











American Beauty thematically to films like Kramer vs. Kramer, Ordinary
People, Terms of Endearment and The Good Mother.

But the “realism” imagined by Sam Mendes and writer Alan Ball, as well as
their celebrity cast, is generically encapsulated in a late-nineties mixture of
melodrama, parody and “black comedy.” Genre conventions, intermingled and
tested, create a materiality that is more a manipulation of the audience’s
narrative expectations than a verisimilitude of suburban family life.22 David
Edelstein noted in an article for slate.com, “The hairpin turns from farce to
melodrama, from satire to bathos, are fresh and deftly navigated, but almost
every one of the underlying attitudes is smug and easy.”?3 Like so many of the
films in my corpus, typed characters facilitate the narrative and yet sever any
potential for true realism (as impossible as that might be to define). As a black
comedy, however, the film more closely resembled later films like Ang Lee’s The
Ice Storm (1997) and Todd Solondz’s Happiness (1998). These films attempted to
exploit the darker fringes of melodrama and comedic tradition in order to expose
the myth of the American Dream and the nuclear family as a lie disguising great
pain and hypocrisy.

Thus I have found that many of the themes and trends salient in cinematic
representations of motherhood in the eighties persevered in the late nineties.
Mothers remain largely symbolic in the narrative and traditional maternal ideals
continue to haunt the cultural imaginary. The notion of motherhood in crisis
continued to characterize representations of mothers who worked outside the
home. Good/bad mother dichotomies played out in various narrative forms, (this
theme is interestingly explored in White Oleander (Warner Brothers, 2002)).
And fathers characters still often eclipsed mothers in feature films about the

Family.

22 When will filmmakers admit to themselves and their ticket buyers that cinema is not /ive action...despite
Andre Bazin’s theories that cinema could embalm a moment and capture slices of life, popular filmed
entertainment, featuring mega-stars and made by hundreds of professional image makers, can not in its
present form approximate reality. Yet this quest for realism survives the changing tides of cinema’s
tradition. :

23 http://slate.msn.com/id/35005
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But the two films compared above make evident many notable and
important differences in their representational strategies. The ideal nuclear
family does not operate with the same politically charged didacticism that it did
in the Reagan era, rather it becomes a target of criticism, a great lie to be laid
bare. The notion that returning the mother to a domestic, subservient role would
remedy the familial conflicts brought about by social change fades under an
ironic distanciation, a resistance to such fabricated resolution.

And yet American Beauty may be read as representing desire for the
nuclear family, and perhaps even for maternal sacrifice. It revolves around the
assumption that audience members expect the nuclear family to be restored.
There is still a strong belief in the American imaginary that the “perfect family”
can exist. These films offer an intriguing perspective on ways in which this belief

gets continually perpetuated in mainstream commercial cinema.

To End with a Vision
Perhaps what’s most striking about analyzing American cinematic

representations of motherhood is what’s missing. What is NOT represented in the
films I studied are mothers’ personal fears and dreams, involvement with other
members of their extended family, the subtle repercussions of actions and
decisions, the passion and the love, and the struggle for women of all different
classes and cultural backgrounds living in that era. Where are the films
celebrating women'’s magical ability to bring another being into the world, the
biological and physical marvels that set women apart from men and children?
Where are the films that envision mothers energized by a full and balanced life, a
life in which the combination of child rearing and participating in the labor force
leads to a rich appreciation for living? I end this study with a vision, a glorious
chance to imagine motherhood on film that is equal and celebrated, appreciated
like fatherhood and childhood, beautiful, messy and joyful and difficult. I imagine
- films which deeply explore the intricacies of a mothers worldview, pursuing a

Complex Subjectivity unique to the maternal. Perhaps some day the vision will be

realized on the silver screen. There is still much work to be done.
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Appendix A
United States Annual Divorce Rates, 1920-1978
From The Trends: Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage by Andrew Cherlin, 1981.
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Sources: 1860-1920, Paul H. Jacobson, American Marriage and Divorce (New York:
Rinehart, 1959), Table 42; 1920-1967, U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, Vital and
Health Statistics, series 21, no. 24, 100 Years of Marriage and Divorce Statistics (1973), Table
4; 1968-1978, U.S. National Center.for Health Statistics, Vital Statistics Report, Advance Re-
port, vol. 29, no. 4, supplement, Final Divorce Statistics 1978, Table 2.

Figure 3 Annual Divorce Rates, United States. For 1920-1978: Divorces
Per 1,000 Married Women Aged 15 and over; for 1860-1920: Divorces Per
1,000 Existing Marriages.
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