds marvelously as a (male) scholar, and 

even marries a woman to help her best friend and romantic interest. Yentl follows the 

tradition of gender-crossing musical plots starring female performers in the tradition of 
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First a Girl."" the initial film in what was later to become the VictorA^ictoria sequence 

with modernized revisions made in Germany, England, and the United States."*' 

In her recent exploration of Streisand's career, "Hardly Chazans: Yentl and the 

Singing Jew," Michelle Aaron focuses upon Streisand as the focal point of the historical 

and cultural contexts surrounding themes of Jewishness in the musical. She writes that 

Streisand's "early musical success, with her excessive talent and expressive Jewishness, 

epitomised the genre's capacity as a site for the representation of ethnicity and the 

assertion and assimilation of cultural difference" (126). Drawing Patricia Erens' The Jew 

in American Cinema, in which Erens "explores the implications of the representation of 

Jewishness, in an industry steeped in an off-screen Jewish influence" and Richard Dyer's 

work on The Wav We Were , underlining Streisand's image of "having struggled up the 

hard way," Aaron suggests that "this struggle is for acceptance - because of both 'ethnic 

difference' and 'gender difference' - and finds Streisand surviving and triumphing as a 

woman in a man's world and as a Jew within both the diaspora and an industry of 

'closeted' Jews" (126). 

Both Potter and Streisand created films that showcased their talents. Their films 

also featured themselves as Jewish women (or at least, in Potter's case, as a woman who 

identifies very strongly with Jewishness). It is well known Streisand is Jewish; none of 
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Potter's earlier works have indicated that she is. There is a strong theme of Jewishness in 

The Tango Lesson, in addition to Pablo telling Sally he is Jewish and confessing that he 

doesn't know what it feels like to be a Jew. Potter includes a shot of Sally reading Jewish 

mystic, Martin Buber's I and Thou: Sally lighting a menorah at Pablo's apartment in 

Paris; and after an enormous fight with Pablo, Sally stands in front of Delacroix's 

painting of Jacob wrestling with the Angel, then she calls Pablo, saying "I want to tell 

you a story ... it's a Jewish story," and tells the story of Jacob wrestling with the stranger 

(read: angel/God/himself). Later in the film Sally and Pablo attend a synagogue in 

Buenos Aires after Pablo tells Sally that he wants to know why they met. 

More convincing than any of the above was Sally's confession to Pablo in a Paris 

cafe, "I feel I'm a Jew." It is no surprise, then, that many viewers believed Potter was 

Jewish. In fact, so many reviewers wrote about Potter's Jewishness, (some reviewers 

sounding anti-Semitic in their disgust about having to watch Sally and Pablo discover 

they shared the same religion), that I was surprised to find the single dissenting article. 

I always felt that Sally's statement that she's an atheist, but feels she is a Jew 

stood out sharply in the text. Pablo tells Sally, "I'm a Jew," but Sally's line reveals 

indirection, despite her clear feeling of relating to Jewishness on some level. Michael 

Fox, Jewish Bulletin online correspondent for northern California interviewed Potter on 
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The Tango Lesson's, and her own, relationship to Jewishness. Fox found that despite 

Potter's weaving of Martin Buber's work and "other Jewish overtones into her audacious 

new film,... the strong-willed Brit doesn't intend to convert, or even to adopt Jewish 

rituals." He writes: 

Potter, 48, who is not Jewish, was raised in London 'as atheist as an atheist can 

be,' she confided with a wry smile ... 'My family background was about finding 

your own truth, not communal faith,' she says. 'But I think it would be quite 

wrong for me to claim a Jewish upbringing and identity that I didn't have.' 

Potter discussed childhood awareness of the Holocaust with Fox, including a story of 

unfolding the "flat greasy newspaper that her fish and chips were wrapped in and 

read[ing] the shocking exposes" of the Holocaust, and growing up with "German Jewish 

refugees who loved books and music." Fox writes that Potter created a "psychological 

profile of being Jewish" -- namely, "a caustic sense of humor combined with a profound 

awareness of loss, along with striving for excellence and surviving through achievement, 

through your own endeavors." 

The themes of Jewishness in The Tango Lesson, from both Sally and Pablo's 

perspective contain a strong element of not fitting in. The final scene of the film, 

following the trip to the synagogue, concludes with Pablo (a Jew) saying to Sally (a non-

Jew who feels like a Jew), 
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What does it mean to feel like a Jew? Because, you know, I don't really feel at 

home in a synagogue. And, of course, even less in a church... I don't really 

belong in France, but I don't belong here any more either. I am afraid Of 

being someone without roots. I don't know where I've come from or where I'm 

going. I'm afraid I will disappear without leaving a trace. 

Potter tells Fox during the interview, "I grew up as an outsider looking in ... and I 

became part of a community of outsiders, which artists often do and which is also an 

aspect of Jewish identity." 

Potter continues the theme of the outsider and nomad through choices concerning 

language use and a consideration of Jewish homelessness in a sketch of Pablo as a 

contemporary Jew in the diaspora, and an enactment of Sally as a traveling (wandering?) 

artist. Both citizens of the world, Sally spends most of the film outside of her native 

homeland of England and Pablo spends most of the film in Paris (indeed, he's lived 

abroad for the last seven years, and doesn't feel he belongs in France or Argentina). The 

characters first meet outside of their native lands and tongues; as they meet in Paris, they 

speak their common language, French. 

While Potter does not comment on a connection of Jewishness to the cinema, she 

does include klezmer music in The Tango Lesson (during the cafd scene in which Sally 

and Pablo discuss God and Jewishess), and she tells Fox of a "connecting sensibility - 'a 

haunting mixed with zest' —that links klezmer and Argentine music. Interestingly, the top 
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violin and cello players in Argentine tango bands are Jewish." She also writes that, 

"Martin Buber and the early Jewish mystics have more to say about the nature of the 

tango than any modem dance critic." 

Potter's film is all about connecting the tango with Jewishness through her 

understanding of the works of Jewish intellectuals and mystics, which she accomplishes 

through what she "discerns [as] an exalted element in the extraordinary harmony and 

trust that is essential between top-flight tango partners." Citing "a long list of Jews as her 

important influences. Marx, Freud, Einstein and filnmiaker Sergei Eisenstein ... [and] 

the Marx Brothers," it is clear that in her experience with the Argentine tango, her return 

to dance as a professional, and in her first film role. Potter wrapped herself within a 

mantel of Jewishness. Her story of her life, including learning to read at the same time 

she learned of the horrors of the Holocaust, her youthful connections between Jewishness 

- her parents' friends, "poverty-stricken intellectuals, instinctive anarchists ... who 

loved books and music," fits Potter's own descriptions of her family and history.* 

What is both interesting and problematic, of course, is what can be read as 

Potter's attempt to pass her character Sally off as Jewish in The Tango Lesson. Potter is 

very careful in the dialogue never to claim that Sally actually ii Jewish, but claiming an 

affinity with Jewishness is important to her and within the narrative of the film, it is clear 
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that Sally feels more of a connection to Jewishness than Pablo does. What is also 

worthwhile examining the fact that Potter chose to announce this strong affinity with 

Jewishness both onscreen and off (in and out of character) while making her first screen 

appearance in a starring role as a performing artist. 

Drawing on the work of Richard Dyer's analysis of race in the musical - and the 

ways in which the musical is primarily about "whiteness," Kenneth MacKinnon 

"suggests that a content analysis of musicals may mask the cruciality of their wishfulness 

- particularly for something, more usually somewhere, better than the world as 

experienced diegetically (outside some of the musical numbers, that is)" (40). His 

discussion of "the power of yearning for a better place, often expressed in song and/or 

dance in the context of a uniformly beneficent, appealing version of the natural world," 

attempts to lay the ground work for answering the question of "the importance of the 

musical to minorities who are marginalised by their social experience" (40). in The 

Tango Lesson. Potter tropes Jewishness as her character's state of yearning. She is not 

Jewish, buts nearly wishes to be. Instead, she surrounds herself with Jewish culture and 

finds a Jewish companion who is questioning his own spiritual and cultural identity. 

MacKinnon's reading of the project of the musical can also be applied to 

gendered readings as well, including Streisand's and Potter's musicals. In Streisand's 
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Yentl. it is clear that as a woman in a traditional Jewish village of that time period, Yentl 

would lead what we now think of as an oppressed life, so the motivation to escape said 

oppressive structures is clear. Actually, the portrayal of the Jewish community in Yentl 

was criticized as being "inaccurate" and "inauthentic," and, as Aaron suggests, the 

"Jewish perspective on the problems of Yentl would seem to focus on Streisand's lack of 

'suitable' political motivation, that 'Jewishness' is somehow replaced and diminished by 

feminism"(126). It is interesting then, in matching these films, that in Streisand's film the 

escape from and the hopefulness for a better life is away from the conservativeness Yentl 

finds in traditional Jewish customs, while in Potter's film, the movement is toward 

embracing Jewishness. 

One of the striking - and more disturbing parallels between the films and the 

filmmakers is the extraordinary amount of criticism Potter and Streisand received. After 

reading the list of complaints voiced by critics, I cannot help but link some of the 

intensity of the criticisms to their portrayal strong, talented, vocal women in a context of 

Jewishness. On and off screen, both Sally Potter and Barbra Streisand are independent, 

talented, and intelligent women; they are also both professional performers. Streisand 

produced her own film; Potter retained the rights to create her film as she liked. As Aaron 

notes, Yentl marks the beginning of Streisand's self direction, and The Tango Lesson 
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marked Potter's screen debut. Both women starred and performed in the films that they 

wrote and directed; Potter dances in her film and sings at the end, Streisand sings all of 

the songs herself, some of which are diegetic numbers, others are heard as nondiegetic 

music. 

In the section on the musical above, I quoted critics who objected strongly to 

Potter's singing in the final scenes of the film, including lines like "she even starts to 

sing, which should get audiences hoofing right out of the theatre."^^ In the discussion on 

the musical, I asked if whether some of this reaction had to do with a standard distaste for 

the genre by some. Pairing the more critical responses Potter and Streisand received, 

raises the question of probable anti-Semitism as well, for both women have already had 

singing careers - their appearance on screen singing is not offensive because of lack of 

talent. 

Among the coimnents on Potter and Streisand's film were the themes of excess 

and narcissism. Aaron conunents upon Streisand's reputation, "while adored by millions, 

[she] has a reputation for being too pushy, too aggressive, too self-motivated, and the 

criticism of Yentl were similarly marked with this sense of excess or inappropriateness, 

in other words, forever framed by her status as a Jew and as a woman" (125). The 
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responses to earlier Streisand films continued with Yentl. as, according to reviewers, "the 

film elaborated Streisand's over-extension and self-glorification" (126). 

Along similar lines for The Tango Lesson's reception, the three categories most 

frequented by negative reviewers were critiques of Potter's appearance, criticisms of her 

acting ability, and a reading of Potter, often along with her film, as narcissistic. Many of 

the reviews hit all three of the above mentioned categories. As an example of extreme 

reviews, I have chosen Jack Mathews, who published separate (but identical) reviews, for 

Newsday and The Times. Mathews writes. 

Potter, a British director ("Orlando"), performance artist and former dancer, has 

trained the script and camera on herself with such a steady, self-admiring gaze, it 

almost forces you to look away. What she sees~a woman of intellectual depth and 

sensitivity, professional integrity, sensuality, grace, courage, determination and 

talent—is not particularly what we see, which is a woman smothering herself with 

her own affection. 

Likewise, Peter Brunette's, "Dancing With Herself;" continues this theme; "Sally Potter's 

new film. The Tango Lesson, may be the single greatest act of unbridled narcissism in the 

history of cinema" and "we now have only the anti-actor Sally," "Sally's Sublime Self," 

"We begin to understand that this film is about Potter having her fantasy cake and eating 

it too. Thus, she wants her Latin lover (is this really the answer to Freud's infamous 
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question "What does woman want?"), but she also wants to be the boss. But while 

extreme, these reviews are far from uncommon. 

In a moment of excess myself, I have included just a few of the complaints voiced 

against The Tango Lesson and Sally Potter, daring to carry out her vision of artistic 

expression, or perhaps just for being female, on screen, dancing and singing. As one of 

many making this type of remark, James Berardinelli believes that, "one of Potter's most 

egregious errors is casting herself as the lead.... I'm sure that taking the top role in The 

Tango Lesson appealed to her vanity, but it's a huge misstep." Seeming not to fully 

comprehend the Potter's work, Jeff Vice tags the film as a "silly vanity piece" and in a 

conservative and uninformed stance on filmmaking, he compares Potter directing The 

Tango Lesson with recent efforts by Kevin Costner (directing) and Quentin Taratino 

(acting), "One of the most disturbing cinematic developments of the '90s has been the 

birth of a breed of directors who also think they're actors as compared to actors who think 

they're directors .. Sally Potter has joined this self-indulgent lot."^ And Moira 

Macdonald offers that "the movie might actually have been called The Sally Potter 

Lesson." Boxoffice MagaTine proclaims, "It's just a vanity show for (Potter)," and Andy 

Jones of Rough Cut, agrees: "It's hard to imagine a more self-indulgent, self-absorbed 

film." 
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And in "The Tango Lesson," Gambit Weekly. Rick Barton makes his points 

through repetition: "But if you just have to experience REALLY BAD CINEMA, your 

best (worst?) choice is ... Written by Sally Potter, directed by Sally Potter, 

choreographed by Sally Potter and starring Sally Potter, The Tango Lesson is the story of 

Sally Potter.... The Tango Lesson, an unparalleled exercise in narcissism, has 

reaffirmed my faith in God. If there were no God, this film might have gone on forever 

here on Earth as it surely does in hell." In his Village Voice, review, J. Hoberman 

declares that "What's disarming (or not, depending on your perspective) is that in this age 

of unlimited self-improvement, her narcissism is taken for granted." And Jessa Forsythe-

Crane writes for MovieThing.com, "The Tango Lesson is a study in narcissism, and 

while not without its fascination, by the time the closing song starts to play, we are glad 

to be out of Sally Potter's life!" 

What is alarming is the personalized anger, disgust, and hatred that seem to lurk 

underneath so many of the critiques of Potter's film. It is also interesting that in 

reviewing a film about the tango - a dance that is said to be about confrontation, 

Mathews' response, among others, expresses both a feeling of disgust and sense of 

powerlessness. Mathews describes his reaction to seeing Potter (the one who controls the 

camera's gaze) on the screen, as the one who has "trained the script and camera on 
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herself." Here he conflates Potter and the camera, bringing the camera to life with its "a 

steady, self-admiring gaze," that "forces [him] to look away." 

To an extent, I have to agree with some of the critics, though I was slow to 

approach this position, refusing to agree that The Tango Lesson was excessively 

narcissistic until I had viewed it numerous times. After months of defending it against the 

critics, I fmally relented. The film is indeed narcissistic and it does serve as a vehicle for 

Poner's fantasies and desires. But I fail to find these items weak points or failures of the 

film. In fact, I enjoyed seeing a film by and about a female director as she journeys into 

the realm of dance and a culture new to her. While Potter continues her focus on the 

female hero in this film, as in earlier films, her near exclusion of women in the narrative 

is a new point in her work. In The Tango Lesson the French models are killed off quickly 

in the beginning of the film, and the few Argentine women in the film remain at arm's 

length. I applaud Potter's fantasy project and its success, and certainly I delighted in 

watching it repeatedly. I still am deeply moved by the film. I am, however, puzzled by 

Potter's quick erasure of other women from the text, reducing them to landscape status. 

On whom is she basing her evolution? When the film is read as a sort of personal 

ethnographic journey, this technique makes a little more sense. Otherwise, the reading 
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that lasts is informed by Potter's description of paring the narrative to the bone, cutting 

out all of the non-essentials in order to communicate her experience. 

Conclusion: A Love Story Starring Film and Dance 

In Singin' in the Rain, the female body needs to be romanticised and beautified by 

the man, whereas his own body is naturally the focus of attention. Her natural 

charms lie in her mellifluous voice, which is metaphorically related, I would 

argue, to the soul rather than to the body, whereas his are objectified in physical 

activity. Thus the married print, like the married couple, is the marriage of voice 

with image, woman with man, soul with bodv." 

~ Peter Wollen 

The more that I danced the more lessons I learned: that this most physically active 

and demanding of the arts is essentially about stillness. That music is, at its core, a 

way of describing silence. That performing is more about the invisible inside than 

the visible outside. (Never attempt to 'show' something.)... That pleasure - taken 

to its extremity - becomes work. And work - taken to its extremity - becomes 

love. So, I started out trying to make a film about dance and ended up making a 

story about love. 

— Sally Potter 

Filmmaking 

The Tango Lesson is a film about filmmaking, and the camera and Sally are often 

linked, from Sally photographing Paris sites for her new film. Rage, to the scenes in 
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which Pablo accuses her of having "become a camera." It is very clear from the 

beginning of the film that this is a story from Sally's - the diegetic filmmaker's - point of 

view. The camera is employed to reveal Sally's imagination and desires. Yet the camera 

is not rigidly tied to her. In effect, as well as recording what Sally experiences visually, 

the camera also records her actions from different perspectives, and at times attempts to 

mimic her kinetic experiences. Potter created a film narrative in which female desire 

initiates the chain of events. 

The action begins with Sally's efforts to create a screenplay for her fictional film 

narrative set in the fashion industry and includes imaginary sequences as she works on 

the film. Although there has been some criticism concerning the inclusion of the plot and 

scenes from Rage, the abandoned film within the film, by beginning the fihn with the 

script-writing scene. Potter placed her character as the authoritative author, making it 

clear that the female director was guiding the film. It is hers, the woman's desire, 

imagination, creativity, and visions that determine the subject matter and pacing of the 

film. Her hand pushes the pen, and it is her perspective the viewer sees through the lens 

of the camera. And when the first film, Rage, doesn't work out in the way she envisioned, 

Sally chooses to abandon it. 
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Judith Mayne uses the metaphor of "the woman at the keyhole" as a point of 

departure for her investigation into a discussion of women filmmakers who happen to be 

both the filmmaker and the actor on film. Mayne writes that "the question is not only 

who or what is on either side of the keyhole, but also what lies between them, what 

constitutes the threshold that makes representation possible" (9). By looking at films as 

varied as Yvonne Rainer's The Man Who Envied Women (U.S., 1986), Patricia 

Rozema's I've Heard the Mermaids Singing (1987), Julie Dash's Illusions (U.S.. 1982). 

1977), Mayne concludes that "the threshold between subject and object, between inside 

and outside, between virtually all opposing pairs, is a central figure for the reinvention of 

cinematic narrative" (9). 

There are several ways in which Potter's film fits within the parameters of 

Mayne's discussion of the reinvention of cinematic narrative, including Potter working 

on both sides of the camera, and her character's introduction as a writer, photographer, 

and director. I also find a resonance between Potter's film and Mayne's discussion of 

Kaja Silverman's qualifying of "women's cinema" as compared to the historically-based 

Hollywood genre of "woman's film." Mayne emphasizes that one of the differences 

found in women's cinema, involves where the 
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'scopic and narratological regime'... is problematized or otherwise put into 

question - is the attempt to metaphorize the cinema in other ways. That is, 

women's cinema may well be characterized, not necessarily by an outright 

rejection of voyeuristic and fetishistic desires but by the recasting of those desires 

so as to open up other possible pleasures for film viewing. (5) 

While the films mentioned above in Mayne's study all involve female directors focusing 

on female characters (and all but Illusions includes the director on screen), all are 

"preoccupied with the relationship between female subjectivity and the cinema," and 

each film invokes the image of the screen within the narrative, what Mayne refers to as 

the "screen test" and the "trope of the ambivalent screen surface" (50). These screens are 

used for different purposes, but all work toward revealing the psyche of the characters 

(and film) in a manner similar to Potter's inclusion of her imagined film scenes.**' While 

Potter's film does not include a literal screen, in addition to the screen of her imagination, 

see also places the dance stage as if it were a screen and speaks of Pablo's dancing as 

though he were an actor on film. 

Another "common structure" these films shared is "the foregrounding of the 

female voice," including Rainer's film's anonymous female voice-over (Mayne 51). I 

have already addressed the minimal dialogue found in Potter's film, and offered reasons 

for her strategy. In relation to Mayne's discussion of the foregrounding of the voice in 

these women's fihns, I would like to offer a reading of Potter's film in the same vein. I 
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mentioned above that we are well into the narrative before a live conversation takes 

place, but the first word enunciated within the narrative is in the opening minute of the 

film. As Sally concentrates on the blank piece of paper in front of her on the table, and 

brings her pencil to the page, the word she writes, "Rage," is heard on the soundtrack (in 

Potter's own voice). And, as I discuss in the next chapter, the final words of the film are 

the final lines of the song Sally has been singing to Pablo, only now the song is supplied 

non-diegetically. Sound, like image, and movement in The Tango Lesson are all troped as 

originating within the filmmaker's psyche. 

Dancing on Film 

The Tango Lesson is a deeply personal film, so much so that it drew the camera 

shy Potter into the role of the leading female character. In her article about the making of 

The Tango Lesson. Potter is very candid about the struggle to place dance in her life, 

writing "once a dancer, always a dancer, they say. I couldn't find a relationship of 

equanimity with the dance. It was impossible to treat it as a hobby. Every time I started to 

move it filled me with too much longing" (viii). The Tango Lesson is all about dance, and 

as such, it is about movement through space. The film emphasizes movement over all 

else: walking, dancing, running, falling, and traveling. The film rides on the movement of 
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music and of dancing: across the floor, in the air, in salons, cafes, on street comers in the 

rain, along in Seine at night, and the film dances across three countries (Sally is shown 

dancing in London, Paris, and Buenos Aires). It also shows movement of the characters: 

across the floor, up down, sideways, backwards, spinning, circling, and twirling. Above 

all, there is the dance of the camera with the medium of dance, as Potter attempts to 

capture on film what has intrigued and frustrated choreographers, directors and 

cinematographers since the beginning of film. 

In her discussion of cinedance (or filmdance, as I've called it), Karen Backstein 

describes some of the possible relationships between filming dance and dancing: 

film can match the mimetic structure of dance ... by creating its own mimetic 

patterns that work alongside the choreography, rather than simply emphasizing 

the repeats in the dance. The camera can play with a circular motif, both through 

movement across space and by circular panning. The connection between the 

dance and the filming here emerges from a shared structural pattern. (34) 

In the menage a quatre tango, Sally occupies the spot that is traditionally used for holding 

a large camera as she perches on Gustavo's shoulder. Then she is handed over to Pablo 

and she lays prone on his shoulder as he spins around and around, Sally's viewpoint 

exactly like a camera's. In the next scene, we watch the four dancers as they begin to 

walk down a very old, large, spiral stairways, the emphasis or reminder on spinning still. 

Most of the time when Sally is dancing, the camera tracks her motions from a distance, 
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allowing the dancers the freedom of movement at a distance. When Sally is the audience 

(or is in the audience), the camera moves back and forth between distance shots and close 

ups on the dancers' faces or feet intercut with Sally's reaction shots. 

During Sally's Hrst night of salon tangoing in Buenos Aires, the camera dances 

nearby her, moving as she moves but not with her. Instead, the focus is on her as the 

camera whirls around Sally and her dance parmer in a nearly dizzying manner. Potter 

also films and edits the dancing in this sequence very cleverly to show she is dancing 

with many different men, one after the other, without the need to show the viewer more 

than a few seconds of each dance. At first, we see a man (Carlos) approach the table she 

shares with Gustavo, Olga, and Fabian. Carlos seems to look to one of the men for 

permission to dance with Sally. Permission is granted and they dance. Afterwards, he 

accompanies her to the table, compliments her teachers and leaves. Later, Sally is shown 

dancing with man after man, each for a few seconds as the camera tracks the couples. 

This sequence is edited so that it appears as if the male partners are nearly 

interchangeable. This presentation of the men as a little less than unique forces the viewer 

to focus on the fact that Sally, as a beginning tango dance is involved in one long 

continuous dance. At the end of this sequence Sally dances with Carlos again. As they 

tango, the camera seems to dance along with them, but it is actually positioned as if it 
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were one of the couples on the dance floor spinning around. The camera does not give 

Sally's point of view here, as it does when she dances in Paris with the English tango fan 

and sadly watches Pablo dance with Carolina. Instead, these camera movements serve to 

convey the feeling of the dance to the viewer without it being tied to what Sally is seeing. 

The shared position and motion is enough. 

Even in Rage, the tie between film and dance is evident. In this film project, one 

of the models (the one with red hair like Potter's) wears toe shoes and soaks her bloodied 

feet, just as we will see Sally soak her feet in the tub in Buenos Aires after returning to 

the hotel after a long night of dancing. Even the scenes with models and photographers 

read like a dance, as the models are highly costumed, and their placement and movements 

within each scene completely choreographed, neatly arranged in space. 

The Marriage Agreement 

The Tango Lesson is also about love; Potter (and her character's), personal and 

professional love for dance, for the tango, for filmmaking, for the musical culture she 

finds in Buenos Aires, and, of course, for Pablo, as a dancer and as a man. (In one fight 

between Sally and Pablo in the film, she tells him she has spent the entire past year loving 

him "as a director and as a woman.") The film is also a dance itself, between man and 
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woman, British and Argentine heritage, between skepticism and assuredness, and 

between film and dance. In social ballroom dances like the tango, there are leaders and 

followers. In The Tango Lesson Sally and Pablo are both leaders within their own worlds, 

so the main project is for them to teach one another how to be a follower in the other's 

world. In so doing, in the dance in which each one of them leads, the other has difficulty 

following. They push, they refuse, and they offer resistance. 

The Tango Lesson is a love affair between film and dance. It is an affair that can 

be grasped through a conversation about the film's protagonists - and perhaps even the 

actors themselves - but ultimately one that outlasts the actors on and off screen, as fihn is 

known to do. While Potter was obviously not a newcomer to dance, (the first lie of the 

film is Sally telling Pablo she doesn't really dance), she was an outsider in the world of 

tango and professional tango dancing, just as Pablo was to filnunaking. This particular 

juxtaposing of Sally (with and as the marker for film) and Pablo (with and in the place of 

dance) contains an ironic twist, as film has long been a male-dominated field, while 

dance has been the most feminized of all art mediums, especially due to its elusive nature 

(within which, of course, the tango is the (or one of the) most male-dominated of the 

social dances). So we begin this reading with mix-matched genders in the film/dance love 

story via Potter's various accounts (on film and in writing, real and imagined) of the 
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agreement made between herself and Pablo Veron, looking at what these stories reveal 

about the nature of combining fllm and dance. What I read in Sally and Pablo's meeting — 

and in The Tango Lesson itself ~ is a metaphor in the meeting between film and dance 

and the possibilities and difficulties inherent in attempts to combine the two mediums. 

When Potter first saw Pablo Veron perform on stage at the Folies Bdrgere, years 

before she made The Tango Lesson, she was, she claims, "fascinated by his combination 

of technical wizardry and meditative presence. All of my director's instincts were 

stimulated. It was his presence I knew I could work with ~ a presence much more akin to 

great film performers than many stage actors" (ix). This meeting between Veron and 

Potter was remarkably fruitful, as the successful completion of The Tango Lesson has 

revealed. 

The initial in-film conversation between Potter and Veron can be compared to 

someone meeting a stranger they admire and asking them to dance. Indeed, their 

conversation, the first in the film, not only sets up the dance lessons to follow, but 

initiates the tango that is the film itself as Potter and Veron struggle to teach each other 

their arts. In the film, the initial meeting between Sally and Potter is short and to the 

point. After Potter sees Veron and his partner (played by Carolina lotti) dance on stage in 

Paris, she waits to meet him after the show. She tells him, "you use your presence on 
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stage like an actor on Him," and he asks if she works in the cinema. She in turn asks 

whether he gives tango lessons. The audience is to understand the beginning of a bargain, 

one that is not ever fully stated in words, but which is brought up again when Sally 

proposes a tango film to Pablo. In that scene, again with minimal conversation, they 

strike a bargain that propels the film forward; he will teach her to dance professionally 

(as opposed to socially) and she will put him in her tango film. Each will become a star in 

a world in which the other one has spent a lifetime achieving a professional status. The 

agreement is not mentioned again until the two reach rocky ground after giving the 

professional tango performance, and then they each accuse the other of using them for 

their own ends. 

In her written account of the bargain made between herself and Veron, long 

before The Tango Lesson was conceived. Potter is more forthcoming on the topic of the 

agreement. She writes, "One night, in a caf6 in Paris, I made a proposal to him; 'If you 

teach me how to be a tango dancer, a real tango dancer, one day I will put you in a Him -

I will make you into a star.' We shook hands across the table. And went out dancing" 

(Potter ix). Potter's description of the actual verbal contract, both the conversation and 

scene, never made it into the film. Given the challenging goals and motivation behind 
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making the film, she had reason to reduce the 'bargain' conversation to a few simple 

words. 

Potter tells the tale of a character she calls "the archivist," an "old friend and 

advisor ... a character who regularly appears during all my darkest writing hours to 

help" (81). In her notes. Potter writes of a "conversation" she has with this character 

concerning the nature of the agreement she made with Pablo. And in this recounting of 

the agreement. Potter includes her experience of film in her offer to Veron, and dance in 

(her version of) his offer to her. Potter writes that it was she who proposed the agreement 

between the two of them. When the archivist finally has Potter boil down the actual 

situation concerning the agreement, the story looks like this: 

And I said to him -1 will make you into a movie star. And he said to me -1 will 

make you into a great dancer. In my arms you cannot fail. And I said to him -

And in my hand you can only succeed. And for those moments each offered the 

other unconditional love, unconditional acceptance, and unconditional 

appreciation. It was bound to lead to trouble. (96-97) 

But earlier, in her imaginative description of her side of the offer with Veron, 

Potter is also describing her experience of film and filmmaking. In this version, she 

writes that she "proposed to Pablo that he could have anything he wanted. Anything. All 

he had to do was have the courage to dream. I spoke the unspeakable to him. A limitless 

horizon" (96). What I read in Potter's description of her offer, as a filmmaker, to 
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someone who wants to be a Him star, is akin to the entire project of the musical itself, in 

broad terms. "A limitless horizon" is his if he will just step in front of her camera, and 

Potter is "the angel who has arrived in your life to help you realize your ambition, to 

make manifest your dream, to render visible your magic" (96). 

At the very end of The Tango Lesson, after Pablo expresses his profound sense of 

homeiessness, his lack of belonging, and fears of disappearing, Sally responds, "Perhaps 

that's why we met." She, as a filmmaker, and metaphorically, in the role of film itself, 

has captured what Pablo does best on film: his dance. As Potter writes about her 

imagined version of the agreement between the two, she adds, "All that I said to him. 

Perhaps not in those words. But I held out my hand to him and said - come" (96). What 

we see in the film, during the second half, is a female fllmmaker who literally holds out 

her hand and draws the dancer into her film. This gesture, undoubtedly foreign to the 

world of tango, is captured on film in the scene in which Sally draws Pablo out of the taxi 

in Buenos Aires to dance in the rain. 

Potter also projects her own experience of dance onto Pablo's fictionalized offer 

to her in relation to making her a professional tango dancer 

You can come into the sanctuary of the dance and find yourself again. You can 

rest your feverish brain in the absorption of the physical. You can, for a moment, 

step out of your tiresome responsibilities and afterwards you will be refreshed. I 

can give you the secret of eternal youth and I can give you love. (96) 
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Potter, as a dancer in her own life, knows the refuge dancing will offer her. But filming 

dance - and the dancer - are much more difficult tasks. In her description of her earlier 

attempts to make dance films. Potter writes as if she were describing her character's 

struggles with Pablo on screen: 

the most ephemeral of the arts, the easiest to trivialise, the hardest to really 'show'. 

The conditions had to be so right (good floor, heating, sightlines, etc.) and were 

usually so wrong. I made some dance films, but discovered that it's even harder to 

really show what dance is on film. You need to see the whole body, but then you 

are in danger of losing the energy of the dance and of the medium of film itself by 

being too formal, too distant, (viii) 

During the last portion of the film, when Sally has assumed the role of the leader, one of 

Pablo's chief complaints (paralleling her own concerning the dance on stage in the Paris 

show) is that Sally is too distant, that she is "absent" and "not there" with him, just as 

Sally writes, above, that there is the "danger of losing the energy of the dance... by 

being too formal, too distant." 

Yet in her "conversation" with the archivist, he tells Potter that she can "never 

possess [Pablo] as a dancer. He is quicksilver. Mercury. He slips out of your fingers" 

(97). Pablo is typified as dance, the ever-elusive medium. Even when captured on film, 

dance rarely shows its real strength and power. The archivist continues: "And he can 
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never hold you for it is you who is containing him - in a film - making his image, 

creating him, if you like" (97). Potter, ventriloquising the archivist, describes herself as 

though she were referring to film. There is yet another way in which Potter creates Pablo 

on film: as her object of desire. 

The archivist summarizes the end of the struggle between Sally and Pablo (on and 

off screen): 

He is resisting you with all the force of a wild horse that is being broken. All the 

force of a painting that refuses to be painted, a book that refuses to be written, a 

film that refuses to be made. But which will be made. And it is in the face of that 

inevitability that he crumbles, finally. Because, in the act of being written, he has 

forgotten who he really is. And in the act of writing him, and writing yourself, 

you have once more taken on the mande of responsibility from which you initially 

took refuge in his arms. A place of refuge which he now denies you. (97). 

In the end, as in the beginning of the film, Sally the director is in control: we hear her 

voice on the soundtrack, and she speaks the first and final words between herself and 

Pablo. In the beginning Sally was only fantasizing a possibility of a film in the Rage 

sequences. By the end, she steps across the bounds of fantasy and from behind the 

camera (as Potter did in her own life), in order to dance in front of and with the camera, 

enacting a marriage between film and dance. 
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NOTES 

' Because the characters of Sally and Pablo drawn so heavily on Sally Potter and Pablo 

Veron, in order to avoid confusion, I will hereafter refer to Sally Potter's film character 

as "Sally" and otherwise continue to use "Potter" in all other references to the director. 

" See Chapters 1-3 for a discussion of her earlier career as a performer. 

' Sally Potter, "Introduction," in The Tango Lesson. 

^ Also referred to as cinedance by some. For instance, Karen Backstein uses "cinedance" 

whereas Peter Wollen uses "filmdance". 

' See Gemma Files. 

® See Levy. 

^ Christine Vachon quoted in Emanuel Levy. 

® This is the case for H Postino and Like Water for Chocolate. "In today's market, the 

Japanese Shall We Dance, with its $10 million grosses, and the Italian Life Is Beautiful. 

with its Oscar for Best Foreign-Language Picture, rank as blockbuster" (32). 

' Sontag, Susan. "The Decay of Cinema," New York Times Sunday Magazine, February 

25, 1996. Quoted in Levy (33). Levy adds: "The lowered expectations for quality and the 

inflated expectations for profit have made it impossible for ambitious American directors 

like Scorsese or Coppola to work at their best level or on material that suits their talents. 

Abroad, some of the greatest maverick directors have stopped making films altogether. 

Godard now makes films on video about the history of film that are shown in festivals. 

Global financing, international casts, and coproductions have had disastrous effects on 

the work on Bergman and Tarkovsky" (34). 

Potter, 90. 

" And interestingly enough, Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger's I Know Where 

I'm Going! (1945) holds a great deal of resonance to Potter's own story of making He 
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Tango Lesson. I Know Where I'm Going!, like The Tango Lesson, revolves around the 

story of a headstrong woman, her relationship to three men, and a journey to another 

country that changes her life's direction. In I Know Where I'm Going!, a film about 

finding the authentic self and the true love, Joan Webster (Wendy Hiller) moves ft-om her 

close relationship with her father in London, toward her rich fiance (but never actually 

joins him), and finally, she meets the man with whom she falls in love in Scotland. In I 

Know Where I'm Going!. Joan's transformation and the change in her direction are 

underscored by two dance sequences, a ballroom dance in the London club where Joan 

meets her father for dinner, and later, in Scotland, Joan attends a community dance in a 

bam where, despite her best intentions, she begins to fall in love with a local, Torquil 

MacNeil (Roger Livesey), the real owner of the island on which Joan's fiance is waiting. 

Although Joan's conscious decision comes later, the turning point is foreshadowed by the 

folk dance she attends.[In light of my current work on dance and film, I find it significant 

that my first assignment in graduate school, many years earlier, was to perform a 

decoupage on the folk dance scene in I Know Where I'm Going! (the sequences were 

randomly assigned).] 

I understand diegetic to mean "within the world of the film," and am using it here to 

distinguish between characters singing within the film itself and singing on the 

soundtrack (not within the world of the film). I might distinguish further between live 

singing and recorded music used within the story diegetically, as is the case when Potter 

includes a Carlos Gardel tango, for instance. 

As Rick Altman comments, "It is not surprising ... that the musical's self-reflecting 

nature should be repeatedly alluded to. Often characterized as conservative and classical 

in its technique, the musical has nevertheless repeatedly sent proponents of reflexivity 

back to the drawing board." (6) 

See Dennis Giles, "Show-making," reprinted in Altman (1981), pp. 86-101. 

Dyer elaborates on Utopia in the musical: "What makes On the Town interesting is that 

its Utopia is a well-known modem city. The film starts as an escape ~ from the confines 

of navy life into the freedom of New York, and also from the wariness of work, ... into 

the energy of leisure,... This energy runs through the whole film, including the 

narrative. In most musicals, the narrative represents things as they are, to be escaped 
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from. But most of On the Town is about the transformation of New York into Utopia." 

(188) 

See Marcia Butzel, Karen Backstein, and Sally Banes. 

"Michael Powell had long cherished the idea of the 'composed film', ever since he saw 

The Robber Symphony, a comic operetta film made in England in 1936 by the Swiss 

director Freidrich Feher, which was synchronised to pre-recorded music." (Wollen 40) 

In the videotaped interview with Chris Peachment, Powell describes his view and 

experience of the difference between writers and directors, explaining why he and 

Pressburger always claimed "written and directed by Powell and Pressburger" even 

though he was the director and Pressburger, the writer. Powell states that "a director is 

much more like a writer's job in films and a writer's job in films is very much like a 

director's. You see writers deal very much with words and ideas, suggestions, if they're 

good writers And when they write a script — if they're good, they're already thinking 

of the medium and they're ahready describing things that they hope to see." 

" Undoubtedly the comparison between Kelly and Potter is not a perfect one, even for a 

discussion of these particular films. While Potter is trained in choreography and no doubt 

those skills came into her direction of this fihn, as well as her earlier films, she left the 

choreography in The Tango Lesson to Pablo Veron and Gustavo Naviera. And while 

Kelly and Donen directed, but did not write the screenplay for Singin' in the Rain - that 

was the handiwork of Betty Comden and Adolph Green - Kelly and Donen did create the 

musical scenes and force a rewrite of the original script in order to accommodate their 

vision of the story in the filmdance sequences they created. 

^ For instance, Wollen's discussion of the "Singin' in the Rain" sequence, which required 

the following collaboration: "A number such as 'Singin' in the Rain' required a great solo 

performer, but also an ability to integrate the solo, both diachronically into the dramatic 

action of the film and synchronically with the work of the choreographer (in this case the 

same person, working with Donen and his dance assistant, Carol Haney), the visual 

director (Stanley Donen, working in close collaboration with Kelly) and the musical 

arranger (Roger Edens). The original song, by Freed and Brown, was the precondition for 

the solo, as, more indirectly, was the Comden and Green script which provided its 

context. Beyond that, Harold Rosson, the cinematographer, had to solve the technical 
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problems created by the rain, by reflecting surfaces, by complex camera movements and 

crane shots, and by the precisely synchronised timing of those movements." (Wollen 28) 

See Wollen, "The musical was probably the genre intrinsically most resistant to 

simplistic auteurism, precisely because it was so obviously dependent on collaboration, 

reflecting its mix of film, drama, music and dance. Nonetheless Minnelli was recognised 

very early, because of his distinctive visual style, which stretched across genres, allowing 

critics to integrated his musicals into his oeuvre. Kelly and Donen posed more problems 

because they formed a team in themselves, as co-directors, and because, of the two, only 

Donen had a significant body on non-musical work. It is interesting that Tony Thomas's 

The Films of Gene Kellv treats Kelly primarily as a performer, whereas Joseph Andrew 

Casper's Stanlev Donen treats Donen, of course, as the director. Nonetheless, in the end, 

the confluence of auteurism, centred on an aesthetic re-evaluation of Hollywood, and a 

growing interest in the study of popular culture which was more responsive to genre 

eventually cleared a path for Singin' in the Rain." (52-53) 

~ Andrew Cawthome "1998 Cuban film sweeps top prizes at Latin American festival 

"La vida es silbar" (Life is Whistling), took the main prize Friday at the Havana film 

festival, a highlight of the Latin American cultural calendar. Apart from winning the 

award for best film, Cuba's top entry at the Festival of New Latin Cinema also took first 

prizes best director (Fernando Perez)." 

^ See Chris Straayer's work on crossdressing in film. 

" This is the case for two of the films of Polish director, Krzysztof Kieslowski, whose 

work should be investigated further for his own musicality in filming and subject matter. 

Kieslowski focused on the underside of characters' relationships to music (both 

composition and performing) in two excellent films: The Double Life of Veronique 

(1991) and Blue (1993), winning awards for both films. Sometimes these films are 

centered on music, usually because of a character's obsession with certain music, like 

Muriel/Mariel's use of Abba songs to fill the void in her life in P.J. Hogan's Muriel's 

Wedding (Australia, 1994), or Mark Herman's Little Voice (LV) in Little Voice (Britain, 

1998) who spends her life in her room singing to old records until a seedy agent hears 

her. In 1993, Fina Torres directed Mec^icas celestes (1993)/ Celestial Clockwork, a film 

about a young woman who flees her wedding in Venezuela and arrives in Paris to seek 

her fortune as a singer.^ There is also Ulu Grosbard's recent film Georgia (1995), starring 
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Jennifer Jason Leigh and Mare Winningham as sisters who are competitors and 

professional singers, and Anand Tucker's biographical film, Hilary and Jackie (UK, 

1998), the story of sisters Jackie and Hilary du Pre, who are both professional musicians. 

^ See Michelle Citron's Daughter Rite and Chantal Akerman's Le Rendezvous e Anna. 

^ See Larri Jo Starkey's review. 

Walking is the best way to begin learning the tango. 

^ Giles in Altman, p. 87. 

^ In the next chapter I look at The Tango Lesson in closer relation to Carlos Saura's 

Tango. 

" See Deseret News movies, 01/30/1998. 

See Stacey Richter, "The Tango Lesson," The Tucson Weekly. 2-16-98. 

http://weeklywire.eom/filmvault/tw/t/tangolessonthe 1 .html 

This reading (in this section) assumes an Anglo audience's reactions to the film, since 

that is what I heard the most. I am very curious how the film played in Buenos Aires. 

" I cover the tango in depth in the next chapter. 

" Thanks to Barbara Babcock for this suggestion. 

" Thanks to Barbara Kosta for this suggestion. 

^ See Potter's discussion of who dances the tango. 

" I find it interesting that self-reflexive films, including musicals, often play on this very 

type of confusion and deception. Singin' in the Rain, nicely illustrates two types of 

confusion: viewers of the film assume Debbie Reynolds was an excellent dancer, when in 

fact, Kelly had to teach her to dance for the film, and in the "talkie" film within the film, 

the character of Kathy Selden (played by Debbie Reynolds) secretly sings all of the 
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songs for silent film goddess, Lina Lamont. Dubbing is a show business reality, but 

revealing it in a film is another self-reflexive trick, usually indicating some type of fraud 

or deception taking place within the narrative as is the case with Julie Dash's Illusions 

and Pedro Almodovar's Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown. In Singin' in the 

Rain, the audiences naturally believe what they see and think they hear, until Don, 

Cosmo, and R.F. team up to show the audience the real story behind the performance. 

See Empire Magazine. 

http://www.empireonline.co.uk/reviews/review.asp ?id=3283&ss=the+tango+lesson&sb=t 
&or=bf&c=&r=0&f=0&cp= 1) 

Ironically enough, due to its lack of spoken dialogue. Demy's film has had to fight to 

retain its designation as a musical. 

^ See Gemma Files' interview with Potter. 

Its title was changed to avoid confusion with an earlier Chantal Akerman effort. Les 

Annees 80s, also known as The Golden Eighties. - Hal Erickson, All Movie Guide 

Chantal Akerman's Window Shopping aka The Golden Eighties: Chantal Akerman's 

film Window Shopping was originally called The Golden Eighties in Europe, but is 

referred to as Window Shopping in the U.S. in order to distinguish it from Akerman's 

trial run for the film. Golden Eighties. Window Shopping takes place completely within 

an underground shopping mall, namely between three sites: a caf6, a salon, and a clothing 

store. The film, like so many other musicals, takes relationships, sexual desire, and 

romantic fantasy as its storyline, however, unlike most musicals, Akerman's film is not 

about "putting on a show" in the traditional sense. There are no auditions, lessons, or 

stage shows, and film theater in the shopping mall serves only as a place for the ex-lovers 

to meet in darkness, away from the image on screen. The only "show" discussed within 

the film is that of a wedding ~ a woman's fantasy that is continually disrupted. Window 

Shopping reveals the workers (in the clothing store and in the salon across the way) 

helping customers prepare for their own everyday "shows," but within the central core of 

characters, fantasies are juxtaposed with reality and come out sadly lacking. The projects 

of romantic love, fidelity, and the family are continually challenged, both men and 

women are shown to live in their own one-sided fantasy worlds. All of this is shown. 
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however, against the traditional backdrop of singing and dramatic movement. In short, 

nearly the entire underground shopping mall is a chorus. 

Window Shopping has been compared to Jacques Demy's musicals, including 

Umbrellas of Cherbourg, and could be seen, in part, as a mid-1980s revision of Demy's 

films Les Demoiselles de Rochefort/The Young Girls of Rochefort. (1967) starring 

Catherine Deneuve and FranAoise Dorl^c. As Fowler has noted. Window Shopping 

does share a few similarities including a local cafd where the characters come together, 

and the reunion between a middle-aged male and female who were in love earlier in their 

lives and have been separated for many years. I disagree, though, with some of Fowler's 

assertions of the differences she has found between the films, as Demy's films are not 

light-hearted Utopias. Neither Demy's The Umbrellas of Cherbourg (1964) or The Young 

Girls of Rochefort are necessary light-heaned musicals. Though extravagantly beautiful 

and hopeful throughout, each narrative also contains clear instances of lost love, broken 

heartedness and despair (cf. the ax murderer's revenge on the ex-star who has ignored 

him for years in Rochefort and the missed relationship and failed conmiunication in 

I find Fowler's suggestion that Akerman's continual disruptions are "being caused 

by the impossibility of achieving such 'utopias' in an 1980s world" (111) useful for a 

reading of Akerman's film and Armstrong's musical as well. I also find it interesting that 

both women portray several instances of disappointed romance within younger and older 

generation characters. In Window Shopping, one older "true love" returns, only to be 

turned aside for a seemingly unfiilfilling marriage; in another case, a married business 

man who has fronted the salon as a project for his lover, eventually destroys the shop in 

front of everyone. His lover lost interest in him created an unlikely couple with the son of 

the owners of the boutique. While Window Shopping seems to be fueled by the 

excitement of romantic love and fantasy, Starstruck drives straight toward public 

attention, fame, and success. Though romance is a central project in each, the main 

female character (if Window Shopping could be said to have one) in each ends up 

disappointed in her original fantasy of love. Window Shopping ends on a note that feels, 

in some respects, more realistic than most musicals; the young hairdresser loses her 

finance to his old fantasy woman (the ex-salon owner), the unhappy business man shows 

up with his wife and daughters, and the shop owners emerge from the shopping center 

only to run into the woman's now rejected lost love with his new husband. Starstruck. by 

contrast, moves toward pure fantasy as it ends in the wild success of the band after they 

sneaked on stage. 
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Gillian Armstrong's Starstruck: Following her feminist film about the early life of a 

female writer in My Brilliant Career (1980), Gillian Armstrong tackled the genre of the 

musical, and continued to develop some of the same central ideas; the young female artist 

struggling for the opportunity to express herself. In Starstruck, (Australia, 1982), 

Armstrong places her fiery female hero in present day Australia and transforms her into a 

singer (played by Jo Kennedy). Jackie works in the family pub in Sydney, and tries to get 

attention by performing outrageous acts and musical numbers (at home, in public, and on 

stage. Completely a musical in the classical sense, Starstruck documents the distinctive 

look and flavor of the early 1980s Australia music scene intertwined with tightly 

choreographed numbers and early 1980s costuming. The film turns, however, on several 

events which demonstrate a rebellion against the narrative content of the traditional 

musical while keeping with some of the structural elements. Armstrong's film takes a 

detour from the boy-meets-girl plot line of the musical when the handsome and much 

desired TV host invites Jackie to a party featuring a group of gay male synchronized 

swimmers. There is no moving up an economic or social level in this early '80s film), 

though Armstrong has Jackie win the New Year's Eve contest and $25,000 (and thus 

saves the family pub) by sneaking her band onto the stage between numbers. Armstrong's 

film at once embraces the generic qualities of the musical and yet works against them to 

create a blend of a uniquely '80s-flavored working class family meets the traditional 

musical. 

I was fortunate enough to be able to see First A Girl at London's MOMI theater in 

1992. 

Streisand's gender play between the Yentl/Anshel transformation and the love triangle 

between Anshel/Yentl, Avigdor (Mandy Patinkin), and Hadass (Amy Irving) has evoked 

a significant amount of criticism and discussion in film circles. For all of the criticisms 

Streisand has taken for the film, she did succeed in having a female character 

successfully triumph in her intellect goals, transform the central male and female 

characters with whom she came in contact, and stay true to herself and her goals all of the 

way through the fihn. That is to say, Yentl reveals herself and her true identity to the man 

she loves, Avigdor, but declines the traditional relationship he offers her. Leaving a better 

couple behind her, Yentl sails for the United States. 

^ Quoted passages in this paragraph are from Fox's interview with Potter. 
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•*' See Kevin Courrier. 

See Deseret News movies, 01/30/1998. 

See the section on Rage in relation to the tango in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTERS 

THE TANGO LESSON TAKE TWO: 

"A LOVE STORY YOU TELL IN THREE MINUTES" 

In Argentina, the tango, with its many exclusions and mirrors of exclusions, can 

create a space to reflect on power and on terror. The tango can talk about how to 

think about these things, how to carry them with dignity and grace, and how to 

demonstrate the nobility of the human spirit by learning to bear such suffering and 

nevertheless to dance. All this is part of feeling like dancing. The tango has 

become a way to explore other experiences of exclusion deeply felt as part of 

Argentine realities. It is marked by absence, by rupture, by violence—it bears 

these spores. Argentines have conflated it with experiences similarly marked by 

violence that they sense in other absences: in exile, internal and external. 

- Julie Taylor 

Tango is a practice already ready for struggle. It knows about taking sides, 

positions, risks. It has the experience of domination/resistance from within. 

Tango, stretching the colonized stereotypes of the latino-macho-Catholic fatalism, 

is a language of decolonization. So, pick and choose. Improvise. Hide away. Run 

after them. Stay still. Move at an astonishing speed. Shut up. Scream a rumor. 

Turn around. Go back without returning. Upside down. Let your feet do the 

thinking. Be comfortable in your restlessness. Tango. 

- Marta E. Savigliano 
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5.1 Tango Overviews and Histories 

What is Tango? 

In recent years tango has once again gained in popularity internationally, just as it 

did in the 1910s, 1920s, and 1970s. Indications of the recent revival of tango include a 

marked increase in the demand for tango lessons on an international level, especially in 

Europe, Japan, and the United States; the rise of personal and political analyses of the 

tango; and a plethora of recent feature films focusing on tango, both for its own beauty 

and as a metaphor for life and relationships. There is no denying the tango's popularity, 

its ability to seduce and ensnare. Calling tango "a living art form," Potter writes. 

The tango remains essentially a popular musical form, rooted in the visceral sense 

of its dance; combining melodic, lyrical beauty with its unmistakable rhythmic 

drive. Heady and passionate, sensual and meditative, melancholic and joyful, it is 

identifiably Argentinean and yet, clearly, is universally accessible. The tango is as 

complex as its own roots and as simple as the primal impulse for two human 

beings to move as one. (6)' 

Tango teacher and star in several of Carlos Saura dance films, Miguel Angel 

Zotto explains that "tango is not a fashion, but an addiction, a drug, and as such the more 

you are exposed to it the more you become an addict That's why they cannot kill it; it's 

more than a hundred years old, and was always attacked, but they never succeeded in 
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killing it" (Basso). Like many other tango enthusiasts. Potter herself speaks of tango as an 

absolute "addiction" and an "obsession," one for which she completely rearranged her 

life for years. In the midst of tango fever, she writes. 

Can I be a serious film-maker and whizz off to Buenos Aires to dance the nights 

away? Just exactly what kind of being am I, that I can be so relentlessly, 

monkishly dedicated to script-writing and cinema on the one hand, then so 

hedonistically, libidonously immersed in the tango a day later? And how is it that 

I can be so allergic to forced sentiment and sloppiness on fllm, but then weep 

copiously and shamelessly at the tango lyrics which are a sheer over-the-top 

melodramatic expression of raw pain and longing? (90-1)' 

After viewing The Tango Lesson. Janet Maslin of the New York Times remarks 

that in "examining the tango as a study of sexual tension and power, Ms. Potter, a slim 

and graceful dancer with a knowing smile, appears as a woman surprised to find herself 

drawn to this dance." Maslin's description creates the image of Potter magically landing 

in the middle of a Valentino film, as she juxtaposes the British Hlmmaker with the tango. 

When Valentino appeared in The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921), the tango 

was advertised as a "dance for the hot countries, a dance of tropic passion!" (Studlar 28) 

While those lines strike the reader as outdated and rather exoticized, another line used to 

advertise the film, "You cannot have known how the tango can be danced until you have 

seen: The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse." echoes Potter's enthusiasm at discovered 

the "authentic" Argentine tango. 
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What exactly is this tango that is so compelling for so many, that Potter spent 

years studying and then additional years transforming her experience into the medium of 

film? Kathleen M. Smith, of Dance magazine writes, 

Has any dance been the butt of more jokes than the tango? The longstanding 

stereotype of the oily Latin lover gripping a parmer with a long-stemmed rose 

between her teeth is particularly resistant to change. The reality, of course, is 

much more complex and interesting, but even so, the history of this famous dance 

from Argentina is painted in broad, almost mythical strokes. 

Argentine writer, Jorge Luis Borges defmes the tango as "a direct expression of 

something that poets have often tried to state in words: the belief that a fight may be a 

celebration."^ Potter speaks of her own experience with tango from a similar perspective, 

" a big part of tango's attraction lies in its edginess. It's simply not the way most people 

expect a dance-form to be - it's not girly, or light, or frothy. It's more like a wrestling 

match set to music: dark and deep, gritty and complex, capable of expressing all 

emotions... and not just the nice ones, either" (Files). 

The Essential Elements 

When we hear "tango," we generally think of the dance, or of the dance form 

combined with music and lyrics, but actually tango is at once all of these things, each 

separately, and an elusive something beyond those tangible elements. It is an attitude, 
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state of mind, a way of living, and some, like Marta E. Savigliano and Julie Taylor define 

it as a strategic tool of survival and reflection. 

Tango is often described as a slow, mournful song of Argentina, a mood that can 

be attributed to either lyrics or the music or both taken together. As the famous line goes, 

tango is "a sad thought danced." A Brazilian friend once told me that in relation to the 

historical animosity experienced between Argentines and their neighbors (since the 

former place themselves as the leaders of South America), every time Brazilians hear the 

tango, it makes them feel happy. The answer to the riddle is a joke on the stereotype of 

the long-suffering tangoist: because Brazilians know that for every tango they hear, 

"somewhere there's an Argentine suffering.""* 

Indeed, the stereotype of the tango-lover is that of a long-suffering, mournful, 

smooth moving seducer/seductress. In Argentina, the element of suffering in relation to 

the tango is openly acknowledged, woven into the lyrics, tunes, and movements. Outside 

of the country, songwriters have composed their own tangos both serious and mocking.' 

Tango historian Donald Castro remarks that while tango lyrics came rather late in 

the development of tango, 

the tango lyrics as social and political documents are significant more in what 

they do not say than pertiaps in what they say. The tone of the tango lyric 

'message' is also very telling evidence of the passivity (and therefore accepting) 

of the tango audience. They are not called to any great action even though they 
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may be suffering. The lyric catalogs suffering, yet it offers no solutions. One is to 

suffer and accept that suffering as a normal part of life. Salvation, if it comes, 

comes in the form of escape through the projecting of self through others, Carlos 

Gardel for example, or through drink, or through prayer to one's Mother. The 

tango offered the Argentine no solace and left him alone, very alone. (252) 

Tango lyrics are notorious for their melodrama and romance, or, as Potter puts it, 

"sheer over-the-top melodramatic expression of raw pain and longing." 

Tango dance usually entails intimately joined partners moving across the dance 

floor, silently focused and immersed in each other, the music, and their movements. As 

Zotto describes the dance form: 

Tango is like writing a letter - it has a beginning, periods, commas, stops, and an 

end. If you're all the time doing figures and giros, people don't see anything, and 

that is why there is the walk - the invention of all the people.... The tango is on 

the ground - it's caressing the floor. It's the ball of the foot and the heel; and the 

weight of the body right on the axis and each person on his own axis. 

And Potter describes the dance, technically, as one in which 

the body is closer, more intimate than in any other dance form. And yet the legs 

move faster and with more deadly accuracy than in any other comparable dance. 

It is this combination of sensual, meditative, relaxed contact in the upper body 

and swift, almost martial arts-like repartee in the lower body that gives the tango 

its unique identity.® 
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Many serious tangoists have stated a preference of dancing to wordless music, 

revealing the lack of necessity of the lyrics in order to feel the message the music has to 

offer. When asked about the feeling that dancers "put into dance," Zotto replied. 

You feel it or you don't. And the same goes for the character and the temperament 

of each person, because if a guy is cold in life, he'll be cold in dance. The tango is 

a reflection of what one is in life Tango is about feeling and sensitivity, 

otherwise you are just doing gymnastics. You can do all the steps, but it has to 

have feeling and sensitivity. 

Another well-known tango star and teacher, Pupy Castillo describes Europeans 

dancing the tango: 

they dance well in Europe...but without any feeling...and the feeling is the part 

that goes with the music....which is what we were talking about. If you don't listen 

to the music and just think about what you are going to do, then you are not going 

to have any feeling for it - you will dance without feeling. 

Tango teachers like Zotto attribute some of the difHculty new tango dancers have 

with the form to that fact that "for thirty years dancing has been separated,... because 

of rock and roil and the discos. Because of that embrace has been lost. That's why what is 

hardest for pupils is to embrace the woman and for the woman to let herself be embraced 

in order to be led." In The Tango Lesson. Potter takes on elements crucial to learning to 

tango, including; how best to learn the tango (you walk first) and the ways in which 
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Europeans dance differently from the Argentines, especially the difficulty contemporary 

European women experience in learning to follow a male leader in the dance. 

In support of Potter's efforts with the tango dance itself, Stuan Klawans, film 

critic for Nation, invited Yvonne Marceau, co-founder of American Ballroom Theater 

and "undisputed goddess of social dancing" to give her opinion on tango and the film. 

Marceau's commentary serves to educate the public on tango and places Potter's skills, 

talents, and role in the film in a more even light than many of the reviews by film critics. 

She writes: 

Sally Potter dances surprisingly well. I know some people have said she's out of 

her depth and shouldn't have played the lead. I think a lot of that is coming from 

people who have preconceived notions of the tango. They're bullshit! The tango 

just lives. The dance is the expression of that music—it should be elegant in its 

casualness. That's exactly what they managed to do in The Tango Lesson, and 

they did it without affectation. 

It is clear that tango is and can be experienced in music, lyrics, and movement 

alone, and Potter effectively demonstrates these possibilities in The Tango Lesson. With 

the use of diegetic sound, we hear the strains of the tango in a taxi as Sally, quite 

depressed about her film project and recent Hght with Pablo, rides through the dark 

streets of Buenos Aires on her way to a dance salon. When Sally recognizes and names 

the tango, "Gallo Ciego. Pugliese," the taxi driver, who has been watching her in the rear 
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view mirror, suddenly stops the car. Astonished that a woman from London, an outsider, 

knows the names of Argentine tangos, the driver asks as he resumes driving, "You have 

to have lived, to have suffered, to understand the tango. No?" Then he pinpoints the exact 

point of her suffering, 'Tell me. Miss, are you alone in our city?" Leaning against the 

rain-streaked taxi window, Sally "smiles ironically to herself."^ 

Sound and lyrics are combined in a another scene of suffering. In Paris, shortly 

after finishing a dance, Sally and Pablo watch Pablo's ex-partner, Carolina (Carolina 

lotti), enter the room. Wordlessly, Pablo leaves Sally and begins a smooth, intimate 

dance with Carolina. Sally and a stiff British man (played by Peter Eyre), a complete 

stranger, though a tango enthusiast, sits watching Pablo and Carolina. The British man 

translates the lyrics of "Pensalo Bien" for Sally, watching her face carefully for a 

reaction: 

Think hard before you take this step. 

Because once you've taken it, there may be no turning back. 

Think hard, because I've loved you so much. 

And you've thrown it all away, 

Perhaps for another love. 

In the two examples above, the viewer comes to understand Sally's inner 

experiences of the suffering so often advertised in relation to tango. These instances 
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spring from relationship problems, i.e. she is responding to Pablo's recent actions, but in 

both cases the suffering is consistently portrayed against the backdrop of tango music. 

In the latter case, as he translates the lyrics, the Englishman watches Sally like a 

hawk. An outsider to the story - he has just met Pablo and Sally after congratulating them 

on their dancing - the Englishman is well placed as the counterpart to the film's 

audience. As the diegetic audience, of course, he knows less about the situation than the 

film's audience, but he has seen this couple dance together, sit down together (this is not 

a typical occurrence during the tango unless the man has arrived with the woman), and 

watched the man depart, wordlessly, to dance with another. He expects drama, so he 

watches and waits, just as we do in the theater. 

Luis Bravo, the creator of the 1990 Forever Tango, "a showcase for tango music 

as it is for the dance," points out that the suffering inherent in the tango has to do with the 

fact that the originators were "lonely people," and that the tango is "a sad feeling that you 

dance.... the general feeling of melancholy and unrequited longing... is as much a 

part of tango as its fire and passion."' Here the lyrics seem to represent the general 

direction of Sally's feelings: "because I've loved you so muchy And you've thrown it all 

awayy Perhaps for another love," yet they are so overblown in relation to what the 

audience understands to be the sublimated relationship Sally and Pablo have recently set 
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up. Step by step, Sally is slowly transformed from a woman foreign to the tango into a 

tango woman; in this step she takes on the suffering and disappointment of the unrequited 

lover who watches her beloved dance with another. 

The line "think hard before you take this step," also offers a foil for Pablo's 

actions. He is shown to be a man who is motivated by instinct rather than thought when it 

comes to women he wants to dance with. On these occasions Pablo doesn't hesitate, 

consult with Sally, or even offer an explanation, he just moves quickly across the floor. In 

this scene, the lyrics serve to heighten the emotional tension already inherent in the 

actions between the characters and to bring their relationship one step closer to a tango 

song. 

On the flip side, there are also numerous dance scenes completed in silent 

concentration, including many of the practice sessions between Sally and Pablo in Paris, 

as well as lessons Sally took from Gustavo Naveira and Fabian Saias in Buenos Aires. 

One of the best illustrations of this point occurs in "The Ninth Lesson" when Sally 

reaches the point of tears from Pablo's criticism. She gives up in frustration, crouching on 

the floor with her head in her hands. Pablo stands nearby watching, then squats by her, 

touching her elbows, then playfully he rises, pulls the remote control out of his pocket 

and, the room to flooded with music. Sally's mood is transformed. She rises with the 
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music and they resume their practice session. It is clear that the music, far more than 

Pablo, convinces Sally to continue. 

Near the end of the film, when Sally and Pablo journey to Buenos Aires to make 

the film, the dancers realize that Gustavo's small studio will not do for the film project. 

As their search for a new dance site comes to an end, Sally directs Pablo to "set up a 

rhythm and teach it to the others." The rhythm of their steps creates the sound for the 

dance. This improvised dance between the three men, Pablo, Gustavo, and Fabian then 

moves into the extended group tango session in the larger abandoned room. Here Sally 

moves from one of these men to another before all four join in a tango mdnage a quatre. 

Finally, in the conclusion of the three-part dance sequence, Gustavo and Fabian dance 

together in the building's basement barbershop. All three parts of this extended dance 

sequence is performed without diegetic tango music. (Though after viewing the music 

video version of the filming of the tango mdnage-a-quatre sequence with Yo-Yo Ma 

accompanying the four dancers on his cello, it is difficult not to assume he is sitting in the 

comers, backed up by an accordion and a piano during the film.) 

One of the highlights of The Tango Lesson is the many dance sequences that take 

place outdoors, without readily available musical accompaniment, especially the 

spontaneous Buenos Aires street comer dancing-in-the-rain scene. In Paris, Sally and 
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Pablo dance along the Seine at night, and the closing sequence of the film, placed in 

Buenos Aires, concludes with a tango along the waterfront after Sally sings her tango to 

Pablo. In all of the above dance scenes, whether tango music is present or not, the 

rhythm, timing, and feel of the tango is clearly communicated through movement and the 

expression of the characters. 

Tango as Mirror and Metaphor 

According to historians, theorists, and dancers, there is an external tango and the 

internal tango. As Julie Taylor writes, "Argentines have conflated it with experiences 

similarly marked by violence that they sense in other absences: in exile, internal and 

external" (72). There is a tango only the untrained eye sees. It can also be a state of 

being, a manner of living, a way of perceiving the world, and a way of relating to one's 

parmer. Perhaps if we look carefully enough, we see the manifestation of both ingredients 

in those who fully live the tango. 

There are many obvious connections between the story of tango and The Tango 

Lesson, but there are also strong connections between tango and Potter's life. For 

instance, Potter believes that a strong sense of musicality is necessary in making films, 

and this is one of the chief ingredients required in the making of a serious tango artist. 



258 

Another connection to tango is found in Castro's description of the evolution of the dance 

and lyric portions of tango "from a spontaneous folk generated music/dance form to a 

standardized dance form [which] included a shift from a lyric created on the spot by 

musicians for a specific reason to a lyric that followed a proscribed poetic form and was 

published (7). Potter's own career as an artist and filnmiaker developed from the creation 

of short films—about the length of a tango, and her work improvising lyrics as a musical 

artist, to that of a mature director of highly stylized feature-length films. The filming of 

The Tango Lesson maintains a deeper relationship with the tango than that of subject 

matter. 

Sony Classics' website for Potter's film advertises Veron as a great improviser of 

the tango, and professional tango dancer and teacher, Pupy Castillo stresses the 

importance of improvisation (over choreography) in keeping the spirit of tango alive. 

Potter writes of her process of filming: 

The nature of the story and the fact that the main parts were to be played by non-

actors necessitated an openness of changes of direction as the shooting 

progressed. Tango is an improvised dance and this film had to be made in a way 

that echoed its mercurial spirit. But this was extremely demanding for everyone 

involved. (81) 

Despite a highly skilled crew of helpmates: cinematographer, Robby Miiller, and 

editor, Herve Schneid, as well as Potter herself as the director, the project was difficult to 
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fund, primarily because Potter firmly kept the project low key. She was searching for a 

way to communicate the soul of and internal experience of tango instead of the external 

glamour seen in Broadway shows and stereotypical tango sequences in films. In addition, 

both Potter and Veron were new to acting, and Potter had to direct and act 

simultaneously. Finally, Potter was challenged by working both with the tango, which 

she describes as possessing a mercurial spirit, and the tango artist Veron, who she refers 

to as "Mercury" and one who is "resisting ... with all the force of a wild horse that is 

being broken" (97). Taming the tango and Veron for film, learning to follow instead of 

leading, and negotiating a male-dominated culture and dance form both foreign to her, in 

addition to the daunting task of showing on film how dance feels to the dancer, made up 

the subject matter of Sally Potter's tango lessons. 

A Few Moments in Tango History 

Donald Castro's The Argentine Tango as Social History 1880-1955: the Soul of 

the People succinctly describes the early evolutionary movements of the tango in 

Argentina, pointing out that the tango as a dance and as a song with lyrics developed 

separately and due to different pressures and situations. In brief: 

In its earliest stage (1880-1890), the tango can be considered folk culture; in its 

next stage, tangn-Hanza (1890-1917), it can be characterized as a form of popular 
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culture by virtue of its wider acceptance in the culture of the suburbios [lower and 

working class neighborhoods] of Buenos Aires. The massification of the tango, if 

you will, began with its transformation into a popular song form, the tango-

cancion. after 1917, when it began to be disseminated through the new electronic 

media of radio, film, and sound recordings. By the 1930s, the popularity of sound 

films and radio made the tango-cancion a national (and international) popular 

culture phenomenon. (6-7) 

By the 1930s, the tango, now popular abroad for nearly two decades, had shifted 

locales and classes in Buenos Aires, from bordellos and bars to center city clubs where 

"tango singers dressed in smoking jackets, or in formal gowns, [and] bemoaned lost or 

betrayed loves behind microphones in nightclubs in downtown" (7-8). In the following 

decades, Peron created a permanent place for the tango in Argentina, and co-opted its 

power for his rule. There are many stories of those who have attempted to appropriate 

tango for their own uses, including politicians like Peron. As Castro portrays it: 

Juan and Evita Per6n ... were tango. The theme of their government and political 

mission was tango. Perdn's image as the comrade to the workers, coatless among 

the multitude, while at the same time champion of the industrialist, dressed in a 

smoking jacket, conjures up the image of Carlos Gardel. The rags to riches story 

of Per6n's success from a poor boy in the provinces to President is Gardelian in 

its scope. (234) 

By the 1940s and 19SOs tango musicians and composers would be advisors to the 

President and heads of the national theatre" (7-8). And it was in the era of Per6n "when 
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the tango lost its power to comment on the reality of its day in the 1940s and 1950s. The 

tango was silenced" (247). 

According to Castro, the story of origins also contains a certain degree of irony, in 

that. 

The nationalization of the tango is an example of the 'cultural imperialism' of 

Buenos Aires over the rest of the country because the tango in its evolution from 

the late 1880s to the 1950s was neither national in terms of its themes nor in terms 

of its interpreters. It was porteno. The nationalization of the tango may also be 

viewed as another example of European cultural influence on Argentina because 

it was the European view that the tango was 'Argentine.' It is ironic, therefore, 

that the tango should come to represent an attempt to resist the imposed culture of 

Europe so readily accepted in pre-Per6n Argentina. (248) 

Yet, despite decades of political turmoil, violence, and abuse, and through the era 

of Peron, and later, the terror-induced years of the Junta, Argentines and the tango have 

demonstrated a tremendous capacity for survival. 

A History of Women and Tango 

There is a documented history of women writing tangos "as in the case of Maria 

Luisa Camelli (b. 1898), more often than not they are non gender specific (e.g. can be 

sung by either a man or a woman), or present a woman in a negative sense, and always 

are in the context of a man's world" (Castro 195). There are also stories of famous 
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women, like Ada Falc6n and Libertad Lamarque, who sang tangos.' However, as Castro 

makes clear, women crossing into the male-dominated realm of tango, did so at a price 

and by taking certain precautions. He describes an early silent film that clearly showed 

that, even while tolerated by most social classes, the tango was still not accepted" and 

that "women, who participated in the tango world openly as women, were considered as 

'loose women'" (196). 

One predictable outcome of this situation, as Castro describes it, could be the plot 

to First A Girl or VictorA^ictoria: "Women, who sang tangos in the 1920s and 1930s, 

had to assume a male role, as exemplified in their dress and manner, almost as a guise of 

their femininity, which as seen in their male assumed role, became even more deceptive 

and a [sic] served perhaps as a further confirmation of the woman as beguiler" (249-50). 

Female performers' adoption of" male dress, or assumed names, reflected their tenuous 

status in the tango world where they seemed to be defined as a mal necesario ['necessary 

evil']" (196). Explaining that these female tango artists "were to participate in this milieu, 

they did so according to the parameters set by men," Castro reads the what he sees as "the 

supreme irony of this gender relationship" in the tango lyric which reveals that "the 

dominant male was insecure and dependent on women for his protection (the mother 

figure) and, in a sense, for his definition as a male: either as a victim (women as the 
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betrayer), or as macho male (woman as victim)" (196). Other ways in which men were 

dependent on women within the same milieu included the following scenarios: the men 

who spent their evenings in the bardellos and tango-bars were certainly dependent of 

mother and/or wife to provide the respectable cover of family and home in the meantime. 

Another irony in the gender roles surrounding the tango in its infancy was the fact 

that women also played the role of "broadening the tango audience ... so that the role of 

the female tango artist also had a quality of ambiguity to it" which Castro reads as either 

a 'neutral force' (Cf. singing male oriented lyric, dressed as males), or as a glamorous 

chanteuse, such as Libertad Lamarque" (250). Tango women "confirm[ed] the threat of 

the tango to home and moral values, yet on the other hand, women tango interpreters 

seemed to be saying that the tango was alright to enter the home and would not corrupt" 

(250). Faced with the necessity of creating and maintaining a female audience-as-

consumers, "merchandisers ... created a Janus faced tango and women played a critical 

part in this process. Above all, however, the tango clearly reflected the marginal and 

insecure role of women who were manipulated to meet male ends during the 1920s and 

1930s" (250).'° 

The ongoing process of cleaning up the tango (both the movement and the music), 

has also taken place within the city of Buenos Aires many times during the tango's 
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history, to please politicians, to make place for the middle and upper classes, and 

especially in order to be safe for "respectable" women." Savigliano believes that the 

"transgressions of wealthier, Europeanized males into the tango world entailed stepping 

over rigid boundaries—a challenging trespass—but did little to break up the moral and 

class divisions established in local society" (137-38). Instead, the changes in the sound, 

shape and form and the tango were brought about by the inclusion of the very women 

once denied entrance to the world of tango. 

Both Castro and Savigliano stress the importance of women in shaping the 

tango's history. Castro locates a point of this powerful transformation in the invasion of 

the tango into the middle-class home via the radio, thus necessitating a change in the 

language used in lyrics. The radio was a powerful determining force in the popularization 

of the tango because it had the effectiveness of "cutting across class lines" and it "also 

served to revolutionize the entertainment industry in Argentina" (249). This invasion, in 

turn, led to middle-class women entering the world of the tango outside of the confines of 

the home. "Respectable" women were now 

drawn into the world of the tango. What had been largely a male oriented cultural 

form in terms of audience... now became sanitized because the tango entered the 

home were the 'decent' woman was. The popularity of radio-fikn magazines and 

their largely female readership demonstrate the incorporation of women as active 

stars such as Carlos Gardel and Ignacio Corsini. The tango star as gallant or as 

virile male were important images to be projected via the sound transmitted from 
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a radio speaker, or as photographs in the radio-movie magazine, or as an image in 

a romantic movie." (249) 

Savigliano adds to this history the fact that "tango could not be said to have 

actually crossed local social barriers until women located in opposite classes and 

moralities joined in the dancing," in an event which "hardly occurred before the tango's 

popularization in Paris" (138). Savigliano constructs this transformation in words and 

images that nearly resemble a dance: 

Women were constituted as the bourgeois bastions of morality and were 

segregated into one social space or the other to stand as markers of naturalized 

social boundaries and simultaneously as the draw for male comings and going 

between the two worlds. As a result, males were lured by two classes of women 

displaying two complementary kinds of erotic power. The defiant eroticism of 

lower-class, racially impure tangueras tugged men into leaving their legitimate 

loci of class and morality, whereas the comforting eroticism of the non-tango 

women of their own kind drew them back into their legitimate social places. (138) 

The above quote demonstrates one of several instances in which writing about the 

tango is actually quite consciously an act of writing tango. The process described above 

contains the essence of Julie Taylor's early experiences as a North American learning the 

codes and gender politics of the tango in the dance hall where women often occupy seats 

on the edges, waiting for men to signal with a gesture. The woman's nearly invisible 
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acceptance of the man's gesture (more like a nod), draws the male across the floor toward 

the woman. 

5.2 Tales of Contemporary Tango 

Sometimes slow, sometimes extraordinarily speedy, sometimes resembling a fight 

and sometimes danced with a beautiful tenderness - its wide expressive range 

also explains the huge current popularity of the tango.'* 

As far as present day tango is concerned in Argentina and world wide, there are 

several Argentine splinter-tangos, including the Broadway version, the "tango for export" 

school, and that which is now considered the "authentic" Buenos Aires style. The "tango 

for export" sports "more choreographically complex" moves. Originating the 1980s, "a 

generation of dancers ... heavily influenced by the great teacher and dancer Todaro, 

evolved a spectacular style that audiences outside Argentina assume is the tango. The 

women are usually balletically trained with high leg extensions and the dance is fast, 

slick, and athletic."'^ In a 1994 interview with tango star Miguel Angel Zotto, for The 

Tango Times. Fabiana Basso asks about Zotto's experience with his teacher, Todaro.*'* 

Zotto replies. 

The genius of Antonio [Todarol is that he was a machine for creating and 

combining the steps of tango. What he was teaching was authentic, he had the 
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"whole thing" of the tango: the old school and the tango of the 40's. The secret 

which he communicated to us and taught was the giro and the enrosque,... 

Another aspect of his genius was that he taught you to dance without saying a 

word. I think that in the history of the tango dance he was the teacher, [emphasis 

mine] 

Another type of contemporary tango dancing, promoted in The Tango Lesson by 

Pablo Veron and Gustavo Naveira in their choreography and performances, and on the 

Sony Classics' website consists mainly of: 

younger dancers who improvise in the salon and sometimes on stage and who 

borrow eclecticaly [sic] from both influences. They have the inventiveness and 

the fire of the great jazz improvisers. Pablo Veron and Gustavo Naveira are 

amongst the best of these and combine an encyclopedic ioiowledge of the history 

and evolution of the dance with an irreverent willingness to push back its 

frontiers.'^ 

Tango has a long history, many teachers, stars, and styles. What is most 

interesting here, in addition to tracing the evolution of the Argentine tango, is the way in 

which each school or teacher is promoted. Often, as is the case with Zotto's commentary 

on his teacher, Todaro Gong after Zotto was dancing professionally), each teacher and 

teacher's style is "authentic," the real one, or the true tango. There is no questioning the 

fact that Todaro was a great tango teacher, yet the information provided on Sony 
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Classics' website for Potter's film carefully places Todaro and his school of tango, with 

due respect, as "a spectacular style that audiences outside Argentina assume is the tango." 

Another perspective is supplied by Pupy Castillo (Castillopupi), an "authentic 

milonguero, a grand master from Buenos Aires" who has been dancing for nearly half a 

century now and has taught tango in North America, Germany, England, France, Austria, 

Switzerland, Argentina and Chile.'® Castillo, whose 'Tango characterizes the style of the 

40's, and having the appearance of great simplicity, is full of rich subtlety" credits Copes 

as "the one who started the long steps ... he was the one who changed Tango." Juan 

Carlos Copes is "possibly the greatest tango choreographer of all time" and one of the 

world's best known tango stars and teachers (Gorin). Along with his longtime parmer and 

ex-wife Maria Nieves (their parmership is an authentic tango tale). Copes "traveled the 

world showing the classic Tango Fantasia they had invented,'"^ and, at least as of 

November 1999, Copes and Nieves reunited again as dance partners, were still an 

important part in Broadway's Tango Argentino." 

Copes' dancing is featured in Carlos Saura's Tango (1998) and Jorge Zanada's 

Tango Bayle nuestro/Tango. Our Dance (1987), alongside Miguel Angel Zotta in both 

films. Copes has been charged with single-handedly keeping tango alive abroad and at 

home, by touring, tirelessly teaching (even offering free classes to children and teens in 
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order to promote an interest in tango)." Copes also played a major role in the famous 

tango composer Astor Piazzolla's life, and as the work of both men became part of 

Potter's tango lessons, I include one of the relevant stories here. In 1959, the composer, 

who has been so important in the modem tango movement and whose work Potter chose 

to include in the most exciting dance sequence in The Tango Lesson, was at that time, 

"surrounded by failure." Piazzolla nearly ends his musical career, but Copes offered him 

the opportunity "to participate in his tango revue, sparking Astor's renewed interest in 

tango." 

Private Lessons 

In Buenos Aires, Potter did more than just learn to tango. She studied the history 

and music as well as the dance steps, so it is a matter of little surprise that Potter takes 

tango lessons with Copes during her initial trip to Buenos Aires.® It is in Potter's written 

description of her lessons with her three Buenos Aires tango teachers (including Juan 

Carlos Copes), an article aptly named, "Tango Lessons," that I find the most resonance 

with her screen character, Sally's lessons and experiences with Pablo. As his tango 

student. Potter describes Copes, as dramatic, "a theatrical performer," as he exaggerates 

both her own and his movements and shakes her "like a sack of potatoes" when she isn't 
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following well (89). She writes, "I can choose to crumble and cry under the barrage of 

criticism, or rise to the master's instructions:" 

He demands I both occupy my own space and take total responsibility for my ow n 

balance during all the moves, and yet simultaneously be completely relaxed and 

responsive to his every move and lead. 'Fifty-fifty - that's how we must be. The 

man, the woman, fifty, fifty. It's dialogue.' I realize that in order for him to glide, 

to glisten, to shine like the star he is, I must surrender my will and give him space. 

And yet he says, over and over, 'Be yourself!' And so it is. I surrender false 

controls and find another more flexible self. (89) 

In the lesson with Copes, he is the leader, and is as demanding and impatient as 

Pablo is with Sally in the tango lessons in the film. Potter's written and film texts also 

reveal that both of these men are quite vulnerable as soon as they are no longer in a 

position of power. Her record of the end of the session with Copes, where "suddenly his 

face shows some vulnerability" and he asks Potter, 'Did you enjoy it? Did you?"' is 

transposed in the film into the relationship between Sally and Pablo in general, and one 

dialogue between them in particular, as they ascend abandoned department story in 

Buenos Aires in search of a dance studio (89). The changes in Copes' attitude and actions 

takes place over the space of minutes, as he is packing his shoes to leave the studio. In 

The Tango Lesson, this dynamic shift in Pablo's behavior stretches over half of the film. 
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Contemporary Women Performing Tango 

As an Other in my own society because of my gender and my class, I had 

increasingly found Argentina familiar and recognizable in a way that did not have 

to do with its identification with Western high culture. It became a mirror in 

which I could see my own experience of culture as order and violence. 

~ Julie Taylor 

Marta E. Savigliano views tango as a "practice ah-eady ready for struggle" that 

has "the experience of domination/resistance from within." Anthropologist Julie Taylor 

writes, "In Argentina, the tango, with its many exclusions and mirrors of exclusions, can 

create a space to reflect on power and on terror. The tango can talk about how to think 

about these things."(72). It is clear that both Savigliano and Taylor have found in tango, 

like Potter did herself, something beyond their own appreciation of the dance and music. 

These "other" expressions of tango often run counter the dominant stories told in 

film and in tango lyrics themselves. These new versions are told by women who have 

become intricately involved in tango and work within the structures of tango to tell their 

stories. 

This is the case with Sally Potter, Julie Taylor, and Marta Savigliano as they write 

(and film, in Potter's case) tango, and as they talk of tango and of their own life 

experience. Julie Taylor writes of the tango from an anthropological perspective, and as a 
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citizen of the United States, and as a ten-year resident of Argentina. Taylor writes that 

she is blond, bom in California, and uncomfortable being viewed as an "exotic" on the 

streets of Buenos Aires. Taylor was a ballet dancer who was converted to anthropology 

by her professors during her undergraduate years at Harvard, and began a thirty-year 

career studying Argentine culture. As a resident of Buenos Aires, she's a researcher and 

lecturer, a single mother, and a tango dancer. 

Marta Savigliano, an Argentine in exile, is also an anthropologist and dancer, 

teaching in the department of Dance History and Theory at the University of California-

Riverside. Savigliano became interested in the tango only after leaving Argentina. She 

writes that her "interest in tango was bom out of disillusionment, pain, rage, and hunger 

to understand my role as a latina woman intellectual while studying for a doctoral degree 

in Hawai'i~a U.S. colony/state" (xv). Taylor's journey with the tango was also bound up 

with pain — the pain of Argentina, her own experiences of living through military coups, 

and even from the earlier pain of her father's beatings which she re-experiences as she 

explores the tango and the threat of harm dancing closely with men. Much of Taylor's 

personal ethnographic work on the Argentine tango and her years in Buenos Aires is 

mediated through the relationship she has experienced between violence and the tango.'^ 
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Savigliano's Tango and the Political Economy of Passion, and Taylor's Paper 

Tangos, share with Potter's The Tango Lesson several key elements: female authorship, 

experiences with the tango in a country not one's own, and well researched, intelligent, 

and highly personal, and in many ways, postmodern rearrangements of "texts" in order to 

allow all of the voices necessary to tell their own story and the story of the tango 

simultaneously. Both of the historical/personal/ethnographic writings and the film are 

highly autobiographical — leaving their authors open and vulnerable, yet professional, 

objective and distant in turns. And all three texts, produced nearly at the same time (1995, 

1997, and 1998), communicate the ways in which the authors and the texts themselves 

have been inhabited by the tango. The star of Potter's film is the tango and the negotiation 

of power between PotterA^eron and their characters, Sally/Pablo. Savigliano speaks of 

the tango as "the main ingredient in [her] project of decolonization" which she 

accomplishes "by assuming the tango attitude and taking it seriously, I can work at 

expanding its meaning and its power. My power, actively tango. Tango is my strategic 

language" (16). 

In Taylor's Paper Tango, she writes her own letter of exile - a paper tango in 

which she communicates the spirit of tango in words. Accompanying Taylor's written 

work is an even more powerful representation of tango. Taylor arranged a series of 
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visuals taken from a film by Fernando Solanas. The series is composed of four individual 

sequences, that taken together or apart tell a tango story. The images have been 

reproduced on the lower right hand comer of each page of Taylor's book, so that the 

reader can thumb the pages and see this tiny "film." First we see a couple dancing across 

the floor, then in a sequence that looks so like Potter's use of spiraling staircases, we see 

papers coming flying at the camera down the middle of a tall spiral staircase. Next there 

is a violent scene in which a young male grabs a young female and kisses her neck, 

followed by another sequence of a couple tangoing across the floor. 

In Taylor's wonderfully playful visual communication act she has re-enacted the 

power of cinema, and emphasized the magic hold that moving images have for human 

beings. Her tiny film also reminds us of the ability images have to convey messages far 

more powerfully than by words alone. True to her experiences with tango (and fairly 

representative of many filmic images of tango, such as Saura's Tango, but barely alluded 

to in Potter's The Tango Lesson). Taylor has also included a visual representation of the 

darker side of tango. The mini-film sequence in which the male forcefully kisses the 

female's neck portrays the ever-present threat of violence Taylor speaks of experiencing. 

In a few sequentially linked images, Taylor has successfully conveyed the terror, 

violence, and abuse of power that she attempts to communicate in the chapters of her 
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book, as well as the grace and beauty of the dance. Taken together, the four moving 

sequences create the feel of observing live action and of glimpsing tango in its glory and 

threat. 

A great deal of the portion of Potter's film that include Sally's "lessons" with 

Pablo revolve around his criticism of her dancing. This trend peaks with Pablo's 

complaints during their fight after their stage performance. Immediately following the 

performance, Pablo yells at Sally, "You have to give up all the ideas you ever had about 

what it means to be strong on stage. You are confusing strength with tension. You have to 

be calm to be strong. You have to be slow to be quick. Everything else is ft-om the past, 

and you have to throw it all away." Later Sally calls Pablo from a phone booth and 

continues the fight, asking him why he is afraid of her. His reply is very telling, "I'm not 

afraid of you. I'm afraid of your weakness Your emotional weakness." 

This argument between Sally and Pablo (in addition to earlier quarrels during 

dance practices) resonates well with one of Taylor's descriptions of her own tango 

lessons. While many of her descriptions of classes center on the harsh criticism female 

pupils receive from male instructors, she also discusses the more difflcult problem of 

communications between the genders in and outside of the tango salon. She writes of a 

professor who tells her that her "body was at times 'indecisive," and she "finally 
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understood that what he meant to say was that [her] shoulders and [her] legs were not 

absolutely coordinated" (87-88). Taylor describes that by offering her theory of the origin 

of the problem to the professor, "that so many flattering remarks—the classic but usually 

public piropos offered by men to women in the course of Argentine life—disoriented 

[her] to such as extent that [she] felt alienated from her body and could not make 

decisions with it" (88). She tells the reader that after her suggestion to the professor, 

"from that moment on, he no longer spoke to me" (88). Taylor's descriptions of the 

communications between female tango dancers also sheds light on the dynamic between 

tango women and men, including Sally and Pablo in Potter's film. Taylor writes, 

among the portenas, in class and seated at the edge of the floor, at practices or 

actual dances ... we had often warned each other about which dancers to avoid. 

'Don't look over there,' a woman would say with wry amusement. 'That fellow 

will ask you to dance, and he dances well. But he's one of those who will spend 

the whole time correcting your step, your posture, aoil your emotional 

adjustment.' A row of female eyes would swing to another part of the dance hall. 

... try[ing] to avoid, for at least a set, yet another man who used the tango to 

dominate in the guise of teaching, to reproach you, to tell you that you have done 

something wrong. (90) 

Potter, Savigliano, and Taylor all take on the issue of exoticism, implicitly or 

explicitly in their work with the tango. During The Tango Lesson when investors 

interested in Sally's new tango film call her in Buenos Aires, they are excited about the 

project because it "sounds sexy." And as the film reviews reveal, both the tango and 
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Pablo Veron are seen as exotic and sexy items. The tango itself, and tango on film even 

prior to the Valentino craze, come ready-made to many audiences bearing the label of 

exotic merchandise. When Potter met Veron, years before the making of the film, he 

already occupied the position of exotic tango star exile in Paris: a dark "broodingly 

handsome" Argentine and a world-famous tango dancer. In many ways, it seems Potter 

purposefully set out not to play completely into investors' and viewer's desires for a 

highly exoticized dance film, but perhaps with the inclusion of Rage, in addition to the 

tango itself, the film is not entirely devoid of the types of stereotyped images that so often 

accompany the tango. 

5.3 Tango as Exotic 

Pure Tango? 

As the discussion above reveals, there are many schools of thought on what 

constitutes authentic tango, even within the Argentine tango community. There are 

recognized masters who have contributed to the art form by writing lyrics, creating tango 

tunes, or developing the dance form. A revealing quote from Elshaw reflects on the 

nature of purity in the tango's dance through history. He writes that Juan Carlos Copes 

was the 



278 

first person to choreograph Tango for professional dancers and put it on stage. 

Every big show since the 50's has used his ideas, they are now so classic (the men 

fighting with knives being bested by a gun; dancing Milonga on a tiny table; 

immigrants dancing their folk dances and melting it into Tango, etc.). Juan's hero 

was Gene Kelly. Aspiring to be the best, he began inventing new steps in his 

ambitious choreography - many of which we all dance and think are old Tango 

steps." 

Reviewers of The Tango Lesson tied dance in Potter's film to earlier musicals. As 

I mentioned in Chapter 4, they were able to do so by comparing Pablo Veron's non-tango 

dancing to that of Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly, especially in Pablo's extravagant salad-

making tap dance scene — the "danse de cuisine". 

The way in which Potter sets up this sequence speaks nearly the same message 

Elshaw's lines. The movie turns tide about halfway through when Sally, recently returned 

from her meeting with producers in Hollywood, announces to Pablo that she is going to 

abandon her film. Rage. This sequence is framed by tango, begins with Sally in Pablo's 

apartment, lighting a menorah. Pablo asks what she plans to do. "Something more 

personal. ... Maybe something to do with the tango," Sally replies. This is Pablo's cue to 

show off what he can do. Sally and the viewers have already seen his skill at tangoing. 

Now he improvises, all over the kitchen and vast livingroom. First Pablo, grinning 

largely, twirls the kitchen towel he's holding, smiles at Sally, at then jumps through the 

towel, a move replicating Bob Fosse's choreography in Mv Sister Eileen (1955). Pablo 
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picks up lettuce leaves, brushing them against foil in a rhythm that, combined with the 

tapping of his foot, soon turns into a dance. Continually checking to make sure Sally is 

watching him, Pablo tap dances around the kitchen, from sink to cupboard to table, as he 

gathers items. After dancing with and twirling a chair, he sits at the table and slices 

through the tomato with a sweeping arc of his arm, punctuating the beat of the rhythm he 

has created. In his kitchen dance, Pablo's incorporation of everyday items into the dance 

itself can be seen as a direct allusion to (and descendent from) Gene Kelly's additions to 

filmdance.^ 

At that point the camera switches to Sally, with her head in hands and at a great 

distance from Pablo, is watching him as intently as though she were a camera. In the 

background, as non-diegetic sound, we hear Sally's directorial theme song, which is used 

from beginning to end of the film to signify Sally's imagining film scenes. We hear the 

tune briefly during the creation of Rage scenes earlier in the Him, and the sounds now 

work to connect Sally's old and new film projects and will erupt during specific moments 

throughout the film whenever Sally's filmic imagination is engaged. 

From her position in the other room, the kitchen doorway frames the action in the 

kitchen. Soon Pablo dances through the larger room, and with an agile athleticism akin to 

that of Gene Kelly, Pablo leaps onto the mantel of the fireplace and dances, encUng in a 
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duet with his image in the large mirror behind him. From his vantage point high above 

Sally, Pablo announces to her that he has been asked to dance in a show in Paris. He 

invites Sally to join him in the performance. He jumps off the mantel, dances to Sally, 

then quickly across the room, runs up the wall, jumps off, and returns to Sally, sliding on 

his knees. He comes to rest just in front of Sally in a romantic move copied from so many 

of the older musicals of Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly. But the romantic moment is 

broken, as if the reality of European life in the 1990s intrudes with the ring of a cellular 

phone. The closure between Sally and Pablo is a hurriedly artificial one as they hasten out 

to the street, Pablo's phone ringing again. 

This sequence of wonderfully improvised dance begins with Sally announcing her 

intention to create a tango film, obvious starring Pablo, and ends with Pablo asking Sally 

to dance tango professionally with him. The sequence in which Sally and Pablo invite 

one another into their professional lives and work on a deeper level in connection with 

tango, is full of lively dancing, but only with few steps of it are tango. It is also 

significant that this is the first, but not the last, dance sequence in which Pablo dances 

primarily alone. He dances only a couple of steps with Sally, before and after his mantel 

dance. Sally is clearly placed in the role of audience to Pablo performing once again, and 

this placement parallels the way in which she made his acquaintance. 
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It is important to note that this sequence functions both thematically and visually 

as the transitional point between what I read as Sally envisioning her desire to dance 

professionally earlier in the film and fulfilling this desire by performing with Pablo on 

stage. Earlier in the film, after Sally watches Pablo and Carolina perform (we see Sally 

watching them with growing excitement as they dance), Pablo and Carolina bow to the 

audience and stand on stage briefly before exiting. While both Pablo and Carolina are 

still on stage, standing next to one another, we see, from what has clearly been marked as 

Sally's point of view, the camera focus on Pablo in exclusion of Carolina. The shot itself 

feels remarkably awkward, and even possibly quite adolescent. The shot is not 

exclusively a close up of Pablo to the exclusion of all else, for we see Carolina's arm still 

in the frame. This particular framing fragments the body of the woman on stage, drawing 

the viewer's attention to the fact that Pablo is attached to or accompanied by a woman but 

that she's been cut out of the picture.^ It is difficult to ignore the implications of this 

framing: one woman cutting another out of the picture. This shot works as an 

acknowledgement of Sally's desire to occupy Carolina's position as Pablo's dance 

parmer. This reading is, of course, reinforced by Sally's meeting Pablo a few minutes 

later and inquiring after dance lessons, and eventually dancing with him on stage. 
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The "danse de cuisine" sequence also announces Sally's intention of stepping into 

the director's role in her new project and enables Pablo to occupy the role of star more 

fully. His solo dancing through the apartment, from the kitchen to the fireplace mantel, 

the floor, wall, and back to Sally all are designed to act as an audition for her new film, 

and to celebrate the opportunity of finally achieving his fantasy of being in film as well. 

In this sequence, the earlier public dance performance has been transformed into Sally's 

own private dance concert (this works for other scenes later in the film in which Pablo, 

Fabian, and Gustavo dance for Sally), with Pablo happily performing as Sally's own 

private dancer, and her object of desire. Within this private space, with Sally as the sole 

spectator, she begins her own journey toward becoming a performer. Here both 

characters offer the other that which they desire most - not one another, but the 

opportunity to perform on film (Pablo's desire) and on stage (Sally's desire). During the 

course of the film, both characters deliver, i.e. they both live up to the promise they made 

the other, although Pablo's temper tantrum following the tango performance sabotages 

Sally's joy in achieving her dream. 

Critics like Andy Jones, writing for Rough Cut Reviews, saw the connection to 

Gene Kelly and the musical in this dance sequence. In Jones' case, the inclusion of 

quotes from Kelly's career seemed out of place in what he must have desired to be a 
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"pure" tango film. He complains: "What is this? Her own personal Singin' in the Rain? 

(It's just insipid when Veron "improvises" dance steps on the walls and in the kitchen.)" 

Others, like Moira Macdonald, see the connections between Potter's film and earlier 

popular dance-musicals, are not incensed, as Jones was, but still maintain rigid 

distinctions between tango and other balh'oom dance styles, "Veron's Latin Astaire 

breeziness and charm (especially in an irresistible kitchen scene where he turns salad-

making into a tap-dance tour de force)." 

Most reviewers, however, seemed pleased to have made the connection between 

seeing Astaire and Kelly's styles in Pablo's dancing and at seeing Kelly quoted in 

contemporary film. There were others, however, who were irritated by seeing non-tango 

dance styles included in the film. However, as Elshaw's commentary above demonstrates, 

"pure" tango ~ as we see it today, has been influenced by Gene Kelly. In addition to 

Copes incorporating Kelly-influenced moves into tango, Copes also taught famous 

dancers and choreographers all over the world how to dance. So, where does the circle 

end? Copes copied from Kelly, but later taught Bob Fosse. In this manner, by 

incorporating an array of dance steps and styles in a "tango" film, Potter's film and 

Veron's dancing and choreography make an attempt to set the story straight, but only by 
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suggestion. Potter's film focuses predominantly on tango, but as her film shows, tango as 

a dance form is not isolated from other twentieth-century modes of ballroom style. 

Exoticizing Tango 

Argentinians know ... "tango for export" and consider it too flashy by far for the 

salons. The overt sexuality described in many of the choreographies for the stages 

(along with their narratives based on cliches of the history of tango) bear little 

relation to the restrained subtlety of the best milongueros (salon dancers)." 

- The Tango Lesson website 

The thing is that the rhythm, the timing, one feels. In the way blacks feel the 

swing beat, the Argentinians feel this timing naturallv The rhythm also has to 

do with a certain way of living. 

— Miguel Angel Zotto 

Tango has many faces: melodrama, sorrow, repression, hope, and transgression -

to name a few. Perhaps tango shows different faces to Europeans, to Hollywood, to the 

various social classes in Buenos Aires, and finally, to the historians, political theorists, 

musicologists and dance theorists who study it, become seduced by it, and begin to dance 

it, on the page, within the medium of film, or perhaps only on the dance floor. All tell 

different stories with a unique flavor and perspective. Rarely do the sources on tango 

contradict one another in principle; it is more often the case that the author/director 
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makes use of what they find in the tango themselves - that which is specifically reflected 

back to them concerning a particular experience or view of gender, performance, history, 

or culture. 

Nearly every account of the tango involves a face to face encounter with the 

exotic, often in unsuspecting ways. As Marta Savigliano has pointed out, even the 

investigative efforts to pin down the origin of the tango will certainly draw one into the 

realm of the exotic: 

Science, a close partner of exoticism in its tendency to objectify its chosen 

subjects, empowered popular musical genres such as the tango by accommodating 

them in the pantheon of objects that deserved careful analysis Scholars 

devoted to identifying an 'authentic' tango have frequently intended to confum 

the legitimacy of a popular production that is at risk because of multiple 

exoticizing appropriations. (160-61) 

The battle over the "true" origin of tango rages on, as it has since the beginnings 

of the tango. The lack of precise information concerning tango's origins is due, as one 

astute observer put it, to the fact that it was first practiced "amongst people whose lives 

usually leave little trace in the history books" (Denniston). 

Most historians place the tango in a highly charged, longstanding relationship 

with the cultural center of Argentina, its port city of Buenos Aires. In fact, in many 

accounts, the tango and Buenos Aires seem inseparable, their stories so thickly 
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intertwined. For example, in his essay, "Popular Culture and Populism," Argentine author 

Bernardo Canal Feijoo writes, "Rural popular culture is folklore and in the city (Buenos 

Aires) it is tango."^ Despite the fact that tango - at least the Argentine tango - belongs in 

and to Buenos Aires, there are actually quite a few arguments concerning the origins of 

the tango. Donald Castro, like most tango historians, claims it arose in Buenos Aires. 

Additional support for this theory of origin can be found in the fact that 

the tango lyric offers several insights into Argentine urban history because a 

major sub-theme that runs through most songs is the city, in particular Buenos 

Aires. Indeed, one might argue that the tango is less Argentine than 

porteiio—pertaining to the city of Buenos Aires, which dominates all aspects of 

Argentine life. (8) 

Yet others say Cuba (via African slaves) or Spain is the rightful origin of the 

dance itself, despite its long life in Buenos Aires. The debates also consider the elements 

of race, class, and geography (between countries and within the provinces of Argentina 

and even districts of the city).^ 

As is the common practice in the film industry now, Sony Classics created a 

website for The Tango Lesson. The pages include numerous black and white, as well as 

color, pictures of Potter and Veron, singly and together. Fragments of Potter's own story 

behind the creation of the film and her experience with the tango have been added, in 

addition to clips of scenes from the films, and information about the tango." The story of 
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the tango presented for the public on the website for the film, accounts for conflicting 

stories, yet contains assertions contradicting those very conflicts in the story of origin: 

Controversy surrounds the genesis of the tango, but we know that the dance 

originated in the bars, brothels, and streets of the "barrios" (districts) of Buenos 

Aires and that is [sic] was a dance with mixed origins that echoed the mixed 

ethnic origins of its proponents. The vocabulary of the dance combined the 

rthymic patterns of African dance with footwork that resembles the kicks and 

flicks of gauchos on horseback from the Argentinian pampas; sensuous, sexually 

suggestive and coded moves danced cheek to cheek in the brothels; and basic 

turns and walking steps from European folk dance. Together these became the 

basis for the tango as we know it. Further European influence came later, as the 

international tango craze of the twenties fed back aspects of its own vocabulary of 

ballroom dancing. 

Undoubtedly Potter had some say over the presentation of information about her 

film on the official website, as some of it is taken directly from her articles published 

with the screenplay and the booklet accompanying the soundtrack for the fihn. It is still 

worth noting that Sony Classics' website for The Tango Lesson does emphasize the 

Africanist presence in the early tango, an influence that has been a common target in the 

movements to sanitize the dance, from the transformation of the positions and 

movements of the dancers to the packaging of the story and look of the tango in order to 

export it from Argentina to Europe, from Hollywood to Latin America, and from the 

brothels and barrios into the middle classes. On the other hand, in order to further 

exoticize the tango, the early European influence within Buenos Aires has often been 
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erased as if it might mean the dance is less authentically Argentine, although as Castro 

and Savigiiano point out, Buenos Aires was, at the inception of the tango, full of 

European immigrants. 

Savigiiano, like Castro, puts forth the tentative date of 1880 as the birth of the 

tango, and also emphasizes the fact that the "marginal, hybrid, and low working-class 

local sector... originally created and practiced the tango" (137). Every account of the 

tango's history finds itself accounting for what is seen as the "darker elements." While 

Castro's history does bring in the topic of race briefly in statements such as the following, 

"in the first stage of its development as an urban popular culture form, the tango was 

clearly associated with the underclasses, particularly Creole and later imniigrant"(7), the 

emphasis is on tango's birth, as it "evolved from a dance associated with the poor and 

criminal classes to a highly stylized dance form in which all social classes could 

participate"(6). 

In her own discussions of the tango, Tango and the Political Economy of Passion. 

Marta Savigiiano documents and includes a photograph of one of the earliest illustrations 

of tango dancers, a 1882 sketch entided, "El Tango" - "a sketch depicting the tango de 

negros" (34). And her text focuses more on the often overlooked racial history of tango: 

tango is rooted in long-lasting conflicts over race, class, and gender supremacy. 

These conflicts are locally performed but globally framed through judgments over 
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sexuality, that obscure question leading into—in Freud's words—a dark 

continent. Not surprisingly, in tango's case this darkness is associated with its 

black rioplatense roots. (32) 

Late in my research, I began discovering professional tango groups' websites and 

read the histories they produced. Below is an example from Forever Tango's site: 

Though musical historians argue as to its exact origins, it is generally accepted 

that the tango borrowed from many nations-the relentless rhythms that the 

African slaves—the candombe-beat on their drums (known as tan-go); the 

popular music of the pampas (flatlands) known as the milonga, which combined 

Indian rhythms with the music of early Spanish colonists; and other influences, 

including Latin."^ 

The project of sanitizing the tango for safe use began (at latest) in preparation for 

its export to foreign capitals in the 1910s. It was continued by those who relied on the 

power and appeal of the tango in Him, including the famous tango singer Carlos Gardel, 

"the songbird of Buenos Aires," who carefully erased his own problematic origins (which 

are presented in some histories as quite parallel to those of the tango's) in his climb to 

popularity in Hollywood and in the United States. 

The same movement between the lure of the exotic and the necessity to contain 

"dangerous" elements by sanitizing them appears in contemporary Japan. After observing 

contemporary Argentine tango in Japan, which is extremely popular, Savigliano remarks 

on the strength of this santization process enacted in the dance studios, on stage, and in 
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the minds of the dance instructors. One contemporary Japanese tango teacher told her that 

"Japanese people ioiow of this tango style from television shows but that most of them 

consider it a bit vulgar or embarrassing" (191). Her conclusion: "In the opinion of the 

shako dansu instructors, this tango is so exotically erotic that, for the Japanese, it would 

only be proper to watch it from afar as a voyeuristic pleasure" (191). Yet in her 

conversations with Japanese students of tango, some claim that the instructor's 

perspective is not true of all Japanese. Perhaps instructors feel the necessity of 

legitimizing their own position within the whole economy of tango. 

Kxoticizing the Tango for Film 

If, as Irene Castle declared, 'dancing is the language of the body'... then the 

women who frequented tango teas were learning to speak in a foreign dialect. 

Dance was making the American melting pot sizzle. 

— Gaylyn Studlar 

Young upper class men joined the lower classes in appreciating the tango—and 

the tango environment of the bordello. However, for the lower classes the tango 

expressed the frustration and alienation of urban life, while for the upper classes it 

provided a means of escape from moral and social restrictions. To the elite male. 

the tango experience was similar to that of upper class Whites in New York Citv 

in the 1920s and 1930s who were "Putting on the Ritz" in Harlem. Only after 

World War I did the middle classes begin to participate in, and therefore change. 
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the tango; not until the late 1920s did all Argentine social classes accept the 

tango. 

- Donald Castro 

By the 1910s, during the tango-danza stage of the tango's development in 

Argentina, tango had made a name and place for itself in Europe and North America, in 

satisfying the public's - namely women's - newly awakened desire for dance. This desire 

involved far more than just occupying a seat in the audience, though dance performances 

played their part, too. As dance critic Sigmund Spaeth aptly named the phenomenon, "the 

decade between 1910 and 1920 can be identified primarily as the period in which 

America went dance mad."^ Film historian and theorist Gaylyn Studlar goes one step 

further in identifying the power behind the sudden demand for dance by pointing out that 

"within a broader ideological framework," this trend was "marked by women's growing 

economic and sexual emancipadon. To many observers, American women's challenge to 

traditional sexual roles and male domestic authority was exemplified by the popularity of 

tango teas and nightclub dancing" (25). 

Tango teas were afternoon gatherings in salons and dance halls in which women 

"rented" male escorts as dance partners and teacher. The Four Horsemen of the 

Apocalypse (1921) contains footage illustrating this popular arrangement, with Rudolph 
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Valentino in the role of a tango escort. Always concerned with the economic angle, 

Hollywood displaced the site of anxiety (the tango tea) onto France. Tango teas were 

already a controversial item in the United States, especially as their popularity with 

women threatened the security of the old style of masculinity. The teas "were condemned 

as a dangerous violation of sexual, ethnic, and class norms" (Studlar 26). Drawing on 

Lewis Erenberg's historical work, Studlar notes that "the paid dance partners at tango 

teas were often immigrant, lower-class Italians and Jews who had acquired a sufficient 

veneer of clothes and manners to allow them to cater to American women's new 

preoccupation with the pleasure of dance" (26)." 

Studlar writes that cabaret dancer Maurice Mouvet was credited with introducing 

the tango and the apache dance to the United States: 

Maurice consciously exploited the sensual, lower-class origins of these dances. 

Establishing a precedent for other dance teams, Maurice also exploited the 

apparent ethnic contrast between himself as a dark 'foreigner' (he was really from 

Brooklyn) and his female partners, particularly blonde Madeleine d'Arville. As 

with Valentino, the dangerous 'Latin gigolo' aspect of Maurice's appeal was 

inseparable from his association with dance (like and tango and apache) that 

played out ritualized extremes of sexual domination and submission. (26) 

Erenberg and Studlar point to the fact that Mouvet was regarded by women as a 

"tiger" which they "both desire[d] and fear[ed]" (Studlar 26, Erenberg 165). 
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Arriving in Hollywood in 1917, Valentino began working in film "with bit parts . 

.. mostly in the roles of an exotic dancer or a greasy villain" (Katz 1182). Valentino's 

popularity with female fans, which drew on the paradoxical relationship to female fans 

Maurice Mouvet had created, began long before his leading role in Four Horsemen, with 

his roles in earlier silent films and his participation in tango teas. Yet for Valentino, and 

for Hollywood, Four Horsemen would be an essential turning point. The film made 

Valentino famous, and it also created a model for similar films. Studlar notes that "in this 

biggest box office hit of the 1920s, [t]he notion that such an epic production necessitated 

the casting of ethnic actors like Valentino to insure its authenticity was implied by 

promotion and quickly picked up by reviewers" (28). As Castro has also pointed out. 

The relationship of the tango to the media was not one sided. It was true that the 

tango artist needed the audience that the media could provide. Yet it was equally 

true that the controllers of the media needed the tango artist- vocalist, band leader, 

and poet- to provide the draw to the emerging media of radio and film of an 

audience of potential consumers of the products advertised. The tango was big 

money. Even film producers in the United States recognized the appeal that a 

Carlos Gardel could give them as a key to the Latin American market. The tango 

was recognized as having mass appeal and it became the magic potion to lead the 

portefio. the Argentine and the Latin American into consumerism. (248-49) 

The historical relationship between film and tango is an interesting one, and 

stretches the length of the twentieth century. In addition to films focusing exclusively on 

the Argentine tango, as do Potter's and Saura's recent works, numerous narrative films 
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have included tango moments in order to underscore tone and mood, character 

development, and plot. Tango has been used to convey whatever the director chose it to, 

from signifying a couple's mutual intent in a relationship, to the devious intentions of one 

character plotting to seduce another. In turn, tango has seemed to demonstrate aloofness, 

stiffness, and a formal train in dance; it also has been used in light, playful, and camp 

moments in films. Most often, it seems to be used to imply some intimate type of 

relationship between the dancers. Whatever the director's intentions, tango speaks 

volumes, whether it is signaling a Japanese couple's mastery of Latin dances CShall We 

Dance) or a backdrop for acting out plots of murder and revenge riangoV 

In a different spin on the use of tango in film, Marcos Zurinaga's Tango Bar 

(1988) quite cleverly has taken the portrayal of tango on film to task by making a meta-

tango film which tells the story of tango from inside Buenos Aires during and after years 

of oppression by the junta. Tango Bar gives the history of tango as a nightclub act 

spoken, played (on bandoneon and piano), and danced. Behind the scenes, we see the 

performers' own triangulated relationship with one another and to tango; on stage they 

share their tango story to an audience that is most often the camera. Included in the 

history of tango are clips from various films (and cartoons) that have featured tango. 

Zurinaga's well edited montage creates a humorously portrayed, yet empty feeling as the 
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viewer witnesses how both Hollywood and foreign film directors have used tango to their 

own ends. 

Saura's Tango was not released until 1998, so viewers and critics weren't yet 

comparing it with The Tango Lesson, but they drew on stereotypes of the tango, and 

other Latin-based dance styles, from earlier representations like all of the various 

versions of Carmen, from the first wonderful silent version in 1915, through Saura's 1983 

remake; as well as The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921), Salon Mexico (1949, 

1996), West Side Story (1961), Blood Wedding (1981), Zoot Suit (1981) that include 

dance sequences designed for hot-blooded lovers, spumed lovers seeking revenge, or 

those engaging in deceitful romantic plots. 

Another conunon theme involves the necessity of the main characters to win 

dance competitions with exoticized Latin dances, ostensibly in order to gain national 

attention and recognition. The motivations behind the dancers' actions are as varied as 

saving the rain forest as in The Forbidden Dance, breaking out of the restrictive strucmres 

of ballroom dance Strictly Ballroom and Dance With Me (1998), and as a cover for an 

illicit abortion in the 1963 world of Dirtv Dancing. 

Many of these narratives focus on passion more than plot, include sacrifice and 

suffering that sometimes leads to punishment and death. All too frequently this entails the 
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murder of the female beloved. Others focus on the union of two people in dance, 

romance, and implicit or explicit sexual relationships, who come from different countries: 

Dance With Me. The Forbidden Dance. The Tango Lesson, or from different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds: Dance With Me. The Forbidden Dance. The Tango Lesson. Strictly 

Ballroom, or sometimes just from different social and economic backgrounds, as in Dirty 

Dancing, and Flashdance. 

Few of these films create a couple or win a dance contest without a tremendous 

fight against odds, dramatic battles, sometimes shootouts, kidnappings, lies, and deceit. 

The space in which Latin dances are played out as spectacle on film, as in Michel 

Boisrond's Voulez-vous danser avec moi?/Come Dance with Me! (1959) starring Brigitte 

Bardot as a woman who becomes a dance teacher in order to solve a murder mystery 

involving her husband. In Come Dance with Me. the tango and mambo are associated 

with "underground" elements, including murder, blackmail, illicit sex, homosexuality, 

drugs, and drag shows, and are used as an excuse to further eroticize film through dance. 

In dance films like these mentioned above, there is usually a plot that foregrounds ethnic 

diversity in one way or another. Often the exotic other is the key to refreshing vitality or 

challenging the status quo. 
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The tango is still a hot commodity, as Potter learned when she bargained for the 

right to retain control over her own film. While the tango has gained more of an 

intemational following lately, Hollywood and foreign-film producers have marketed and 

packaged other Latin-based dances in much the same light as tango in the past. A good 

example of this phenomenon is the lambada craze in the early 1990s which gave rise to 

several films like Greydon Clark's The Forbidden Dance (1990) in which a Brazilian 

princess of the jungle, Nisa, journeying to Los Angeles with the lightning bolt-throwing 

tribal shaman in order to save the rain forest. 

The tango has a long history in Hollywood, from the Rudolpho Valentino craze in 

the 1920s, beginning with Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921). and continuing 

through musicals, dance films, and even appearing in otherwise "ordinary" film 

narratives. As a signifier, the tango has always been heavily loaded. One thing is obvious; 

the tango works as a useful metaphor for many different storytellers. In the last two 

decades alone, Italian, German, English, and Spanish filmmakers have all structured 

feature films around the tango with extremely different agendas and viewpoints, 

including filmmakers and films as diverse as Benolucci's Last Tango in Paris (1972), 

Jutta Bruckner's One Glance and Love Breaks Out (1985), Poner's The Tango Lesson, 

and Saura's Tango (1998). 
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Audience Pleasure and Pain 

Sally Potter ... takes us hostage on her narcissistic, black-and-white odyssey as 

she tries to master the man who masters the tango.... These grow into obsessions 

with the erotic, complex dance and Veron that lead her to tango's homeland, 

Argentina, where she takes more lessons and practices in Buenos Aries' famed 

dancehalls.... Finally, disappointingly, after weeks of practice when Sally must 

actually perform the tango onstage, she's too stiff, too British, too Anglo to pull it 

off. The same can be said of her attempt at autobiographical Hlmmaking. 

-Andy Jones, Rough Cut Reviews 

In The Tango Lesson. Potter investigates and flirts with the exotic, then plays 

with the viewer's expectations for a tango fibn. In a manner, Potter's focus on the exotic, 

without necessarily exoticizing it, reminds me of Lizzie Borden's Working Girls (1987), 

a fiction film on the lives of middle-class prostitutes in which Borden refused to sexualize 

or glamorize their work. Potter's film frustrates expectations viewers might have (and 

certainly expectation many reviewers had) of an exotic latino dance Him by inserting a 

"middle-aged British woman," as so many reviewers refer to Potter, into the film and 

then, playing out a romance between the character of Sally and the young Argentinian 

tango master, Pablo, without making the film explicitly sexual or even highly erotic. 

Some of the reactions to Potter's and Borden's films shared a common element. 

Many viewers were disappointed with what they perceived to be the on-scieen female 
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actors' failure to depict highly eroticized and sexualized roles. Instead, Borden shows 

prostitution in the least exoticized manner possible, from the point of view of the 

"working girls." Their view of their "job" came across as too de-eroticized to promote 

viewer pleasure in the traditional sense.'' 

In the reviews of The Tango Lesson. I have found similar reactions from mostly 

male reviewers, in effect voicing their incredulity that a middle-aged white woman would 

dare to insert herself into what they've hoped would be another Hlmed tango dream. As 

Jones' lines above reveal. Potter is seen as "too stiff, too British, too Anglo to pull it off." 

Kevin Courrier of Box Office Magazine, describes Veron as a "a passionate hunk," but 

says that the film "is not about the spontaneity or the erotic power of dance. It's just a 

vanity show for Potter's notion that, if a movie comes forth from your own loins, it must 

be Art."" Peter Brunette of Film.com. who warned audiences, "Women friends of mine 

have expressed guarded admiration for the film, seeing a narrative of female 

empowerment where I see only megalomania. So be warned. But for this viewer at least, 

the sensual mvsterv of the tango is now forever gone." and Larri Jo Starkey of the 

Amarillo Globe-News staff writer, illustrates his disappointment well went he complains 

that "with so many talented feet available to showcase the national dance, it's Potter's face 

- not her feet! - that is most often on screen during dance numbers." 
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In her interviews and articles, as well as in her strategic decision to be in her own 

film. Potter has made it clear that her story is bom of her own experience with tango, and 

not as a voyeur. I admire Potter's efforts to create a film that reflected her genuine 

involvement with the tango and its effect on her life. It seems clear, from reading the 

reviews the film received and Potter's interviews as well as listening to Potter's character 

speak of creating the film within The Tango Lesson, that creating the film everyone else 

expected would have been taking the easy route. And while I think that some of the 

reviewers over-reacted in their criticisms of Potter and her film, the direction of their 

conunentary is well taken. The irony is, however, that Potter never claimed that her goal 

was to make a highly erotic tango film. 

Male and female reviewers responded, in general, very differently to Pablo 

Veron's acting and dancing on screen than they did to Potter's. In large part, I'm 

guessing that this dramatic shift in responses has to do with the fact that Veron fits the 

image of the sensuous, yet demanding tango dance audiences excepted to see when they 

purchased their tickets. For the rest of this discussion, I will draw heavily on the 

numerous reviews available in order to look at the reactions of mainstream film reviewers 

in the United States and Canada to The Tango Lesson. My initial focus is on viewer 

reactions in print to Pablo, no doubt commodified as the exotic. 
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While nearly every reviewer compliments Pablo Veron on his dancing, and his 

"alternately athletic and playful choreography"" or the "movie's sultry choreography"" 

most concentrate on his appearance and sensuality as did Moira Macdonald in "Duet for 

One." She describes Veron as a "devilishly handsome tango instructor and partner" and 

writes that "it's easy to see why Potter fell: a crowded Paris theater shows Veron and his 

partner in performance, whirling and slithering as their lower legs entwine in furious 

knots, their unsmiling eyes smoldering.... as this older-woman-meets-Latin-lover story." 

Kate Sullivan of Film introduces the dancer as the "the dude," "a sulky Veron" and the 

"studly young Argentinian:" Her focus during the last half of the film was on the "three 

Argentinian studs" as they danced with Sally. J. Hoberman in one of the Village Voice 

follows with, "the young and hunky Paris-based dancer Pablo Veron." 

Peter Brunette's review, "Dancing With Herself," slips quickly, as several do, 

from noting Pablo's position in the world of tango, as "one of the most famous tango 

dancers in the world" to relegating him to the position of Potter's "Latin lover." It is as if 

they are either attempting to revive the Valentino craze or simply relying on the power of 

allusion to evoke viewer interest and excitement. In turn, Pablo is a "human panther with 

charisma to bum,"" and Potter's "younger, impossibly sensual tango instructor.... As a 
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dancer, he's powerfully graceful and sexy. He's so good that he can dance with a chair 

and make it look like Pavlova" (Chase). 

Janet Maslin's November 14, 1997 review in the New York Times. "The Tango 

Lesson': Filmmaker Falls for the Tango in Paris" explains, and thereby diminishes 

Potter's fascination with the tango by claiming that "much of the mystique of the tango 

can be ascribed to Pablo Veron, the renowned Argentina-bom tango star,... Veron has 

the suitable smolder for the dance." Empire Magazine (UK), advertises Veron as the 

"exiled Argentinian maestro Pablo Veron," and Stacey Richter adds a few extra 

adjectives, "a sexy Argentinean dancer named Pablo (played by sexy Argentinean dancer 

Pablo Veron)." 

One of the rare comments against Veron came from Movie Magazine 

International's Andrea Chase who thought that "Potter would have served him better... 

by forbidding him to speak on camera."^ Would Chase have had Veron entirely silent, 

thus completely fulfilling a female fantasy of the dark, sensual tango dancer with whom 

one cannot communicate except through physical movements and longing looks? A 

majority of the comments concerning Potter's film revolve around what viewers found 

sensual, sexy, and exciting. Potter includes this perspective within the film itself, when a 

movie executive calls her in Buenos Aires to inquire after the new film she is planning. 
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"It sounds kind of intriguing. It's a sexy subject," he says. But his view of a sexy tango 

film includes big stars - and undoubtedly the type of drama Potter refuses to include in 

the body of The Tango Lesson. 

The reviewers, for the most part, loved looidng at Pablo Veron, and seemed to 

punish Potter for not pleasing them as much as he. Few to none seem to want Veron to 

continue dancing with his original parmer, Carolina lotti, though their criticisms suggest 

this, or a similar, course of action. There's no denying Veron is handsome, and it is 

definitely a pleasure to watch him dance. Potter says as much in (and out) of the film; in 

fact, the film is built around her desire to film him dancing. However, the excitement 

generated in reaction to Veron seems to suggest exactly what Potter aheady knew when 

she was making the film. If she would have used big stars for the lead roles, the film 

might have gained even more attention. In that case, though, the film would no longer be 

her own private story - or experience. 

5.4 Sally Potter's Tango 

The crime of the musical is not murder but love - a form of love that we must 

approach through circuitous routes until we can show it openly. 

— Dennis Giles 
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Like music, tiie dance is a language which all human beings understand without 

the use of speech. 

- Mary Wigman 

Potter, a well-read and traveled, intelligent woman, first encounters the tango in 

Europe a decade before making her film. She comes to know the tango: its music, lyrics, 

and dance steps, and slowly it takes over her life. I am interested in exploring how Potter 

created a work of art with the tango at the end of the twentieth century, after over one 

hundred years of the tango surviving foreign adoption, co-optation, takeover, projection, 

distancing, sanitizing, exportation, romanticization, glamorization, and glorification. How 

does Potter, now clearly a self-confessed tango addict, but also a feminist filmmaker and 

independent woman, attempt to portray her very private experience of a male-dominated 

over-played musical and dance tradition in the ultimately public medium of film? 

Potter's 1995 article, which contains the discussion of the Buenos Aires 

interview, is quite revealing. When she claims that in order "to make a musical... I 

must immerse myself in a culture which is itself immersed in the language of dance and 

music," she is, unbeknownst to herself, laying out her next successful film project, 

complete with its culmral critique of her own country and background in relative 

opposition to that of Argentina. She makes trips to Buenos Aires, studies with world-
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famous tango stars and teachers, and dances in the city's tango salons. At certain points, 

Julie Taylor's Paper Tangos reads like Potter's notes on being a foreign woman alone in 

Buenos Aires and dancing tango from midnight to dawn with strangers. 

Yet Potter, a visitor to the city several times, while acknowledging the difficult 

history of Argentina, concentrates predominantly on her inner experience; her joy at 

returning to the medium dance and her appreciation for a musical culture. She does not 

explicitly discuss any experiences she might have had as an "exodc" on the streets of 

Buenos Aires or in the dancehalls, as Taylor does in her writings. However, in The Tango 

Lesson. Sally is subjected to meaningful looks from Argentine women, both in Paris and 

in Buenos Aires, and her arrival at a salon is the occasion of tension between Carlos and 

his partner when he abandons her to dance with Sally. As a female outsider, however, her 

experiences only coincide with some of Taylor's, and this is communicated through 

Potter's written work and her film. One explicit area of overlap involves both women's 

experiences as female tango students, as I noted in the discussion on the criticisms of 

male teachers in an earlier section. 

As several of Potter's quoted lines in the discussions above have demonstrated, 

some of her "tango lessons" involved the comprehension of seemingly opposite qualities 

in the mediums she thought she knew so well. She came to understand that dance is 
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"essentially about stillness" and that music is "a way of describing silence." Applying the 

third term in Potter's lessons, "that performing is more about the invisible inside than the 

visible outside," we can look at her own scripting of and performing in The Tango 

Lesson. 

Gender Tangos 

In a discussion of his revue, "Forever Tango," Luis Bravo relates to Kathleen 

Smith of Dance magazine the ways "in which women and men share the limelight" in his 

show and in tango: 

The balance between female and masculine power is a particular feature of tango 

dancing as it's done Argentinian-style, ballroom and contemporary-style. 

Maintaining that balance is what Bravo... feels is his particular job. 'That's my 

work,' he says, 'to keep even the relationship between men and women who are 

vying for power - onstage, backstage. That is the tricky thing about tango artists.' 

Smith follows this description with the all-important tango question, "who leads?" 

Bravo's reply is telling, "The man thinks he's leading,' Bravo says slyly. "That's the 

machismo of tango. It looks that way. But I think he's more insecure than that.'" And in 

an article in a London paper congratulating Potter on her film, Clive Johnson writes of 

The Tango Lesson's stars, "Potter is every bit a woman as Veron is a man. Equally, Potter 

is every bit a man as Veron is a woman." 
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As the above description of gender roles in relation to tango might suggest, 

especially when taken in conjunction with Potter's past films and background. Potter's 

tango with gender is quite complicated. It would not be understating the case to suggest 

that The Tango Lesson is an embodiment of female desire. In the film. Potter addresses 

various female desires (all belonging to her character, Sally), including the desire to 

watch the beautiful young male tango dancer perform on stage and for her in private. But 

the configuration of desire is not simple or passive. As a viewer or observer, and a 

filmmaker, Sally desires to capture and contain Pablo in a film. She also desires to be the 

object of attention, both Pablo's and that of a greater audience. Finally, as Pablo and 

Sally are both engaged in professions that gain them a great deal of attention, it is not 

surprising that a sub-theme of the film would be attention: who is paying attention to 

whom, and how much. This theme works perfectly within the general milieu of tango and 

is also perfectly suited for the medium of film, given that Him is all about looking and 

being looked at. 

The Tango Lesson is also a film about Sally and her male teachers and the gender 

and cultural differences between Sally on one hand, and the three Argentine tango 

teachers on the other. In her notes on her initial Buenos Aires trip, she writes that she 

takes daily lessons from both male and female instructors: Gustavo and Graziella (and 
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even Copes, as I mentioned above), but in The Tango Lesson we only see male teachers, 

as Potter has elided her female teacher. We can see from Potter's 1995 article on her 

tango lessons that her experiences with Graziella have been transmuted to the lessons 

Sally has with Gustavo in the film. 

Though Potter quotes Emma Goldman's famous line, "If I can't dance I don't want 

to be part of your revolution," in connection with her own work, the feeling in this film, 

when compared to Potter's earlier pieces, is that the gender revolution is still a troubled 

one. Sally, as the only surviving Anglo woman in the half last of the film (after the Rage 

models have been systematically picked off and Sally has abandoned Hollywood), spends 

the majority of the film surrounded by men, an arrangement that reinforces the theme of 

her character's solo journey into the male world of tango. 

As she is no stranger to gender studies in film, I would assume that much of 

Potter's decision to focus so precisely on one woman's journey with male tango artists 

arises from a similar set of impulses, i.e. that her investigation of tango of film also 

contains a critique of gender roles. To some extent just such a critique is made explicit in 

the struggles between Pablo and Sally, yet the narrative works to personalize rather than 

generalize any such information we receive concerning sexism in the tango world. 
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Perhaps the autobiographical context for the film flavored Potter's take on gender roles. 

As Potter reports in one interview, 

it's all truth and it's all lies. I discovered whilst I was making it that I had in a way 

to invent a subgenre, to juggle with those elements. It is fiction. And it's real. But 

real life doesn't happen exactly like that. I always refer to her [the Sally Potter 

character] as she. It was a version of myself. It was like lending my image, my 

identity, as almost like a kind of double bluff cover thing. At times I felt like a 

spy, spying on my own life in order to use the material in order to tell a tale. 

Ultimately, there were two yardsticks. Does this obey the laws of fiction [and] in 

which ways do I wish to break those laws? [And] does it ring true? Do I 

recognise a gut honesty in it that will help people to realise their own secret lives 

too? (Johnson) 

In her drive to create "something raw and intimate," as Potter tags the impetus 

behind The Tango Lesson, perhaps she is revealing the truth behind the stereotypes. 

Although Potter has given numerous interviews on the film and its creation, the gender 

disparities in the film have not been addressed in any of them, as the reviewers most 

often turn their attention toward the personal matters such as any possible romance 

between Potter and Veron. (Raymond) 

While the tango is most often publicly a heterosexualized dance in form, tango 

has a long history of same-sex couple dances. Potter does include several scenes in The 

Tango Lesson in which her two Buenos Aires teachers in the film, Fabian and Gustavo, 

dance together. When Sally travels to Buenos Aires with Pablo, he too dances with these 
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men in Gustavo's studio. But we do not see any of this same-sex tangoing in the salons. 

Male-male tangoing has a well-established history in Buenos Aires. There are many 

second-hand stories and theories accounting for (namely male) same-sex tangos that 

contradict one another. 

Printed on the web site for The Tango Lesson is Potter's version of the story: "In 

the early days men practiced together to perfect their moves before dancing with women, 

taking in turns to lead and follow."^^ Direct stories from older tango teachers are also 

instructive. As Pupy Castillo recounts his earlier tango learning experiences, when he 

went to classes in Buenos Aires as a boy, "they had me six months just being a woman 

for the start, and then another six months just doing the salida and the ocho. They didn't 

teach steps." Castillo recalls that when he went to the milongas, they learned to dance 

by learning as a woman. It's very important. You can feel how people are leading 

you and that helps you to know how to lead. You can learn, for example, where 

the woman puts her foot and that will help a great deal when you are dancing with 

the woman if she should make a mistake - you will be able to correct the situation, 

and that's why the woman only really needs six months to learn how to dance and 

the man needs four or five years - it's much more complicated. 

As Savigliano, Potter, and Taylor all can attest, same-sex tango dancing, both 

male-male and female-female occurs as a practice currently in England and Europe, and 

even in Argentina, though it seems public salon tangoing between same-sex couples is 
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probably more rare. In her discussion of the tango requiring a leader and a follower. 

Potter writes, "In Europe and North America, where nothing is taken for granted when it 

comes to gender definition, this is seen either as problematic, or, usefully, as an 

opportunity for women to learn and experience both roles. In Argentina, it is an accepted 

division of labour and implies nothing derogatory for either sex" (84). Yet given the 

backdrop of tango's history and the accounts of other women involved in the world of 

tango, the story behind Potter's statement above seems more complicated than she 

suggests. 

It is not surprising that her experiences in the tango world called for unusual 

responses from Potter, as she notes in her articles of tango. She is surprised at her own 

weeping at tango lyrics, and at what she sees as a turn-around in her politics; 

And how can I fight tooth and nail and with every brain cell at my disposal 

against female (and all other forms of) oppression - and then delight in wearing 

the slinkiest, most Hgure-hugging clothes and highest stiletto dance shoes I can 

fmd? I guess, like every other individual on earth, I am a complex bundle of 

contradictory identities and am simply fortunate enough to have the means to 

express some of them. (91) 

It is not Potter's "slinkiest, most figure-hugging clothes and highest stiletto dance 

shoes" that give the viewer pause. In an interview with Gerard Raymond of the Village 

Voice. Potter explains her perspective on some of the differences she attempted to bridge 
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in the film; "I gradually realized this obsession on the side was becoming the subject 

matter for a film: how much music and dance can transcend cultural differences and 

language barriers." Surprisingly, Potter says nothing about gender differences. 

There is yet another gender angle to mention in relation to Potter's film. This 

angle is communicated in the film through the fights Sally and Pablo have about the 

difficulty each one has in learning to follow the other. In making The Tango Lesson. 

Potter speaks of her skills and responsibilities much in the same manner and language 

used by (male) tango teachers in speaking of the traditional attributes of the male dancer 

or milonguero. As Zotto describes the milonguero's job, he must "make the woman 

shine. It means nothing to execute a lot of steps with the woman just having to follow 

you. The tango is like an act in real life, it's the character in each one of us, it's the 

"ensemble" of life, reflecting all its idiosyncrasy." This, essentially, is the way Potter 

describes her directorial work concerning Pablo Veron. In Hlnunaking, she was the 

leader, the master craftsman, experienced and strong. She reports getting very little sleep, 

arriving on set early, doing her takes without special lighting or makeup and 

concentrating all her energy on "making Pablo look good" or "shine." 

In The Tango Lesson. Potter builds on previous themes in her films surrounding a 

study of gender relations, but she also adds a significant twist. In contrast to some of her 
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earlier films, which focused on and/or concluded with the relationships between women, 

both generally (on a cultural level) and speciHcally (as in Orlando and her daughter). The 

Tango Lesson primarily focuses on one woman's relation to men all told via her 

experience with dance. While the primary story is about Sally learning the tango, this 

motif is most noticeable in the scenes in which Sally dances with each of her three male 

tango teachers singly, moving with ease from one to another. Later, when they are 

rehearsing for the tango film Sally is planning to make, this sequence is repeated. Sally 

dances with each of the men and then the four dancers come together for a group tango. 

The film also ends with the romantic pairing between Sally and Pablo, and fits the 

mode of the older musicals. Set in Buenos Aires, at the docks, they two are discussing 

what it means to feel Jewish, and to fit in, to feel at home. After talking, they dance, Sally 

singing softly to Pablo "One is one/And one are twoA'our are meyi am You." These 

simple lyrics have met with confusion on the part of some female viewers, who have 

expressed concern at what they see as a discrepancy between Potter's feminist stances 

and the purely romantic song she wrote for her character to sing to Pablo at the end of the 

film. Potter's song is romantic, and in interviews she does hint of some type of romance 

between herself and Veron, but the song is also about her experience dancing and with 

dance itself. On the other hand. Potter's decision to cut out any reference to the female 
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instructor she had in Buenos Aires and to focuses a larger part of the film around men 

calls for further investigation. 

Murderous Rage, Rage and Murder 

The Tango Lesson was released in late 1997, following Masayuki Suo's 

immensely popular Shall We Dance (Japan. 1996), and the year before Carlos Saura's 

Tango (Argentina, Spain, 1998). All three of these foreign-language dance films are 

striking examples of the power of dance in Him and narratives structured around 

filmdance. They also each work with the theme of a character undergoing an internal 

revolution as a result of their experience with dance, and although it is manifested in very 

different ways in each film, the common element is obsession. While all three are well-

crafted films that had a great deal of impact on their audiences. Shall We Dance is far 

more accessible than the other two as it follows a classical narrative structure. Tango and 

Tango Lesson, on the other hand, both focused on filmmaking as a structuring device and 

made it clear that much of the dance was in rehearsal for a film project, despite the 

compelling internal narratives involving the dances and dancers. 

As self-reflexive films, both Tango and The Tango Lesson foreground story 

telling, filmmaking, and dance as they draw filmmaking into a narrative told in the world 

of dance. Both films begin with the narrative's hero, a filmmaker seated at a desk/table 
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working on a script. In Tango the script is completed, but The Tango Lesson begins as 

the script does, with the filmmaker recording her first word on the page. Both films draw 

the viewer into the behind the scenes, lives, and practice sessions of the filmmakers and 

dancers, and both films feanire the tango. Carlos Saura's Tango dazzles the viewer with 

its artistic inclusion of the camera and material side of filmmaking. In Potter's film the 

discourse of filmmaking is completely different. While Tango glamorizes filmmaking, 

and seems to valorize possessiveness, obsession, violence as a necessary part of the story 

of the dance. The Tango Lesson takes a somewhat subtler track in its portrayal of tango. 

The differences in the films are quite instructive. Potter's black and white film 

moves away from the violent drama and flashiness many associate with the tango. She 

also creates a mirror in her film for the experiences of an independent fibnmaker in the 

1990s struggling to bring her ideas to film and then to the market. Her main focus is, of 

course, the experience of a British woman who is necessarily a filmmaker and someone 

learning the tango. In a completely different style, including high drama, group dance 

performances, and rich, colorful shots overwhelmingly red, Saura's Tango dwells on the 

darker side of tango by romanticizing it in the film-within-the-film story around which 

Saura's film revolves. Saura's portrayal of spontaneous as well as scripted violence 

against women fits the stereotypes of hot-blooded latino lovers jealous of the other man 
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and overly possessive of the women of see as their own. The hero, still obsessed with his 

ex-lover, takes another man's girlfriend as his lover, putting both his film and his life in 

danger. 

Were reviewers expecting this type of film when they came to see The Tango 

Lesson? Kate Sullivan of Film complained that both Potter and Veron are "terribly 

guarded in front of the camera—Potter especially. We're never allowed inside their 

psyches or into the ostensibly electrified space between them. This icy film has only one 

moment of unguarded emotion." And Janet Maslin describes Potter as "stiffly playing a 

filmmaker with a growing passion for the tango, she makes this a handsome, drily 

meticulous film with no real fire anywhere beyond its supple dance scenes." Undoubtedly 

many viewers left Potter's tango film feeling unfulfilled in their desires to see a highly 

sexualized romance / dance film as well as a passionate narrative bordering on the 

violent. 

During the scenes in which Pablo and Sally fight, Sally is visibly suffering, 

perhaps not the type of suffering that creates rage-filled tangos of jealousy and possession 

we experience in brightly-colored, dramatic Carlos Saura dance film, but she suffers 

nonetheless. Sally conveys the requisite suffering primarily in two ways: the scenes in 

which she and Pablo fight, and the solitary crying scenes following the fights. Perhaps the 
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biggest irony is that the greatest source of her suffering comes through her relationship 

with her tango teacher, or rather, the most poignant suffering in Sally's life is in 

relationship to Pablo and their mutual struggles concerning who will lead which one is 

available for the other. This can be read in several different ways, including the idea that 

upon bringing Pablo and tango into her life, Sally has opened the door to a world in 

which this suffering is expected (along with the violence so often attached to tango). 

A few of the elements so often associated with the tango were directed toward 

Pablo's behavior, and as some reviewers of The Tango Lesson were quick to point out, 

including violence, machismo, possessiveness, and male domination. To most reviewers, 

he is "the renowned Argentinean tango master Pablo Veron,"^ but others highlight 

another side. In an Eyepiece.com review, C. John Yu writes, "'first husband', Pablo 

Verone, pouts in a comer" when Sally dances with other men. And Maijorie Baumgarten 

noted that, "the world's greatest tango dancer, Pablo Veron ... is impatient cruel (if 

honest)," and, "he's a sweaty, flashy tango dancer that you keep wanting to punch in the 

kisser."^' 

In a strong feminist review, for Apollo Leisure Guide. Dan Jardine writes, 

"however, as the spotlight shines on Pablo, we see him in an increasingly unflattering 

light. What was a childlike enthusiasm for the tango becomes a childish need for control. 
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This helps create some tension in the film, as Potter, who wants Pablo to star in her film, 

confronts his chauvinism. ... Veron is not Potter's equal anywhere but on the dance 

floor. In a similar vein, San Francisco Chronicle staff critic Edward Guthmann, in "Sally 

Potter's Elegant 'Tango' Romantic tale's only misstep is director as lead" writes, "Equally 

accustomed to being dominant in his work and to honoring the ancient code of machismo 

that's his cultural legacy, Veron is similarly resistant to Potter's challenges." So many 

reviewers were highly disappointed the film lack passion, excitement, and the drama 

usually accompanying tango in films, but the above reviewers obviously didn't find the 

few stereotypical tango-culture elements Potter did include satisfying. In fact, they felt 

the need to point out the ways in which Veron's character played into these stereotypes. 

These reactions prompt me to wonder how much tango is too much tango for 

contemporary audiences? 

Earlier I claimed that the black-and-white portions of Potter's film are not filled 

with the murderous rages found in nearly any dance film by Carlos Saura, including his 

flamenco (Blood Wedding) or tango (Tango) films, but there is jealousy and rage in The 

Tango Lesson, in action and the topics are discussed between the characters. It is Pablo 

who says, "I can be jealous. Very jealous. But I choose not to be. I don't want all that 
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again. I don't want violence. I don't want broken hearts. I don't want dramas." But that is 

the stuff of most tango lyrics and films. 

There are nearly constant struggles between Sally and Pablo as the dynamics 

continually shift in their teaching relationship as well as the romantic one. While it is 

clear the Pablo is the leader in the tango lessons, as is Sally when it comes to making a 

film about tango, neither character gives in easily to the other. At first Sally is portrayed 

as being more open to a romantic relationship with Pablo. He responds by standing her up 

on New Years' Eve, and then shows up at her hotel later, telling her they should 

sublimate their attraction into their work. Pablo emphasizes his point by saying that he 

needs "to keep a distance," just as he lies on the bed next to Sally and falls asleep. Later, 

in Buenos Aires, when it's Sally's turn to lead, Pablo is suddenly concerned that she 

seems "absent" and "distracted," "you're not here with me," he accuses her. 

The obvious inclusion of scenes in which Pablo displays a temper - slamming his 

cellular phone to the ground and violently breaking up the dance between Sally and 

Carlos in Buenos Aires, reveal the darker side of the tango and of Pablo. Several times in 

the film, Pablo demonstrates possessiveness or jealousy, as when he violently disrupts a 

dance between Sally and Carlos in the salon in Buenos Aires after fighting with Sally 

earlier in the day. In another earlier scene, following Sally and Pablo's tango performance 
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onstage and their heated words in the dressing room, Sally calls Pablo from a pay phone 

on the street. They fight. Pablo, still at the reception and surrounded by people, furiously 

destroys his cell phone by throwing it at the floor after Sally ends the relationship and 

hangs up on him. 

Surprisingly enough, to those of us who concentrated primarily upon the tango 

lesson portions of The Tango Lesson, the film actually does contain wildly colorful 

murder and death scenes, or as Clive Johnson of the London Student astutely put it 

"slashes of Rage are splashed around, soaked in Orlandoesque colour." But these stock 

tango-type scenes were carefully contained in the film fragments from Rage, the film 

Sally (in the film and Potter in her own life) abandoned in order to work on the tango. 

Predictably, a few reviewers were more excited about Rage than The Tango Lesson: my 

suggestion is that Rage seems more in alignment with their expectations for a tango film. 

In a dance-like manner, the tightly choreographed Rage contains conventionally 

attractive models with nearly expressionless faces, brightly-colored high-fashion 

costumes, and even a hint of dance: toe shoes and the bloodied foot of a dancer as she 

soaks her feet, as well as drama, mystery, and murder. Rage also revolved around the 

"proper" assignment of gender roles viewers would expect to find in a tango film, that is 

to say, the females were nearly passive objects on display, perched on top of a long flight 
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of stairs and on large floating shells on water. Each colorful sequence Sally dreamed up 

to include in Rage re-enacted the male as spectator (fashion designer, photographer, and 

mostly likely the murderer) and the female(s) as the object of his gaze, the ones to be 

looked at, "shot" with the camera, and ultimately with a gun. 

The Tango Lesson follows Sally through the stages of creating a new film, Rage. 

including writing the first words of a screenplay. The first scene of the film crackles with 

tension (one reviewer wrote that he wanted to yell out a warning to Sally's character not 

to touch the pencil to paper at that point) as the viewer watches Sally write the title of the 

film on a blank piece of paper as we hear Potter's voice sing the word "rage" lightly on 

the soundtrack. The viewer is privy to Sally's imagination and sees her imagined 

sequences of the film in vivid color, quite in contrast to the black and white film. The 

only color sequences in the film come directly from Sally's imagination involving new 

film projects. Three of these fall near the beginning of the film, and the stray latter color 

shot involves Sally imaging Pablo underwater swimming in a tuxedo as the two play at a 

fountain as Sally gives Pablo his first acting lesson. By the manner in which Rage 

sequences are constructed the viewer is clearly cued to read these images as taking place 

in Sally's imagination. 
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Potter's notes accompanying the script provide an opportunity to examine the 

dynamics at work behind the final representation the viewer sees. As I mentioned in the 

last chapter, Potter wrote about her strategy of using a character she calls "the archivist" 

in times of despair while filming. In an imagined conversation concerning all of the 

struggles between Sally and Pablo in the film, the archivist asks Potter, "Why do you 

want to kill him at this point? And he you?" Potter reacts in surprise. The archivist 

explains, "Not necessarily acted out... but the passion is surely there. We are dealing 

with the force of 'crimes de passion.' That which we love most, we end up hating" (81). 

It is fitting, in that it seems in keeping with the character Potter created for herself 

in The Tango Lesson, that Potter fully acknowledges the struggles between her character 

and Veron's within the narrative of the film, but that she kept the emotional experience of 

rage - that which would be read as more stereotypical for a tango film, out of the tango 

lesson portion of the film. Potter had actually been working on Rage before beginning 

The Tango Lesson, but she had been taking tango lessons during this period of her life as 

well, so a connection between the two projects is not too tangential. Moreover, she 

consciously chose to include these clips in the tango fihn, and even though the Rage 

excerpts seem to point in another direction, they must be read as part of The Tango 

Lesson. It is also appropriate that Potter include these notes of her internal struggles in 
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her script book, especially as the film is about her deeper encounter with tango as well as 

the process of making the film. 

I do fmd it worth mentioning again that Potter's film and fllmmaking process, 

while not living up to the wilder expectations of viewers, actually did contain - and 

neatly keep contained - some of the rage, murderous drives, and passionate desires that 

viewers so wanted to see splashed all over the screen in vivid colors. In that manner, the 

on-screen struggles between Sally and Pablo take the edge off viewer frustration while 

the insertion of Rage sequences actually serve to whet the appetite of those wishing for 

more of the same. Potter knew exactly what viewers expected, but she firmly chose to go 

another route. 

Re-examining The Tango Lesson, then, we find that the most violent and 

stereotypical images viewers would expect in a tango film are actually present in the film, 

but they are neatly segregated from the main action as they are presented as residing in 

the imagination of the British female fllmmaker new to tango and that particular "culture 

of violence" (to quote Julie Taylor). How do we read what appears to be the dominant 

story in the film, the black-and-white narrative of the tango lessons told in a relatively 

straightforward manner, when the colorful, violent clips are wedged in between Sally's 

introduction to the tango. Is Potter perhaps attempting to separate out the violence in 



324 

every culture from that of Argentina by deciding not to focus on the darker side of tango 

cuhure? I suggest that we look at the Rage segments as the unconscious of The Tango 

Lesson. A variety of question arise from this perspective and The Tango Lesson no 

longer reads the same way, i.e. no longer does it seem completely separated from Saura's 

Tango in theme or presentation. 

Composing Tangos 

The result of Poner's efforts is an enormous tribute to tango. In making the film 

and creating the soundtrack, Potter listened to thousands of hours of tango tunes, and 

composed, often with the participation of Fred Frith, six of her own songs for use in the 

film, including a tango. As an accompaniment for the film (or to stand on its own). Potter 

also created a miniature of the film in the well-crafted booklet accompanying the 

soundtrack for the film, including her own written history of tango dance and music. 

Potter's inclusion of stills and dialogue from the film along with an explanation of each 

song in the booklet recalls Julie Taylor's miniature film sequences featured in her book. 

Paper Tangos. 

It is not surprising to find that Potter has structured the film and soundtrack as if 

they were tangos between the feminine (represented by her own compositions) and the 
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masculine (traditional tangos she has chosen, including Piazzolla numbers, and even one 

composed and performed by Carlos Gardel). In saying that Potter structured the film and 

soundtrack as if they were tangos, I am referring to the compositional structure of music 

that shapes the film and reinforces its themes: a dance and struggle between equals (or 

near equals), and the theme of communicating that which is impossible in words. Just as 

she inserts herself between her Argentine tango teachers in the film. Potter includes her 

own songs between older tangos in a pattern like this: out of twenty entries on the 

soundtrack, her compositions are numbers 2,4,7,11,14, and 19. 

The first three melodies accompany Potter's character, Sally's work on her first 

script in the film, Rage, and are recognizably connected by musical structure. They create 

a sound that is almost eerie, as it seems akin to a watery feeling of expectation and 

receptivity with their combination, simultaneously, of slow moving lower melodies and 

faster paced high notes. Potter's first song, "Now," which begins as Sally begins to write 

and envision her new script, includes Potter's singing of the word "rage" on the 

soundtrack. The viewer hears the word "rage" just as Sally begins to write the word on 

the page. The first song continues as one of the three models is shot and falls on the 

stairs. 
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The second song in Potter's own series, "Red, Yellow, Blue" continues the theme 

of the "Now," as Sally is imagining the models standing on enormous floating half shells 

in the water. Another model is shot and falls into the water. Potter's vocals are added 

again in the third song in her own sequence (and the seventh on the soundtrack). 

Appropriately titled "Rage," this third sequence of Sally imagining the film involves the 

last of the three models, the red-haired model in a red dress running and falling onto the 

grass at the sound of another gun shot. In this sequence the model is also seen wearing 

toe shoes and soaking her bloodied feet in a silver bucket of water. In an interesting turn 

of events, she rises from the ground with a pistol in hand, and points it at the legless 

photographer who has approached her, running on his hands. She rises and runs, pointing 

the gun from side to side, and then, at the sound of another gunshot, she drops to the 

ground. 

The fourth Potter composition, "Danse de Cuisine," is connected to the earlier 

three by starting out in the same manner. This number also includes Potter's vocals, but it 

soon takes on another feel as Pablo's tap dance has been added (on the soundtrack, 

Veron's tapping is part of the song). This song signifies Sally's moving forward from 

Rage to her new tango film idea. It also makes clear the new collaboration between Sally 

and Pablo. The fifth Potter song, "Jacob and the Angel," continues the same basic range 
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of sounds found in the earlier four tunes, but it has a little difference in the feeling, 

perhaps a cenain defmiteness of moving forward. Potter composed this melody for the 

sequence following Sally's ending-the-relationship fight with Pablo after their stage 

performance. Sally finds Delacroix's painting of Jacob and the Angel, calls Pablo and 

tells him the story of the painting, and they meet in front of it. This is the point in the film 

where Sally tells Pablo that now he must learn to follow her lead if he is going to be in 

(her) film. 

Potter's last composition for the film, "I Am You," is sung diegetically in the final 

scene and resumes, non-diegetically, as the credits roll. The song itself is a tango, 

composed by Sebastian Plana and Homero Manzi, and the English lyrics are written by 

Potter. Sally's singing of this song to Pablo at the end of the narrative works to bring the 

romantic plot of the film to a proper close. It also signifies the depth of the gifts the two 

characters have exchanged during the course of the film. In writing, "the tango is as 

complex as its own roots and as simple as the primal impulse for two himian beings to 

move as one," Potter also explains the lyrics in her final composition for the film. 

Potter's own musical compositions reinforce Sally's desires in the film. Two 

things that Sally envisions as film are Rage (murder) and a tango film in which Pablo will 

dance. I argue that there is a stand-in for Potter in each film, the red-haired near-surviving 
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model who poses as a dancer, and of course, Sally. Potter's flnal composition brings the 

narrative to a close with the fulfillment of Sally's other desire: her romantic interest, 

Pablo. In the end, Sally has everything (and so does Potter), the last words, the last song, 

the kiss, and a film about tango that is set up as an answer to Pablo's deepest fears. 

5.5 Choreographing Piazzolla 

Strange, I've seen that face before/ Seen him hanging 'round my door/ Like a 

hawk stealing for the pray/ Like the night waiting for the day// Strange, he 

shadows me back home/ Footsteps echo on the stones/ Rainy nights, on hustling 

boulevard/,Parisian music, drifting from the bars// Tu cherche toi, recontrer le 

morty Tu depend pour qui, toi aussi tu deteste la vie// Dance in bars and 

restaurants/ Home with anyone who wants/ Strange he's standing alone/ Staring 

eyes chill me to the bone... 

- Grace Jones, "I've Seen That Face Before" (Piazzolla's "Libertango") 

Despite an old saying that Piazzolla's tangos are not danceable, a line that Astor 

Piazzolla and Juan Carlos Copes both refuted, the composer's tangos are finding great 

favor with contemporary choreographers and dancers. It would be difficult to write on 

tango today and not mention Piazzolla, the creator of modem tango music. Musicians and 

choreographers as diverse as Grace Jones, Sally Potter, and Paul Taylor have adapted 

Piazzolla tangos for their own subject matter. 
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Potter included two Piazzolla tango compositions in her film, "Libertango" and 

"Zum," both placed at strategic points in the narrative."" In the earlier sequence, Sally, 

freshly arrived in Paris after tango lessons in Buenos Aires, takes her second lesson with 

Pablo. During the course of "walking" Pablo realizes Sally has advanced to a real tango 

dancer since their first lesson. Smiling, he takes the remote out of his pocket and 

Piazzolla's "Zum" plays in the background as Sally dances her first real tango with Pablo. 

In this section I look at the second Piazzolla piece Potter used in her film. The 

most exciting and innovative dance sequence in The Tango Lesson, the menage-a-quatre 

tango, is danced to the (non-diegetic) tune of Piazzolla's well loved "Libertango." The 

song, while deeply resonant with the more conunon, and more mournful tango tunes, 

contains moments of complete joyousness and exhilaration. Potter chose to use 

"Libertango" as non-diegetic accompaniment in the ecstatic tango sequence in the loft, 

where Sally and her three male teachers improvise playfully and wildly, ending with 

Sally flying through the air on Pablo's shoulder as he spins in circles. 

In addition to offering a close reading of the "Libertango" dance sequence in 

Potter's film, I would like to expand this discussion of Potter's film work and Veron's 

choreography and by briefly looking at another filmed dance performance of a Piazzolla 

piece, "Caldera" by the Paul Taylor Dance Company. One of the main strands in 
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Dancemaker. Matthew Diamond's 1998 documentary on Paul Taylor and his company, is 

the filmed sequence of Paul Taylor's choreographing to Piazzolla's tango music from his 

introduction of the music to his dancers to opening night at City Center. Called "the best 

living choreographer in the world," Paul Taylor's work is a good match for those called 

the best modem tango choreographers and dancers, Pablo Veron and Gustavo Naveira. 

Potter's Piazzolla 

A healthy debate began to rage in the tango world about what was the 'real' 

tango. Meanwhile, a parallel argument about what constituted 'real' tango music 

had been sparked by the emergence of 'modem' tango, spearheaded by Astor 

Piazzolla, whose tango compositions were reaching concert hall audiences around 

the world. 

-- Sally Potter 

Potter wisely chooses to use Piazzolla's powerful and moving "Libertango" at the 

climax of her film. Sally and Pablo are in Buenos Aires to make a tango film, but Sally 

has not yet received funding (especially as she wants to retain control over the film 

herself). Sally, Pablo, Gustavo, and Fabian set out to find a larger space than Gustavo's 

studio can provide for the filmmaking and dance venture. After several failures, they 

reach the top fioor of an abandoned department store. On the way up to the site, Pablo 

voices concem over whether Sally "enjoyed" dancing with him the last before, and 
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complains that she is distant. Sally reminds him that they are working, and reverses the 

order of their tango relationship. Once upstairs, the caretaker turns them away, but they 

decide to wait. The three men sit on one side of the room, directly opposite Sally (and the 

camera). Gustavo and Fabian sit in chairs on either side of the couch on which Pablo 

sprawls. (Upon meeting or reuniting with the two men upon his return to Buenos Aires 

and the introduction of a tango film plan, Pablo establishes the pecking order, with 

himself as the center, by whirling and twirling in the mirror as he watches himself. One 

of the other men responds by calling Pablo a "star.") 

The men get restless waiting. They decide to leave; Sally, suddenly assuming the 

role of the director, tells them no. Then she directs Pablo to "set up a rhythm and teach it 

to the others." The men rise to their feet, hesitant, waiting for Pablo to begin. Thus begins 

the second long (4-1/2 minutes) extended indoor dance sequence. This dance sequence, 

which is set up to appear as though it were improvised, follows a somewhat parallel 

structure to the "improvised" dance sequence in Pablo's apartment after Sally tells him 

she will make a film on the tango. The matching of these two dance scenes works on a 

deeper narrative level to bring the subject matter broached in the first scene (the news 

that Sally will make a film about the tango), to a relative close within the narrative. 
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The film within the film actually hasn't been made yet, so that narrative strand 

hasn't been concluded, as the conversation about going ahead with the Him despite the 

lack of funding between Sally and Pablo after the dance sequence indicates. However, as 

I mentioned in Chapter 4, in the same manner than Michael Powell indicated his 

character's life-altering direction through various types of dance (from formal ballroom to 

"folk") far before the character realized her life would change. Potter also uses the 

technique of matching dance sequences to indicate shifts in the narrative both 

superficially and below the surface. If the earlier improvised dance sequence in Pablo's 

apartment could be seen as a question (the deeper narrative shift), then this sequence is its 

answer. The question, of course, is whether Sally actually can make a film about the 

tango. This later improvised dance sequence between the four main characters of Sally's 

film is the celebration of the fact that she is making that film about the tango in Buenos 

Aires, the home of tango itself. 

In both of the dance sequences mentioned above, Sally and the camera are 

positioned directly in front of Pablo, but at a considerable distance. Both times, Sally 

initiates a brief conversation and Pablo responds by dancing. Pablo assumes the role of 

performer, and Sally, that of voyeur, audience, and director. In both cases, after watching 

Pablo perform for her at a distance, when Pablo moves into a larger room in order to 
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continue the dancing, Sally moves from director to dancer, stepping out of the role of 

camera/director, as she imagines fllm scenes, and in front of the camera herself as a 

dancer and performer. 

In the Paris sequence, Sally dances only a few seconds with Pablo as he keeps his 

distance, jumping to the mantel of the fireplace to tap dance with his image in the mirror, 

then moving quickly across the room and running up a wall before coming to rest in front 

of Sally. In this sequence in Paris, Sally announces her intentions to make a tango film 

and Pablo invites her to dance with him onstage in an upcoming show. At this point in the 

narrative, despite their closeness in previous scenes and the playfulness and intimacy 

displayed in the airport scene, Sally and Pablo are still fairly distant in terms of the 

narrative's main project. She has not yet made him her film subject/star yet, and he has 

not yet taught her to dance professionally on stage. This Buenos Aires sequence reveals 

the shift in the dynamics between them, regardless of the regular fighting scenes we have 

witnessed. Here Sally is firmly the director and Pablo the performer, yet when Sally 

moves in front of the camera and joins the three men in dance, she becomes the center of 

the circle, and no longer the distanced audience or the director in control, or so it seems. 

The initial portion of the sequence is relayed to the viewer in a fairly 

straightforward shot/countershot structure with Sally in the position of the camera 
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watching the men in point-of-view shots. The countershots reveal Sally's reactions to the 

men's actions and again, firmly placing the camera's gaze as Sally's. For the first minute 

and a half of the dance sequence, we see the men from her perspective, and then see her 

reactions in turn. The dance sequence begins with a shot of Sally in an armchair across 

the lobby from the men. Sally leans back in her chair, legs crossed, and hands in lap, 

looking like a comfortable, confident director. When the men want to leave, she tells 

them, "No." Then she directs Pablo and the others to dance for her, emulating a 

filmmaking session. 

After a slight hesitation, the three men dance, Pablo in front. As soon as Pablo 

taps out the first beats of the rhythm, Sally leans forward. The dancing continues. Soon 

she's smiling and keeping rhythm with her head. We see the dancers again, and then 

Sally, removing her dancing shoes from her bag. The dance continues. We see Sally 

leaning forward and calling out, "Now Pablo solo." Pablo gives her an excited glance and 

his solo begins, Gustavo and Fabian continuing their movements behind Pablo. Sally sits 

erect, intensely concentrating on Pablo's movements. We then see Pablo's dance growing 

more energetic. Sally edges forward eagerly and her eyes light up. It seems that only her 

arms are keeping her in the chair. At this point, we hear the first music in the sequence. 
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just the beginning strains of the old theme song announcing Sally envisioning a scene on 

film. 

Then, a minute and a half after the tap dance in the lobby has begun, we have 

reached a transitional point. We see Pablo spin, grin at Sally, and then he bursts through 

double doors to the left of Sally as Piazzolla's "Libertango" is suddenly heard on the 

soundtrack. Pablo continues spinning straight down the middle of an enormous 

abandoned department store. Pablo's entrance is shot from behind as he spins down the 

main aisle. Then there is a cut to a side view as we see him continue to spin. Pablo stops 

abruptly and drops to the floor and in a crouch (on his hands and feet). In medium long 

shot, we see quick-stepping legs and feet as Sally and Gustavo tango smoothly past Pablo 

crouched on the floor. The camera, still to the side of the dancers, finally pulls back to 

reveal full bodies and continually moves to keep them in the center of the frame as they 

dance in the large space. Sally continues (screen left) to Fabian and they are shown 

dancing in a long shot before the camera zooms in on their faces and upper bodies and 

then angles down to focus on their feet. After a focusing for an extended period on Sally 

and Fabian's footwork, the camera pulls back, continuing to track the dancers, and 

revealing them in a long shot. Fabian dances Sally (to screen left) toward Pablo. Sally 

and Pablo continue to dance in the same direction. The camera tracks them from behind 
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large rectangular wooden pillars into a larger open area where they dance freely in the 

space. 

Sally and Pablo dance to the right edge of the frame (the camera no longer 

moving with them). There is a cut to Sally in the middle of the frame joining Fabian and 

Gustavo (on the right side), and Pablo steps in from the left edge of the frame. The four 

improvise a group tango across the floor, with Sally in the middle, each man holding onto 

her hand or back. Then Sally moves from one man to another as the group stays together, 

but less closely so as they continue their movement back across the floor. Now the group 

moves further apart and Sally dances the distance between each man as they wait for her. 

Each man engineers a different type of lift and spins with her. At the end of the sequence, 

Gustavo lifts Sally so that she is laying over his shoulder in a prone position (her feet 

facing forward), then Fabian lifts her to sit on his shoulder, as if she were a camera. Next, 

Pablo takes Sally from Fabian, barely giving her dme to touch the ground with one foot, 

and lifts her easily onto his shoulder where she lies prone, face forward. Then Pablo 

continues to spin, the "Libertango" menage-a-quatre concluding with the same spinning 

motion with which it began, only this time Pablo is carrying Sally. 

Exactly three minutes after the exhilarating dance tribute to PiazzoUa's music 

began (and four and a half after the whole dance begin), it is suddenly over. The song has 
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ended, the dancers transform into people walking down an old marble spiraling staircase. 

In this sequence one of the ways Potter conununicates the feeling of dance is by focusing 

on the visual of spinning in circles. Pablo breaks into the large abandoned space and spins 

down the center aisle, he later spins with Sally on his shoulders, the couples spin and 

twirl, and the sequence closes with an overhead shot looking down the center of a large 

circular stairway on which the group is slowly descending, Pablo trailing behind the rest. 

This shot not only continues the spinning mode visually, it also creates an echoing 

closure to Sally's first visit to Pablo's Paris apartment for her first dance lesson as she 

looked up a similar, old spiraling staircase in that building. 

This dance sequence marks the climax of the Him, and even though the group 

remains together a few more minutes, and through another short dance scene, it is clear 

that the impetus in the film is to disperse the group and the energy they created in the 

dance. As if the Him cannot possibly sustain more energy, the group does break apart. 

After a brief tango scene between Fabian and Gustavo in the downstairs barbershop, they 

disappear from the fllm and the narrative moves back to the relationship between Pablo 

and Sally. 
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Paul Taylor's Piazzolla 

Paul Taylor has defined American dance during the second half of the twentieth 

century. We set forth into the final years of this century, full of hope, with the 

promise of the next. 

— Bill Clinton, read at India's SO"* anniversary of independence from Britain 

Paul Taylor, originally a dancer in Martha Graham's dance company, formed his 

own troupe decades ago. Since then he has gained a reputation as the "best living 

choreographer in the world" and travels with his troupe to perform worldwide. Matthew 

Diamond, whose 1998 film received a nomination for an academy award for best 

documentary, follows Paul Taylor and his company of dancers through performances 

(including a U.S. Embassy-sponsored trip to perform in India for the 50"^ anniversary of 

freedom from British rule), rehearsals, and the creation of a new dance number based on 

Piazzolla's "Caldera." 

As this is a documentary of dance practice and performance instead of dance 

staged for film, the camera has a very different role and position than it does in narrative 

dance films. Like Potter's film. Diamond's documentary makes use of color as well as 

black and white footage. Basically, his film is in color, except for certain rehearsals, 

including the Piazzolla practices. In Dancemaker. the camera usually films performances 

from a distance (either in the audience or backstage) as the director does not have the 
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liberty of breaking up the performance in order to achieve the best angle and shot. 

Diamond does use overhead shots in the fmal Piazzolla sequence, and both Diamond and 

Potter make use of zooms and/or close ups. 

In viewing Diamond's documentary, we can see how well Potter played out the 

filming of the two stage performances in The Tango Lesson as if they were indeed 

documentary style. In both cases, the dance is danced beginning to end, without any 

disruption by the camera. Potter filmed the first performance from her point of view in 

the audience, and the second from behind the dancers looking out toward the audience, as 

her character was dancing on stage. In that second performance, there is never a shot of 

Pablo and Sally from the audience's perspective, just as in the first instance, there is never 

a shot from the side of Pablo and Carolina as they dance on stage. 

Dancemaker is a composite of interviews, old footage of dance performances 

edited in with newer rehearsals of old dances at times, new practice sessions, and several 

live performances on stage in New York and India. Many of the practice sessions are 

filmed a straightforward manner, but at times, the camera moves in for special angles. 

Below I discuss the ways in which this documentary works with Potter's film. 

Dancemaker also recalls the work of other films by dancers. As I watched (and watched 

again) the sequences of "Aureole," both Maya Deren and Leni Riefenstahl's cinematic 
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focus on filming the body as nearly superhuman came to mind. In all three cinematic 

instances, Deren's Choreography for the Camera. Riefenstahl's Olympia. and Diamond's 

documentary, the focus was on a male body. 

As Taylor introduces "Caldera" to his troupe, he reads a quote by Pablo Neruda 

on Piazzolla's work: "his is the music of the 'flawed confusion of human being worn 

away as by acid by the labor or hands, impregnated with sweat and smoke, smelling of 

lilies and urine.'" Taylor begins to work with the music and the dancers, imagining 

movements that will accompany the sounds. "It won't all be ugly, but here, it's about 

confrontation, basically," he remarks, and then, asking the dancers to circle each other, 

"this should be kind of predatory." In the beginning the dancers and Taylor work with 

basic tango moves, but he makes it clear he wants to move away from the tango look. 

Over the next couple of sessions, Taylor and his dancers continue to improvise what 

might best be expressed by the music. The dancers' moves, attitudes, and comments, as 

well as the filming and choreographer's comments dovetail surprisingly well with Potter's 

Piazzolla sequence discussed above. 

As Patrick Corbin and Lisa Viola, two of tiie main dancers in the piece, practice 

moves, Taylor asks Patrick to throw Lisa. Suddenly sounding exactly like a genuine 

tango dancer, Patrick tells Lisa, "Don't even think of doing anything. My pulling you is 
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going to turn you." As they practice this move, the camera suddenly moves to capture 

Patrick pulling Lisa in with a point of view shot from behind Patrick's right shoulder. So 

after she twirls into this arms, she is closely facing the camera and Patrick. In an 

interview moment following this session, Lisa and Patrick sound as if they could be 

Pablo and Sally, they even use the same vocabulary, about the same types of movements. 

Lisa tells the interviewer she has a tendency to tense up (she expresses this in a 

movement, not in words), then tells of the struggle between the male and female from her 

perspective, saying that her tension " makes it hard for the guy. He's like, 'Relax.'— Tm 

trying!"' 

This conversation is followed by Taylor's experimenting with Patrick, who is 

nearly crouched on the floor, with Lisa's feet over his shoulders. He picks her up by the 

feet (her head hanging toward the floor). As Patrick rises, Lisa begins to straighten out; 

Patrick is constantly turning during this sequence, twirling Lisa in the air as she comes to 

a prone position from horizontal. This improvised sequence could frt into The Tango 

Lesson's climatic dance scene, as Sally assumes this exact position (Lisa's prone position) 

with Gustavo before he passes her to Fabian, and in the final moment of Potter's PiazzoUa 

sequence, Pablo holds Sally prone on his shoulder and spins, as Patrick does. Uncaimy 
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similarities, perhaps, in two improvised dance sequences a year apart to the same 

composer's music. 

Other interview moments in Diamond's documentary help to create an expanded 

understanding of both Potter's film and her intentions. Bettie DeJong, Paul Taylor's old 

dance panner, now the "rehearsal directress," compares her daily relationship with Paul 

to their old dancing relationship, in a manner that sounds like Potter discussing her film, 

"Paul and I are not big talkers ... but on the stage, it was a totally natural thing. There 

was never any doubt what the response had to be. It was questions and answers through 

movement. It was amazing!" Patrick Corbin, discussing the women in the company, 

says, "They're all right there for you They're always in the moment with you. 

Completely in love. That's the most important thing, I think, about partnering, is that 

you've fallen in love for that six minutes that you're dancing together." And Silvia 

Nevjinsky, like the tango women in the section above, discusses how very challenging 

the rehearsals are, "They're constantly criticizing you." In a throw-away line, Taylor 

captures the scene of Potter's Thriller when he says of his dancers, "if I asked them to 

jump out a window, they would." 

During Taylor's second Piazzolla rehearsal, he works with a dancer named 

Francie Huber, as she will play the main character in the dance. Taylor describes this 
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character as "she's slightly sluttish - in a nice way" and later tells her, "it's about opening 

the crotch." Francie and Paul Taylor both talk about trying to read each other's minds 

during the film. Later, Francie is interviewed for the film while soaking her feet in a sink 

(a sight included twice in Potter's film). It is interesting to note that in comparison with 

the practice sessions for other pieces, Taylor's female dancers wear heels from the first 

Piazzolla practice to the end. 

The efforts with costuming and the transformation of the female body can be 

paralleled with Potter's devoting a long scene to her character buying and learning to 

walk in stilettos in Buenos Aires. This seeming necessity for dancing any tango-related 

piece, along with the fact that Santo Loquasto, the Taylor Company's resident set and 

costume designer, created the first push-up bras in the history of modem dance 

performance, sounds similar to Potter's discussion of her radical wardrobe changes for 

tango. 

Diamond's filming of the Piazzolla piece looks, flrst at, a bit like Saura's Blood 

Wedding and Potter's filming of the dressing room scene after Sally and Pablo perform. 

Taylor tells his troupe to "push it toward demonic Hades." The background and lighting 

for Taylor's premiere of "Piazzolla Caldera" at City Center is red and black and the 

dancers' costumes and dark. The piece contains five women and seven men. This might 
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seem like an odd choice, at first, like Potter's Piazzolla which contains three men and 

Potter as the only female. Both Taylor and Veron (along with Fabian Salas and Gustavo 

Naveira), choreographed the Piazzolla modem tango dance sequences with men 

outnumbering the women significantly. Potter has not explained this decision on her or 

Veron's part, but Paul Taylor explained his decision and his dance in this manner: 

The dance is not about love as such. It's simply about physical sex. And those 

relationships which we make do for love sometimes. ... And I cast with seven 

men and five women knowing that at times we were going to have to have same 

sex partnering because again, it's another human trait.... I have no message. I 

hold no moral attitudes. I'm just a reporter. I report things as I see them. 

Tango is a dance that has traditionally been, and still is in many respects, so self-

conscious of gender and gender roles. So it is remarkable to see that some of the modem 

choreographers working with tango and tango music, like those above, re-create a 

portrayal of the history of same-sex (mainly male) coupling. Taylor choreographed a 

dance sketch that features a female (as Potter did with her film), a woman who dances 

around and with and between various men in the piece (as Potter's Sally does in the film 

and in the "Libertango" piece). In both pieces, there is a continual return to the idea of 

coupling, but only within a flow as the make up of the couple is constantly changing. 

Taylor's tangoesque number includes lines of women across from men, individuals 

dancing, male-female couples, female couples, male couples (the latter are very acrobatic 
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in their expression), and ends with a single female (danced by Francie) in opposition to 

the group. 

Potter and Taylor work closely with music in the creation of new pieces. They 

both stress their lack of formal education in relation to their success, and address the 

importance of filming dance, directly (Potter) and indirectly (Taylor), in relationship to 

the continuity of dance and the issue of mortality. Earlier in Dancemaker Taylor and 

several of his dancers talk of how many dancers they have lost to AIDS in recent years. 

Near the end, Taylor says that he believes that "we are here for a limited time, and that's 

it. And you'd better get used to the idea. I don't think it all that horrible. That's the way 

nature works. But I would, I like the idea that if there are any dances of mine that people 

want to do and keep doing, I've made some effort to see that that could happen, but that's 

up to them." He is, of course, in part referring the filmed dances. Like Potter filming 

Veron for posterity, Diamond (and others) document Taylor and his works for future 

dancers (including Taylor and his company) to use as a memory, a record. Diamond's 

documentary shows Taylor and his group of dancers watching old footage and rehearsing 

the dances. 

Sally Potter's tango to Piazzolla is filmdance, Paul Taylor's is not. Potter's 

emphasis on the tango is on its newness, improvising and moving with her male teachers, 
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as well as learning the traditional forms and appreciating the older music. In the fmal 

sequence, she even creates her own tango tune, emphasizing the ways in which a couple 

becomes one in the dance. Taylor takes the tango and works outward, using the music 

and his observations on the movements of humans and the patterns of life to create a 

dance that uses the idea of the couple, but involves far more variations, and ends with the 

star female as a solitary outcast. The two Piazzolla pieces examined above work toward 

different ends, yet the process of choreographing these pieces involved many similar 

moves, attitudes, appearances, and relationships. Diamond's film, featuring Taylor's 

philosophies and choreography works nicely to emphasize both the dance aspects of 

Potter's film and the darker tango elements as well. 

Conclusion 

As the films draws to a close, and Sally and Pablo wander along the abandoned 

docks in Buenos Aires after leaving the synagogue. Pablo voices his fears to Sally, "What 

does it mean to feel like a Jew? ... I'm afraid Of being someone without roots. I 

don't know where I've come from or where I'm going. I'm afraid I will disappear 

without leaving a trace." Reassuring him with, "Perhaps that's why we met," Sally holds 

Pablo close and sings softly to him, "Where did you come from?/ Where, oh where?/ 
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From earth, from water/ From fire, or air?// When we're dancing/ Then I'm sure/1 know I 

know you/ From before. // You are me/ And I am you/ One is one/ And one are two." 

Sally and Pablo have started to dance as she sings. They kiss and the credits begin to roll. 

Sally and Pablo begin to tango and Potter has the characters "dance away into the 

distance" as the tango music continues (79). 

When Sally and Pablo are quite far away, her singing resumes at the same volume 

we originally heard it when she was directly in front of the camera. Barely visible in die 

extreme long shot, the characters have nearly faded away, reminiscent of the fears Pablo 

voiced earlier about disappearing without a trace. But in the recorded Him, the tango lives 

on, and Sally's tango reappears now as a non-diegetic element featured on the soundtrack. 

The Tango Lesson is an answer to Pablo's fears as it will remain as a record of Pablo 

Veron's dance talent; it also serves as a record of the joint effort of Potter and Veron to 

capture the essence of the Argentine tango on film. As Clive Johnson remarks on The 

Tango Lesson read through Potter's statements published in her Orlando screenplay, 

'"The glorious thing about [dance] is also the tragedy about it. You do it and it's gone.' 

By capturing dance on film. Potter is combining the ephemeral with the (relatively) 

eternal." In a film that honors the traditional Argentine tango and holds to the spirit of the 
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tango by exploring newer improvisations on an older form, at last we also have Potter's 

own version of the tango, as the film ends on her improvised tango tune and lyrics. 

The final sequence of Potter's film is also one of the most interesting. It is 

thematically and visually linked to two earlier sequences: Sally and Pablo's dance along 

the Seine where they confess their secret desires to one another, and their on-stage tango 

performance in Paris. During the final sequence, there are six white outs while Sally is 

singing to Pablo and they begin to kiss and then dance along the deserted docks in 

Buenos Aires. The blinding white lights and the grainy texture of the film, some of which 

appears to have been shot at a different speed recall Sally's first professional tango 

performance on stage in which Sally and Pablo are initially seen in slow motion and 

through the blinding stage lights as they begin to dance. In this manner, the final 

sequence of the film emphasizes performance in the most personal of moments. 

In The Tango Lesson Potter uses tango to investigate a variety of interrelated 

configurations as the main tango of the film is constructed as a dance between 

Pablo/Sally, dancer/filmmaker, dance/film, Argentine culture/British culture, tango 

star/feminist, and skeptic/Jew. The Tango Lesson plays heavily on the theme of 

homelessness, reinforced by both Pablo, who tells Sally "I don't really feel at home in a 

synagogue ... I don't really belong in France, but I don't belong here [in Argentina] any 
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more either," while Sally, a British woman who is portrayed as being temporarily 

homeless as her apartment is demolished during the film, lives in hotels in Paris and 

Buenos Aires, speaks languages not her own in countries in which she is a visitor. 

Potter's foregrounding of the issue of outsider and homelessness, both literally and 

metaphorically, adds to her exploration of what it means to "feel like a Jew" in the 

diaspora, as I discussed in Chapter 4. 

To the extent that The Tango Lesson is about Jews in the diaspora, Sally seems 

drawn to Pablo, because as one Jewish friend who has spent years in Britain and has 

studied Eastern European Jewish history as has Potter, commented after watching the 

film with me, the character of Pablo "seems to be more Semitic and expressing more of 

what it means to be Jewish. Jews are somewhat like Italians - expressive, though [here] 

it's filtered through the tango and various cultures."^" In turn Pablo is drawn to Sally's 

confidence in her declaration of "feeling" Jewish. In the synagogue the separation 

between (and the implied gender hierarchy) of male and female, signified by Pablo and 

Sally sitting on separate sides, reinforces the traditional gender division found in tango 

and underscores the struggles we have seen between Sally and Pablo during their tango 

practice sessions and performances. 
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But by emphasizing fluid boundaries in a narrative about tango. Potter has also set 

up a self-reflexive narrative about filmmaking. Script writing can be a solitary 

occupation, as Sally demonstrates in the opening sequence of the film, but Hlnmiaking 

takes place in a community, as does tango. Thus in the fibn, Sally and Pablo's 

communities neatly become one, signifying again the closeness of the couple in a 

metaphorical marriage. When Sally takes tango lessons alone in Buenos Aires, she 

crosses the boundary into Pablo's community, quite literally in this case, as she journeys 

to his homeland, dances in halls he's danced in and with people who know him. And 

when the couple travels to Buenos, Sally becomes apart of the tango community. 

In a story reflecting the origins of tango, as Savigliano points out, it was a dance 

males of all cultures and classes danced, but Potter's tango is flexible enough for both 

male and female desires to be fulfilled; in dancing the tango professionally, Sally is able 

to fulfill her dreams of becoming a dancer, and in making a tango film starring Pablo, 

Sally enables Pablo to fulfill his own fantasies of being in film. The Tango Lesson goes 

much deeper than that, however, in its portrayal of a British women inserting herself into 

the male-dominated Argentine culture and standards of dance, and it also works to allay 

Pablo's deeper fears of being "afraid [he] will disappear without leaving a trace," for the 

film has now captured him and his dance for posterity. 
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In making The Tango Lesson Potter created a permanent record of Pablo Veron as 

"one of the world's greatest tango dancers." In this manner the film speaks to the fears of 

the individual concerning mortality, the issues associated with Jews in the diaspora, and 

the urgency felt by some of the more established tango artists to record a disappearing art. 

In his interview with Miguel Angel Zotto, Fabiana asks, "If you were the government, 

what measure would you take so that the tango would survive?" Zotto's reply was that 

"It's vital to keep a record on tape of everything which is going on. Imagine if Fred 

Astaire and Gene Kelly had not been captured on film as they were ....!" This 

conversation and concern captures both Pablo's expression of fear at the conclusion of 

The Tango Lesson. 

If, as Giles suggests, "the crime of the musical is not murder but love — a form of 

love that we must approach through circuitous routes until we can show it openly," 

Potter's tango film is perhaps the only film of its type that shifts the focus from murder to 

love, although, as I suggested earlier, that shift is a tenuous one (87-88). Potter has her 

dance film, and has captured Pablo on film, despite the "slippery elusiveness" of both 

mediums."*^ In The Tango Lesson, however, both Pablo and Sally are Potter's creations. 

Dance, just like Pablo, resists being shown, resists speaking what it really is, plays games 

with the camera and the dkector. 
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In this film. Potter reveals that dance is playfiil and serious, like flying and again, 

like ascending tall spiraling staircases and winding down again; dance feels like falling in 

love, but can suddenly turn to a feeling of being utterly alone (e.g. Sally and Pablo's 

performance on stage), and then, just as quickly it can turn into a battle complete with 

anger and violence. In her desire to "show how dance feels," in The Tango Lesson. Potter 

has implemented various strategies to demonstrate how she experiences dance. One of 

the best examples of this is her use of the motif of twirling or spinning which is conveyed 

to the viewer in at least four different ways, including couples twirling on the dance floor 

in front of a steady (or tracking) camera and, in a unique in the first Buenos Aires salon 

sequence, as Sally and Carlos dance, the camera moves to the center of the dance floor 

and spins, with a life of its own and a speed that transforms the walls of the room into a 

blur. 

In Chapter 4,1 discussed the ways in which Sally and Pablo play out, on one 

level, a metaphorical relationship between film and dance. On another level, the non-

dance action of the Him also can be read as an attempt to portray the feeling of dance. 

Instead of talking about how dance feels, which is a very difHcult task. Potter has shown 

the viewers through music, dance, action, setting, and dialogue. In creating The Tango 

Lesson. Potter has undertaken another enormous labor of love, a marriage between film 
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and dance, two strong characters, and the creation of love stories: to Pablo, to dance, and 

to her tango teachers. Each love story is also a tango, or what Luis Bravo calls "the 

eternal dance, 'It's a love story that you tell in three minutes.""" 
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NOTES 

' Sally Potter, The Tango Lesson. Notes in The Original Motion Picture Soundtrack. 

Sony Music Entertainment, 1997. 

" Sally Potter, The Tango Lesson. London: Faber and Faber, 1997. 

^ See The Tango Lesson Sony Classics' web site. 

http://www.spe.sony.com/classics/tango/thetango.html 

* Conversation with Carolina Safar. 

' A good example of this trend is Tom Lehrer's "The Masochistic Tango," a song that 

pokes fun at the suffering so often found in tangos by going to extremes. Lehrer makes 

the drama of the tango even more dramatic. (Rhino Records, 1997) 

® Sally Potter, "Why Tango?" The Tango Lesson soundtrack album (produced by Potter's 

company. Adventure Films), Sony Music Entertainment, 1997. 

' See Potter's published screenplay, p. 69. 

' See Kathleen M. Smith. 

' See Castro (p. 194). There were tangos that were "written for men but could be sung by 

a women such as 'Yira...Yira' and 'Cambalache.' Falcdn made famous the tango 

'Arrabalero' ['The guy from the Slums'](Eduardo Calvo, 1927) and this is in fact a song 

for a woman." 

'This ambiguity also impacted the male interpreter. As we have seen Gardel had to 

maintain the image of the man as seducer, a traditional Latin role of the macho. Yet at the 

same time he projected an image of a male who needed protection from women. The 

irony here was to found in the fact that the protector was a woman, the ever sacrificing 

mother. In this case, given the perspective of this Catholic society, the tradition [end of 

250] of the Virgin Mary serving as the interceder with God to protect man, is an apt 
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analogy with the role of the tangoesque mother figure interceding with judges, and with 

other male figures, to protect the son is clear." (Castro 250-51) 

" The mass dissemination of the tango, even to the point of entry into the 'hogar sagrada' 

['sanctity of the home'], frightened some people. Those who were saw the tango as the 

cause of what they perceived as the breakdown of moral values in post 1930 Argentina. 

The churchmen and language purist who sought to cleanse the tango of its thematic and 

linguistic heresies did so through their influence on the conservative governments in the 

early 1930s or in the early 1940s. Their tactic was government censorship or pressure 

failed to achieve little more than that of serving as a temporary annoyance. The tango 

survived. It was not until the time of Peron did the tango lose its currency as a source for 

social comment. Those close ties of the tango poets to Per6n and their apparent sense of 

loyalty to the regime created a 'new' tango focused on nostalgia and on the dance form. 

If the tango moved from the feet to the mouth in 1917, it moved back to the feet in the 

1950s. Thus ended the tango as a useful source for Argentine social history. (Castro 

251). 

See The Tango Lesson Sony Classics' web site. 

ibid. 

For further information on Miguel Angel Zotto, Compania Tango x2 - his company, 

career and performance schedules, see his company's website and dance vita at: 

http ://www .tangox2.com/Biografia/biografia.htnil. 

" more; 'Ten years ago, the older milongueros feared that the tango would die out with 

them. But since then a second wave of tango fever has swept the world (the first was in 

the twenties). Now there are tango salons in every major European city and a constant 

influx from abroad to keep young tango students into Buenos Aires itself, which has 

helped to revive the tango. It is a dance that seems to inspire devotional fever partly 

because of its endlessly rich and constantly evolving vocabulary of steps and partly 

because of its intimacy." http://www.spe.sony.com/classics/tango/thetango.html 

See Paul Lange & Michiko Okasaki, 'Tango Talk: a Conversation with Pupy," 

emphasis mine. 
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Here is the basic plot: "Juan and Maria were married when she came of age, but after 

seven years found that they had to divorce in order for them to be able to dance and work 

together. A two year period of estrangement followed, during which time Juan took 

Maria's younger sister, Cristina, as his partner. This little-known fact - that Juan only 

danced with the three sisters for 40 years, says much about his character (and their 

ability!)." 

See Keith Elshaw, "Juan Carlos Copes y Maria Nieves," http://totango.net/copes.html 

The fall of the military junta in Argentina in 1983 and the phenomenal success 

throughout the world of the hit show Tango Argentino, premiered the same year, thrust 

Tango back into the spotlight, catching both musicians and dancers unawares. Hastily 

thrown together Tango shows sprang up in Buenos Aires, and began to follow Tango 

Argentino around the world. Young people, keen once again to reassert their Argentine-

ness, wanted to learn to dance the Tango, and began trying to piece the dance back 

together as best they could. Dances that had been operating underground came back into 

the open, and people who hadn't danced for twenty five or thirty years gradually began to 

dance again. 

See http://www.totaltango.com/History/briefintro.htmI 

Elshaw writes, "Juan has assisted the late choreographer Bob Fosse and taught Tango 

to many celebrities including Mikhail Barishnikov. He choreographed the first Opera 

Tango, Piazzolla's Maria de Buenos Aires, in which he and Maria were of course lead 

dancers... Countless famous dancers today began their career with Copes or took their 

dancing to the stage because of him." 

^ In her article Potter uses the spelling "Copez" -1 will continue using Copes. 

'' Both Taylor and Savigliano cite George Marcus (among others) as a helpful influence 

in completing their work on the tango. 

- See Elshaw. He continues: "He put together a company (The Copes Tango Revue) and 

began touring South America; then Puerto Rico and into the US. He and Maria first 

appeared on Broadway in "New Faces of 1962." He is credited with introducing Milonga 

into the United States through their appearances on the Ed Sullivan Show in '62, '63 and 

'64.... I have heard many old-timers credit Copes with keeping the Tango flame alive 
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through the years of the cruel military rule in Argentina when the generals did their best 

to kill Tango as a popular expression." 

^ See Peter Wollen, Singin' in the Rain. 

" See my discussion of Potter's Thriller in Chapter 3 in regard to Potter's earlier and 

obvious use of this technique to critique male authored (and directed) narratives of 

romance that conveniently dispose of the young beautiful women. 

^ Quoted in Castro, p. 5. In Osvaldo Bayer, Bernardo Canal-Feijoo, et. Al., El populism 

en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Editorial Plus Ultra, 1974), pp. 91-92. 

^ For extended discussions of this topic see Castro and Savigliano's texts. 

While parts of the printed information are clearly Potter's, information on the 

discussion of the tango is missing. (Sony Classics' information agent never replied 

concerning authorship.) 

^ See 'The Tango: A Dance, A Culture, A Way of Life, A History." 

http://www.forevertango.cona/history.html 

^ See Sigmund Spaeth, here quoted in Studlar. (23) 

^ See Lewis A. Erenberg, Steppin' out: New York nightlife and the transformation of 

American culture. 1890-1930. Westpoit, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1981, p. 83. 

I remember very clearly the premiere of Borden's Working Girls in 1987. Much to my 

surprise, the theater was packed with predominantly male viewers. Twenty minutes after 

the film began, more than half of the theater was empty, and disgruntled viewers made 

their complaints clear as they left. 

32 

http://www.boxoff.coni/cgi/getre view.pl?where=Name&filename=All&terms=THE+TA 

NGO+LESSO 

See Rick Barton. 



358 

" Moira Macdonald in "Duet for One." Film.com, http://film.com/film-

review/1997/9526/111/default-review.html 

" See Jim Ridley. 

" See Andrea Chase. 

" See The Tango Lesson Sony Classics' web site. 

See http://weeklywire.cora/filmvault/austin/t/tangolessonthel.html 

" See http;//weekIywire.com/filmvault/gambit/t/tangoIessontheLhtml 

" Grace Jones' "I've Seen That Face Before" lyrics set to Piazzolla's "Libertango" (A. 

Piazzolla / B. Reynolds / D.Wilkey / N. Delon). Final verse seems to be "Dans sa 

chambre, Joel et sa valise, un regard (?)/(?), sans regret, sans meilleur, la porte est 

(?)yjoel est (?)." http;//members.nbci.com/jmpl(X)/disc/5.html 

I was fortunate enough to hear Piazzolla's "Libertango" performed live in a concert 

series put on by students from the Conservatory of Music in Florence, Italy. 

Avra Kouffman, Tucson Arizona, May 2000. 

As Backstein characterizes the mediums, "dance alone possesses a text that equals -

even exceeds - cinema in its slippery elusiveness" (5). 

^ See Kathleen M. Smitii, "Of Bordellos and Bandoneons," Dance, interview with Luis 

Bravo, the creator Forever Tango. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION-THE LARGER CONTEXTS 

6.1 Thriller and The Tango Lesson 

Although The Tango Lesson is primarily focused on communicating a dance form 

and experience, the musicality of the Him acts both as an organizing principle within the 

film and as part of Potter's motivation for making the film (cf. stories of listening to 

thousands of tangos, stories of weeping at lyrics). Just as tango can be experienced as a 

dance, a song, or lyrics - or in any combination thereof (and, indeed in absence of those 

three), the same might be said of the musical as an operating principle in Potter's films. If 

so, then Thriller is indeed one of the most deconstructed musicals yet, as the elements all 

appear but do not occur in sync with one another. 

In Thriller, the woman asks, "What if I were the hero?" In The Tango Lesson. 

Sally is the hero. Both films focus on women demanding new relationships with old texts, 

and they do so by inserting themselves and their desires to become something other than 

what they are. Thriller's Mimi investigates the difference between her textual life as a 
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star (who must die young still while an object of the audience's desire) and real women's 

lives as they grow older and have children. The Tango Lesson's Sally trains to become a 

star and crosses the boundary between her old role of the woman behind the scenes and 

the star on stage and in front of the camera. 

When watching The Tango Lesson with some of Potter's earlier work in mind, 

like Thriller, it is interesting to note that both films present women in similar roles and 

poses at times. Mimi, Musetta, and Sally, as dancers, are lifted and carried around by the 

men in the films. In The Tango Lesson this is all perfectly in keeping with the theme of 

the dance and film. In Thriller the lifting and carrying works to create an atmosphere of 

dance and performance, but the carrying itself is troped as objectifying the female dancer 

and works toward the theme of passivity on the woman's part (men act, women are 

carried). Thriller deconstructs romance narratives using large empty rooms, characters 

staring into mirrors, and women dancers being carried around by men. Surprisingly, 

Potter uses a similar mise-en-scene in The Tango Lesson as she constructs a romance, 

though clearly, not a traditional one. 

As I pointed out in Chapter 4, many critics did not appreciate the fact that Potter 

cast herself opposite Veron in The Tango Lesson. One of the repetitive criticisms had to 

do with the fact that Potter was somewhat older than Veron. Whether she intended it or 
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not. The Tango Lesson became one of many late 1990s film that broke through the 

popular film age barrier by starring a 40+ actress. This is not the first film in which Potter 

has driven home the point that romance lines in Hollywood films and opera narratives are 

often ageist in nature. In the conclusion of her 1979 Thriller. Potter's heroine, Mimi, 

realizes why her character Puccini's opera's had to die while still young: to serve the 

desire of the young male artists to become heroes in the display of their grief. 

In Chapter 3,1 noted that Potter's Mimi, and Jane Weinstock, in her article of 

Thriller, both highlight the conflict between a woman's age and the possibility of her 

appearing in a romantic narrative. Mimi herself says, "if they would have let me live, I 

would have become an old woman. And an old seamstress would not be considered the 

proper subject of a love story." Mellencamp's words, written with Mimi and Thriller in 

mind, also extend to mainstream and independent films; "Precisely. Neither the 

Hollywood movie nor the avant-garde film nor U.S. culture allows women to be old; the 

ideal female body is smooth, flawless, young" (Fine 1S8). I have used these quotes from 

an earlier chapter to underscore that tragic, and yet sadly predictable fact, that Potter's 

1979 critique of the ageist sentiment in opera and in the film industry (at least in front of 

the camera) still continue undaunted, despite numerous of 40+ gorgeous Hollywood 

actresses. 



362 

6.2 Women, Tango, and Film 

Maria Nieves has in many ways embodied the image of Tango both inside and 

outside of Argentina for the last 4 1/2 decades Copes now showed the world 

that his vision of what Tango could be was the way to go. Maria was the half that 

people watched. Show Tango is about the woman's legs.... Piazzolla & Ferrer 

(Maria de Buenos Aires), promoters, art directors, and countless others have 

photographed and used Maria's legs in posters, CD covers, and on video. But it's 

not the legs that one should notice. It's the whole person. Because in there, is 

Tango. Just watch her walk.' 

In fOne Glance and Love Breaks Qutl Brtickner recounts 'the story of love as it is 

conveyed to us by our culture, and as it is written onto the bodies of women.... 

They are stories of remembrance, expectation, projections, images and the 

physical reactions to them, and a resdess wandering through empty spaces in 

search of something. This something has to do with identity, with their own 

identities, which they still seek in the mirror of the male gaze.' 

— Barbara Kosta 

On one hand, there are famous female tango performers like Maria Nieves, star of 

Broadway show. Tango Argentine, who has been performing with Juan Carlos Copes 

since the age of 14. Nieves' own story, especially her stormy relationship with her ex-

husband and dancing partner. Copes, demonstrates a great deal about the spirit of tango. * 

It also crosses over into the realm of tango for show or as entertainment, a world in which 

woman is the spectacle, as the quote above indicates. 
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This view of woman-as-spectacle has a great deal in common with cinema, 

especially the Hollywood musical. As Lucy Fischer describes Berkeley's use of women, 

his "plastic abstractions present us with the essence of image itself - a vision of female 

stereotypes in their purest, most distillate form" (72). In a manner similar that the 

perspective above on Maria Nieves' legs as the spectacle of Tango Argentino. Berkeley 

acknowledges his use of women essentially as a form of marketing tool: 

I never had the intention of making eroticism or pornography. I love beautiful 

girls and I love to gather and show many beautiful girls with regular features and 

well-made bodies. It is the idea of spectacle which is expressed in 'What do you 

go for?' What do you come to do, why do you go to a spectacle? It is not the story, 

it is not the stars, nor the music. What people want to see are beautiful girls.^ 

There are several points of intersection between the histories of tango and the 

musical, aside from their moments of collaboration. Tango historian Donald Castro 

writes of conservative political forces silencing tango in the 1950s, and Peter Wollen, on 

the demise of the Hollywood musical due to McCarthyism."* The objectiflcation of tango 

women on stage, in film, and in tango lore also closely parallels the discussions of 

woman as object of the gaze and the site of lack in the patriarchal unconscious of the film 

industry. These are both areas critiqued in Potter's Thriller and The Gold Diggers. In a 

discussion of The Tango Lesson, it seems important to examine the intersection of tango 



364 

and musical, especially in terms of the their relation to the musical through its history of 

sexism (of. Rick Altman, Lucy Fischer) and racism (cf. Richard Dyer).^ 

In this section I compare elements in The Tango Lesson with another female-

directed tango film, Jutta Briickner's Ein Blick und die Liebe bricht aus (One Glance and 

Love Breaks Out. 1985) by relying on Barbara Kosta's article: " it Takes Three to 

Tango' or Romance Revised: Jutta Bruckner's One Glance and Love Breaks Out." I am 

mainly concerned here with examining the ways in which Briickner and Potter portray 

gender roles in their use of tango as a storytelling structure. Briickner and Potter, both 

feminist filmmakers, take on a male-dominated cultural form of expression - the tango -

from a country and culture (Germany, England, respectively) sharply contrasting their 

own in many respects, either looking for what is lacking in their own culture (in Potter's 

case) and also, perhaps for the reinforcement of their theme (in Briickner's case). 

Whatever their original impulses, both women chose a medium in which there are 

carefully prescribed roles, male and female, leader and follower. As Zotto explains the 

difference between the man and woman's roles in the dance: 

Basically the woman must know how to wait for the man. Quite often you hear 

the milongueros saying to each other, "Look how that girl waits; it's fantastic how 

she waits." Waiting means to say that she's on her axis and the man can take her 

from it wherever he likes, like a feather. The woman needs to follow the man's 

torso and body with tiny adjustments. 



365 

I also see a parallel between descriptions of tango (above) and the traditional use of 

women in film. The following quotation, taken from Fischer's discussion of the musical, 

she connects two masterful directors, Berkeley and von Sternberg, who employed women 

as singing and dancing spectacles, but her connection here goes deeper than their Him 

work to their own belief systems and perceptions of women. Fischer writes, 

the words of von Sternberg seem particularly applicable to Berkeley's cinematic 

technique: 'It is the nature of woman to be passive, receptive, dependent on male 

aggression ... In other words she in not normally outraged at being manipulated; 

on the contrary, she usually enjoys it. I have plenty of evidence to assume that no 

woman, as opposed to male, has ever failed to enjoy the possibly mortifying 

experience of being reorganized in the course of incarnating my vision of 

her.'(75-76) 

Taylor, Savigliano, Potter, and BrUckner's work all show a different side of the "nature" 

of woman and of man and the relations between them by using tango as a metaphor 

aiding or arena encompassing their area of investigation. 

Kosta's description of BrUckner's 1985 film. One Glance and Love Breaks Out" 

sounds very close to Potter's earlier fihn work along the lines of Thriller (1979) and The 

Gold Diggers (1983), and Orlando (1992) for the revelations of gender roles and 

discrimination, especially in light of romantic views of women. Both of Thriller and The 

Gold Diggers. Potter made just before, but within the same general time firame as 
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Bruckner's One Glance and Love Breaks Out and seem to share more pointed concerns. 

But Briickner and Potter's films on the tango are not so evenly paired. The films do share 

a focus on the tango, and even some of its use as "the tango provides a backdrop for the 

exploration of passion and romance as they are negotiated within heterosexual 

relationships of a Western variant" (Kosta 81). 

Yet as Kosta points out. One Glance and Love Breaks Out, "centers around the 

denigration of female protagonists in the name of a phantasmagoric love that they spend 

their lives in search of (81-82). The same can not be said of Potter's tango lessons. 

Kosta describes Bruckner's goal in creating the film: 

No matter what gains women have made since the 1960s, Briickner explains, 

women still seem to be enmeshed in the dream of romantic love that hold them 

captive. Even despite the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, patriarchy 

remains deeply embedded in women and men's psyches and social relations. This 

makes the women, who move within the theatrical spaces and on the stages 

Briickner constructs, tragic personae precisely because of their obsession with 

love and their ravenous desire to be desired. (82) 

Bruckner's analysis of gender roles in the drama of romantic love closely resembles 

Potter's concerns in Thriller, as she deconstructs the mechanics of romance in opera and 

film. As I mentioned above. Potter's films have often included a serious narrative line that 

enables the viewer to see behind the facade of social dramas and accepted gender roles. 

In The Tango Lesson. Potter once again takes on a heavily loaded gendered-determined 



367 

topic and male-dominated realm. But Potter's success in learning the tango - and 

portraying it on film seemed to be motivated from a far different angle than her earlier 

films. Potter's negotiations within the gender hierarchies of the tango world and in her 

relationship with Veron and her other teachers, both in life and on film, serve as her 

lessons as much as dancing does. 

Bruckner and Potter each journeyed to Argentina, created films based on the 

tango, consciously employed the tango as a metaphor for heterosexual (and working, 

professional, gendered) relationships, and focused on a woman's story inside and outside 

of the dance. Their films strategically use tango moves and music in order to work out 

power inequities and disappointments in romantic and adult sexual relationships. 

While the films have a great deal in common, some of the striking differences 

between the films might due to the time period in which the directors created and 

completed the films: BrUckner's film was released in 1985 and Potter's in 1997. If Potter 

encountered the tango in the late 1970s, she might have made a film about it that looked 

similar to Thriller and worked to deconstruct the woman's role in tango. But in this case, 

the directors employed the tango to different ends in their films. While in BrUckner's film 

"the articulation of women's desire hardly gains center stage in [her] film (except for 

frustrated desire)" (Kosta 85), Potter foregrounded her own and her character, Sally's 
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desire from the opening scene of the film. Sally is constructed as an image maker, an 

independent filmmaker, writer, photographer, traveler, and strong, independent woman. 

The tango plot in Potter's film is driven by female desire and structured by the female 

gaze. Even though Potter's and Briickner's Hlms approach tango from different angles, 

they both capture the social customs and the gender hierarchy implied in the dance. In 

many ways. The Tango Lesson constitutes a battleground between the sexes as it 

demonstrates the difTiculty an independent woman from outside of tango culture has in 

learning to follow. While most of The Tango Lesson is structured around the female 

gaze, conveniently grounded in the female filmmaker's imagination, her areas of interest, 

and later, her direction of the dancers, at strategic moments Potter, like Briickner, situates 

the female as the object of the male gaze in relation to tango. 

In her article on Briickner's film, Kosta comments that "the ntiale gaze initiates the 

dance, much like in the opening scene in the caf^, when the camera follows the gaze to a 

female partner" (Kosta, 83). In The Tango Lesson. Potter plays with this issue, often 

separating male action tom the gaze of the camera. For instance, the males in the film 

initiate every dance but one - the occasion on which Sally draws Pablo into a dance in 

the rain as they arrive in Buenos Aires. Potter films many of the dance scenes from 

Sally's point of view, and when Sally is dancing, the perspective is either clearly marked 
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as that of her male teachers and one of their wives, Argentine women, the English tango 

fan, or a very jealous Pablo. At other times, during numerous dance sequences, the 

camera has no referent, as is the case when no one else is in the dance studio or Pablo's 

apartment. Potter filmed most of the approaches by prospective dance partner's from her 

(the female dancer's) perspective, and we see several different men approach her from her 

point of view as she sits at the edge of the room. 

However, there are at least two crucial moments, both in salons in Buenos Aires, 

where the approach is shown from the males' perspective. These are crucial moments 

because in both instances we see Sally in a different light than we have during the rest of 

the film. In the first instance, when Carlos approaches Sally at the table she shares with 

Gustavo, Fabian and Olga, Sally suddenly seems vulnerable as the object of Carlos' gaze 

as it bears down on the group as he walks to the table. To further reinforce this 

perception. Potter has Carlos ask the men at the table for permission to dance with Sally. 

The second notable instance is a site of violence that turns into play with a serious 

undertone between two men, Pablo and Carlos. This scene takes place much later in the 

film, after Pablo has refused to recite practice lines in the park during the afternoon with 

Sally. That night, he arrives at the salon after Sally. 
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First we see Sally arrive at the salon. Carlos abandons his partner in the middle of 

a dance and crosses the room to Sally's table. We see all of this from Sally's point of 

view, yet as Carlos covers the last few feet before Sally's table, their meeting is shown 

from an objective perspective in a medium long shot from the side. Carlos asks Sally 

whether it is true she is making a film on the tango. As he asks, "with Pablo?" we see 

Carlos framed in a medium close up from Sally's seated perspective, and then Sally's 

response follows in a close-up countershot from Carlos' point of view. Sally rises and 

follows him onto the dance floor, the camera following just behind her. The camera 

remains stationary as Sally and Carlos dance away, completely absorbed in their dance. 

Next we see, in a medium close up, a reverse shot (following the shot of Sally and 

Carlos dancing), Pablo coming through the door of the salon. He closes the door and 

turns toward the dance floor. We read his tension by the shifting of his weight from side 

to side and the incremental changes in his facial muscles. His point of view is shown: in a 

long shot, followed by a medium shot (both from his perspective, without him moving 

forward), we see Sally and Carlos still deeply immersed in their own tango, and Sally's 

eyes seem to be closed. After the shift to the medium shot of Sally and Carlos, we see 

Pablo in a matching medium shot. He's still at the door, but tensed to spring. 
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We see Pablo begin to move forward a few feet, and then the remainder of his 

hurried journey toward Sally and Carlos is shown in a classic over-the-shoulder point of 

view shot. As Pablo rushes to the couple, they are shown dancing just over his left 

shoulder in the upper portion of the screen. In a long shot, we see Pablo reach Sally and 

Carlos and throw them apart, and in a medium shot, we see their reactions and Pablo and 

Carlos slapping each other's hands in play after the briefest of pauses. Pablo repeats one 

of his signature gestures as he moves toward Sally and pushes Carlos gently but firmly 

out of the way with his hand on Carlos' chest. Without a word, Pablo and Sally begin to 

dance, and Carlos returns to his parmer, now seated, who shrugs off his hand. 

The violence demonstrated in this scene bears Pablo's signature, so the viewer is 

not completely surprised. We have heard him speak of past violence and have also seen 

him smash his cell phone into the bar when Sally hangs up on him in their post-

performance argument. Here Pablo's actions here are motivated, most likely, by a fear 

that Carlos will replace him in Sally's Him, since her last words to him that afternoon 

were that she would start looking for someone else to fill his place, but they are not 

justified. Pablo's violent disruption of the dance between Carlos and Sally is all the more 

shocking to watch because of the way in which it is filmed, from the aggressor's point of 

view as he rushes to defend what he sees as his territory. 
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Another instance of difference between the tango films of Potter and Bruckner is the 

traditional gender role assigned to the female dancer. In relation to One Glance and Love 

Breaks Out. Kosta writes about the ritual of the dance, "It is this eroticized ritual that 

naturalizes gendered roles. For the female, her identity depends on being desired, on 

being the one to be looked at, instead of the one who actively looks." In Potter's The 

Tango Lesson, as well as in her earlier films, the female gaze is purposefully the leading 

element, and one that obviously unsettled some viewers. Yet Potter also transformed 

herself for the tango, as the quote at the beginning of the chapter reveals, and in placing 

herself on screen, as one of the main stars of the film. Potter does indeed construct herself 

for the camera. But it is her camera. 

Potter and BrOckner both disrupt the traditional Hollywood view of tango by inserting 

their own structures into the narrative, and breaking up that which constitutes viewer 

pleasure from a classical Hollywood point of view. One of the many reasons I chose to 

include numerous reviewer quotations in my discussion of The Tango Lesson was to 

emphasize how disgruntled viewers felt when Potter's film did not match their 

expectations of a tango film. Neither Briickner nor Potter's films are seamless sites of 

pleasure in the traditional sense of film-as-entertainment, yet both films teach us as much 

about the tango as they do about the director's view of relationships. Through the use of 
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self-reflexive techniques that intrude upon the male-guided realm of dance, these 

directors have improvised a new tango on the old dance of male-female relationships. 

6.3 Areas for Further Research 

I began my investigation into the life and career of Sally Potter as part of a larger 

project on three women directors who were also dancers: Leni Riefenstahl, Maya Deren, 

and Sally Potter, in order to look at the connection between dancing and filmmaking. It 

was my intention to focus on the relationship between these two art forms, and to 

investigate the work of these film directors who also possessed a background in dance. I 

was especially interested in the techniques and themes these directors brought to 

filmmaking, especially when they simultaneously occupy both the director's seat and act 

or dance in their own films. Significant moments from the "life" writings of these women 

also served as evidence of the profound effect dance has had on both their pre- and 

postproduction process. 
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The Exotic Dance 

Leni Riefenstahl (1902~), Maya Deren (1917-1961), and Sally Potter (1949--), 

three prolific 20"* century female filmmakers, each acted and danced in at least one of 

their own films, intertwined autobiography and fiction in their artistic works, and 

pioneered new techniques of filmmaking—often to do with filming movement, 

performance acts, and the body. These directors also actively pursued the study of 

cultures not their own, especially rituals or customs involving dance, and it is here that 

their attempts to capture dance on film brings them to nearly the greatest obstacles of 

their professional career. An in-depth comparison of their works and life stories is beyond 

the scope of this project, but in closing I would like to return to the kernel at the heart of 

this project. My interest in studying these women's fihns and lives included the 

contributions they brought to filnmiaking (on the level of technical development and 

innovative camera placement as with Riefenstahl; the advancement of avant-garde film 

and the first serious film-dance theories by Maya Deren; or the feminist films of Potter 

that were years ahead of even cutting-edge feminist film theory), but moved far beyond 

these elements. 

What caught my attention and continued to hold my interest over a period of years 

was that each of these filmmaking/dancing women, at some point in their career (when 
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they were each in their 40s and 50s), became fascinated with studying cultures 

completely different from their own, took many long trips to these countries, 

photographed and filmed there, learned the dances, and spent a great deal of time and 

effort filming the dance of this other culture. In short, they became amateur 

ethnographers and devoted years of their lives to filming and understanding other cultures 

that still retained, for lack of a better phrasing, a musical sensibility in relation to daily 

life. This avenue certainly calls for further research into these women's fascination with 

the "exotic" and/or "primitive" in the cultures so radically different from their own. 

Leni Riefenstahl 

Leni Riefenstahl, a German dancer, actor, and filmmaker, best known for the 

films she made for Hitler, Sieg des GlaubensA^ictorv of Faith (1933), Triumph des 

Willens/Triumph Pf thg WjU (1935), Tag der Freiheit: unsere Wehrmacht/Day of 

Freedom: Our Armed Forces (1935) and Olvmpia. Part I: Fest der Volker/Festival of 

Nations. Part 2: Fest der Schonheit/Festival of Beauty (1938), also directed, starred and 

danced in her own narrative feature films. Das blaue Licht /The Blue Light (1932) and 

Tiefland/Lowlands (1944, released 1954), she also danced (nude) in the prologue to 

Olympia. 
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In 1956 Riefenstahl discovered Hemingway's Green Hills of Africa (19351^ 

Hemingway's adventures in Africa inspired her to the extent that she could not sleep until 

she finished the book. Within three weeks, Riefenstahl had written a screenplay entitled 

Schwarze Fracht/Black Cargo and had flown to the "Dark Continent" to make a film 

about the "persisting" 20"' century slave trade in eastern Afnca. Certain lines from 

Riefenstahl's film notes, including the following: "a strong, young man or beautiful girls 

costs between $1,600 and $4,000," bear a haunting similarity to the subject matter framed 

in the pages of her later books of "photo-ethnography" of the Nuba in the Sudan. In other 

words, the same groups of Africans desired by slave traders and owners, the "strong, 

young men and beautiful girls" describes precisely the type of subject Riefenstahl 

selected to study, photograph and publish in The Last of the Nuba (1973) and People of 

the Kau (1976). 

Until the beginning of her career as an underwater photographer in the mid- 1970s, 

the focal point of Riefenstahl's visual work was the body. She has repeatedly told 

biographers and critics that she in interested only in "the beautiful" and that her works 

portraying both the Nazi and the Nuba of the Sudan are completely apolitical. A great 

deal of work (including earlier pieces I've written) has focused on tying Riefenstahl's 

aesthetic to that of fascism. While that is a valuable direction of work, what interests me 
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more now are the ties she, her life, and her work share with other women 

dancer/directors. 

Before even meeting the Nuba, Riefenstahl was introduced to them through a 

photograph which "changed [her] life. It made her do things that she would otherwise 

never have dreamed of doing.... As she described it: 'that photograph persecuted me'" 

(Riefenstahl 10). Writing that she "fell under [Africa's] spell," Riefenstahl spent over a 

decade making extended trips to visit the people she referred to as "my Nuba" and "my 

adopted people," living alone with them, and Aiming them (Riefenstahl 10). Yet, another 

all of those years, and a wealth of footage, Riefenstahl to date has never released more 

than a few minutes of footage, claiming the film was damaged in processing. While there 

are theories circulating about the reasons why Riefenstahl has never released a Him on 

the Nuba — some say it is because she is a perfectionist and conditions for filming the 

Nuba could not have been perfectly under the Hlmmaker's control ~ we may never know 

the truth.^ Riefenstahl went on to another career, deep-sea diving and underwater 

filmmaking, a move not without its poetic qualities as she pioneered the Hrst undenvater 

camera in order to film the 1936 diving competitions for the Olympics.® 

What is clear, however, is a certain haunting affinity between artists as diverse as 

Riefenstahl, who made films for Ifitler, and the Jewish filmmaker/dancer/writer/theorist. 
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Maya Deren. In an earlier article about Riefenstahl, I explored the ways in which the 

rhetoric of possession informed her discussion of her life and work (see examples in 

quotations above).' This rhetoric of possession was shared, with a unique slant, with 

Maya Deren in her interest in and commitment to the study of Haitian voudoun dance and 

ritual.'" While Riefenstahl traveled from Germany to Africa, Deren lived with, studied, 

wrote about, photographed and filmed Haitians, particularly the voudoun ceremonies. 

Mava Deren 

Maya Deren was bom in Russia, immigrated to the United States, but was 

educated in Europe, before beginning a journalism and nimmaking career in the United 

States. Deren is best known as the "mother" of avant-garde filmmaking in the United 

States. Deren directed, filmed, and produced some of the first avant-garde films in the 

1940s in the U.S. and spent endless hours traveling and lecturing on filmmaking. Her 

earlier films include: Witch's Cradle (1943), Meshes of the Afternoon (1943), At Land 

(1944), A Smdv in Choreoyraphv for Camera (1945), Ritual in Transfigured Time 

(1946), Meditation on Violence (1948), and The Very Eye of Night (1958). 

In the 1947 she received a Guggenheim to film dance rituals in Haiti. Her best 

known works, a book and film sharing the title of Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods of 
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Haiti, are the results of many trips to Haiti spent studying and fihning these rituals. At 

this point in time, relatively little had been written on voudoun rituals. Ten years earlier 

Zora Neale Hurston, a trained African American anthropologist and writer of fiction, had 

also received a Guggenheim for studies in the Caribbean on wrote on voudoun. And 

following Hurston, there was Katherine Dunham, an African-American dancer, 

choreographer, and an anthropologist, whose dance and ethnographic work led her to the 

Caribbean." Before her career as a filmmaker, Deren solicited Katherine Dunham for a 

job with her dance troupe (as secretary and assistant), was hired, and toured with 

Dunham's troupe between 1941 and 1942.'" It is note worthy that both women later 

studied dance and voudoun ceremonies in Haiti. They also both became practicing 

voudoun priestesses. 

Deren published her written investigation of voudoun, Divine Horsemen: The 

Living Gods of Haiti in 1953, with a forward written by Joseph Campbell. In the 

introduction, she addresses the fact that she has not yet edited the footage, after what was 

then several years of filming. Although Deren continued her voudoun practices — 

ceremonies and dances, she still had not edited the extensive footage of Haitian voodoo 

ceremonies and dance when she died, at 44, in 1961. The film. Divine Horsemen: The 

Living Gods of Haiti, was edited posthumously by her third husband, Teiji and his third 
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wife, Cheryl Ito in 1977. Teiji, who had learned Haitian drumming, provided some of the 

music for the soundtrack. 

Deren's contributions to filmmaking, including her theories on filmmaking, her 

lectures and articles on avant-garde film as well as those on dance and filnmiaking, and 

her experiments with various techniques in filming movement and dance, in addition to 

her ethnographic studies of dance in Haiti, have been the subject of several recent studies. 

Just as there are theories about the reasons behind Riefenstahl's refusal to edit and release 

to footage she shot in Africa of the Nuba, others, including those close to Deren have 

written about what appeared to be her inability to edit the Haitian footage before her 

death. Most popular, but also difficult to document, is the theory put forth by a Mend 

close of Deren that her involvement in voudoun after her return from Haiti was 

responsible both for her never-finished film and her untimely death. Instead of releasing 

the dance and voudoun ceremony footage, which sat in her apartment for years (much 

like Riefenstahl's wealth of film footage on the Nuba as it still remains hidden from 

public scrutiny), Deren acted out the part - dancing and performing voodoo ceremonies 

in New York. 
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Sally PQffgr 

The third member in this discussion is Sally Potter, English (non-Jewish), 

musician, dancer, and filmmaker, but with an enormous afHrnty for Eastern Europe and 

Jewish culture (by 1997 she claimed to have made at least 30 trips to Eastern Europe). In 

the cases of "ethnographic" infatuation with and the resulting body of work on other 

cultures Riefenstahl and Deren, characterized often by a discussion of "possession" by 

each artist (Riefenstahl possessed the Nuba, yet Africa possessed her; Deren studied 

voudoun possession, experienced and wrote about it), but with Potter the key word is 

"addiction." Yet Potter's written descriptions and interview material concerning her 

experience with tango and Argentina, at times, resonate rather well with Riefenstahl and 

Deren's statements. As I wrote earlier in Chapters 5 and 6, Potter describes how tango 

"chose" her, it "took over" her life little by little, until she had to make a movie about it, 

and in turn, she felt "driven" to star in her own film, against all previous desire to not do 

so. 

Riefenstahl, Deren, and Potter all set out on a journey to a new countries and 

cultures with one thing in mind, and end up on a life's adventure that takes them far from 

their original destination. What I find the most intriguing, however, is that of the three 

women, Sally Potter has been the only one who has turned her autobiographical/ 
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ethnographic journeys into fully edited and released films. Potter's main interests over the 

past decade and a half have been, on one hand, tango and Argentina and Jewish culture, 

especially eastern European Jewish cultures. She was able to transform her experiences 

with tango, Argentina, and Jewish culture into The Tango Lesson in 1997, and her next 

film (due to be released just after I finish this project). The Man Who Cried (2000), is a 

larger transformation of her interest in and experiences with Eastern European Jewish 

culture. 

While this discussion is not the place to fully explore the connotations inherent in 

each of these women's fascination and work with cultures retaining an easier access to 

something primal, primitive, or authentic (words they've each used), I will say that each 

one made clear that what they eventually found was an affirmation of a deeper 

connection with life beyond their art. As I wrote at an earlier time, "it is absolutely clear 

that Riefenstahl was drawn to the Nuba because they matched, as no other Africans 

could, her inner vision of what a 'pure' and 'primitive' African should be" (Steckel 37). 

And in Argentina, Potter found a culture that was still "musical." It should be noted, too, 

that her use of the music of Taraf de Haidouks, a popular Romanian gypsy band in The 

Man Who Cried, continues this search for musical cultures. 
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In comparing the work of these three women, and speculating about the reasons 

why only Potter was able to complete the film projects she began on her ethnographic/ 

autobiographical journey, I am not claiming that we can or should compare the Nuba in 

Africa in the late 1950s-1970, with Haitians in 1947-1960, and Argentines today, though 

the conditions under which Potter worked must have been significantly more conducive 

to filmmaking than those Deren and Riefenstahl experienced. What is worthwhile 

comparing is what drew these women to each culture — cultures they write about as 

containing something their own has lost, thereby re-enacting the age old dance with "the 

primitive" ~ and how the adventure transformed their lives. But that is the topic for 

another investigation. 

On the strength of all three women describing the ways in which, as a foreigner 

(and an "exotic" to their hosts), they were taken in like family and made welcome, far 

more than typical tourists, I will close this discussion with a passage from Deren's book. 

Divine Horsemen. Deren gives insight into why artists, in particular, are well suited for 

the job of amateur ethnography. She writes that only after she returned to the United 

States did she realize that 

in a modem industrial culture, the artists constitute... an 'ethnic group', subject 

to the full 'native' treatment Of all persons from a modem culture, it is the 

artist who, looking at a native looking at a 'white' man—whether tourist. 
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industrialist or anthropologist—would mutter than heart-felt phrase: 'Brother, I 

sure know what you're thinking and you can think that thought again!' (7-8) 

Riefenstahl lived with the Nuba, camping out, for months at a time; Potter continues to 

visit Argentina even after her film is completed, and although she showed scenes in 

which Argentina women in dance salons watched her carefully and silently, she did 

include a scene in her Him in which a taxi driver is so surprised at her knowledge of the 

tango (as Potter herself says at another time most of the tango music is so rarely heard 

outside of Argentina), that he stops the car to question her. As I mentioned in the earlier 

chapters on The Tango Lesson. Potter's journey with the tango, which took place on 

many different levels, was also one into an extremely male-dominated realm where by 

defmition she was an outsider. In an article she published about her tirst extended stay in 

Buenos Aires, Potter describes an experience of coming home: 

entering into the world of the tango ~ as a visitor, an outsider, a gringo tango 

tourist ~ I am welcomed and taken to its bosom like a long-lost friend or even 

family. The music reaches into me ~ the lyrics express a kind of desperate 

extremity that has no voice in English culture — and the dancing lifts me to a state 

of rapturous joy. 

Potter's soundtrack for The Tango Lesson is set up as a miniature film itself, with stills 

from the film and excerpts from the screenplay accompanying each song. At the end of 

the voluminous notes contained in the soundtrack. Potter writes, "Thank you to all the 
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'tangueros' of Buenos Aires who welcomed me so warmly on my many trips to their 

extraordinary city, and who taught me how to dance again." And Deren writes that her 

"ordeal as an 'artist-native' in an industrial culture made it impossible for [her] to be 

guilty of the same effronteries towards the Haitian peasants" (8). Deren claims that the 

conclusion both the Haitian peasants and Haitian bourgeoisie came to concerning her 

behavior was that "only an element of Negro blood in me would account for the 

psychological affinity with the peasants" (8). 

What remains of the work of each of these women from their travels is of great 

interest to me, especially the dance in which they seek experiences with cultures more 

"exotic" than their own, though once there, it is they who appear as the outsider or 

"exotic" white woman. The topic of dance, with its emphasis on the body, has often been 

linked to the primitive. Might Deien's passage above also speak to this experience as 

well? As dancers and performing artists as well as filmmakers, surely Riefenstahl, Deren, 

and Potter must have felt acutely other in their display on stage at times, and yet their 

quests seem to take them even further into dance, musicality, and the realm of the 

"other"." 
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The Musical 

In this dissertation on Potter, I have been looking at some of the most obvious 

links between the production of Hhn and dance and the seemingly parallel positions of 

the choreographer and film director, the qualities film and dance share, such as 

movement through time and space. A closer look at the texts by women who occupy 

positions behind the camera and on the stage also revealed the ways in which the 

language and ideas seemingly innerent to one medium are often borrowed by those 

working in the other. There is also an uncanny relationship between the process of 

dancing and that of directing. It's as if these directors attempt to push the camera beyond 

its typical role in the filmmaking process. Perhaps it is because dancers, who have had to 

rely solely on their physical movements on stage to communicate with an audience, sense 

that a camera, which is a mobile agent but can also capture movement on film, can be far 

more than a passive recording device. 

In the same light, what came to the forefront in this investigation was the number 

of directors who acknowledged the essential "musicality" of film and of working with 

filmmaking, including Sally Potter, Maya Deren, Leni Riefenstahl, Trinh T. Minh-ha, 

Michael Powell, Meredith Monk, and Yvonne Rainer. (There are also many more I would 

like to add to this list, such as Kizysztof Kieslowski.) Directors like Sally Potter, who has 
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had a career as a performing and composing musician, bring yet another level of 

awareness and proficiency to the use of music in the art of filnmiaking. This occurs both 

in the composition of the soundtrack, including new music composed for the film as well 

as the selection of older popular songs. It also impacts the way in which music and 

contributes to a musical feel for working with bodies in space (choreography) and 

selecting the imagery necessary to communicate on film (directing). In the past year, new 

studies on the musical have appeared on musician/directors like Barbra Streisand and 

Woody Allen, investigating Allen's use of music in his non-musical films and taking a 

closer look at Barbra Streisand's musical, Yentl. In interviews and at conferences, Trinh 

T. Minh-ha has discussed the ways in which filmmaking and editing are similar to 

composing music, and while her filmmaking is more along the lines of experimental 

ethnographic work, one can still find the musical pacing in her shot structure and editing. 

There is a great deal of work to be done in this exciting line of study, both along 

the lines of rethinking older non-Hollywood musicals ~ those predominantly made 

outside of the United States, much neglected by critics as these fihns didn't fit the genre 

built around Hollywood productions, and in searching for the connections between 

directing and an emphasis on musical structure and/or subject matter. For instance, how 

might a focus on a real musician's life and his or her work, heard both diagetically in 
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performances and practice sessions, and non-diagetically on the soundtrack, impact the 

creation of feature films like Scott Hicks' Shine (Australia, 1996), the biography pianist 

David Helfgott, or Anand Tucker's Hilary and Jackie (UK, 1998), the story of sisters 

Jackie and Hilary du Pre, both professional musicians. I also have similar questions about 

fictionalized feature films that take music, musical instruments, or musicians as their 

focus, like Mark Herman's Little Voice (UK, 1998), Jane Campion's The Piano (1993), 

Francois Girard's Le Violon rouge/The Red Violin (Canada / Italy, 1998), Ulu Grosbard's 

Georgia (U.S. 1995), the story of competition between two sisters who are also 

musicians; Krzysztof Kieslowski's La Double vie de Veronique/ The Double Life of 

Veronique (Poland, France 1991), about doubles, who never meet, but who are both 

singers; one dies and the other quits singing simultaneously, but the film itself continues 

the musical project. 

Also necessary to investigate further is the first of Kieslowski's Trois couleurs 

series. Blue (France, 1993) which takes as its subject matter an unfinished composition. 

The supposed composer has died in a car accident; and haunted by the loss of her 

husband and daughter, as well as by the unborn melody, the woman (played by Juliette 

Binoche), who turns out to be the real composer after all, finally returns to life and to her 

composition. It is impossible, of course, to fiilly address in a brief description all of the 
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ways in which Kieslowsid's films work on a musical level, and it is my deep regret that I 

will never be able to discuss these issues with him. However, one quick attempt to 

describe his film work on a musical level might read like this: despite the gorgeous 

visuals, and highly skilled use of imagery, color and lighting in his compositions, 

Kieslowski also seems to have made films, at least The Double Life of Veronique. Blue, 

and Red (the latter of which takes as a theme eavesdropping and wiretapping and begins 

by visually tracing the paths of telephone lines underground, through land and sea), from 

music/sound first out to visual/image, the auditory leading the visual sense and timing. 

(There even is a series of sequences in The Double Life of Veronique that plays with this 

idea.) 

In the films by directors who are also dancers, there seems to be certain patterns, 

including a high probability of appearing in one's own film as well as a marked level of 

experimentation with the medium of film and the process of filnmiaking itself in order to 

communicate something more than what is possible through either dance or fihn alone. 

What I attempted to investigate in Potter's work in the preceding chapters were ways in 

which coming to filmmaking as a performing artist personalized the filmmaking project, 

including the selection of subject matter, style, and, of course, personal appearance in 

one's own work. And as I studied films by Michael Powell (a non-dancer) and Gene 
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Kelly/Stanley Donen (both dancers), I found, as I did in Potter's films, a deeper 

connection between sound, movement, and the image and an awareness of and striving 

for integration of dance, music, and narrative. This holds true even for the fragmented 

imagery of Potter's 1979 Thriller, composed, as it is, between two haunting musical 

scores, La Boheme and Psycho. 
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NOTES 

' http://totango.net/maria.htnil 

" See http://totango.net/maria.html 

^ See Busby Berkeley, quoted in Lucy Fischer (reprinted in Altman, p. 71), orig: Busby 

Berkeley, 'Rencontre avec le grand "Architecte du Musical,"' Cinema. 103 (Feb. 1966), 

p. 44. 

* "I believe that it was McCarthyism, in the broad sense of the term - the determination 

to destroy all traces of Popular Front culture ~ that first tragically limited the MGM 

musical and eventually brought it to a halt." (Wollen 51) 

' "So sexist is the musical, however, that it is rarely even mentioned: from 42"* Street and 

Saturday Night Fever women serve primarily to provide man's pleasure (as servant, as 

sex partner, as spectacle).... Probably no single American entertainment genre so 

stereotypes woman as does the backstage musical" (Altman, Genre: The Musical. 70). 

See discussion of Altman in Chapter 5. 

® It's very interesting that Sally Potter's announced next film (though it may not come to 

pass) is an adaptation of Hemingway's A Moveable Feast. 

^ See Ray Mueller's documentary interviewing Riefenstahl, The Horrible. Beautiful Life 

of Leni Riefenstahl (1992). 

^ Add information about Jodie Foster's film project (producing, directing, and acting in) 

on Leni Riefenstahl, simultaneous with a German production company working with 

Riefenstahl to complete another version of same story. 

' See Jesseka Steckel, "Undressing Leni R." in Work in Progress. The University of 

Arizona English Department, Volume 4,1993. (22-43) 

I'm using Deren's spelling here. 
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" Katherine Dunham and her dancers appear in the African-American casted musical 

which features an amazing filmdance sequence: Stormy Weather (dir. Andrew L. Stone, 

1943), starring Lena Home, Bill Robinson, Cab Calloway, Katherine Dunham, and Fats 

Waller. 

See Katherine Dunham's A Touch of Innocence. New York, Harcourt, Brace, 1959; 

Dunham's Island Possessed. Garden City, N.Y., Doubleday, 1969; and Joan Dayan, Haiti. 

History, and the Gods. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. 

This entire discussion begs for the inclusion of Josephine Baker and her experiences in 

France and the United States, where she was, until the end, an exotic outsider despite the 

fact she grew up in the U.S. 
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