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character - as it denies the distinction between character and actor".®’
Because film's ontology suits an exploration of types, it tends towards
melodrama, and thereby urges us critically to reconceptualise what we
understand to be depth of characterisation in film. Many American genre

types spring to mind, but types are also integral to the finest European
cinema. As Cavell says:

| would find it hard to believe that anyone admires
Grand Illusion, Rules of the Game, Zero for Conduct
and L'Atalante more than I, but it seems to me more
accurate to their intention and effect to say that they are
explorations of types rather than explorations of
characters...just think of the obvious surface of their
content. The figures in both of the Renoir films are
insistently labelled for us: the Aristocrat, the Jew, the
Officer, the Professor, the Good Guy, the Poacher, the
Wronged Wife, the Impetuous Lover. The shared
subjects of the films depend upon this; both are about
the arbitrariness and the [inevitability] of labels, and
thence about the human need for society and the equal
human need to escape it, and hence about human
privacy and unknownness.

We have seen how these last concepts are the subject of Vertigo, of
Scottie's own theatricalisation. They also provide the sceptical melodrama
of Greta Garbo and Bette Davis, who attempted to prove their own self-
worth, their distinctiveness and freedom, by a theatricalisation of the self.®?

The Willingness for the Everyday
The Awful Truth: Relatedness and Repetition

If so much of melodrama has, at its heart, the sceptical yearning (to desire
something out of this world in order to connect with this world), and the
ontology of film makes it a most suitable medium to entertain sceptical
fantasies, then, according to Cavell, the genre of comedy, and especially
the comedy of remarriage, maintains the sceptical link but becomes
concerned with acknowledging and living with scepticism. To
acknowledge and live with scepticism means not craving for something
out of this world to satisfy our sense of the world, our touch with the
world; instead, we must seek what is not out of the ordinary.

This is how Cavell defines the everyday - as against the human
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yearning for things out of the ordinary. Quelling this yearning is crucial to
his understanding of the everyday: we must embark on a quest to find
fascination in the parts of the world we share (not parts we create
privately), even though it is exactly those shared things that might appear
boring because of their obviousness and repetition - indeed, because they
occur each and every day. Cavell finds this dilemma to be at the heart of
the comedies of remarriage where the couples have to learn to live with
the repetitions of the everyday. In The Awful Truth (Leo McCarey, 1937,
USA) - as in the other films of this genre®* - the couple Jerry Warriner
{Cary Grant) and Lucy Warriner (Irene Dunne) start married, and the "drive
of its plot is not to get the central pair together, but to get them back
together, together again".®> Marriage is crucially connected to any
discussion of the everyday because it entails the decision to live with one
person every day of one's life. The result of this decision can be terribly
disappointing, leading to all those dissatisfactions with the repetitions of
the world which are the plight of scepticism: the desexualising (or
deromanticising) of our relationships because of the routines of
domestication, or our repelling of each other even when we mean to
attract. So, although marriage is intended to be a ratification, it is, in fact,
in need of constant ratification itself.

The final scene of the film is central to understanding the process
of learning to live with another person each and every day. Jerry and Lucy
have both ended up in a relative's house in Connecticut, where they have
gone upstairs to sleep in adjacent rooms (FIGURE 2). At midnight, their
divorce will become official. Luckily, they are only (physically) separated
by a faulty door. When Jerry comes into Lucy's room, she says: "Well, |
mean, if you didn't feel the way you feel, things wouldn't be the way they
are, would they?". Jerry then replies, "But things are the way you made
them", to which she retorts, "Oh no. They're the way you think | made
them. | didn't make them that way at all. Things are just the same as they
always were, only you're just the same, too, so | guess things will never
be the same again." When the door opens for the third and last time later
in the scene, this conversation is continued with more complicated plays
on the words "same" and "different". When Jerry says "So, as long as I'm
different, don't you think things could be the same again", he is finally
understanding the idea, if they are to stay with each other every day, that
he must scrutinise himself and his relation to Lucy for things to remain the
same. This acceptance is animated through the manner in which he finally
replies to her, the way that he has to face up to her words: in using her
words to repent, he really starts to listen to her.

They learn to play with words together and become conscious of
that play (indeed, knowingness about the use of words is a significant
aspect to much comedy), and, for Cavell, this is crucial for their mutual
attunement. Thus, The Awful Truth is centred around banter, Cavell seeing
the witty and speedy dialogue as a mode of association and a form of
life.* Indeed, if both learning to live with scepticism and learning to
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overcome the threat to marriage (and, therefore, the threat to the everyday)
entail acknowledging others (unlike Scottie), then part of this
acknowledgment is learning to speak the same language. This does not
require saying the same things; in fact, it might need the opposite, and this
recognition is part of acknowledging the partner's separateness from you.
In his more general philosophy, Cavell sees the overcoming of
scepticism as lying in the pursuit of ordinary language. As Fischer says:

Cavell, following Wittgenstein and Thoreau, urges us to
‘cleave to the everyday', that is, to bring words back, or
home, to the language games in which they are
ordinarily used. Bringing words back to our everyday
use of them in turn means letting words live, or
reattaching their meaning to the flow of language.®’

We have seen how scepticism entails a dissatisfaction with words, with
not being able to express ourselves, and that film has been an ideal
medium within which the problems with personal expression can be
played out. Crucially, instead of trying to find a language that would solve
everything once and for all - the sceptic's "necessarily unsatisfiable" and
"paralyzing" "craving for clarity"®® - we should learn to determine our
meaning in conversation, not once but everyday; our meaning should be
found in repeated communication.

The only language we should desire is one rooted in day-to-day
relatedness, with all the hesitations and insecurities that entails. Scepticism
always shows a disappointment in daily life, wishing, as Fischer writes:

[Tlo arrive at some absolute foundation for our
judgments, thereby stripping ‘ourselves of the
responsibility we have in meaning [or in failing to mean]
one thing, or one way, rather than another'. From the
skeptic's point of view, repetition smacks of failure.®®

Thus, for Cavell, relatedness, language rooted in day-to-day conversation,
is all about responsibility to others, and therefore it is not something to get
over or resolve, but something to acknowledge and then thrive on. As
Cavell argues: "The idea is less to defend our ordinary beliefs than to wean
us from expressing our thoughts in ways that do not genuinely satisfy us,
to stop forcing ourselves to say things that we cannot fully mean".”® So
many words in modern society are used in an empty way which is not the
result of speaking meaninglessly, "but rather speaking pointlessly, as if we
had nothing in mind, or nothing at heart to say".”'

The use of the term "remarriage" registers the two most impressive
affirmations of human experience for Cavell - the "acceptance of human
relatedness” within an "acceptance of repetition".”? Indeed, Jerry keeps
returning to Lucy's room (three times), building into this final sequence an
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acceptance of repetition. The scene conveys the sense that they must keep
coming together, keep engaging in a dialogue. The decision to become
married is not confirmed by a ceremony, but in a mode of repetition, and
genuine communication is found in this repetition. The marriage ceremony
may well be a festival, but true ratification of the marriage is provided
from within the continuous festivity of the union itself. The festivity lies in
the comic nature of repetition in this scene: fighting with the door, the
wind, with silly bedclothes. The repetition here is understood as something
festively comic.

The crucial aspect of the comedy of this scene, however, is that
it does not provide a knockout climax for the film. As Mulhall says, the
film offers a "contesting [of] the irregular outbreak of extraordinary comic
events with a continuous line of unbroken comedic development, in order
to suggest that the rhythmic recurrences of ordinary diurnal life provide
fun and interest enough to inspire life and a commitment to its
continuation".”® The last shot of a human in the film (the very last shot is
of the clock) shows Jerry looking puzzled while Lucy laughs offscreen: he
is still bewildered and she still gently mocks him. There is no fade-out
kiss, for example, with which to seal their happiness. This is because their
happiness is not sealed; the slight indeterminacy in the ending, aptly
encapsulated in Jerry's facial expression, signals that they must continue
in this playful vein. The film rejects tight closure: while Jerry's bemused
face implies that any commitment to married life will be without certainty,
similarly Lucy's giggles are not the acceptance of a character having the
last laugh, but of a continuing commitment to laughter.

With the end of the sureties provided by Christianity, and then the
failure of a "redemptive politics" or "redemptive psychology", Cavell argues
that there needs to be "a new burden of faith in the authority of one's
everyday experience, one's experience of the everyday, of earth not of
heaven".”* Without society to provide continued affirmation, personal
qualities will be needed, such as "wit, invention, good spirits, the capacity
to entertain...since these are no longer to be had for the hiring".”® If the
style of melodrama is accounted for by its entertaining of sceptical
fantasies, we might say that the witty and inventive style of comedy is
partly elucidated by this redemptive pursuit of the everyday, both
characters and audience trying to accept a life of the festive, by enjoying
frustrating and embarrassing repetitions (maybe this is what we mean
when we say that the comic helps us "get through life"; the comic
moments prevent us from needing to avoid it).

We might recall Laurel and Hardy desperately trying to carry the
music box up the huge flight of steps only to watch them watch it, time
and time again, fall all the way back down to the street. Each time the
piano descends, it is another fine mess, but the joy in these films is
learning to accept the inevitability of life's repetitions; acknowledging that
there is never any accounting for the slight variations that will be thrown
up to complicate some mundane task. Laurel and Hardy's friendship and
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behaviour at the truest and deepest level were never about stupidity: they
were actually an extreme rendering of the inevitable need for, and yet the
difficulties of, human relatedness in the middle of the desperate endeavour
to stay devoted to the world of one's life. The fact was that Stan and Ollie
always lived through the music boxes to sell Christmas trees; they always
showed the willingness to carry on.”®

The Festive Everyday

As for Stan and Ollie, so for Lucy and Jerry: "[t]heir lives are held together
not by an event [for example, marriage] but by their attitude toward events
- their capacity for adventure".”” What does this attitude consist of? | want
to emphasise how Cavell's conception of the everyday is one of
eradicating the necessity of a notion of once-and-for-all events, but not
one of disposing of events per se. Although the final scene of The Awful
Truth does not provide one knockout finale, it does have a series of little
dramatic events: significantly, it makes the ordinary eventful.

As Cavell's return to the everyday is constituted in the redemptive
processes which undo scepticism, his conception of the everyday actua||7y
lies in a transformation of it. Nevertheless, the term is still pertinent.”®
Repetition is a significant aspect of the scene's organisation, with Jerry
moving into Lucy's room on three occasions, and there are important
concerns around the manner in which the repetitious structure is rendered.
This is a matter of pacing: in one moment, Jerry is pushing to open the
dividing door so that he can be with Lucy once more, while a canny black
cat presses stubbornly against the door from Lucy's room. When the cat
moves, the door rather smoothly sweeps aside; it does not crash or bang
open. Jerry is caught on his knees, but the movement of the door allowing
his disclosure has an easy flow, and it rhymes (and repeats) with a similar
movement of the dividing door at the start of the scene when he was first
revealed and displayed in the large pyjamas. The relative comic restraint
here illustrates that, although the couple need to rediscover adventure in
the domestic, it should be on adjusted terms. The pace of comedy
illustrates that they need to find a deft playfulness within the repetitious
rhythms of everyday life. This is reflected in the dialogue exchanges in this
scene: their "banter" is not speedy or rushed; in fact, it is quite calmly and
deliberately delivered, with both a delightfully considered and relaxed
dexterity over the wordplay, and an almost serene compatibility in their
tone, delivery and vocabulary. The indication is that their conversations
might retain their mutual attunement but lose some of their fierceness.
They could forgo intense occasions of pleasure, not search for wonderful
bursts outside their day-to-day marriage (such as their extramarital affairs),
and instead recognise that they must adjust to the easygoing festive
possibilities of the everyday; they must feel the everyday once again, learn
to go with it.”®
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Regardless of the easygoing tempo, however, there is still a
festivity to be found in the moments of the everyday which characterise
it as eventful, full of little events. These may not quite be events in the
sense of crescendo happenings to which are attached a fairly definite
importance (such as a wedding ceremony), but equally they are not felt to
be only routine happenings. Indeed, these happenings are given festivity
because the characters find and feel a sense of the event in areas where
we might not imagine there to be such a sense. In this way, the various
paraphernalia of ordinary existence are transformed to convert everyday
life into a series of mini-events.

The clothes of the everynight become dramatic garments
facilitating the transformation of the ordinary. As the dividing door glides
open, Jerry is displayed in his too-big pyjamas and does a jig. The jig is
a gesture to her, a certain-acceptance of his ridiculousness, and a giving
in to the playfulness of it - rather than becoming irate at the
embarrassment. The film alerts us here to the role of the comic spirit in
real life. Through accepting an ironising of ourselves, in allowing ourselves
to become comic, we are able to laugh at our own (self-Jdoubts, rather
than be consumed by them. How often are we so wrapped up in our own
problems that we fail to find jokes funny? So much of the comic spirit then
seems to have this intimate relationship with the everyday; this spirit
consists of a mature interaction with the everyday so that we can live with
it, inhabit it (not fly from it).

Lucy's nightie is old-fashioned, a huge cross strap wrapping over
her chest and shoulders; it is full and heavy, covering most of her flesh.
Itis clearly signalled as being rather ordinary in a dowdy sort of way, but
the ordinary here is so excessive that the nightie becomes grotesque. Thus,
their clothes are not the routine clothes of every night, but are transformed
into the costumes of their comic courting. Their costumes theatricalise
them to a point where the ordinary has to be made more vivid; it is
ridiculed so that it can be brought back to life.

The nightgown is depicted as particularly desexualising, and it is
a suggestive comic irony that what is ordinary must become grotesquely
without sexuality in order for it to rouse their sex life. Similarly, Lucy's
manceuvres with the bedsheets invest them with the erotic (FIGURE 3). As
she lies in bed, she clutches her blanket tightly up to her chin, ensuring
that it acts as an armament in the battle of the sexes: it is not only a
defence in its snug enclosure of her in a separate and private space, but
also an invitation for Jerry to join her when he is up to it (so to speak). Her
wriggles underneath the blanket act as a teasing taunt and an undisclosed
promise, a suggestion of feisty sexuality - albeit under the covers. Her
handling of the blanket shrouds her body (makes her bodiless), and
hopefully will provoke the thrill of its rediscovery. A blanket thus becomes
a piece of dramatic weaponry in her sexual come-on, central to the
pursuit of igniting the domestic once again.
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Similarly, a faulty door may be the most ordinary piece of décor
imaginable; here, however, the door becomes the centre of their courting
ritual, and its influential role in the scene's choreography converts it into
something magical and divine. The door divides them and, because it
keeps them awake, allows them to come back to one another: in Cavell's
terms, we might say that it forces them to acknowledge their separateness
in order that they may regain their intimacy. And, in acting as the strategic
mwindow" that, on several aptly timed occasions, reveals Jerry in a
compromising position, the door demands that he face exposure, rather
than avoid letting himself be really known to her - that is genuinely
understanding himself in relation to her.

The sense of magic is exacerbated by the camera's movement. In
one moment, its pan across from open window to the door matches the
direction of the gust of wind. There is a feeling here of being taken with
the fantastic forces aiding the couple's regaining of intimacy. On two
occasions, the camera pans up, in a movement not unlike that of rising
cigarette smoke or a rising snake being charmed, to the clock with the
dancing figurines. The wafting rise of the camera takes us to this
enchanting clock, which behaves with a special affinity for the couple.
The last shot of the film shows the figurine resembling Jerry following the
little Lucy round into her hole instead of returning to his own, so at the
moment that their divorce becomes official they have, in fact, started to
remarry. There is something bewitching in the camera movement, setting
up the clock as a teasing imagining, floating in a cartoon bubble above
their heads. Time does not exist here as ordinary minutes but as something
sublime, something with which they are now, comically yet appropriately,
in tune.

The Undramatic Everyday

In Cavell's terms, Lucy and Jerry have regained a sense of their time
together; their experience of this time is happy, fun, playfully comic. The
everyday is recaptured by experiencing it as a series of little, but
wonderful, events. Indeed, Cavell often follows Sgren Kierkegaard in
talking of the sublime in the everyday, or quotes Ralph Waldo Emerson
describing the physiognomy of the ordinary:

The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the ballad in
the street; the news of the boat; the glance of the eye;
the form and the gait of the body.*

There is here, in the very syntax, in the oh-so-neat balance of the clauses
and its excited jumps between the various ordinary things described, a
desire to turn the ordinary into something dramatic or eventful in order to
find touch with it. Is it then possible to search out what is fascinating in
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the ordinary without romanticising it, without transforming it into
something poetic, something dramatic, something full of magical events?
Perhaps this is the surreptitious power of scepticism: that, even when we
endeavour to regain touch with the world through showing a willingness
to represent the everyday (rather than a yearning for something out of the
ordinary), we still end up needing to romanticise it, to turn it into
something else.

Cavell implies the possibilities elsewhere when he discusses that
the study of history should also be "interested...in the uneventful, seeking,
so to speak, what is not out of the ordinary. The uneventful, so conceived,
is an interpretation of the everyday, the common, the low, the near".?' Yet,
this process requires learning to see "the near", fulfilling Emerson's wish
for his readers to be wary about the significance they might attach to

[Tlhe great, the remote, the romantic; what is doing in
ltaly or Arabia; what is Greek art, or Provencal
minstrelsy...Give me insight into today, and you may
have the antique and future worlds.?2

What might this "insight into today" consist of? Cavell uses Edgar Allan
Poe's story of "The Purloined Letter", where "[tlhe narrative comes to turn
on the fact that a purloined letter was hidden by being kept in plain view,
as if a little too self-evident, a little too plain to notice".®® Indeed, many
detective stories have played on what is hidden in the apparently self-
evident; it was one of the recurring organising principles of Arthur Conan
Doyle's Sherlock Holmes' tales (when all else is exhausted, return to the
investigation of the obvious).?* Furthermore, Cavell notes that Martin
Heidegger has written of unconcealing the obvious, and Cavell also finds

this a recurrent theme in Ludwig Wittgenstein's Philosophical
Investigations (1953):

The aspects of things that are most important for us are
hidden because of their simplicity and [ordinariness,

everydayness]. (One is unable to notice something -
because it is always before one's eyes.)®®

Ta_king Wittgenstein and Heidegger as exceptions, Cavell sees
most of phllosophy as deliberately avoiding the everyday; after all, this is
what philosophy's tussle with scepticism has ensured. Philosophy is so

often trying to find words outside ordinary language to prove the existence
of the world:

It turns out to be something that the very impulse to
philosophy, the impulse to take thought about our lives,
inherently seeks to deny, as if what Ehilosophy is
dissatisfied by is inherently the everyday.®®
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Equally, | claim that, when films "take thought" about our lives, they too
are dissatisfied with the everyday. Indeed, as a "moving image of
scepticism", one would not be surprised that, even when film shows a
willingness to represent the everyday, it starts taking those routes out of
the ordinary.?’

However, if, as Cavell discovered, a foundation of film is its
ability to bring us so close to the world by recording it, it seems to be
equally a possibility of the medium, indeed a unique possibility, that it
could find interest in what is so apparent, find fascination with the
ordinary without necessarily transforming it beyond recognition. Perkins
has said in another context:

The meanings | have discussed...are neither stated nor in
any special sense implied. They are filmed. Whatever
else that means...it means that they are not hidden in or
behind the movie...A process like story-making in
transmitted images develops as a medium because artists
explore its possibilities for 'making overt', which in large
degree means its capacity to imply. In other words,
implication is a form of expression, not of
concealment.®®

| find this conceptualisation of cinema's mode of implication lying
precisely in its forms of "making overt" absolutely suited to "unconcealing
the obvious", of revealing what is important but hidden only because it is
always - every day - before our eyes. Moreover, this would be fascinating
in itself; there would be no requirement to fly into fantasy or to express
oneself melodramatically so as to be seen and heard. | have found four
exceptional films which genuinely acknowledge the everyday; they do not
need to avoid it or transform it. | take these films to disclose the everyday,
finding their fascination in it by way of Cavell's formulation for undoing
scepticism-"repeatedly, unmelodramatically, uneventfully”.®* Furthermore,
| take this study to be concerned with illuminating those disclosures and
the manner of their disclosing, discovering in the process the possibilities
both for cinema outside melodrama and for cinema to satisfy our cravings
to reconnect with the world.

| have shown that Stanley Cavell's understanding of scepticism, the
medium of film, the melodramatic and comic expression within the
medium, and the repetitions of the everyday are intimately connected. The
interconnections between these matters provide an important conceptual
backbone to this book. Cavell's interest in the ordinary, however, is one
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of turning it, in order to regain touch with it, into a site of festivity; in
writers such as Emerson he has found the quest for the ordinary to be a
romantic and eventful pursuit. This contrasts with an ordinary which is
undramatic and uneventful. Acknowledging, therefore, that the everyday
is a term amenable for use in varied contexts, the following chapter
continues to refine my particular specification of the everyday by engaging
with some significant films which might be claimed to be dealing with
"ordinary life".
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