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ou have an an unambitious
Yhusband, a small child and
an unbearably humdrum life in an
ugly, muddy, small market town
in 19" century rural France. The
dreariness is only punctured by a
growing shopping habit and your
attic room which is decorated
with torn out pictures of beautiful
things. And then seemingly out
of the blue an invitation to a ball
arrives and all eyes are upon you as
you whirl and swirl faster and faster,
in your beautiful white ball gown

flamboyantly decorated with a flock
of jet-black birds.

This striking scene, set in a feverish
ballroom, is from director Vincente
Minnelli’s 1949 adaptation of
Gustave Flaubert’s 1857 novel
Madame Bovary. It is at this ball

that Emma Bovary, played by the
preternaturally beautiful Jennifer
Jones, encounters Rodolphe,

the most handsome man in the
room, played by the suave French
actor Louis Jourdan. Emma, as

if in a visualisation of one of her
fantasies, is the belle of the ball.
She is captivated by her reflection
in an ornate mirror surrounded by
admirers who all want to dance with
her. As she protests that she can’t
waltz Rodolphe pulls her on to the
dancefloor. They begin to dance,
slowly at first. As Emma’s long skirt
swings and sways they pick up pace
and Minnelli’s camera conducts a
series of 360-degree pans, blurring

the chandeliers and dancers to the

strains of a specially commissioned
‘neurotic waltz’ which perfectly
visualises Emma’s giddiness. As
things rise to a perilously orgasmic
level of excitement Emma begs to
stop, ‘I can’t breath, I'm going to
faint’.

‘The lady’s going to faint’, shouts
her soon-to-be lover.

‘Break the windows’ cries the
lord of the manor, and a battalion
of footmen raise chairs and
dramatically smash the large sash
windows in time to the music.

The splinters of shattering glass
are reflected by the glints in
Emma’s hair as the waltz continues
faster and faster. And then her
drunken husband stumbles into a
footman, more glass smashes as a
tray of drinks fall to the floor. He
clumsily interrupts the waltz and
the embarrassed Emma runs from
the dancefloor. A spell is broken
but the dreamy evening has done
its work, and the passionate Emma
enters a world of subterfuge and
grubbiness as the inevitable affair
with the unreliable Rodolphe is

consummated.

Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, which
describes a woman who lives beyond
her means and becomes involved

in sexual liaisons in order to escape
the banalities of her everyday

life, was charged with obscenity
when it was first serialised in

1856. Flaubert’s concern with the
representation of Emma Bovary’s

thoughts and emotions, rather



TOP: Black Birds/White Dress (detail), 2025, oil on paper, 23 x 30.5cm
BELOW: Break the Windows, 2025, oil on paper, 23 x 30.5cm
OPPOSITE: Ballroom 2 (detail), 2025, oil & acrylic on paper.



than external concerns,
exemplifies the tendency
towards realism which took
hold of literature in the 19th
century, and Madame Bovary is
now considered one of the
most influential literary works.
However, in mid-century
Hollywood adapting the
novel for the screen involved
gingerly circumnavigating the
strict censorship codes that
were in place. Minnelli, with
his affinity for melodrama
and penchant for style and
sophistication, was assigned
the puzzle of visualising Emma
Bovary’s psychology,

a task for which he

drew heavily

on the

mobile face

and internal intensity

of Jennifer Jones,

alongside a series

of props and

set pieces.

Melodrama often trades on the
unsaid, using visual metaphor
to convey meaning. In

Madame Bovary, windows, with
their inherent ambiguity of
entrapment/escape, appear in
a traceable thread throughout
the narrative. In the early part
of the film the young Emma is
confined to her small family
house, a dutiful daughter
looking after an ailing father.
We are trapped in the house
with her, overdressed in a
pristine white gown, looking

out of the window, waiting for

the country doctor who she
hopes will provide her escape
route. After marrying the love-
struck doctor, she is installed
in another house, and now
with a small child she longingly
leans into a window which is

tantalisingly partially open.

After Rodolphe, the ballroom
charmer, cruelly abandons
Emma, breaking his promise
to take her away to a new life
in Rome, she takes a new

lover.

Her initial tryst with a young
lawyer in a downmarket hotel
(‘Is this where I end up, a
dirty little hotel bedroom, no
curtains on the windows?’)

is upgraded to a hotel over-
decorated in the gaudy

style she admires for their
second meetup. The paste
and cardboard opulence is
revealed to be illusionary when
he admits he is a penniless
clerk rather than a wealthy
lawyer when she asks him

for money to pay the debts
she has accumulated in her

quest to prettify her life. In



his self-pitying anger he
smashes his fist through the
window. Jean Domarchi
identified ‘the destruction of
décor’ as a recurrent motif
in Minnelli’s films, with the
destroyed decor embodying
an ideological rather than
merely a physical entrapment

or constraint.

Later Emma flees from the
claustrophobic room and

sexual advances of an

elderly

moneylender
who knowing her reputation
suggests that she sleep
with him in exchange for
neutralising her debt. Emma
in a dark cloak is drawn
and visably older than the
vivacious young woman in the
white ballgown. Robin Wood
describes Emma’s dresses
as ‘always too much, too
grandiose, often simply too
large for their environment,
emphasising the way the decor
hems her in becoming the
expression of her frustrated

creativity, epitomising not

only her drive to construct
herself as glamorous object,
as work of art, but also her
desire to burst the bounds of

her social context.’

In the moneylender's room
the birds from Emma's
ballgown are now confined
to cages hanging from his

ceiling.

Wood goes on to identify
hysteria as a major
component of both Minnelli’s
directorial personality and
Jones’ screen persona. And he
sees Madame Bovary as one
of Hollywood’s
supreme
expressions
of ‘the
hysterical text’.
Yet although a
dreamer and a
romantic Emma
Bovary is rarely hysterical,
instead she wavers between
calculated scheming (which
often fails because of the
insincerity of men) and
understandable feelings of
hopelessness. Poor Emma’s
love of the pretty, decorative
and gaudy, which she indulges
in with a shopaholic fervour,
lead to financial ruin and a
final devastating outcome.
Minnelli’s film is beautiful,
sympathetic and powerful
in its retelling of Flaubert’s

story.
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