
	
Melodrama Revisioned : 
The Ironic Horror of Georges Franju 
 
 

Poetry, far from arising in some super-civilized portion of our brain, is as matter-of-fact as lava flowing from the crater of 
an active volcano. Indeed, one must be on guard against that reverence for poetry which is poetry’s deadliest, because 
most insidious, enemy (just as putting a flower in a vase to admire it is also to murder it; poetry, like roses, prefers earth, 
and manure, to cut glass).1—RD 
 

In this context of opposition, the horror film also arises from such 
ironies. The banal and sublime intersect in this genre, and the 
grotesque is often lined with the exquisite. One might ask if 
“horror” is a misnomer, for it is indeed the moment of grace and 
tenderness, surrounded by violence and chaos, which proves to 
be the most shocking and uncanny trademark of the genre. 
Filmmakers, therefore, have repeatedly chosen the horror film for 
its elastic capabilities. 
 However, the film artist must make particular 
concessions if he intends to achieve that poetic dichotomy. 

Georges Franju comments that when the “will to poetry is 
academic rather than organic, the result is as grotesque as if you 
try to get that quality of the fantastic by concocting some 
Frankenstein Monster and plonking electrodes on his head. 
Poetry,” he writes, “is simpler and subtler.”2 
 These guidelines are clearly defined by decades of 
practice. Primarily, the horror film must appeal to the viewer’s 
sense of the melodramatic. The target of this melodrama is 
visceral, not intellectual, and the second appeal must be, 
therefore, an emotional one. Finally, the horror and the beauty—
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one in the same, perhaps—are so shocking, and appealing, 
because they both arise from the mundane elements of everyday. 
 “When something happens in real life, we call it drama. 
Stage it, and it’s called melodrama.”3 Franju, not oversimplifying, 
underscores the connection between the “real” and 
representation that is peculiar to melodrama and inherent in 
horror films. Lifted from the mundane of human relationships, 
melodrama and horror films privilege the most mundane of all—
the family unit. And for good reason. The family unit provides the 
poet and the filmmaker with a ready-made, universal set of 
conflicts. Between parent and child, man and woman, these 
conflicts may be intensified when represented to emphasize the 
“affective elements,”4 yet remain universal, catering to a universal 
public that has historically been sympathetic to family issues. If 
family conflict has naturally inspired melodrama, then the poetic 
juxtapositions found in horror films must also arise, at least in 
part, from melodramatic conflict. The key here is the ambivalent 
audience. “Melodrama consists in giving people the sense of 
drama—making them want a drama to happen. And as soon as we 
want a drama, where have our better feelings gone? As soon as 
we want to protect the unfortunate heroine, we must first want 
her to be unfortunate.”5 The ironic dichotomies of the horror 
genre, the sympathy and the malevolence, begin with the family, 
and the hypocritical audience. 
 George Franju’s Eyes Without a Face (1959) manipulates 
the requisite conflicts of the Genessier family melodrama. With 
the dislocation of traditional family actors, there arises a 
perversion of traditional family loyalties. The conflicts have 
evolved over time and are conveyed through exposition as we 
join the drama in medias res. Christiane, the virginal daughter of 
Dr. Genessier has been disfigured in an automobile accident. 
Christiane’s “parents,” a pitiful hybrid of sympathy and scientific 
curiosity, are also disfigured. Their hypocritical intentions 
crisscross, intensifying their ward’s distress. Dr. Genessier, 
through a series of skin grafts, repeatedly fails to restore his 
daughter’s face. Louise, the surrogate mother and assistant to 
Genessier, supplies the doctor with fresh victims for his 
experimentations. Both are torn between their love for Christiane 
and their mutually passionate desire to accomplish a medical 
wonder. 
 The irony of their domestic arrangement is evident in a 
dinner scene following a seemingly successful facial graft. Dr. 
Genessier and Louise admire Christiane’s restoration. “You have 
an angelic quality that you did not have before,”6 comments 
Louise to Christiane. Doubtful, Christiane expresses our fear that 
nothing good can come of so many deaths and the obsessions of 
Louise and the doctor. Franju’s melodrama, however, is 
constructed upon an ironic “adjustment between individual 
peculiarities.”7 We enjoy the intriguing exploits of Louise as she 

lures young women to the chateau, although each new victim 
promises another painful graft for Christiane. We are thrilled by 
the possibility of a successful operation, although Genessier 
murders with each experiment. And the ultimate irony, we are 
charmed by Christiane’s ethereal beauty, created by a white mask 
she is commanded to wear. This is certainly for our benefit. 
Knowing her scarred face is grotesque, we accept this illusion of 
unspoiled innocence. 
 The Shining (1980) and Blue Velvet (1986), like Franju’s 
film, also exploit the ironies of the family melodrama. Stanley 
Kubrick’s family is another dysfunctional unit, trying to recover, 
like the Genessiers, from a “misplaced and doomed decency.”8 
Similarly, the victim in The Shining, Danny Torrence, is the 
character in which innocence and horror collide. Through him we 
are forced to negotiate our own ambivalence. Danny, the boy, 
represents the innocence and hope that families bestow upon 
their offspring. However, Danny—the one who shines—reveals 
through his visions the evil and oppressive demands that families 
make upon individuals. Like Christiane, Danny’s role is 
representational. His symbolic presence catalyzes his parents into 
opposition, thus intensifying the melodrama. 
 David Lynch’s Blue Velvet observes the ironic dichotomy 
of familial love and violence from the outside. For this reason 
only, Blue Velvet is hard to classify as a horror film. The movie’s 
playful tone is manifested through Jeffrey Beaumont’s sense of 
adventure. A “conscious sadism,” his new found “taste for 
violence may be no more than an inoculation against 
squeamishness.”9 Blue Velvet’s melodrama is once removed yet 
still involves the requisite themes of love and betrayal and 
confused loyalties. Dorothy Vallens and her family are victims of 
external violence. Attempting to save the lives of her husband 
and son, Dorothy is misguided: she encourages her perpetrators, 
encourages Beaumont’s inquisitiveness, but seems to somehow 
evade the police and her only saving grace. Again, Franju on 
melodrama: “Our desire to protect the victim conceals another 
desire—to possess her. And this urge to possess her isn’t just 
sentimental, it’s sexual. And that’s the hypocrisy of melodrama.”10 
The appeal of melodrama, and the horror film, begins then with 
the intensification of conflicts in the most treasured of 
institutions, the family. 
 “If there is poetry in brutality, it is simply because the 
poetry is the act of really seeing. The pang of beauty is not an 
idiot adoration of what’s seen but the shock of tearing the veil, of 
ripping off one’s own spiritual skin.”11 The second appeal of the 
horror genre is an extension of and complement to the first. If 
melodrama is an intensification of universally mundane family 
dramas, then the horror film’s penchant for “sensation” 
accentuates the sensual world they inhabit. By appealing to the 
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senses, horror films invade, forcing us to identify even more 
closely with the characters in conflict. 
 “The heart of Franju’s world,” writes Robin Wood, “is 
sensations.” 12  The conscientious, detailed photography of the 
French countryside, the Genessier clinic and the chateau make 
Eyes Without a Face tangible and attractive. We are mesmerized, 
however, by the textures of Franju’s women. Christiane and 
Louise both embody an odd paradox: they are simultaneously 
supple and disfigured. “Flayed alive beneath a pearly mask,”13 
Christiane maintains an alarming beauty. Her hair is softly curled 
and her satin gowns float as she silently glides through the 
rooms of the chateau. Her beauty and unravaged purity are 
placed in marked relief to the horrors of the grafting experiments 
and her own grotesque disfigurement, which is revealed only 
once—and reluctantly, at that (shadows gauzily shade all but her 
eyes). Likewise, Louise wears a lovely pearl choker that ironically 
commemorates the scar from her own operation as it conceals it. 
Franju explains the importance of such juxtapositions: “It is in the 
face of violence that tenderness is most extreme.”14 
 Similarly, Rosemary’s Baby (1968) makes a sensual 
appeal. Also a family melodrama, involving a childlike couple and 
a devil-worshipping cult of surrogate-parent elderly, Roman 
Polanski’s film insinuates itself via the seductive theme of 
nourishment. Mia Farrow and John Cassavetes, playing Rosemary 
and Guy Woodhouse, acquiesce before the delectable gifts 
proffered by Ruth Gordon’s character, Minnie Castevet—namely, 
steak dinners and chocolate “mouse.” As the pregnant Rosemary 
becomes wan and anemic, her condition is offset by the creamy 
and complex formula concocted for her by Minnie. Farrow is 
wonderful as the fickle consumer. We see her tentatively accept 
these daily offerings from her neighbor, sipping them with 
trepidation. The most striking sensual element is, of course, the 
criminal herb that she wears around her neck in a locket. Sniffing 
it dramatically, Farrow is repelled and intrigued by the exotic gift, 
which eventually frightens her into flight. 
 Kubrick’s The Shining is sensual in a different way. 
Juxtaposing landscapes, he creates a sensual environment 
indicating safety, threat, comfort, and distress, all in turns. Log 
fires and sunshine warming the comfortable hotel are contrasted 
with the chilling, oppressive snow banks outside. The clean, spare 
hallways are alternately calming and horrific as they stand empty 
or fill with nightmare waves of blood. Low camera angles 
privilege the plush textures of the carpet or the bloody torrent, 
grounding our identification with the spaces. This strategy also 
binds us with Danny’s perspective. As he rides his Big Wheel 
through the hotel, we are jolted by the thud and silence of his 
movements. Crossing over parquet floors and carpet, the 
contrasting sound and silence is chaotic, prefiguring the jolting 
juxtaposition in the narrative. 

 Eugene Ionesco, in “Notes and Counter Notes,” writes 
that “we need to be virtually bludgeoned into detachment from 
our daily lives . . . which conceal from us the strangeness of the 
world. The real must be in a way dislocated before it can be 
reintegrated.”15  Horror, in its purest distillation, achieves this 
revisualization of the mundane. However, the revision—to be 
truly affective—demands that the mundane and the strange be so 
closely associated that we meet their union with ambivalence. 
They must be inextricable. Like surrealist poetry, the strange and 
conventional fuse, lining each other with meaning. The early 
Soviet film theorists suggested a similar method for synthesizing 
visual meaning. Dialectical montage, they contended, constructs 
fresh and unique symbol systems through the juxtaposition of 
disparate images, the resulting signifier bearing only slight 
resemblance to its parent images. Melodrama and sensual irony 
are then joined by the formal technique of juxtaposition as 
requisites for the affective horror film. 
 Eyes Without a Face exemplifies the juxtaposition of 
the familiar and the strange. A cruel stroke of genius, Franju has 
intuitively placed the disparate elements in such close proximity 
that associations are made painfully unavoidable. The lovely 
Genessier chateau has the atrocious operating theater tucked 
away in the basement, only too accessible. Just up the drive is the 
doctor’s clinic. Here he performs legitimate and sympathetic 
services to the community. Franju, however, tortures us with 
scenes of ruthless experimentation and caring bedside 
conferences connected by the most banal and poignant of 
repetitive transitions—locking the clinic, opening the garage 
door, parking the car. “Franju is respecting objective reality when 
he allows his landscapes to be sounding boards for his 
characters’, for his own, pain and despair.”16 
 Similarly, Christiane is subjected to a visual tug of war. 
Scenes of breathtaking lyricism are juxtaposed with harsh 
documentary footage. We see her, most often, floating through 
the chateau, her arms and delicate hands extended behind her 
like wings. Gracefully, she glides down staircases, hesitating on 
landings, or hovers behind doors and furniture, fearfully curious. 
Following her latest facial graft, we are subjected to static shots 
of its deterioration. Narrated by her father, this sequence is 
startling, presenting the clinical reality of her torment. Through 
their juxtaposition, “Franju [rids] these scenes of their 
conventional associations. But what is substituted is not 
emptiness but new, sharper feelings of solitude, of pain, of 
bleakness, of possible liberation through strangeness and 
poetry.” 17  As the metaphorical mask hiding the scarred face 
indicates, the ironic play of illusion and reality is a function of the 
Genessier melodrama and a tragic conflict of wills. 
 Blue Velvet’s Lumberton reminds one of Franju’s 
microcosmic community. A vivid perversion of “Mister Rogers’ 
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Neighborhood,” Lynch’s creation is also a town in miniature. The 
atmosphere is stifling as Lynch keeps his medium shots 
deliberate and his pans slow. It is this deliberateness that is 
jarring. The locales and citizens of Lumberton are so 
conventionally American that they do not inspire or necessitate 
the languid, catatonic gaze of the camera’s long takes. A slow 
editing pace extends this fixated approach as we become voyeurs 
of the ordinary and banal. “Merely isolating an object from its 
usual context rarely separates it from all its usual associations; 
they adhere to it in the spectator’s mind and appear to be 
intrinsic. They can be dispersed only by new associations.”18 It is 
in this manner that Lynch sheds a new and strange light on 
Lumberton, demanding revision. As his deliberate, undistracted 
camera saturates the screen with mundane references, he injects 
dissonant elements that, although equally common, clash 
disharmoniously with the pattern created. 
 We zoom from an establishing shot of a suburban lawn 
into the earth itself, confronting a giant beetle. Similarly, we 
discover with Jeffrey a severed ear in a vacant lot only to descend 
again into the unusual recesses of the miniature. Perspective flip-
flopped in this Anytown, USA, we ready ourselves for 
compromising images and shocking connections. The most 
startling is certainly the ghostlike apparition of a nude Dorothy 
Vallens (played by Isabella Rossellini) entering the respectable 
home of the police chief. High key lighting washes away the 
protective distance between conventional values and marginal 
anarchy. As Rossellini babbles obscenities to Jeffrey, Sandy and 
Mrs. Williams (played by Laura Dern and Hope Lange) comfort 
each other, trying to negotiate the illusion of moral decency 
intruded upon by the reality of violence. Lynch’s intimate and 
recognizable home interiors, combined with a tone and pace we 
identify as “small-town,” create the perfect, inescapable setting 
for the horrific and the bizarre. 
 The Shining packs a different, and arguably less 
effective, punch. Kubrick’s settings and subsequent images are 
vast and spacious. Unlike Blue Velvet, they are not insidious, do 
not cloy, either aesthetically or psychologically. Instead, the 
graceful and vacant Overlook Hotel creates its juxtaposition of 
the familiar and the strange through reduction. Whereas Lynch 
saturates his images with sensual characters and colorful objects, 

Kubrick, at the other extreme, strips his spaces of excess—be it 
chromatic or textural. Starting big and paring down, we join the 
narrative just as the Overlook is emptying for the winter. Like a 
school yard between terms, the lovely and luxurious hotel has an 
uncanny atmosphere devoid of people. Like all public spaces (e.g., 
churches, schools, museums, hotels), the Overlook, when empty, 
is a nonfunctioning, useless shell. Loneliness rather than horror 
permeates this abandoned space. 
 The Overlook, as Freud would suggest, “represents 
some terrible interior darkness . . . an unconscious objective 
correlative for the sense of terrible things being done within the 
individual psyche.”19 In this case, The Shining fails to correlate 
with the demented Jack Torrence. If the Overlook seems desolate 
and alienating, it is not merely a result of the juxtaposition of the 
hotel’s intimated popularity and its present vacancy, it is also a 
function of its inability to psychologically “house” Jack Torrence. 
The hotel is too big! There is an unwanted irony working against 
Kubrick. Try as he might, Torrence (played by Jack Nicholson) 
cannot overwhelm the Overlook. His interactions with it are 
fleeting, absorbed by its vastness. The scenes best evoking Jack’s 
boiling self-containment take place in smaller spaces: the pantry, 
the apartment, the maze. Unlike Blue Velvet and Eyes Without a 
Face, Kubrick’s hotel setting competes with Jack for a privileged 
point of view. Considering the common critiques of The Shining 
(too slow, tedious, boring), it seems as if the Overlook wins out, 
its lonely halls ultimately subsuming Jack’s crazed claustrophobia. 
 Eugene Ionesco suggests an unconscious frame for the 
horror film. “Imagination is not mere fantasy, but something to be 
trusted.”20 “The dream, being the very expression of life in its 
complexity and its incoherences,”21 parallels Ionesco’s discussion 
of artistic vision. “Art means the revelation of certain things that 
reason, everyday habits of thought conceal. Art pierces everyday 
reality.”22 Franju, Lynch, Kubrick, and others choose the horror 
genre because of its affinity for life expressions. Grounding their 
work in the complex and conflicted dramas of everyday, 
extending them through sensual and formal experimentation, 
they juxtapose the real and imagined. The resulting films are 
hopeful revisionings of a conventional world that obscures more 
than it reveals. 

John Ewing 
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TS – Some excellent passages and insights here, but the framework could be fleshed 
out, clarified a bit more. The interplay of textual analysis, genre theory, and 
aesthetics is provocative and illuminating, but at times the leaps and connections 
seem a bit arbitrary. All in all, though, a first-rate essay. A-  
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