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Not Wanted (1949)
Never Fear (1950)
Outrage (1950)
Mother of a Champion (1951)
Hard, Fast and Beautiful (1951)
The Hitch-Hiker (1953)
The Bigamist (1953)
The Trouble With Angels (1966)
Discussion Points
■ Lupino and genre (the social problem film/film noir)
■ Lupino and female authorship

■ Born in London in 1918
■ Part of the Lupino theatrical family – her mother
and father were both actors in theatre and film
■ Made her first appearances on stage and screen
in the early 1930s.
■ Dubbed ‘the English Jean Harlow’, but
later referred to herself as ‘the poor man’s Bette
Davis’
■ Under contract at Paramount, then Columbia,
Warner Bros and 20th Century Fox
■ Set up her own production company with
husband Collier Young.

■ Crime dramas soaked in cynicism and fatalism
■ Complex plots, unreliable, unsympathetic
characters, urban settings, femme fatale, detectives,
obsession, intrigue.
■ Adaptations often of classic crime literature, James
M Cain, Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler.
■ Visually, noir almost always associated with black
and white photography – expressionist, often high
contrast, deep shadows, skewed angles reflecting the
inner torment of characters.

■ Films dealing in an explicit way with societal
problems
■ Poverty, crime, corruption, racism, addiction,
sexual assault, unemployment
■ ‘[This type of film has the] tendency to blur the line
between social concern, information, and instruction
on the one hand and sensationalism and exploitation
on the other […] The years immediately following
World War II, however, saw a rise of genuine
concern and engagement in the social problem film’
(Annette Kuhn and Guy Westwell, A Dictionary of
Film Studies, 2020)

■ Billy Wilder
The Lost Weekend (1945), Ace in the Hole (1951)
■ Joseph L. Mankiewicz
No Way Out (1950)
■ Jules Dassin
The Naked City (1948), Thieves Highway (1949)
■ Elia Kazan
Panic in the Streets (1950), On The Waterfront
(1954)
■ William Wyler
The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), Detective Story
(1951)

Ida Lupino’s consistent thematic preoccupations with
the oppressiveness of gender roles; her searing critique
of American social institutions in the context of postwar society and American consumerism; and her
courage, ingenuity, and powers of professional and
artistic negotiation constitute an important story of
feminist authorship that has not been fully articulated
by scholars and critics […]
The cards were stacked against her, with only one
woman before her, Dorothy Arzner, who made her final
film in 1943, having directed sound films in Hollywood.
Lupino then became the only woman to direct films in
Hollywood in the immediate post-war era. While her
acting career gave her some power and influence as a
filmmaker, her gender certainly made her an outsider.
Therese Grisham and Julie Grossman,
Ida Lupino, Director:
Her Art and Resilience in Times of Transition (2017)

Whilst the imagery used by each female filmmaker will
be as unique and diverse as they are as individuals,
and no trait could absolutely belong to one gender,
some theorists and filmmakers have identified and
described (rather than locked down) what they
understand as the commonalities of female aesthetics,
often linked to the feminine. Fiona Probyn, for
example, identified feminine symbols: ‘fluidity,
maternity, writing the body, silence, weaving
metaphors’. Lucy Lippard has distinguished a tendency
for women to display ‘obsessive line and detail, veiled
strata, tactile or sensuous surfaces and forms,
associative fragmentation, autobiographical emphasis’.
Lisa French, ‘Women in the Director’s Chair: The
‘Female’ Gaze in Documentary Film’ in Boel
Ulfsdotter and Anna Backman Rogers (eds), Female
Authorship and the Documentary Image: Theory,
Practice and Aesthetics (2018)

This Is Your Life (1958)

We are deep in admiration for our fellow
independent producers – men like Stanley Kramer,
Robert Rossen and Louis de Rochemont. They are
bringing a new power and excitement to the screen.
We like independence. It’s tough sometimes, but it’s
good for the initiative. The struggle to do something
different is healthy in itself. We think it is healthy for
our industry as well.
That is why we independent producers must continue
to explore new themes, try new ideas, discover new
creative talents in all departments. When any one of
us profits by these methods, there is bounty for us all
– major or independent.
We trust that our new Filmmakers production, NEVER
FEAR, is worthy of the responsibilities which we have
assumed as indpendent producers.
IDA LUPINO AND COLLIER YOUNG

Not Wanted emerged from Lupino’s discovery during
role research “of the 100,000 girls, half of them
between ten and nineteen years old, who bring
children into the world outside wedlock each year. I
determined the story, shocking though it was, had to
be brought to the screen.” As in her subsequent films
[…] the supposedly shocking subject is given the least
sensational treatment imaginable: compassionate,
precise, and intimate, yet suffused with a sprawling
sense of anguish and confusion.
Christoph Huber, ‘Mother of All of Us: Ida Lupino,
The Filmaker’ in Cinema Scope (Issue 65)

Not Wanted (1949)

But Outrage is a special artistic achievement.
Lupino […] integrates an inward, deeply
compassionate depiction of a woman who is the
victim of rape with an incisive view of the many
societal failures that contribute to the crime,
including legal failure to face the prevalence of
rape, and the over-all prudishness and sexual
censoriousness that make the crime unspeakable
in the literal sense and end up shaming the
victim. Above all, she reveals a profound
understanding
of
the
widespread
and
unquestioned male aggression that women face
in ordinary and ostensibly non-violent and
consensual courtship. Her movie is about the
experiences of one young woman and, yes,
about the experience of all women.
Richard Brody, ‘Ida Lupino’s Prescient Outrage’
in The New Yorker (June 2014)

Outrage (1950)

‘Lupino was beginning to feel that her role as a
social critic was somewhat limiting, and later
declared that during the making of The HitchHiker she realized that suspense was her niche.
As the psychopathic killer who terrorizes Roy
Collins (O’Brien) and Gilbert Bowen (Lovejoy),
William Talman is remarkable as Emmett Myers,
an escaped convict with a paralyzed right eye,
which remains open whether Myers is asleep or
awake. The Hitch-Hiker is certainly Lupino’s
most purely visual film and also her most
intimate.’
Wheeler Winston-Dixon, ‘Great Directors: Ida
Lupino’ in Senses of Cinema (April 2009)

Cook was sentenced to 300 years in prison after
being tried and convicted of [multiple] killings in
Oklahoma, but was then tried, convicted and
sentenced to death in California for [another
murder].
On Dec. 12, 1952 […] Cook was executed [at
San Quentin prison]. He was 23 years old.
Less than a year after he was put to death, a
movie based on Cook’s spree and helmed by the
actress-turned-powerhouse director Ida Lupino,
The Hitch-Hiker, was released by Lupino’s
independent
production
company,
The
Filmmakers. The movie is notable not only
because it’s a better-than-average noir film, but
because it’s one of the first films ever made in
Hollywood that was quite clearly based on a
killer whose crimes were still fresh in the minds
of filmgoers.
Ben Cosgrove, ‘I’m Gonna Live by the Gun and
Roam’: Portrait of an American Spree Killer’ in
Life (online)

The Hitch-Hiker is certainly Lupino’s most purely visual film and also
her most intimate. (Wheeler Winston-Dixon, 2009)
■ How would you describe the film’s visual style?
■ What is particularly striking about the film’s opening few minutes?

Whereas Sirk emphasizes the entrapment and
hollowness of bourgeois marriage, The Bigamist instead
directs its criticism at patriarchal, institutional
monogamy’s failure to accommodate complicated
emotional,
work,
and
financial
needs
and
responsibilities.
[…]
Harry and Eve’s marriage is unsatisfying, but it is neither
conventional nor hollow. It is a flawed marriage that
does not correspond to cultural norms; not a symbolic
representation of an equivocal ideal, but a marriage
with the kinds of problems real couples might
recognize. Because the women aren’t modes of being
between which Harry has to choose, he doesn’t have to
choose. The cultural institution being questioned in The
Bigamist isn’t a certain kind of marriage or idea of home
life, it’s something much more fundamental to North
American social norms: marital monogamy.
Elise Moore, ‘Everyday Untidy Love: Ida Lupino’s The
Bigamist and Douglas Sirk’s There’s Always Tomorrow’
in Cléo: A Journal of Film and Feminism (Winter 2017)

Lupino’s work reveals modern institutional life, as
it
regulates
personal
and
professional
opportunities, to be oppressive, exploitative, and
ultimately absurd. Her deep suspicion of cultural
authority figures links her to Fritz Lang, Orson
Welles, Nicholas Ray, Roberto Rossellini, and
Alfred
Hitchcock.
Like
these
modernist
filmmakers, Lupino sees human agency as often
futile and desire as usually thwarted. In addition,
like the celebrated male filmmakers who present
us with the grand failures of their characters’
strivings, Lupino's tone is ironic, repeatedly
demonstrating the gap between desire and reality.
Because Hollywood offered a particularly salient
example of the failure of the American Dream for
Lupino, it was a setting Lupino rejected, modeling
her films instead after European-influenced
documentary realism.

As a woman in a field dominated by men and as
an artist who wanted to make films about topics
Hollywood wouldn’t touch, Lupino had a gift for
navigating professional obstacles. How she
maneuvered in her film and television careers
demonstrates the obvious challenges women
faced, as well as more subtle forms of institutional
sexism, all of which restricted women's prospects
for creativity and success.

Therese Grisham and Julie Grossman,
Ida Lupino, Director: Her Art and Resilience in
Times of Transition (2017)
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