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SUPERVISORS:  Christopher Long and Miroslava Beneš 

 

This dissertation explores the meanings of the residential staircase as revealed in 

the motion pictures of Hollywood’s Golden Age.  It seeks to show how the staircase 

contributed to the colorful psychosexual power struggles that unfolded on the screen, in 

the process demonstrating how the convergence of narrative, psychology, form, and 

action can result in another way of reading architectural history.   

Architectural historians often examine their subject at a scale writ large: as part of 

an urban fabric or an intellectual or social movement, for example, or, at a minimum, as a 

single constructed enterprise.  The quest for meaning customarily follows a trail of 

documentary evidence that points decisively to a conclusion.  This dissertation takes a 

path less traveled.  The argument posited is that a single architectural element—the 

staircase—is a telling repository of architectonic significance whose messages, in the 

absence of chronicled proof, can be uncovered through the medium of the motion picture.  

By observing the filmic stair in action, and endeavoring to understand the process of its 
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making within the context—sociological and psychological—of the era, one can see how 

the intersection of the static object with the dynamic human presents a more nuanced 

reading of the built environment.  This is a pursuit of architectural history through the 

cinematic lens—that is, an appreciation of the real through the reel. 

This paper is situated within the time of the Motion Picture Production Code, 

years when movie censors restricted what could be depicted on the screen.  These 

proscriptions led filmmakers to look elsewhere for ways to project, however subtly, what 

audiences still wanted: stories replete with sex, duplicity, murder, and more.  The 

staircase provided such a vehicle. 

This study is structured as an investigative triptych.  A contextual snapshot of the 

contemporary movie industry precedes an exegesis of relevant perceptual psychology, 

which is then applied in an analysis of stair typologies within a sample of case-study 

films. The approach relies to an extent on a subjective and speculative connecting of the 

dots.  As such, it pushes the limits of orthodox historiography as it opens a different 

channel through which to view and understand the meanings, and history, of architecture. 

  



 xi 

Contents 

 
List of Figures ................................................................................................................. xiv 

Foreword ............................................................................................................................ 1 

Introduction: The Cinematic Staircase ........................................................................... 3 

 About this Dissertation ............................................................................................ 6 
 Why the Staircase? .................................................................................................. 8 
 Why the Staircase in a House? .............................................................................. 12 
 Why Film, and Why American Film? ................................................................... 14 
 Why 1932 to 1955? ............................................................................................... 18 
 The State of the Literature ..................................................................................... 20 
  The Staircase ............................................................................................. 20 
  Methodological Models ............................................................................. 24 
 Methodology and Structure ................................................................................... 28 
  About the Sample ....................................................................................... 31 
 Extents and Limitations ......................................................................................... 32 
 A Final Word ......................................................................................................... 33 
 
Part I: Mise-en-Scène ...................................................................................................... 35 
 
 Chapter 1: Hollywood, 1932-1955 ............................................................................ 37 

 The Studio System ................................................................................................. 37 
 The European Invasion .......................................................................................... 40 
 Architects and the Film Industry ........................................................................... 43 
 The Movie Set: From Stage to Film ...................................................................... 45 
 The Impact of the Movie Set ................................................................................. 47 
 From Outdoor to Indoor and the Importance of Technology ................................ 49 
 The Production Code ............................................................................................. 51 
 
Part II: Reaching the Audience ...................................................................................... 56 
 
 Chapter 2: The First Mode—Empirical Evidence ................................................. 57 
 
  



 xii 

Chapter 3: The Second Mode—Psychological Suggestion .......................................... 61 

 The First Method: Associationism ........................................................................ 63 
 The Second Method: Phenomenology ................................................................... 70 
  Freud and Scopophilia .............................................................................. 72 
  Spatial Sensibility ...................................................................................... 75 
  Directionality ............................................................................................. 76 
  La Descente ............................................................................................... 78 
   The Female Descente: Formalized Specularization ...................... 79 
   The Male Descent: Control and Ritual ......................................... 81 
 The Third Method: Iconography~Iconology ......................................................... 84 
  Iconography ............................................................................................... 84  
   The Primary or Natural Level ....................................................... 84 
   The Secondary or Conventional Level .......................................... 86 
    The elementary forms of gendered symbolism .................. 87 
    Gendered symbolism in architecture ................................. 89 
    Gendered symbolism, style, and morality .......................... 92 
  Iconology ................................................................................................... 98 
   Master and Servant: Privilege of Place ...................................... 100 
 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 102 
 
Part III: The Case Studies ............................................................................................ 104 
 
 Chapter 4: The Straight Staircase ......................................................................... 108 

 Gone With the Wind (1939) ................................................................................. 111 
  ‘Tara’ ....................................................................................................... 112 
  ‘Butler Hall’ ............................................................................................. 115 
   First Scene: The Ravishment ....................................................... 118 
   Second Scene: The Fall ............................................................... 120 
   Third Scene: “Frankly, my dear…” ............................................ 122 
 Gaslight (1944) .................................................................................................... 126 
 The Heiress (1949) .............................................................................................. 130 
 The Little Colonel (1935) .................................................................................... 136 
 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 139 
 
  

 



 xiii 

Chapter 5: The Spiral Staircase ................................................................................... 141 

 Men Must Fight (1933) ........................................................................................ 145 
 The Black Cat (1934) ........................................................................................... 148 
 Rebecca (1940) .................................................................................................... 151 
 The Magnificent Ambersons (1942) .................................................................... 155 
 The Spiral Staircase (1946) ................................................................................. 158 
 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 161 
  
Chapter 6: The Curving Staircase ............................................................................... 163 

 Trouble in Paradise (1932) ................................................................................. 167 
 Female (1933) ..................................................................................................... 169 
 Holiday (1938) ..................................................................................................... 171 
 The Little Foxes (1941) ....................................................................................... 175 
 The Fountainhead (1949) .................................................................................... 179 
 Harriet Craig (1950) ........................................................................................... 184 
 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 188 
 
 Chapter 7: The Three-Run Staircase ...................................................................... 190 

 The Old Dark House (1932) ................................................................................ 194 
 Gone With the Wind (1939) ................................................................................. 198 
 Rebecca (1940) .................................................................................................... 205 
 The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945) ..................................................................... 212 
 Queen Bee (1955) ................................................................................................ 219 
 Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 224 
 
Conclusion: The Cinematic Staircase and Architectural History ............................ 227 
 
Appendix: A Glossary of Staircase Terms .................................................................. 239 
 
Endnotes ......................................................................................................................... 245 
 
Figures ............................................................................................................................ 277 
 
Bibliography ................................................................................................................... 434 
 
  



 xiv 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1.  Sections of two different “story houses,” drawn by author ca. 1974. 
 
Figure 2.  Sunset Boulevard (1950).  Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson) makes her final 
descente as Salomé  (Whitlock, Designs on Film, 124). 
 
Figure 3.  Le Corbusier, the Villa Savoye, Poissy, and the Appartement Charles de 
Beistegui, Paris (Colomina, Sexuality and Space, 99, 108). 
 
Figure 4.  Gilda (1946).  Johnny (Glenn Ford) runs up the stairs to greet Ballin (George 
Macready), who awaits him at the top (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 5.  Tomorrow is Forever (1945).  The awkward moment when Elizabeth 
(Claudette Colbert) descends the stairs to meet John (Orson Welles), the War-maimed 
engineer, employed by her husband, who is actually her pre-War spouse she thought was 
killed (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences).  
 
Figure 6.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Full scale drawing by Lutah Maria Riggs 
for a mantelpiece in Dorian’s London townhouse (Lutah Maria Riggs Collection, UCSB 
AD&D Museum).  
 
Figure 7.  Window for a man of feeling, window for a man of imagination, and window 
for a man of intellect (Hersey, High Victorian Gothic, 28-29). 
 
Figure 8.  The Strange Love of Martha Ivers (1942).  Young Martha (Janis Wilson) and 
Walter (Mickey Kuhn) after the death of Martha’s aunt (Judith Anderson) (screen shot by 
author); years later, Martha (Barbara Stanwyck) and Sam (Van Heflin) after Walter (Kirk 
Douglas) takes a nasty fall (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 9.  The Uninvited (1944).  The Fitzgeralds (Ray Milland and Ruth Hussey) and 
Dr. Scott (Alan Napier) investigate the dusty contents of the attic at the haunted 
Windward House (Brunas, “The Uninvited,” 34). 
 
Figure 10.  Suspicion (1941).  Johnnie (Cary Grant) carries a glass of suspicious milk 
upstairs to his wife, Lina (Joan Fontaine) (www.diariodepontevedra.es). 
 



 xv 

 
Figure 11.  La descente: the great stair of the first class dining salon of the French Line 
Normandie as depicted by Paul Iribe (Bruno et al, Normandie: Queen of the Seas, 92-3). 
 
Figure 12.  Cécil Sorel making her famous descente in the live revue, Vive Paris, 1933 
(Screen shot by author, CinecittaLuce on YouTube). 
 
Figure 13.  Jean-Léon Gérôme, Réception du Grand Condé à Versailles, 1878.  Original 
at the Musée  d’Orsay, Paris (Wikimedia Commons). 
 
Figure 14.  Drawing of composite symbol of male figure and square in enameled bronze, 
from the Bergen University History Museum (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, Dictionary of 
Symbols, 913). 
 
Figure 15.  François Mansart, Château Maisons-Laffitte (1642-51); and J.-A. Meissonier, 
project for a fountain (1740)  (Hersey, High Victorian Gothic, 3). 
 
Figure 16.  Staircase at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, by architect Josef 
Paul Kleihues (inexhibit.com, photo by Steven Hall, © Hedrich Blessing). 
 
Figure 17.  Dracula (1931).  Count Dracula (Béla Lugosi) and his intended victim Mina 
(Helen Chandler) at Castle Dracula (Whitlock, Designs on Film, 81.) 
 
Figure 18.  Angel (1937).  Art director Hans Drier examines the set model for the great 
hall of the English country house of diplomat Sir Frederick Barker (Herbert Marshall) 
and his neglected wife, Lady Maria Barker (Marlene Dietrich) (Naumburg, We Make the 
Movies, 84). 
 
Figure 19.  The Women (1939).  The living room of Mrs. Stephen (Mary) Haines’ 
(Norma Shearer) country house in New York (celebrityhomeforsale.blogspot.com). 
 
Figure 20. Gone With the Wind (1939), Butler Hall; The Magnificent Ambersons (1942), 
the Amberson Mansion (http://thefilmexperience.net). 
 
Figure 21.  Psycho (1960).  The Bates House (jonmwessel.wordpress.com). 
 
Figure 22.  It’s Love I’m After (1937).  The stair hall of the William West country house 
(screen shot by author). 



 xvi 

 
Figure 23.  Topper (1937).  The apartment of Marion (Constance Bennett) and George 
Kerby (Cary Grant) (letsnottalkaboutmovies.blogspot.com). 
 
Figure 24.  The four stair types.  (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, Stair, 1934-5; Frazer, 
William Lawrence Bottomley, 141.) 
 
Figure 25.  The straight stair: two alternatives—the straight, direct flight; and the 
switchback (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, Stair, 1394). 
 
Figure 26.  Ramon Llull, “Ladder of Being” or “Scala Intellectus,” ca. 1512 engraving 
(Mourelle, “Stairway to Heaven,” laic.columbia.edu); and Buster Keaton ascending the 
stairway to Heaven in The Haunted House (1921) (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 27.  Vittore Carpaccio, Presentazione della vergine al tempio, ca. 1504-8. 
Original at the Pinacoteca de Brera, Milan (Wikimedia Commons). 
 
Figure 28.  Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Carceri d’invenzione (1745-1750), Tav. XIV 
(Italianways.com). 
 
Figure 29.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The staircase at Tara (Selznick Collection, 
Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 30.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Concept drawings for stair at Tara (Selznick 
Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 31.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett (Vivien Leigh) on the stairs of Tara as 
the Yankee soldier (Paul Hurst) approaches (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 32.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The staircase at Butler Hall; Mammy (Hattie 
McDaniel) and Bonnie Blue (Cammie King) return to the mansion (screen shot by 
author). 
 
Figure 33.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The ravishment scene (screen shots by author). 
 
Figure 34.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The fall / miscarriage scene (screen shots by 
author). 
 



 xvii 

Figure 35.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  “Frankly my dear…”  Scarlett chases Rhett 
down the staircase as he leaves Butler Hall at the end of the film (screen shot by author). 
 
Figures 36.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Concept renderings of staircase alternatives for 
Butler Hall (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 37.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Concept sketch of staircase at Butler Hall 
(Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 38.  Intolerance (1916).  The great temple at Babylon (thecinemaarchives.com). 
 
Figure 39.  Battleship Potemkin (1925).  Cossacks mow down the citizens on the Odessa 
steps (whitecitycinema.com). 
 
Figure 40.  Metropolis (1927).  Freder (Gustav Frölich) hallucinates that the control 
machine is transformed into Moloch, the child-eating god (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 41.  The Haunted House (1921).  The young bank clerk (Buster Keaton) stands 
atop and then slides down the trick stairs in the haunted house (screen shots by author). 
 
Figure 42.  Gaslight (1944).  Paula (Ingrid Bergman) and Gregory (Charles Boyer) open 
the door to Paula’s aunt’s London townhouse (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 43.  Gaslight (1944).  The narrow, confining hall of Paula’s London townhouse 
(UCLA Special Collections). 
 
Figure 44.  Gaslight (1944).  The final flight leading to the locked and barricaded door to 
the attic (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 45.  Gaslight (1944).  Gregory atop the staircase that is a tool in his torment of 
Paula (UCLA Special Collections). 
 
Figure 46.  Gaslight (1944).  The inverted gaze: Gregory controls Paula from the foot of 
the staircase (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 47.  Gaslight (1944).  The ever-present staircase seemingly “peers” through the 
door, keeping constant watch over Paula (screen shot by author). 
 



 xviii 

Figure 48.  Gaslight (1944).  Final humiliation: Gregory descends the staircase he used 
to dominate Paula on his way to the paddy wagon (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 49.  The Heiress (1949).  Catherine (Olivia de Havilland) ascends the staircase 
after turning the tables on Morris (Montgomery Clift) at the film’s conclusion (Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 50.  The Heiress (1949).  The staircase leading to Catherine’s rooms on the third 
floor of the Sloper townhouse (UCLA Special Collections; screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 51.  The Heiress (1949).  The main hall of the Sloper townhouse (UCLA Special 
Collections). 
 
Figure 52.  The Heiress (1949).  Dr. Sloper (Ralph Richardson) with “his” staircase in 
the background (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 53.  The Heiress (1949).  Art director Horner’s metaphorical bird thinks she’s 
escaping her cage on the way to the fancy dress party; the bars of the railing pickets 
indicate otherwise. (UCLA Special Collections; screen shot by author.) 
 
Figure 54.  The Heiress (1949).  Catherine eavesdrops on the conversation between 
Morris and Dr. Sloper (UCLA Special Collections; screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 55.  The Heiress (1949).  Jilted by Morris, Catherine begins the long, bleak climb 
to her rooms (screen shots by author). 
 
Figure 56.  The Heiress (1949).  Catherine at the moment she learns that Morris has 
returned (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 57.  The Heiress (1949).  Advertisement for the movie, erroneously depicting a 
curving staircase (UCLA Special Collections). 
 
Figure 58.  The Little Colonel (1935).  Walker (Bill Robinson) starts his tap dance for 
little Lloyd (Shirley Temple).  Colonel Lloyd enters the hall, causing Walker and little 
Lloyd to flee, laughing, upstairs (screen shots by author). 
 
 



 xix 

Figure 59.  The spiral stair or vis.  An open well, or “eye” spiral; a solid newel spiral; 
and a hollow drum spiral (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, Stair, 1394-5). 
 
Figure 60.  Cross section through the stair adjacent to the rue de Grenelle at the Halle au 
Blé (from the foreword to Le Camus de Mézières, The Genius of Architecture, 60). 
 
Figure 61.  Men Must Fight (1933).  The staircase (with elevator in the newel core) at the 
Seward townhouse in Manhattan (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 62.  Men Must Fight (1933).  Inside the Seward townhouse in New York 
(Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 63.  Our Modern Maidens (1929).  Automobile manufacturing heiress Billie 
Brown dances for her audience in her father’s mansion (Barsacq, Caligari’s Cabinet, 58). 
 
Figure 64.  The Black Cat (1934).  The spiral staircase to the crypt beneath Engineer 
Poelzig’s (Boris Karloff) mansion (Steinbrenner and Goldblatt, Cinema of the Fantastic, 
83). 
 
Figure 65.  The Black Cat (1934).  Poelzig’s face casts an eerie specter from beneath the 
spiral staircase  (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 66.  The Haunted House (1921).  Buster Keaton slides down a spiral ramp to the 
feet of Satan (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 67.  Metropolis (1927).  The mad scientist Rotwang (Rudolf Klein-Rogge) in his 
laboratory, in front of the spiral stair that descends into the catacombs beneath Metropolis 
(screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 68.  Rebecca (1940).  Mrs. Danvers (Judith Anderson) shows “I” (Joan Fontaine) 
her rooms  (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 69.  Rebecca (1940).  Plan and elevation of the spiral staircase outside of “I”’s 
bedroom at Manderley (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 70.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” leaves her room, followed by Mrs. Danvers, the spiral 
staircase suggesting trouble to come (screen shot by author). 
 



 xx 

Figure 71.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  The great winding staircase in the 
Amberson mansion (UCLA Special Collections). 
 
Figure 72.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  Isabel and Eugene (Dolores Costello 
and Joseph Cotton) dance while George and Lucy (Tim Holt and Anne Baxter) watch 
from the foot of the staircase (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 73.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  Fanny (Agnes Moorehead) and George 
confront each other on the staircase (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences) 
 
Figure 74.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  Fanny and George on the staircase  
(Whitlock, Designs on Film, 118). 
 
Figure 75.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  The camera observes from the staircase 
of the Amberson mansion (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 76.  The Spiral Staircase (1946).  Prof. Warren and Helen (George Brent and 
Dorothy McGuire) in front of the main staircase in the Warren mansion (Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 77.  The Spiral Staircase (1946).  Helen on the rear spiral staircase of the Warren 
mansion (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 78.  The Spiral Staircase (1946).  George meets his end on the spiral staircase 
(wordpress.com). 
 
Figure 79.  The curving staircase (Frazer, William Lawrence Bottomley, 141 and 149). 
 
Figure 80.  A Streetcar Named Desire (1951).  The steamy “Hey Stella!” scene.  Stella 
(Kim Hunter) slowly and provocatively descends to Stanley, who awaits at the bottom 
(screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 81.  William Blake, “Jacob’s Ladder” or “Jacob’s Dream,” 1805. Original at the 
British Museum, London (artble.com). 
 
Figure 82.  Sir Edward Burne-Jones, “The Golden Stairs,” 1880.  Original at the Tate 
Gallery, London (Wikimedia Commons). 
 



 xxi 

Figure 83.  Marcel Duchamp, “Nu descendant l’escalier,” 1911.  Original at the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art (frederichaudegond.wordpress.com). 
 
Figure 84.  Way Down East (1920).  The heroine (Lillian Gish) arrives at her aunt’s Back 
Bay mansion (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 85.  Cytherea (1924).  Savina Grove (Alma Rubens) meets Lee Randon (Lewis 
Stone) in the foyer of her grand New York townhouse (Hambley and Downing, The Art 
of Hollywood, 22.)  
 
Figure 86.  The Royal Family of Broadway (1930).  The stars of the show—the 
Cavendish family (Mary Brian, Henrietta Crosman, Fredric March, and Ina Claire)—on 
the curving staircase of the Cavendish women’s duplex in Manhattan (Pinterest.com). 
 
Figure 87  Trouble in Paradise (1932).  Mme. Colet (Kay Francis) on the stair of her 
Paris hôtel particulier (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 88.  Trouble in Paradise (1932).  Gaston (Herbert Marshall) runs up the stairs to 
Mme. Colet’s boudoir (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 89.  Trouble in Paradise (1932).  A statue of Venus provides a suggestion of the 
reason for Gaston’s flight up the stairs to Mme. Colet’s boudoir (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 90.  Female (1933).  Alison Drake (Ruth Chatterton) enters the stair hall of her 
Detroit mansion (theredlist.com). 
 
Figure 91.  Holiday (1938).  Etching of Chesterfield House, London, the obvious source 
for the great stair hall at the Seton mansion (Walford, Old and New London Illustrated, 
1878, from gettyimages.com.). 
 
Figure 92.  Holiday (1938).  Johnny Case (Cary Grant) arrives in the great hall of the 
Seton Mansion in Manhattan (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 93.  Holiday (1938).  The side staircase in the Seton Mansion (Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 



 xxii 

Figure 94.  It Started with Eve (1941).  Anne (Deanna Durbin) and Jonathan (Robert 
Cummings) contemplate their dilemma on the stairs of Jonathan’s father’s Manhattan 
mansion (Barsacq, Caligari’s Cabinet, 174). 
 
Figure 95.  Holiday (1938).  Linda Seton (Katharine Hepburn) and Julia Seton (Doris 
Nolan) share a sororal moment on the side staircase (Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences). 
 
Figure 96.  Holiday (1938).  Linda Seton descends the side staircase at the Seton 
mansion (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 97.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina (Bette Davis) looks the other way while her 
husband Horace (Herbert Marshall) dies on the staircase behind her (davidbordwell.net). 
 
Figure 98.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina and her niece, Alexandra (Teresa Wright)  
(davidbordwell.net). 
 
Figure 99.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina in her position of supreme control at the top 
of the staircase (tracycorrecaminos.blogspot.com). 
 
Figure 100.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina discusses her family’s proposed business 
deal (quetzalattack.wordpress.com). 
 
Figure 101.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina and her family entertain their business 
guest from Chicago (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences).   
 
Figure 102.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina stands over her brothers and nephew 
(quetzalattack.wordpress.com). 
 
Figure 103.  The Fountainhead (1949).  The penthouse apartment at the Enright Building 
(Nelson, “Mr. Roark goes to Hollywood,” 110). 
 
Figure 104.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Dominique Francon (Patricia Neal) descends the 
staircase in the Enright Building penthouse (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 105.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Howard Roark (Gary Cooper) ascends to the 
party at the Enright Building penthouse (screen shot by author). 
 



 xxiii 

Figure 106.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Dominique Francon and Howard Roark meet in 
the Enright Building penthouse, this time formally (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 107.  Gustav Klimt, Der Kuss (The Kiss), 1908.  Original at the Österreichische 
Galere Belvedere Museum, Vienna  (Klimt.com). 
 
Figure 108.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Dominique Francon enters an outdoor terrace at 
the Enright Building penthouse apartment (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 109.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Having chased everyone from her house, Harriet 
(Joan Crawford) makes her way upstairs, alone, at the end of the film (screen shot by 
author). 
 
Figure 110.  Craig’s Wife (1936).  Rosalind Russell in the 1936 version of the movie, 
with the precedent-setting staircase by art director Stephen Goosson (screen shot by 
author). 
 
Figure 111.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Harriet on the bottom step of her staircase (Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 112.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Walter Craig (Wendell Corey) in Harriet’s living 
room (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 113.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Harriet at the end of the movie, the staircase 
transformed into a haunting cage (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 114.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Publicity piece for the movie (Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 115.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Walter returns cautiously home (screen shot by 
author). 
 
Figure 116.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Harriet and Walter begin their final encounter 
(screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 117.  The three-run staircase, T-shape and “imperial” versions (Koolhaas, Trüby, 
and Mielke, Stair, 1394). 
 



 xxiv 

Figure 118.  Leonardo da Vinci (artble.com). From “Eight planimetries of farmhouse 
placed on slope,” Codex Atlanticus, 1503-04 or 1506-07. Copyright Veneranda 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana.  (GettyImages.com.) 
 
Figure 119.  The “imperial staircase” at the Escorial.  Colección de las vistas...de san 
Lorenzo, 7 (act.art.queensu.ca). 
 
Figure 120.  First class lobby of the Paris, ca. 1920 (Brinnin and Gaulin, Grand Luxe, 
104). 
 
Figure 121.  Dixiana (1930).  Dixiana (Bebe Daniels) entering the party at her parents’ 
southern mansion (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 122.  The Old Dark House (1932).  Concept sketch of primary set by Charles D. 
Hall (?) (Hambley and Downing, The Art of Hollywood, 76). 
 
Figure 123.  The Old Dark House (1932).  Horace Femme (Ernest Thesiger) descends 
the staircase from the upper left, while his sister Rebecca (Eva Moore) descends from the 
right (screen shots by author). 
 
Figure 124.  The Old Dark House (1932).  The monster-like butler Morgan (Boris 
Karloff) emerges at the top of the staircase (Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences). 
 
Figure 125.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The grand staircase at Twelve Oaks (Selznick 
Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 126.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Caricature of Ashley Wilkes on the staircase 
of Twelve Oaks (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center).   
 
Figure 127.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett descending the stair to eavesdrop on 
the men during naptime (screenshot by author). 
 
Figure 128.  Preliminary schemes for the staircase at Twelve Oaks (Whitlock, Designs 
on Film, 17; Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 129.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Preliminary plan for the ground floor of 
Twelve Oaks, December 1938 (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 



 xxv 

 
Figure 130.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Working drawing for the ground floor of 
Twelve Oaks, dated 2-23-39 (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 131.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett enters the hall of Twelve Oaks at the 
beginning of the barbeque scene (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 132.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Rhett first gazes at Scarlett, who stands above 
him on the staircase at Twelve Oaks (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 133.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Publicity photo of Scarlett and Charles 
Hamilton (Rand Brooks) on the stairs at Twelve Oaks (Barsacq, Caligari’s Cabinet, 168). 
 
Figure 134.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett eavesdrops on other women at the 
barbecue from beneath the staircase at Twelve Oaks (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 135.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett visits the ruins on Twelve Oaks on her 
return to Tara (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 136.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Ashley greets Scarlett on the landing, hankie 
in hand (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 137.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” entering the great hall at Manderley, with butler in 
foreground (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 138.  Rebecca (1940).  Section through the staircase at Manderley, August 8, 
1939 (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 139.  Rebecca (1940).  Plan of the great hall at Manderley, n.d. (Selznick 
Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
 
Figure 140.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” on the main landing of the staircase at Manderley, 
gazing hesitantly at the door to Rebecca’s suite (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 141.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” flees back up the staircase after her humiliating 
descente to the costume ball (screen shot by author). 
 



 xxvi 

Figure 142.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” gazes at the staircase in the great hall at Manderley 
(hookedonhouses.net). 
 
Figure 143.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Dorian stands in the foreground of his 
grand staircase (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 144.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Elevation of the staircase in Dorian’s 
London townhouse (UCSB, AD&D Museum). 
 
Figure 145.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Set plan of the first floor of Dorian’s 
London townhouse (Hans Peters, October 7, 1943) (UCSB, AD&D Museum).  
 
Figure 146.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  View to the third floor of Dorian’s 
London townhouse (screen shot by author).   
 
Figure 147.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Section of staircase in Dorian’s 
London townhouse (UCSB, AD&D Museum). 
 
Figure 148.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Homoerotic artwork in Dorian’s 
townhouse (screen shot by author; Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 149.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Dorian and artist/admirer Basil 
Hallward in courtyard of Dorian’s London townhouse (Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences). 
 
Figure 150.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Dorian and Basil in the Dorian’s 
townhouse (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 151.  Queen Bee (1955).  Jennifer’s (Lucy Marlow) first view of the staircase in 
the Phillips mansion (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 152.  Queen Bee (1955).  Eva Phillips (Joan Crawford) on her staircase (Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
 
Figure 153 Queen Bee (1955).  Continuity sketches of Eva atop her staircase and 
entering the dining room with her staircase as backdrop (Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences). 
 



 xxvii 

Figure 154.  Queen Bee (1955).  “You can get anything [and anyone] you want” (screen 
shot by author). 
 
Figure 155.  Queen Bee (1955).  Avery Phillips (Barry Sullivan) and Jennifer descend 
the staircase and leave the house for good after Eva’s death (screen shot by author). 
 
Figure 156.  Stair hall, the Edsel Ford House, Grosse Pointe Shores, Michigan 
(completed 1929), by architect Albert Kahn (Berman, “The Edsel Ford House,” 
architecturaldigest.com). 
 
Figure 157.  The Swan House for Mrs. Edward Inman, Atlanta, 1928, by architect Philip 
Trammel Schutze (Dowling, American Classicist, 100).   
 
Figure 158.  Adolf Loos, house for Josephine Baker, Paris, 1928.  Reconstruction by 
Stephen Atkinson of view upward from entrance (El-Dahdah, “The Josephine Baker 
House,” 82). 
 
Figure 159.  Adolf Loos, house for Josephine Baker, Paris, 1928 
(cargocollective.com/adolfloos/Josephine-Baker-House-Unbuilt). 
 
 



 

   1 

Foreword 

 

The staircase is a place of unlimited possibilities, a gathering ground for 

moments of seduction. 
—Fritz Göttler, “Staircases in Film”1 

 

The staircase has fascinated me for years.  So much so that, back in the early 1970s when 

I would relax at night by sketching sections of made-up houses, I incorporated numerous 

fanciful stairs in my series of rather fancy, ungapatchka interiors (Figure 1).  Each 

drawing was accompanied by a very energetic story that jumped from my adolescent 

imagination, and the rooms—and staircases—were modified, added to, demolished, and 

rebuilt as the ever-dynamic plot demanded, all with the much-appreciated help of a 

tireless Ticonderoga #2 and a pliant Pink Pearl eraser.  Each staircase served a poetic 

purpose within its respective drama, and its design, form, and placement related in some 

way to the narrative in progress.  Clearly, this sometimes grand, sometimes ordinary 

architectural construct captivated me.  That was over forty years ago. 

 Fast-forwarding to the near present, it was during my preparatory readings for the 

comprehensive exams under Professor Richard Cleary that I bumped into the staircase 

again, this time on the pages of Mark Girouard’s Life in the French Country House.  

“Socially,” wrote Girouard, “a chateau was the place in which the noble owner 

entertained his fellow nobles, and a staircase brought them together with speed and 

dignity without the interposition of another room.  As a result it was the staircase…which 

was the linchpin of the 16th and 17th century chateau.”2  My interest piqued and rekindled, 
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I embarked on this query to understand just what might be the meaning of this oft-taken-

for-granted object.   

 My fanciful story houses emerged from a limited knowledge of architectural 

history gleaned from books, some travel, and a few tours through annual decorator show 

houses in Pasadena and Louisville.  What I added to my drawings was the interactive 

narrative—the transformative action I had observed in more than a few novels, television 

shows, and movies—that brought everything to life.  I drew my staircases with a plot and 

specific characters in mind, and just like those personalities and their stories, my stairs 

were anything but benign, and were most certainly willing provocateurs of happenings 

both virtuous and blushful.  It is this approach—the reading of meaning in architecture 

through the intersection of narrative, activity, and built form, here examined through the 

lens of the motion picture camera—that I hope will be a relevant and worthwhile 

contribution to architectural historiography. 
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Introduction: The Cinematic Staircase 

 

“All right, Mr. DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up.” 
 —Norma Desmond, Sunset Boulevard, 1950 

 

Let me begin with a famous end.  Norma Desmond has just shot and killed her reluctant 

gigolo, Joe Gillis, whose body floats in Norma’s pool.  She is deranged, lost in the myth 

of her past stardom while the police swarm about her decaying mansion.  Max von 

Mayerling, her former director, ex-husband, and now butler, has devised a way to get her 

out of the house and into the paddy wagon: she will make a grand entrance down the 

staircase as Salome, in her mind a triumphant return to the silver screen.  As the orchestra 

plays a haunting tango and Joe’s voice narrates from the dead, Norma slowly descends 

the gently curving stair, an aging Spanish revival set piece that reminds us of all she once 

was—graceful, feminine, mysterious, seductive, and silent—and now is: archaic, worn 

out, forgotten.  The staircase speaks for Norma as Norma speaks for the staircase (Figure 

2).  They are two actors in a tragic denouement.  

 

This dissertation is about the meanings of the residential staircase in the motion pictures 

of Hollywood’s Golden Age, and more particularly about how the staircase expressed, 

influenced, and furthered the colorful psychosexual power struggles that unfolded on the 

screen.  It seeks to show that an architectural element—be it in real or reel life—has the 

ability both to tell and help write the story of the humans who engage it.  Implicit in this 

study is an acknowledgement that sex and power constitute a fundamental, deeply 
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intrinsic driving force in all human interrelationships—even if such force is often only 

tacitly admitted—and that this anthropologic dynamic was intentionally woven within the 

staircases of Hollywood movies to provoke audiences to respond in certain ways.  It is 

my aim that, after perusing this paper, the reader will never again look at the staircase in 

the same way, or will at least enjoy a new appreciation of the messages it carries, and 

what those messages might mean. 

Studios during the Production Code era of filming—that period between 1932 and 

1955 when movies had to be more puritanical in their depictions—looked to set 

architecture to help communicate with the audience what film censors tried to prohibit.  

The staircase, as an item already freighted with an array of culturally molded 

implications, provided art directors with an ideal instrument with which to achieve that 

objective.  Consequently, the filmic stair assumed a facilitating role as a site of lively 

interaction: things happened there, just as they did in real life—only this time with an 

audience to watch them.  As a locus of compelling activity involving a three-dimensional, 

often sculptural form, the stair helped to activate the sexual, social, and political tensions 

that animated the movie’s characters.  The staircase was a gateway to be negotiated, 

controlled, and violated, and it was an object simultaneously vertical and horizontal in 

which direction, location, and position mattered.  It was thus a supporting actor in 

multiple roles:  a signal of sexuality, a locus of power struggles and intrigues, and an 

indicator of economic status, social position, and moral probity…or turpitude.   

Regrettably, when approaching the writing of architectural history, we rarely 

think about the vital performative role a building element such as the staircase can play in 
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the development of a structure’s meaning.  To illustrate the contributory value of this 

approach, we need only consider Michelangelo’s famous staircase in the ricetto of the 

Laurentian Library in Florence.  Without arguing the merits of its somewhat uncertain 

design provenance, we need only regard how it is customarily represented in 

historiographical literature.3  Scholars have tended to focus on the spatial and enclosing 

mural attributes of the vestibule, sidestepping as it were the obvious focal point of the 

room: the staircase.  Richly sculptural and absolutely unique and perplexing in its form, 

the stair is a captivating set piece.  Yet most historians address it only in passing, 

technically describing its geometries and offering an occasional nod to its “steps…which 

appear to flow down…spreading outwards over the floor…like lava.”4  Rare among 

descriptions is that of Robyn O’Bryan (1997), who discusses attendant notions of power 

and prestige through a study of Michelangelo’s letters.  She notes that the flanking flights 

were for servants, and that the lateral “seats” (where a balustrade would normally be 

found) might have been modeled after those from the Belvedere staircase, which itself 

was intended for use during theatrical performances.5  Unfortunately, this is as far she 

goes. 

Now, imagine this same staircase depicted in a motion picture with Cosimo 

de’Medici enacting his courtly ritual upon and around its steps.  The ricetto comes alive, 

and we see how the three parallel flights and the room itself are used.  We see the role the 

staircase plays in ducal power jousts and possibly even furtive sexual minuets.  We have 

a greatly expanded understanding of this architectural element and the space that contains 

it, and we can tie that appreciation to patterns of history and architectural development.  
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The grey and white of the pietra serena and stucco change to Technicolor; the meanings 

become layered and far richer. 

Unfortunately, we will never have the luxury of a contemporary motion picture 

rendering of Michelangelo’s work from the cinquecento.  But that is not the point.  The 

alternate means of looking at the staircase proposed in this essay reveals a stratum of 

meanings that are not and cannot be found in history texts; film allows us to read 

impressions—often in the form of active visual evidence—that we otherwise cannot from 

static examination.  These messages are not necessarily arbitrary, as will be seen, for 

Hollywood movies founded their representations on cultural understandings and 

expectations and historical precedents that supplemented, rather than supplanted, the 

readings we cull from the customary methodologies of historiography.  My hope is that, 

in the end, this dissertation will help expand the discourse of architectural history as it 

argues for an expanded way of looking at meaning, one that, in the words of Bernard 

Tschumi, sees architecture as defined not just by its “formal container, but rather by its 

combinations of spaces, movements, and events;” that is, the dynamic human interactions 

and their related stories that, just was we imagined in the ricetto, breathe life into the built 

environment. 6   

 

About this Dissertation 

The idea of an interactive, mutually reinforcing dynamic between humans and 

architecture is not new.  Austrian designer and writer Paul T. Frankl, writing in 1914, 

argued that “architecture forms the fixed arena for actions of specific duration…[and] 
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provides the path for a definite sequence of events.”7  A number of years later, in 1992, 

architectural historian Alice Friedman expanded on Frankl’s idea.  As if writing about 

filming technique (which she was not), Friedman observed that “through screening, sight 

lines, contrasts of scale, lighting, and other devices, architecture literally stages the value 

system of a culture, foregrounding certain activities and persons and obscuring others.”  

By way of this system, she continued, meaning is constituted.8  

Architecture, it has been said, communicates rhetorically. 9   This can be 

accomplished, for example, through the organic shapes rendered in metal in Victor 

Horta’s Tassel house that denote progressivism, or the neoclassical temple form with 

majestic columns that sends a message of wealth and power.10   Sculptor Kent Bloomer 

and architect Charles Moore argued in their 1978 book, Body, Memory, and Architecture, 

that the “three elements” of an early primitive dwelling—column, wall, and roof—gave 

meaning to the built world: the column as a celebration of humans’ upright stance, the 

wall as a description of territoriality, and the roof as a head-like crown.11  Needless to 

say, then, buildings—and certain parts of buildings—have long been charged with 

semantic power to reflect and influence how people think and behave.  The staircase, be 

it internal or external, can be invested with that same power through intent or accident, 

consciously or subconsciously, achieving it perhaps most poignantly and often subtly in 

the emotionally charged residential environment with which this dissertation is 

concerned. 

This is an unusual study for two reasons.  First, singular architectural elements are 

rarely investigated outside of their historical, formal, material, or structural aspects (a 
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most notable exception being architectural historian Joseph Rykwert’s expansive, seminal 

work on the history and meaning of the classical column12).  Secondly, and following 

from the first, the staircase has evidently seldom been examined in a way that seeks to 

understand its interplay with life as it is lived—with all its interpersonal, psychosexually- 

and control-driven highs and lows, conflicts and tensions—and thus its meaning as a 

constructed work of architecture.   

This dissertation is focused on staircases within the house as depicted in 

American films released between 1932 and 1955.  This scope likely invites a series of 

questions.  Why, one might ask, look exclusively at the staircase, and why only 

residential examples, and just interior ones at that?  Why use the medium of film, and, in 

any event, only Hollywood movies?  And lastly, why restrict the time frame to the years 

of the 1930s through the early 1950s, when good motion pictures certainly were made 

before and after that range?  These are all valid queries, the answers to which deserve a 

moment of explanation. 

 

Why the Staircase? 

The staircase is a place and structure of its own, a locus of unpredictable activity, and a 

special architectural constituent in any building.  It can often be the first striking element 

of the house an owner and his visitors will see, said Charles Lloyd of the British real 

estate concern Savills in a 2018 Mansion Global online article that could just as well 

have appeared a century earlier.  “Therefore,” he continued, “it is imperative that a stylish 

staircase sets the tone for the rest of the home.”  Added New York interior designer 
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Phillip Thomas, a staircase has the potential to be a “work of art…a sculpture that is not 

just used but appreciated for its beauty through the materials and ornamentation 

employed” to create it.13   Its significance is not new: as early as the dawn of the sixteenth 

century in Louis XII’s France, observed current-day historian Monique Chatenet when 

writing about etiquette at the French Court, the degree of a stair’s magnificence bore a 

direct correlation to the rank of its builder.14  

It is enigmatic, too.  “The stairway is neither here nor there,” said psychologist 

James Hillman in the 1993 BBC Two narration, “The Staircase.” “It’s like the bridge 

inside a house, connecting this with that, so you’re not in any finished or fixed place.”  

It’s a distinctive stage for interactive theatrics, he continued.  “So you meet; when things 

are met on the staircase, you’re right in the heart of the drama, you don’t know which 

way it will go from here.  What’s the next step in the drama?  … You know where you 

are in other parts of the house, but this is where it’s all open, so anything can happen.”15  

Unintentionally echoing Hillman, London residential property developer Simon De 

Friend (in the same Mansion Global piece) observed that “a statement staircase can 

create drama throughout a house.”16 (Emphasis added.)  The stair thus becomes a type of 

actor, in the Latourian sense that a thing that modifies a state of affairs by making a 

difference is an actor.17  What other component of a building, one might ask, can be 

described in this way? 

There is another reason to consider the staircase:  although it is usually the initial, 

most distinct (and distinctive) architectural element one encounters when entering many 

buildings—and especially residences—it is very often overlooked in any in-depth 
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consideration of a work of architecture.  Friedrich Mielke, founder of the world’s only 

institution dedicated to the study of the staircase, the Institut für Scalalogie in 

Regensburg, Germany, called the staircase the “Queen of Architecture,” and, in his 

publication for the 2014 Venice Biennale, lamented its virtual absence from most 

chronicles of the built environment: 

 

It goes like this: a castle is described in great detail, all four sides with the 

entrance and moat.  Then, the portal is acknowledged, due to the style, and 

the second floor with its grand rooms, its splendid moulding work, and 

collection of stag antlers.  Then the author describes the next floor.  No 

one mentions that there are stairs between the first and second floors.  

There is not a word about them.18   

 

Yet the staircase provides a wealth of information about its patron to the visitor.  From 

the form, material, size, and location of the stair, one can take measure of its owner’s 

economic stance, class, power position, and, even, as will be argued here, gender and 

sexuality.  Further, the stair quite frequently calls up memories and images of other 

places and past experiences, and therefore of one’s own station relative to those.  But all 

this is the result of static observation.  What happens when one actually engages the 

staircase? 

The staircase, wrote film critic Lotte Eisner in her 1965 book, The Haunted 

Screen, is an “action place” that needs to be interpreted; it has a dramaturgical function 

that far exceeds its pictorial effect.19  It acts as a stage: it showcases the human body and 

all its movements particularly well, thereby heightening expressions of power, 
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vulnerability, and sexuality.  It is a hierarchical locus in which position, direction, and 

destination matter.  There is a strong performance aspect to the staircase, one that 

requires and reflects physical effort.  Events occur on and about the stairs, which the 

staircase both assists with and contributes to.  People meet on the stairs and engage 

pleasantly or perhaps argumentatively…or even dangerously.  A woman makes her 

descente to an admiring crowd or an adoring suitor—or to the gates of perdition.  There is 

a temporal aspect to this movement on the stair, for it can take on a clock-like cadence, 

the feet engaging with the steps to represent the tick-tock rhythm of gears, a rhythm that 

can accelerate or draw out a dramatic effect.20  A mutually understood hierarchy and 

visual vulnerability develops between the individual high up and the person down low.  A 

look is cast furtively—up, down, or betwixt.  Stairs lead to places; one takes the stairs 

somewhere.  That somewhere can be good, or not so good.  Up can be to the private 

realm, to security, to the bedroom and all of its connotations, or to shadows lurking 

behind closed doors.  Down can be exhilarating, as experienced by our lady making her 

descente, or terrifying, as when stepping into the threatening unknown of the dark cellar.  

And the stair, no matter how lovely, no matter how special a place to be, has at its core an 

intrinsic quality of danger.  It nearly always summons, even if unconsciously, the innate 

human fear of tripping and falling, with consequences painful if not life changing—or 

ending.   

Humans’ relationship with the staircase is complicated, and is driven by the 

experiences of the culture in which we live.  Ultimately, the staircase is paradoxical: it is 

innocent yet duplicitous, benign yet malignant, safe yet dangerous, reassuring yet 
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unsettling, familiar yet foreign.  Seemingly inert and passive, its role in the drama of 

human life is not to be ignored.   

 

Why the Staircase in a House? 

This study is focused on the residential staircase for one key reason:  the house, as 

architectural theorist Christian Norberg-Schulz observed in his seminal 1977 book, 

Meaning in Western Architecture, is the central place of human existence.21  It is the 

place that, from time immemorial, is an expression of its inhabitants’ personalities and 

aspirations.22  Novelist Edith Wharton and architect Ogden Codman, Jr., writing seventy-

five years earlier in their taste-arbitrating The Decoration of Houses, proposed that the 

house itself—in form, style, and décor—is a projection of moral associations, traditions, 

and mental states; that is, it is a reflection of its occupants’ character, and as such both 

defines and is defined by those inhabitants.23  Additionally, the house is arguably a 

special repository of human emotions and behaviors that develop over time from 

childhood.  It is where superstitions begin—the monster under the bed and the 

otherworldly creatures lurking in the basement—and carry into adulthood.  The house is 

also the site of the most charged interpersonal dynamics, those culturally situated 

antagonisms that await restively within intimate and family relationships.  It is the 

compressed container of not only happiness but also every anxiety that dramatizes human 

life, from simple fear to heated power games to domestic violence.24  “Houses aren’t 

refuges from history,” observed Bill Bryson in his popular historical narrative, At Home 

(2010).  “They are where history ends up.”25  As an essential component part of so many 



 

   13 

domestic structures, the staircase is ideally situated to take part in and, through its 

architectural expression, help expose these human struggles and histories.26 

A special, typological relationship exists between the sexes and the house.  The 

house, and particularly its interior, has long been associated with women.  To Freud, the 

house served anthropomorphically as a substitute for the mother’s womb.27  And to that 

other early twentieth-century judge of good taste, Elsie de Wolfe, it was an expression of 

the assertive feminine: while the man may have built the house, she wrote, “woman went 

him one better and made of it a home. … It is the personality of the mistress that the 

home expresses.”28  Others would argue that the male was more than just the builder of 

the box.  Eighty years later and proving that the question was not at all settled, 

architectural historian Vanessa Chase took issue with de Wolfe’s territorial claim, 

arguing that the house was ultimately his and only allowed to women by him, for 

ultimately she was an object within this box he built, a signifier of his success and 

prowess.  Presumably, his financial achievement made it possible for her to occupy it.  

Even though the house was seen as expressive of the woman, Chase wrote, the woman 

“only inhabited it as an inscribed figure: the real body displayed through the house, and 

woman, was the man’s.”29  In each of these instances, title to the property, it seems, 

stayed firmly with him.   

Hollywood toyed very effectively with these notions without effecting an 

ownership transfer.  Portrayals shifted between the house as his with the interior as hers; 

the house as his, and the interior seemingly as hers, but actually his; and the house as 

seemingly his, but decidedly hers, with perhaps a piece of the interior—the staircase, for 
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example—as his.  In many cases, as this study will show, it was the staircase that 

ultimately defined to whom the place “belonged.” 

There are additional reasons to focus on the house.  The house, and especially the 

interior of the house, is the secluded realm, the hidden or protected place within which 

privacy from the outside world is assured and social and behavioral conventions can be, 

if not disregarded, then substantially minimized.  It is, wrote architectural historian 

Beatriz Colomina in 1992’s Sexuality and Space, the locus of carnal activity and the 

dance that leads to or at least proposes it.  The house is the stage for the theater of the 

family—the ancient, sacred matriarchal village within which is found the scene of 

sexuality and reproduction.30  The staircase eases the fulfillment of that intimacy—of 

such liaisons—as it mutely guides passage from the billiard room to the bedroom.   

And lastly, the house is the place from which to watch, safely and discretely (one 

presumes) the goings-on of the outside world.  On one hand, the staircase is a sanctuary 

from which that world can be safely observed—“a box in the world-theatre,” explained 

art and cultural historian Susan Sidlauskas in a 1996 essay—and, on the other, “a stage 

on which one’s most intimate feelings can be acted out with the greatest authenticity.”31  

As such, the interior staircase affords a most unvarnished vehicle for exploring the 

meanings that evolve from the complex relationships between humans and architecture. 

 

Why Film, and Why American Film? 

Motion pictures allow audiences to experience architecture in action, albeit vicariously.  

The camera takes the viewer into the private realm of life that is the house and permits 
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her to watch with impunity what would otherwise be forbidden.  And although the story 

she is seeing may be contrived, as the plots of popular entertainment often are, such 

narratives are usually based on scenarios that the audience will comprehend and relate to; 

they unfold, to paraphrase film critic Parker Tyler (writing in 1968), as the unconscious 

expressions of age-old human myths.32  Successful film directors understood, used, and 

twisted familiar cultural norms and situations in order to elicit the desired reactions from 

their viewers, whose sense of expectation could thereby be either confirmed or upended 

by surprise.  Further, the visual media and techniques of motion pictures—costumes, sets, 

lighting, camera angle, and the like—were combined intentionally with the diegetic to 

produce certain meanings and outcomes.  In short, in film there is intent, be it explicit or 

implicit. 

 The filmmaker faced an unusual task: how to represent effectively in two 

dimensions what were actually three-dimensional forms, and in the process induce a 

transfiguration of the ordinary into the extraordinary as a means of making art…and 

entertainment.  Rudolf Arnheim was perspicacious when, in 1933, he outlined the manner 

in which this could be accomplished.  First, he observed how the camera angle forced the 

viewer to adopt a keener interest in the object of attention, thereby adding to the sense of 

that object’s reality and rendering it livelier and more arresting.  Next, he noted that, by 

directing attention not only to the object at hand, but also to its formal qualities 

specifically, the object acquired a “provocative unfamiliarity” while still appearing to be 

simply “itself.”  Then, he continued, the spectator could now evaluate whether the object 

of consideration still served as a “representative sample of its genus…and whether it 
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move[d] and react[ed] in conformity with its species.”  In the end, he concluded, the 

aforementioned process allowed the object to be interpreted “more or less profoundly” 

without ever changing its essence, but having “been left exactly as it appear[ed] in real 

life.” 33   One can readily see how the staircase could substitute for Arnheim’s “object,” 

and how the motion picture could, perhaps uniquely, allow for an increased perception 

and interpretation of this architectural form and its interaction with human actors. 

The movie set as a theatrical conceit responded to human activity in a more 

exacting way than “real” architecture.  Because the set was designed and created 

intentionally to interface with a purposeful script and prescribed movements, it 

eliminated the chance variables of everyday life; it needed to respond to the dramatic 

action that ultimately determined the scheme.”34  Thus, when art directors undertook the 

daunting task of matching a set design to a narrative, they not only had to understand 

quite clearly the nature and mood of the story and its characters, how the actors needed to 

move and interact within the plot, and the practical side of how to squeeze film crews 

into and above the space, but also how to do the foregoing in a way that would have the 

greatest impact on the viewing public.  As film critic André Bazin (1918-1958) 

concluded, “we see how the set plays as great a part as the acting in justifying situations, 

explaining characters, and giving credibility to the action.”35   

The filming process moved the camera through and about rooms and other 

spaces—all of which required three-dimensional constructions—and thus revealed 

interiors much like those customarily created and occupied in real life.36  Highly trained 

and knowledgeable architects, after all, almost always designed sets. When included as 
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an object of importance in a film, the staircase became an especially communicative 

element.   Chicago architect and film set designer Aric Lasher recently explained its role: 

 

Staircases are of particular interest and importance to architects and 

production designers as their role in imparting relationships between 

spaces, moments of entry or departure, and degree of mystery (meandering 

or turning stairs) or exposure (broad ones: Odessa steps, staircases in 

Metropolis, Intolerance or Busby Berkeley musicals) can impart narrative 

tension or a setting for a scene.  They also influence perception of 

character: grandiosity, importance, insignificance, pomp or intimacy, etc.37 

  

Staircases in motion pictures consequently carry a variety of meanings, meanings that are 

in many cases already familiar to audiences, and that knowingly represent a certain 

version of what actually does transpire behind closed doors.   The medium of film is 

probably the closest that exists for understanding the relationship between an interior 

architectural element and the people who interact on and around it, absent the ability to 

observe actual, real life interaction first hand. 

 

Why American film?  Perhaps it is best to let British film historian Paul Rotha respond to 

this question, for his amusing answer from 1930 is difficult to surpass: 

 

By sheer ubiquity, American movies compel attention.  Although they 

are…the lowest form of public entertainment, their very number prevents 

their being ignored.  In every country of the world where cinemas 

persuade both the hardworking and the rich to part with their money at the 

grille-hole of the box-office, there is to be found celluloid of Hollywood 
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origin.  Indeed, so far has the influence of the movie spread that its 

presence is noted not only in the cinema but in the wireless, the theatre, 

the Press, and in all matters of advertising.  The star-system alone has 

penetrated to the inner regions of every servant-girl’s heart, influencing 

her likes and her dislikes, her ideals and her dreams.  Movies are a part of 

drawing-room gossip and dinner-table repartee.  They have superseded the 

novel and the play as a topic of fashionable conversation.  The first night 

of some movies may almost be as important a social occasion as the first 

night of an opera.38 

 

Despite his condescension, Rotha identified the inescapable draw of American movies: 

they offered an irresistible emotional pull, served up fantasy like nothing else, and, 

playing absolutely everywhere, ensured a common denominator for conversation among 

and across every type of human social division.  There was simply nothing else like them.   

 

Why 1932 to 1955? 

The Motion Picture Production Code was officially inaugurated in 1930.  This enquiry 

begins in 1932, a year in which the Code was more or less observed and two years before 

Joseph Breen assumed control as its strict enforcer.  It ends in 1955, the year following 

Breen’s resignation.  To explain a bit more specifically, by 1932 the silent era had come 

to an end and the vertically integrated Studio System had stabilized and taken firm hold 

of the industry, and the ensuing twenty-three years included swift advancements in 

cinematography and the accelerated immigration of highly imaginative and creative 

industry talent from Europe.  These factors conjoined to create the perfect environment 
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for the meaningful maturation of the movie set and its attendant components, including 

the staircase.  

 This study concludes in 1955 for several reasons, beyond the simple (yet 

meaningful) fact of Breen’s departure.  First, it was the time by which the delayed 

dissolution effects of the 1948 Supreme Court anti-trust ruling, United States vs. 

Paramount Pictures, began to be felt within the movie industry.  As will be explained in 

more detail below, the ruling forced the major American studios to divest their vast 

theater chains, which shattered the industry’s economic model and thus the rich budgets 

that allowed for the creation of lavish sets.  Second, and at the same time and to the relief 

of the newly revenue-challenged industry, the cost and ease of travel were changing 

rapidly, meaning expensive soundstages could be shunned for cheaper location filming.  

Technology improved, too, allowing better control of outdoor sound recording, camera 

movement, and lighting.  Naturally, this shift out from the enclosed studio rendered 

sets—and the staircases within them—all that less important.  Third, there came another, 

more subtle change.  After World War II, Americans increasingly came to accept the idea 

of high-rise apartment living as an alternative to the single-family dwelling.  These 

apartments took over as the settings for numerous motion pictures, settings in which 

staircases were replaced by elevators.39  The final reason for ending in 1955 is the swift 

advance of television, which provided a completely new alternative for mass 

entertainment—and fierce competition for the movie industry—and thereby added extra 

incentive to create movies as cost-efficiently as possible.40  All these factors combined 

into a perfect storm to undermine the structure that had enabled the rather profligate 
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investment in soundstage staircases.  By the mid-1950s, the eclipse of the Golden Age of 

film architecture was under way.41 

In sum, the twenty-three-year span of this investigation covers a remarkable 

period of time in which set architecture—and set staircases in particular—played a vitally 

important role as necessary semantic actors.  It provides an unusually rich set of 

examples that were created in an era when, in the field of entertainment, there was little 

else to capture the rapt, sympathetic, and malleable attention of millions of Americans.   

 

The State of the Literature 

The literature examined for this dissertation falls into two categories: that pertaining to 

the staircase, and more particularly the staircase in motion pictures; and that which might 

serve as an appropriate methodological model for an exploration such as this. 

 

The Staircase 

The body of literature concerning the staircase is surprisingly limited, and, for purposes 

here, can essentially be broken down into two categories.  The first consists of works 

addressing construction tectonics and those that deal with aesthetics and history.  The 

second draws from film studies, and in particular the architecture and impact of sets.   

There are numerous tomes providing guidance on the various ways to build 

various stair types, the materials to use, and the optimal rise-to-run ratios.  Karl 

Habermann’s Staircases: Design and Construction of 2003 is a good example of this 

genre.42  And for questions pertaining to staircase safety, John Templer’s The Staircase: 

Studies in Hazards, Falls and Safer Design (1993) has for a number of years been a 
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standard, but by no means exclusive, reference.43  Of the genre dedicated to form, style, 

and history, much has been written (if only as chapters in broader-topic books), since the 

staircase has intrigued writers, artists, and architects for over a half millennium.  Palladio 

included a discussion of the staircase in his Quattro Libri of 1570; Abraham Swan 

dedicated his Builder’s Treasury of Stair-cases to the subject in 1765; and Jean-Nicolas-

Louis Durand devoted a number of pages to the stair in his notable Précis of the early 

nineteenth century.44 More recently, John Templer addressed the subject in a companion 

volume to his Studies in Hazards, The Staircase: History and Theories, and Oscar 

Tusquets Blanca et al. in 2013 published their lavishly illustrated history, Staircases: The 

Architecture of Ascent, to name just two of dozens. 45  And then there are the various 

historical and technical texts published by Friedrich Mielke’s Institut für Scalalogie, 

which, interestingly, are still only available in German. 

 There has been precious little written about the interplay of the staircase with 

human beings, both physically and psychologically.  Surprisingly, even pre-

Revolutionary French architect Nicolas Le Camus de Mézières, in his Le genie de 

l’architecture; ou, L’analogie de cet art avec nos sensations, neglected any meaningful 

mention of this architectural element that can have so much to do with “sensations,” as 

did (years later and equally as surprisingly) architectural critic Aaron Betsky in his 1995 

exposé of Building Sex, where one would reasonably expect some sort of Freudian wink 

of the eye.46  In a similar vein, and just as remarkable, were Beatriz Colomina’s 

omissions in her essays within the 1992 compendium, Sexuality and Space.  The author 

included photographs of the interiors of the Villa Savoye and the Appartement Charles de 
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Beistegui (all taken by Le Corbusier himself) in which the staircase poses conspicuously 

(Figure 3).  However, she wrote not a word about these obvious and meaningful 

presences; it is as though they were not there.47  Several authors have expounded on the 

role of the staircase in courtly ritual—including architectural and art historians Patricia 

Waddy, Alice Jarrard, Lise Bek, Monique Chatenet, and Alfredo Ureña Uceda—and a 

conference dedicated to the stair, “L’escalier dans l’architecture de la Renaissance,” was 

held in Tours in 1979.48  But broadly speaking none appears to have sought to uncover 

the meanings that might be embedded within this object.   

In film studies, the lacuna continues.  As an example, Rudolf Arnheim’s seminal 

essay, Film (originally published in Germany in 1932 as Film als Kunst and reconstituted 

with additional inclusions as Film as Art in 1957), made virtually no mention of the set 

(not to mention the staircase) in his expansive discussion on the medium.49  And the book 

that seems to be the most comprehensive study of the motion picture set, Juan Antonio 

Ramírez’s 1986 Architecture for the Screen: A Critical Study of Set Design in 

Hollywood’s Golden Age, lent scant attention to the filmic staircase.   

There are at least four notable exceptions to the otherwise significant library of 

missing references, none of which, I should note, was penned during the time the films 

covered here were made.  The first is the group of writings that examines the ways in 

which Alfred Hitchcock employed sets—and especially staircases—as purposeful places 

of tension in a number of his motion pictures.  The essay by film historian Jean Funck, 

“Fonctions et significations de l’escalier dans le cinema d’Alfred Hitchcock,” published 

in Positif in 1984, provides perhaps the best and most in-depth look at the director’s use 
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of the staircase to create unease, exacerbate sexual conflict, and sow an undercurrent of 

malice and danger.50  Another worthwhile work, Steven Jacobs’ The Wrong House: The 

Architecture of Alfred Hitchcock (2007), includes floor plans and numerous photographs 

of staircase scenes with some analysis; however, since it is not focused exclusively on the 

stair, it is not as insightful as Funck’s piece.51 

The second exception can be found in the thoughtful BBC Two production, “The 

Staircase,” from 1993.  Narrated by American psychologist James Hillman as part of The 

Architecture of the Imagination series, the show explores the ways in which the stair and 

the activity on it send messages to viewers, including in motion pictures.52   

Charles and Mirella Affron’s Sets in Motion: Art Direction and Film Narrative of 

1995 is another example of the rare look at the conveyance of meaning through cinematic 

sets.  The authors include the stair in their discussion of what they see as four 

communicative set categories: the low-budget denotative set providing a simple 

background, the expressive punctuative set (that associates, for instance, a curving 

staircase with desire), the set as embellishment, in which a realistic setting becomes a 

primary function of the narrative, and the set as artifice that assumes a surreal quality, as 

in Batman or the Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.53  The Affrons’ approach, however, focuses 

more on the symbolism of the static element rather than the dynamic and interactive 

messaging potential of the staircase. 

The last of these four exceptions to the otherwise paucity of literature concerning 

film and the staircase is the straightforwardly titled “Staircases in Film” (“Die Treppen 

im Film”) by Fritz Göttler.  Written in 2002, Göttler’s essay looks at the mnemonic value 
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of the filmic stair as well as its situational and directional importance as a place for 

intrigue.  This is a short but nevertheless informative essay.54  

Interestingly enough, the staircase is virtually absent from the well known, canon-

like cinematic architecture studies of Donald Albrecht, Léon Barsacq, Gabrielle Esperdy, 

Mark Lamster, Howard Mandelbaum and Eric Meyers, and Dietrich Neumann, to name 

just a few of the more prominent examples, but it does earn a brief place in Hans Dieter 

Schaal’s 2010 Learning from Hollywood: Architecture and Film.55  Even some of the 

most famous art directors who created these telling staircases, such as Cedric Gibbons 

and William Cameron Menzies, were silent on the subject in interviews of the time.56  

One can’t help but note that, before the early 1980s, there is virtually no literary 

discussion of the filmic staircase. 

 

Methodological Models 

When approaching an exploration such as this, one customarily seeks existing works to 

use as methodological or organizational references, if not models.  Key to this 

dissertation is the identification of books and essays that endeavor to overcome a paucity 

of firm evidence or documentation, for studio intent in the cinematic deployment of the 

staircase was rarely recorded, and thus remains elusive.  The result is that one must rely, 

and not to an inconsequential extent, on an educated subjectivity and reasonably 

substantiated speculation in this absence of material corroboration.  However, there is a 

body of publications that, in ways partial and selective, do help guide the effort 

undertaken here. 
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 The work that is thematically closest to this endeavor—that is, one that uses the 

medium of the motion picture to understand an interplay with architecture—is Skyscraper 

Cinema: Architecture and Gender in American Film (2009), by architectural and film 

historian Merrill Schleier.  In this book, the author explores American skyscrapers as 

“one of the main protagonists or necessary components of the narrative rather than mere 

backdrops or settings.”57  Her text, which is situated more in the realm of the sociological 

than the specifically architectural, considers the tall building as an eroticized cultural 

symbol of twentieth-century American business masculinity and economic hegemony 

that was patent on the skyline, in the lobby, and in the office.  It was an icon that 

cinematic audiences recognized well.  Schleier brings film and the skyscraper together 

with the two sexes who occupy the building and the screen to explicate gender 

relationships, tensions, and hierarchies.  Architecturally, Skyscraper Cinema has as its 

obvious subject the majestic, disengaged urban commercial monument, rather than the 

more nuanced and intimate staircase concealed discretely within a house.   

 Other authors have examined architectural elements and singular buildings from a 

similar perspective of informed subjectivity, but outside of the cinematic medium. John 

Onians’s controversial Bearers of Meaning: The Classical Orders in Antiquity, the 

Middle Ages, and the Renaissance (1988) sets out “to contribute to an understanding of 

the role of architecture in the formation of European culture and the European mind,” 

primarily through a contextual analysis of the classical orders as employed in various 

building types from antiquity through the High Renaissance.58  His often-speculative 

method has earned him the concern of more than one historian and the sympathetic 
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admiration of others.59  Onians’s focus on an architectural element (the column) as a 

“bearer of meaning” approaches the idea of this dissertation, albeit on a much grander 

and more expansive scale of time, geography, and history.  One empathetic reviewer 

acknowledged that Onians’s thesis was charting new waters in which affirming 

documentation was, in many cases, missing, but nevertheless lauded the author for his 

creativity and innovative approach.60  

 Another intriguing foray into the risky weeds of the speculative is Farès el-

Dahdah’s provocative essay from 1995, “The Josephine Baker House: For Loos’s 

Pleasure.”   El-Dahdah escorts his reader through a sensual interpretation of Adolf Loos’s 

1928 project of a Parisian hôtel particulier for the exotic American dancer, Josephine 

Baker.  With little else to guide him than a model and a few drawings, the author 

develops his argument by invoking a triad of ancien régime maisons de plaisir; the 

architect’s famous essay, “Ornament and Crime;” and the erotic nighttime entertainments 

of early twentieth-century Paris.  Loos’s creation, el-Dahdah writes, is “an admirateur’s 

letter that was never sent…a tactile extension of [Loos’s] yearning to touch the absent 

body of Josephine.”61  His fascinating explication is as undeniably subjective and highly 

speculative as it is titillatingly plausible.    

A third author, Ryan K. Smith, in his 2011 essay, “Building Stories: Narrative 

Prospects for Vernacular Architecture Studies,” argues for the value of an obviously 

hypothesized narrative approach to the telling of architectural history.  “I propose,” he 

writes, “that sustained landscape stories [and by “landscape” he is referring to 

contextually-situated, rather than customary factually-based, narratives], like good 
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fiction, can suggest and explore more meanings for more people than our now-convenient 

structures of analysis.”62  Anticipating scholarly resistance to his proposition, Smith notes 

that other disciplines—psychology, religion, literature, and folklore—have shown that 

humans “make meaning of their lives and the world through narratives,” and that, 

consequently, storytelling must be more relevant to the study of history beyond being just 

“interesting and enjoyable.”63  Stories, he continues, allow us to experience architecture 

more personally.  This, of course, is what the motion picture accomplishes so very 

effectively and efficiently. 

Lastly, and most recently (2016), there is Adele Tutter’s fascinating psycho-

architectural exploration of Philip Johnson’s Glass House ensemble in New Canaan, 

Connecticut, Dream House: An Intimate Portrait of the Philip Johnson Glass House.  

Tutter, an assistant professor of psychology and practicing psychoanalyst, examines 

Johnson’s famous complex of Glass House, Brick House, Pavilion, Study, Painting 

Gallery, Sculpture Gallery, and Ghost House by considering the buildings individually 

and collectively as expressions of their architect’s own complicated emotional and 

psychological past:  

 

The structures of the Glass House [estate] represent in architectural form 

the links between Johnson’s subjective inner experiences of fragmentation 

and cohesion and its manifest derivatives: his interpersonal struggle 

between dominated attachment and autonomy, and the parallel aesthetic 

dialectic, between dominating tradition and creative innovation. …Just as 

the Glass House offered Johnson an affirming, stabilizing mirror, it offers 

us a lens through which to see his inner world.64 
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This posthumously composed book relies on the author’s psychotherapeutic 

interpretation of Johnson’s inner self and an extrapolated application of the conclusions 

of that interpretation to his personal architectural constructs.  In the process, she deduces 

covert intentions, meanings, and expressions that may or may not, in the end, be true. 

 

Methodology and Structure 

Using the medium of the motion picture, this dissertation seeks to uncover meanings that 

are arguably connected with certain forms of the residential staircase.  We customarily 

look to identify such meanings within architecture writ large; that is, though the study of 

an entire building or set of buildings.  However, the objective here is to show, through the 

vehicle of the cinematic staircase, that architectural semantics can rest within this single 

sentence, as it were, of the composed, discrete element, rather than just within the more 

expansive paragraph of the entire construct.  How this short phrase gathers substance 

depends on the ways in which the viewer perceives, interprets, and ultimately 

understands it in the context of his own background, environment, and experiences.  The 

methodology used in this dissertation attempts to explicate how and why movie 

audiences likely received and comprehended the intended or implied messages directors 

were sending their way.  And through the same set of lenses, it also suggests a means by 

which filmmakers may have invested their cinematic staircases with these messages. 

 As with the literature cited above, this study often ventures into what one might 

call substantiated conjecture, because specific, documented proof of intent and reception 

is for the most part lacking or available only by inference.  This exploration therefore 
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pursues a three-tiered methodology. First, it seeks to identify evidence empirically; that 

is, it examines such primary records as exist, secondary literature, and visible patterns 

evident in the movies themselves, the sum of which implies a logical explanation of 

directorial intent.  Second, in order to consider an additional source of such intent, and to 

arrive at a reasonable presumption of audience reception, it looks at the ways in which 

viewers could have been counted on to recognize filmmaker signals and comprehend 

their messages.  This is accomplished by peering through three interrelated lenses of 

cultural psychology—associationism, phenomenology, and iconography—as a way of 

establishing a cognitive context for this cinematic communication.  Together, these two 

branches of exploration constitute a background against which, as the third leg of the 

methodology, a set of individual case studies is then interpreted. 

This enquiry is structured in three parts that together constitute an argument for 

reading the cinematic staircase as a significant tool in the construction of meaning in 

architectural history.  Part I provides a contextual understanding of the film industry up to 

and through the period between 1932 and 1955.  Chapter 1 looks at the emergence of the 

dramatic filmic staircase, both in terms of the set architecture of which it was a key 

component and the profile of the motion picture industry as it existed during the time of 

the twenty-three-year period covered.  It explores the economic engine underlying the 

film business—the so-called Studio System—as well as the significant impact of 

experienced immigrant talent in making the communicative set possible.  This chapter 

additionally examines the development of the movie set from its progenitor in stage 

theater to its maturation as a strategically designed contributor to the cinematic narrative, 
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as well as the Motion Picture Production Code, that rulebook of dos and don’ts that 

encouraged directors and art directors to situate expression in, on, and about an 

architectural framework. 

Part II shifts the discussion to an exploration of the two parallel methodological 

avenues, identified above, that establish the basis for recognizing directorial intent and 

audience reception.  Chapter 2 addresses the empirical path, which involves primary and 

secondary source material as well as visual evidence that is revealed through the films 

themselves.  Chapter 3 explores the three ways of comprehending how meaning can 

convey through form and activity.  It outlines the notions of associationism, 

phenomenology, and iconography as bases for understanding how messages could be 

conferred by filmmakers and retrieved by audiences, wittingly or unwittingly.   

Drawing on the context outlined in Part I and the cognitive foundation established 

in Part II, Part III turns to the exploration of a series of motion picture case studies, which 

are organized into four chapters by staircase type.  The objective of these studies is, of 

course, to tease out the meanings that emerge from each form as it engages with the 

human dynamic.  The discussions open with an examination of the historically oldest 

shape, the straight stair, and then proceed to considerations of the spiral, curving, and 

three-run typologies.  Each inquiry takes into account a number of cultural factors, such 

as symbolism, history, and gender relations, as it weaves a story of sex, power, and the 

cinematic staircase. 
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About the Sample 

The number of motion pictures from which to draw a sample for analysis is clearly 

enormous, especially during such a prolific period of production. Over the twenty-three-

year span of this study, studios (in the aggregate) released an average of more than three 

hundred films per annum, which translates into a total possible sample pool in excess of 

6,900 movies—of which twenty are included here.  It is perhaps necessary, then, to 

reiterate that the aim of this dissertation is not deduce a universally applicable set of 

conclusions; rather, its purpose is to suggest that meaning can be uncovered in 

architecture by observing and interpreting how users engage with its various elements—

in this case, the staircase, as constructed for and watched through the lens of the motion 

picture camera.  It should be noted that the examples used here are selective and not 

necessarily representative of the use and meaning of all such staircases in Hollywood 

motion pictures or in real life.  To borrow from Dr. Freud, sometimes a staircase is just a 

staircase. 

Keeping the afore-mentioned objective in mind, the movies included in this study 

were chosen according to several criteria.  Most obviously, they had to fit, by release 

date, within the temporal parameters of this inquiry, and had to be productions of 

Hollywood studios.  While it was preferable for a film to depict an American setting, 

such was not an essential criterion, as long as the movie was designed to appeal to 

American audiences and their sensibilities, experiences, fantasies, and fears. In order to 

minimize production biases, an effort was made to include a variety of directors and art 

directors whenever possible.  Obvious, too, was the requirement that the film include 
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notable scenes featuring a prominent residential interior staircase.   And although the 

staircases seen in these movies needed not be the center of attention for the duration of 

the film, it was nevertheless necessary that they reasonably satisfy the following set of 

three objectives.   

First, and for evident reasons, the stair needed to be strongly representative of one 

of the four forms.  Next, it had to play a prominent role within the diegesis: noteworthy 

activity had to occur on or about the stair, and/or the stair needed to be symbolically 

relevant. And lastly there needed to be a reasonable suggestion of explicit or implicit 

intent—of the purposeful use of the stairway as an actor and as a particular vehicle for 

conveying meaning. 

 

Extents and Limitations 

This paper is directed solely toward an understanding of the staircase within single-

family residential environments as depicted in American movies released between 1932 

and 1955.  Excluded are stairs in European films, exterior and landscape stairs, stairs 

within non-residential buildings, and musical extravaganza staircases, such as those in 

Busby Berkeley or Fred and Ginger films.  

It should also be stated that this is not envisioned as a history of the stair, nor is it 

an investigation of technical aspects or construction methods or types, for other authors 

have already covered these topics extensively.  One should note that, given the 

voyeuristic and escapist nature of the films of the era covered, most of the staircases 

discussed in this study are in grand homes; however, that increase in scale and 
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elaborateness has the fortuitous benefit of allowing for greater emphasis on the 

architecture itself and its relationship to the actors and the narrative.  And although any 

form of entertainment contains at its core a common thread with the culture that produced 

it, it is still a form of entertainment.  That the movies took liberties in blurring facts and 

fictions must be kept in mind.  It is, in the end, to quote assistant art director of the 

Baltimore Museum of Art John Koenig (writing in a 1942 program for the “Scenery for 

Cinema” exhibit held that year), a medium that “discovered its forte lies in presenting a 

series of might-have-beens in a world of actualities.”65  One last important point: this 

investigation is grounded in Western culture, and as such does not pretend to speak for 

the different meanings that may affix to the staircase in the East. 

 

A Final Word   

This work, to a certain extent, is necessarily subjective and speculative, for concrete, 

supporting data is largely missing.  One has to draw conclusions through an informed 

connecting of the dots, by stitching together a number of clues from circumstantial 

evidence found within a common psychological context that is further described within a 

very specific cultural framework.   The cautionary boundaries of this approach have been 

encountered by other authors, and are perhaps best expressed by psychologist Adele 

Tutter in her recent study of Philip Johnson’s Glass House.  All one needs to do is 

substitute “moviemaker” for “architect,” and consider “we” to be both we as researcher 

and we as audience: 
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How can we be sure we can discriminate between hidden meanings 

inferred via the architect’s associations, and our own subjective imposition 

of our own wishes, conflicts, ideas on those associations?  How can great 

art in particular be immune to our projections, when it so powerfully 

elicits them? … In the absence of [concrete evidence], the only way to test 

the inherent uncertainty and subjectivity of interpretation against the 

accuracy and critical rigor to which we aspire is to look for repetitive, 

internally consistent and overdetermined themes and patterns.  All the 

while, we must heed Freud’s admonition—to give “free rein to our 

speculations so long as we retain the coolness of our judgment and do not 

mistake the scaffolding for the building.”  Our aim is to come as close as 

possible to the inner world of the architect as reflected and magnified by 

his architecture, under a covenant of respect that promises fidelity to the 

evidence at hand.66 

 

With all that said, let us begin: Lights! Camera! Action!  
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Part I: Mise-en-Scène 
 

 

Ballin Mundson: [referring to his knife-cane] It is a most faithful and 

obedient friend: it is silent when I want it to be silent, 

but talks when I want to talk. 

Johnny Farrell:  Is that your idea of a friend? 

Ballin Mundson:  That is my idea of a friend. 

Johnny Farrell:  You must lead a gay life. 

—Gilda, 1946 67 

 

How does one regard a cinematic staircase?  How does one draw meaning from it?  As an 

example, consider the marvelous baroque stair that figures in the steamy Rita Hayworth 

film noir, Gilda (1946) (Figure 4).   

At the broadest level, it is an opulent stand-alone set piece that is the focus of a 

spacious and imposing entry hall; even if we never see the exterior of the house, we 

would know by the stair alone that this is a substantial mansion: whoever lives here is 

rich and powerful.  If we study this staircase a bit further, we might note that it is delicate 

in its construction, is light in color, and is housed in an exuberant space with columns and 

garlands the likes of which might even bring Bernini’s putti to blush.  One logical 

conclusion: the somewhat fragile and curvaceous appearance seems illustrative of 

femininity.  Might this be a wealthy woman’s house?  Why do we think all this?   

But don’t stop here.  Although this stair starts with a graceful curve, it abruptly 

joins with a single straight flight to the second floor, and, just as confusing for the 

architecturally indoctrinated, there are Doric and Corinthian columns together in this hall.  
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Could this be a kind of mixed metaphor of the angular masculine and the curvaceous 

feminine and their Grecian parallels?  Again, where do we get these ideas?   

Gilda, the sensual sex bomb, is hidden behind a pair of doors at the top, while the 

two male protagonists act out a charged power relationship on and about the two flights. 

We will learn that Gilda is the love object of the two male protagonists—one rich and 

powerful, the other young and willing—who might also be love objects of each other.68  

So maybe the staircase is trying to tell us something off-script.  How could we be 

expected to pick up on these multiple signals?   

Stephen Goosson and Van Nest Polglase, the art directors for Gilda, clearly 

designed this perplexing staircase to be the most important architectural part of their set.  

While we will likely never know their specific intentions, we can reasonably imagine that 

they were drawing on a keen understanding of how their audience would respond to the 

form of this object as well as to the way the characters engaged with it and each other; 

that viewers would recognize the codes and cues suggested on the screen. Without this 

comprehension, one could argue, the actors, the sets, and the movie itself would have 

been far less effective, not to mention captivating.  

The single chapter of this Part I serves as a kind of mise-en-scène, a background 

that outlines the context and the assumptions that led Hollywood to address audiences as 

it did, and to expect these viewers to respond to its films and their sets in certain desired 

and intended ways.  This chapter seeks to help explain why studios did what they did 

with their filmic stairs—and why we might think what we might think when we see the 

exotic stair in Gilda and Ballin Mundson’s sumptuous Buenos Aires mansion.    
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Chapter 1: Hollywood, 1932-1955 

 

With regard to the kisses…they must not be open-mouthed, lustful, 

prolonged or overly passionate. 
—Letter from the Production Code Administration  

concerning The Heiress, 1948 69 

 

There was a lot going on in sunny Tinsel Town between the years 1932 and 1955 that 

impacted the motion picture industry and, ultimately, the design and use of the sets within 

the films it produced.  The Studio System, the immigration of European talent, the 

burgeoning participation of architects within the business, and, of course, enforcement of 

the Production Code all came together to form a perfect storm for dramatic 

representation.  It is out of this background that the meaningful cinematic staircase 

emerged. 

  

The Studio System 

The so-called “Studio System” through which Hollywood’s large motion picture 

corporations controlled all aspects of film making and distribution—from contractually 

bound stars to the glittering movie houses in cities across the country—was a hegemonic 

economic model that generated a sea of riches, which in turn financed a wealth of 

elaborate and costly productions.  Theater and film chronicler Morton Eustis, writing in 

Theatre Arts Monthly in 1937, described the industry in unvarnished terms: 

 

First and foremost…the screen is a gigantic business enterprise.  If, 

secondarily (and, perhaps accidentally), it is also an art, so much the 
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better.  But ‘art’ must not conflict with business.  Thousands of theatres 

throughout the country have got to be supplied, week in, week out, with 

tin cans containing reels of celluloid.  Pictures must be released according 

to schedule and sound stages cannot be left silent.  The minute the 

sequence for one picture is shot, the sets must be struck to make way for 

new ones. ... Production in Hollywood is mass production on a high 

financial, some call it monopolistic, scale.  And the miracle of the studios 

is not that the pictures, the actors, or the sets, are so often bad, but that 

they are as good as, occasionally, they are.70 

 

Individually, the big studios churned out, on average, fifty or so films a year, each 

requiring upwards of forty-two sets.71  There were first-tier films, which received the 

most lavish attention and expenditures, and the less financially risky, bread-and-butter 

‘B’ movies that the studios stamped out to keep their movie theaters full between major 

productions. 

 Part and parcel of the movie-going experience was the theater itself.  In 1913, 

New York theater magnate Samuel Rothapfel opened his Regent Theater, the first movie 

house designed to compete with the grand theaters of the legitimate stage or opera.  A 

reviewer for Motion Picture News wrote that the setting was “so pleasing, so perfect in its 

artistic details, that it seemed as though the [architectural] setting were a prerequisite to 

the picture, and that both must, henceforth, go together.”72  And so they did.  By the late 

1920s, such “movie palaces” were ubiquitous across the nation—owned in chains by the 

major studios—and allowed viewers to participate vicariously in a world of opulence 

usually reserved for the privileged few.  Especially in the Depression and war years, 

movies—and the movie palaces in which they were shown—offered fantasy worlds for 
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audiences seeking a respite from the troubles of the real world.73  Enveloped in the 

enchanted and enchanting, romantic and mystical atmosphere of the movie house, 

moviegoers could fully escape the real world and merge with the equally fantastic story 

that flickered on the screen in front of them.  When the movie was over, those in the 

balcony could leave the theater by making a glamorous descent down the broad, elegant 

staircase that was a requisite feature of every such palace, acting out for themselves what, 

frequently, they had just seen from their velvet seat.74  The experience was complete. 

 The Studio System ended, technically, with the 1948 Supreme Court ruling 

(United States vs. Paramount Pictures) that declared the concentrated control of 

production, distribution, and exhibition monopolistic.  In practice, however, the required 

breakup—in particular, the disposition of the company-owned theater circuits—took 

some time.  The benefits of owning both sides of the equation, as it were, had assured the 

studios distribution of their films while effectively shutting out the competition, which 

had no access to the expansive network of corporate-owned theaters.  The Court’s 

decision upset this business model that had proven so profitable and forced moviemakers 

to reconsider how and for how much they could make their films. 

 Actors and studio personnel took advantage of the disruption caused by the ruling.  

For years, stars, directors, and art directors were held captive to one studio through long-

term contracts; they could only work for other motion picture companies when their 

contracted studio agreed to “lend” them out, usually on an exchange basis.  However, as 

the studios weakened following the United States vs. Paramount decision, these essential 

personnel, who had found themselves trapped both personally and professionally in work 
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over which they had less-then-optimal control, began to take matters in their own hands 

and increasingly sought independence through short-term contracts or by establishing 

their own production companies.  The studios now found themselves competing for 

talent, something they had rarely needed to do before. 

 As the theatrical money machine disappeared, control over vital personnel waned, 

and television presented an attractive alternative for the entertainment dollar, the need for 

prudent economics in filmmaking became ever more important.  Studios sought ways to 

shoot their footage less expensively, and that need took them more and more away from 

the soundstage and out on location to sites that required less design and construction—

and fewer specially conceived staircases.75 

 Before the Studio System came to an end, however, the big Hollywood 

filmmakers—20th Century Fox, Warner Brothers, Paramount, Columbia, Universal, 

MGM, RKO, and United Artists—called the shots and gave their captive audiences what 

they wanted: glamorous, escapist, sexy, exciting, scary, and titillating entertainment. 

  

The European Invasion 

A relatively unnoticed but significant factor in the development of the film set and 

corresponding filming methods was the large cohort of movie talent that emigrated to the 

United States from Europe.  Following the devastation of World War I, producers, 

directors, actors, and, most importantly for this discussion, art directors brought a dark 

and often cynical outlook with them that would impact motion pictures, and especially 

the upcoming genre of film noir, tremendously.76  The 1920s saw one wave come across 
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the Atlantic.  William Wyler, director of The Little Foxes and The Heiress, arrived from 

France; and from Germany came Ernst Lubitsch, director of Trouble in Paradise, Hans 

Dreier, the creative mind behind The Uninvited and The Strange Love of Martha Ivers, 

and Edgar Ulmer of The Black Cat fame.  A second wave, in the 1930s, carried 

Czechoslovakian Harry Horner, production designer for The Heiress and The Little 

Foxes, and Austrians Billy Wilder, perhaps most noted for his work on Sunset Boulevard, 

and Fritz Lang, famous for the 1929 film Metropolis, to American shores.  And director 

Alfred Hitchcock, a one-time set designer himself, presented his considerable semantics-

infused architectural skills to American audiences through Rebecca after arriving in 

Hollywood in 1939.  

 The impact of this “European invasion” was consequential.  Paul Rotha, writing 

in 1930 specifically about the first wave of arrivals, opined that German filmmakers 

introduced the importance of an architectural environment to motion picture production, 

an emphasis that was the result of a “national aptitude” for craftsmanship, structure, and 

working well within the constrictions of the enclosed studio.77  Much later, production 

and set designer Léon Barsacq, looking back in his 1976 book, Caligari’s Cabinet, 

remarked that the great European directors (especially those from Germany and Austria, 

Ernst Lubitsch, Friedrich Murnau, and Fritz Lang among them) brought new creative life 

to Hollywood, “breaching the wall of puritanism that bowdlerized Hollywood 

production.”  With Erich von Stroheim, in particular, American viewers got their “first 

taste of sophisticated eroticism and a view of the world that [was] simultaneously brutal, 

cynical, and full of pathos.”78   
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This European cohort, Lotte Eisner explained in her 1965 book on the era, helped 

advance the staircase in film.  As an example, she cited Weimar theater impresario Max 

Reinhardt, who trained art director Harry Horner and brought him to America, and who, 

in his German stage work, often used the staircase to extraordinarily dramatic effect.  

Reinhardt’s approach influenced Expressionist film makers, who took advantage of the 

mobility of a camera that could “rise and fall, taking bold, vertical shots, ascending and 

descending, as though it were an actual person” to imbue the staircase with great 

importance.79  Through this technique, she added, Weimar filmmakers were able to 

depict staircases as an aspect of the “landscape of the mind,” suggesting a sense of threat 

or menace, and a fear of the dangers lurking above or below.80  Such was the dramatic 

ethos these Europeans brought to Hollywood; it arguably upstaged, at least at the 

beginning, their more literal, less figurative resident American counterparts.  In time, the 

two perspectives merged, creating the world’s most effective and ultimately widespread 

production of motion picture entertainment. 

One felicitous product of this merger was the creation of a new genre, dubbed 

“film noir.”  Film noir traced its roots to an angst-ridden Weimar Germany on the cusp of 

Nazism, and to such motion pictures as Fritz Lang’s M of 1931.  Film noir movies, as the 

name implied, were by choice typically shot in black and white—even when color was 

readily available—as a means of enhancing a dark, dramatic impact.  These films, like 

their Germanic progenitors, used artificial lighting to create contrast through sharp 

shadows, and steep and often distorted camera angles to speak silently of emotional 

disruptions and a sense of fear, danger, and foreboding.  The sets of film noir productions 
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tended to be robustly three-dimensional in order to allow the camera lens to exploit the 

chiaroscuro effect to great theatrical advantage.  Film noir as a method was intensely 

communicative and contributed immensely to the unspoken and otherwise forbidden 

activity depicted on the screen, and thus resulted in some of the most expressive movie 

sets of the era, many of which, for that reason, are included in this dissertation.  

 

Architects and the Film Industry 

It made sense for architects to participate in the motion picture business.  Sets—interior 

and exterior—were built constructions in need of someone to design them.  The script 

provided the program and the studio was, typically, a well-heeled, if time-pressured, 

client.  Using trained architects was good for the industry, as it allowed studios to avail 

themselves of skilled talent that could deliver historically accurate yet fanciful designs 

and the working drawings to build them.   And this arrangement was good for the 

architects, too, who, as James Hood MacFarland observed in The American Architect in 

1920, gained “the opportunity of assisting to place before the public correct architecture 

and decoration,” as well as a chance to exhibit their wares before an ever-growing and 

appreciative audience.81  The early twentieth-century film theorist and poet Vachel 

Lindsay, writing in 1915, was prescient about the results: he predicted that American 

movies would provide a kind of testing ground for new architectural ideas, “a permanent 

World’s Fair” for “courageous” architects—which, for a time, it rather did, especially for 

audiences in search of the up-to-date and fashionable.82  
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 By the mid nineteen-twenties, architects were ubiquitous in the film industry, and 

were expected to be quite versatile in their abilities.  Harold Miles, a set designer as well 

as a director of the Hollywood League of Architects, wrote in 1927 that the motion 

picture architect should be able to design “exquisite boudoirs for high-salaried feminine 

stars, massive castles for masculine heroes, palm houses, skyscrapers—in fact, 

anything.”83  Further, said architect had to “present these things in a manner sufficiently 

true to be convincing on the screen.”  The studios set up regular architectural offices with 

architects, engineers, and draftsmen, and provided them with elaborate research 

departments that contained contemporary art and architecture magazines, books, and 

photographs (émigré Joseph Urban’s photo archives included pictures of ancient 

sculptures, wrought iron, column capitals, furniture, and more).84   

Art directors typically structured their approach based on the systems of 

architectural practice.  Harry Horner, whose work as production designer for The Heiress 

won him an Oscar, followed a three-step process in his designs: what he called research, 

design, and “use of space”—not unlike the programming, project development, and 

construction administration sequence pursued in the real world.  During the research 

phase, Horner outlined the spatial needs indicated by the script.  In the second phase, he 

conceived, designed, and built the sets.  Lastly, in the third phase, the art director acted as 

a facilitator and advised on how the sets were to be used during the actual shooting of the 

movie.85   

By the 1930s, according to some estimates, ninety-five percent of art directors and 

their subordinate unit directors came from the architecture profession, in time including 



 

   45 

such notables as Cedric Gibbons, Dorothea Holt, and Lutah Maria Riggs.86 A particularly 

representative example was Wiard Ihnen, the production designer for the 1947 Claudette 

Colbert/Orson Welles/George Brent film, Tomorrow is Forever (Figure 5).  Not only was 

Ihnen the son of an architect, he had trained at both Columbia University and the École 

des Beaux-Arts.  There was a reason he placed Doric columns appropriately on the first 

floor and Ionic on the second in his architecturally correct set.   

 The work that emanated from studio art departments was impressive.  For 

example, the drawings for Gone With the Wind, produced under art director William 

Cameron Menzies’s watch; those for The Picture of Dorian Gray, drafted by Riggs under 

Cedric Gibbons; and those for Gaslight, created under the direction of William Ferrari; 

were meticulously and beautifully executed, with elegantly drawn, full-scale details 

included to ensure that the construction department built precisely what the architects had 

in mind (Figure 6).87  The rewards for the architect were significant, and included not just 

publicity and employment during the difficult Depression and war years, but also the 

freedom to experiment with various forms and styles in a medium that encouraged 

imagination and creativity—all within an environment happily unencumbered by 

complicated programs and the need for solid and permanent construction. 

 

The Movie Set:  From Stage to Film 

The progenitor of the motion picture set was, of course, the stage set.  Theatrical sets 

functioned largely as backdrops, and were designed for static observation: the theater 

patron sat in her seat and watched the play, her visual perspective never changing.  This 
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was true in early motion pictures as well, for the camera—as substitute for the 

theatergoer—remained in one place for the duration of a shot.  However, as filming 

technology advanced, the camera could move about the set horizontally and vertically in 

a geometric manner, all while audiences remained glued to their seats.   

 This was a critical difference.  It transformed the set from mere scenery into a 

three-dimensional labyrinth through which the camera, and thus the audience and even 

the narrative, could move freely, aided by close-ups, tracking dollies, booms, and editing, 

too, that allowed for perspectives thoroughly unavailable to the stage theater viewer.  Art 

director Menzies understood that a continually changing composition allowed for “but a 

few moments in which an impression” could be absorbed, and therefore it had to be 

reduced, as much as possible, to “one forceful, impressive idea.”88  As such, a special 

concentration was required, one that corralled these new technologies to effectively and 

efficiently substitute pages of textual or verbal explanation with images that were 

simultaneously instantaneous and unambiguous.89  Complicating matters, as celebrated 

art director Gibbons observed in 1937, was the fact that a set designer could never 

visualize his scene from just one angle, as the stage set designer had to do.  Instead, he 

was required to “build each set in his mind and then go around it, as if it were an 

architectural model,” viewing it from different vantage points.90   To make matters even 

more difficult, the movie set, unlike its stage-situated predecessor, had to respond not 

only to the bulk, presence, and movement of the camera, but to its lens as well, which 

tended to flatten the image it recorded.  As a consequence, the designer needed to create a 
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countering, often somewhat exaggerated plasticity that was a combination of proper 

architecture and of theatrical license in order for the set to appear realistic on the screen.91 

The film set, like the stage set, needed to say something about the people who 

were the subject of the story.  This characteristic logically transferred from the legitimate 

theater to the silver screen early on.  In 1933, Grover Jones, a scene painter and writer, 

wrote of early silent films that “there were a few rules” for sets.   First, that “a man’s 

financial rating was judged by the number of piano lamps in his living-room.”  Second, 

that if this man “had evil intentions about the heroine, you could bet your last dollar the 

tête-à-tête room would show a big Chinese chair in the foreground…”  Third, if the 

kitchen and dining room were combined, “that meant the husband was a poor but honest 

laborer.”  And finally, “if bricks showed through the plaster, he was out of a job and his 

youngest child needed a doctor.”92  As time moved forward, the sets and their associated 

meanings would become more complex and more charged, especially after the 

implementation of the prescriptive and proscriptive Motion Picture Production Code.  

“Set design,” as architectural historian Gabrielle Esperdy observed in her 2007 essay 

about architecture and design in the movies of the 1930s, “became, in effect, a quasi-

character.  It did not just accompany, but commented upon the action of the plot, 

reinforcing and promoting the vision of American society it depicted.”93   

 

The Impact of the Movie Set  

“When we tell a story in cinema, we should resort to dialogue only when it’s impossible 

to do otherwise.  I always try first to tell a story in the cinematic way.” So explained 
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Alfred Hitchcock to François Truffaut in 1966 as he argued for the primacy of the 

camera, the action, and the sets over the spoken word in the making of an effective 

movie.94  By 1932, the set had developed as a vital communicative part of the motion 

picture.  Not only could it become, as Menzies once asserted, the hero of the picture, it 

was enormously influential on the viewing public.95  “To be sure,” wrote architect Elmer 

Grey in 1935, “the buildings [art directors] depict are not permanent, but they do reach 

many more people with their message than do many permanent buildings, and often in 

ways that make very lasting impressions.”96    

Movies—as the predominant form of popular entertainment—enjoyed immense 

and widely distributed audiences. 97  For example, in 1938, over 80 million people were 

going to the cinema each week, with the result that sets had the ability to dictate trends, 

arbitrate public taste, and influence and inspire large numbers of Americans.98   Studio 

heads catered to the crowds who came to the theater to see not only the show, but the sets 

as well.  Viewers mailed in letters asking where they could buy the furnishings and obtain 

blueprints for the dream houses they had seen on the screen.99  These theatergoers paid 

close attention to what they watched: some even constructed houses in emulation of those 

imagined by art directors.100  Because of advancements in filming technology that 

rendered set architecture and objects clear and distinct, art directors and their construction 

departments had to design and build to a high level of finish and detail, for audiences 

made assiduous note of the degree to which sets were “genuine and of the best 

materials.”101  
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This evolution from simple passive background to active three-dimensional 

participant, from static scenery to dynamic partner of filming technology, and from 

artistic setting to contemporary taste arbiter and merchandise catalog is what ultimately 

distinguished the movie set from its ancestor of the stage. 

 

From Outdoor to Indoor and the Importance of Technology 

When films were silent and lighting technology primitive and unreliable at best, the 

studios filmed outdoors, either on location or in the studio lot.  In these early days, 

location shoots offered ready-made sets and abundant sunlight—that is, if the weather 

cooperated.  Three events caused studios to move inside: synchronized sound, the carbon 

arc lamp, and audience expectations. 

The first event—the birth of the talkies—happened in about 1929 and changed the 

focus of motion picture making from mute, energetic, mime-like performances to a 

priority for speaking clearly, audibly, and correctly.  The microphone meant that 

recording outdoors was now fraught with problems, as uncontrollable ambient noises, 

such as automobile traffic, airplanes, and construction, could no longer be ignored and 

could definitely not be controlled.  Consequently, mastery of the audial recording became 

paramount.102  The consequent shift from the open lot to the enclosed soundstage marked 

the beginning of the development of the set as a key component of any motion picture. 

The second event was the refinement of the carbon arc lamp, which allowed for 

filming at any time of day or night.  The lamp, which could be incredibly bright (and 

hot), was able replicate daylight well, yet was manageable enough that light could be 
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targeted to cast the shadows so necessary for the creation of dramatic effect.  Art 

directors were now firmly in control of atmosphere as well as environment. 

The third event that brought cameras into the sound stage was the audience’s 

demand for settings that fit their ideas of proper realism.  One would think that, all other 

factors being equal, viewers would have preferred the accuracy of location filming to the 

artifice of the soundstage.  But surprisingly, the real site often did not actually provide the 

image viewers expected.  Audiences wanted something additional from their movies, 

something more idealized or fanciful and easy to understand in the context of the filmic 

story.   As Menzies explained in an interview in the New York American in 1935:   

 

If, for example, you film [on location] a romantic place like a picturesque 

European street, you can achieve an exact reproduction—but that will still 

be minus the atmosphere, texture, and color.  So it’s always better to 

replace it with a set which gives the impression of the street as it exists in 

your mind, slightly romanticized, simplified, and overly textured.103 

 

There was a substantial side benefit to filming in a sound stage.  Not only could the sets 

be erected and left there as long as desired, but the equipment and technicians needed to 

manage the filming process, which were considerable, could stay put, too.  When added 

to the already sizeable crew and acting entourage, the often long trips out to locations and 

the subsequent set-ups were financially and temporally prohibitive, so keeping things in 

one place made a whole lot of sense.  Needless to say, by the 1930s, back lot and location 

filming was almost entirely eliminated, and the soundstage reigned supreme.104 
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This impressive array of production technologies comprised, in the words of 

Thomas Elsaesser (2012), the “functional and integral elements in the construction of 

meaning.”105  That is, the merger of architecture, light, sound, movement, and ever-

changing visual perspective into a previously impossible single medium of entertainment 

allowed directors a plethora of ways in which to effectively and strategically 

communicate with their audiences.  In a very short time, the movie set grew out of its 

theatric chrysalis and into its dramatically sensual butterfly, traveling along the way from 

primitive and tenuous outdoor constructions to sophisticated and carefully designed 

indoor works of expressive and technologically responsive architecture. By the early 

1930s, it was truly ready for its close up. 

 

The Production Code  

The end of World War I brought marked social change to the United States.  The newly 

prominent American economy fostered an emergent liberal interest in lifestyles and 

morals freed from the tiresome restrictions of the Victorian and Edwardian eras.  

Historian Frederick Lewis Allen, writing about this transformation in 1939, observed that 

“diverse influences—the post-war disillusion, the new status of women, the Freudian 

gospel, the automobile, Prohibition, the sex and confession magazines, and the movies—

[all] had their part in bringing about [a social] revolution.”106  The 1920s Jazz Age was 

born, and with it an era of experimentation in lifestyles that brought the hemline up and 

the codes of morality down.  Movie producers, in keeping with the popular nature of their 

medium and ever willing to meet the insatiable demands of their audiences, happily 
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indulged the appetites of moviegoers.  As set designer Mitchell Leisen (1898-1972) once 

observed, “[director Cecil B.] DeMille had no nuances.  Everything was in neon lights six 

feet tall: LUST, REVENGE, SEX.”107 

 The studios, always aware of the thin line they were treading between their more 

socially liberated audiences and the still-prevalent puritanical American sensibilities, in 

1922 hired Will H. Hays, Postmaster General under the Harding administration, to be 

president of their trade association, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of 

America (the MPPDA).  His task was “to administer morals” and to front for the 

industry.108  This was an internally motivated effort, in a fig leaf sort of way, to show that 

the film business was responsible and concerned about decency in its product.  By 1930, 

however, this veneer of self-policing was wearing a bit thin as movies continued to 

explore the racier sides of life.  Under pressure from the Catholic Church, the MPPDA 

formally established the Motion Picture Production Code, which articulated a set of 

guiding General Principles that the industry agreed to abide by—sort of.  In 1933, the 

new Roosevelt administration let it be known that if the movie industry didn’t clean up its 

act, the government might have to step in to help.  Later that same year, according to film 

critic and historian Mollie Haskell (1987), came the final tipping point: it was Mae West 

singing “A Guy What Takes His Time” in She Done Him Wrong “that set Mary 

Pickford’s corkscrew curls to shaking and, in ever widening ripples of discontent, W. R. 

Hearst’s presses to rolling, and the good Catholic prelates to moaning and groaning and 

finally galumphing into action over this invasion of Original Sin in the New World.”109  

In response, offended Catholic groups organized the National Legion of Decency to 
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campaign against what they saw as the debauched state of film content.  The Legion 

pressured the MPPDA to hire, as the pliant Hays’s assistant, a true enforcer of silver 

screen morality in the person of Joseph Breen, a prominent Catholic former 

newspaperman.  Variety took due note, dubbing Breen the “supreme pontiff of picture 

morals from now on.”110 

The Production Code, as finally detailed and enforced beginning in 1934, 

prohibited the depiction of explicit and “unconventional” sex and sexuality, unpunished 

crime, and racial and ethnic stereotypes.  Marriage was sacrosanct, couples sleeping in 

the same bed forbidden, and displays or even suggestions of homosexuality, 

miscegenation, and prostitution banned from the script and thus the screen.  Good had to 

prevail, and crime and sin were to be clearly punished.  In short, to paraphrase from the 

Code’s General Principles, no picture was to be produced which would lower the moral 

standards of those who saw it.111  A studio that violated the Code could be fined and the 

offending movie denied a seal of approval, which could prevent its release, distribution, 

or exhibition.  Amazingly, compliance was voluntary, but because of the threat of official 

censure, the film companies followed the approval process, although not without 

complaint and a certain liberal degree of finessing the rules. 

Moral censorship was certainly not a new concept in the history of Western 

civilization. In his well-known essay, The History of Sexuality of 1976, Michel Foucault 

described how European (and subsequently, by extension, American) cultures, beginning 

in the seventeenth century and culminating in the Victorian age, engaged in a kind of 

sexual repression through verbal erasure.  Sex, he explained, was expunged from the 
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vocabulary on the idea that by not talking about it, it and its implicit licentiousness as 

matters to contend with would simply go away.  Any reference to sex that did linger was 

metaphorically confined to the home, to the parents’ bedroom, the locus of reproduction. 

“On the subject of sex [as anything beyond biological necessity],” noted Foucault, 

“silence became the rule.”  This was not to say that the colorful discussion of sex and its 

recreational pleasures disappeared.  On the contrary, the mention of the subject happened 

within “a new regime of discourses.  Not any less was said about it…  But things were 

said in a different way.” 112  So Hollywood picked up the gauntlet Breen and his men 

threw down, and found “different ways” to talk about the untalkaboutable.    

As Foucault might have predicted, the restrictions of the Production Code had a 

rather remarkable effect.  Instead of hindering artistic, hedonistic, or dramatic license, 

they caused visual and aural expression to be represented in alternative ways.  Producers, 

directors, and writers had to create sex without sex and produce sexual tension by 

working creatively and imaginatively around the prohibitions.  In effect, one could say 

that censorship helped create plot.113  Historical sociologist Andrea Walsh summed up 

the result in her 1984 book, Women’s Film and Female Experience, 1940-1950:  

 

The code proved to be no iron barrier.  Rather, it acted more like a fence 

that Hollywood producers, directors, cinematographers, screenwriters, and 

stars slipped under, over, and round.  [It] did not prevent Hollywood from 

dealing with sex.  It did, however, stop it from dealing openly with sex.  

The code forced film to speak a double language.  In the code era…it 

seems that nothing is sexual and everything is sexual at the same time.114 
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Censorship facilitated what Elsaesser termed a “conscious use of style-as-meaning.”115  

For art directors, this meant that sets now more than ever would be designed to help 

communicate the film’s narrative, and to help the story “slip under, over, and round” the 

censor’s fence, and hence to serve as mute metaphors for otherwise frowned-upon 

activities, relationships, and character traits.  Sex in the movies was hardly gone.  It was 

just now, as Foucault insightfully noted, expressed differently, all the while being 

exploited as the secret.116  

 Enforcement of the Production Code was strongest between about 1935 and 1950, 

after which date studios began to challenge or simply ignore its stipulations.  In 1952, the 

Supreme Court granted the industry First Amendment protection of expression, and the 

cat was out of the bag.  Joseph Breen retired in 1954, and although the Code continued in 

place, obedience weakened progressively.  In 1968, it was replaced with the Motion 

Picture Association of America film rating system—that of G, PG13, R, and onward—

and DeMille’s unsubtle SEX returned to the screen, leaving prurient audiences to giggle 

at the seeming naiveté of the nuanced Golden Age set and its cleverly cooperative 

stars.117   
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Part II: Reaching the Audience 

 

Things which have no significance have no place in a work of art. 
—Rudolf Arnheim, Film as Art, 1957118 

 

There were lots of things that had significance in motion pictures.  The question is, why 

do we believe that filmmakers intended these things to have significance, and how do we 

feel comfortable that audiences, in turn, understood these cinematographic messages?  In 

the absence of audience exit interviews and director statements of specific purpose, we 

need to seek answers elsewhere.  One logical source is such records as do exist, the 

documentation found in various archives and even within the books and plays on which 

many movies were based.  The other avenue is more abstract, and involves an 

examination of the cultural milieu of both spectator and director through the 

psychological influences that were plausible on the creative side as well as the receptive 

end.  The chapters of this Part II explore these parallel possibilities with the objective of 

arriving at a reasonable satisfaction that what we see on the silver scree—and how we 

interpret it—are what Hollywood wanted us to see and wanted us to interpret as we have.  

If we can be satisfied that this methodology is logical for the staircase in film, then we 

should similarly be comfortable that it is logical for the actual built environment as well. 

 Chapter 2 considers the available empirical evidence—the first sensible source of 

intention—while Chapter 3 examines the means by which cultural psychology—and 

specifically associationism, phenomenology, and the concepts of iconography and 

iconology—offer a contextual lens through which to answer the questions posed above.   
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Chapter 2: The First Mode—Empirical Evidence 

 

My love of film is far more important to me than any considerations of 

morality. 
—Alfred Hitchcock to François Truffaut, 1966119 

 

Screenwriters, playwrights, and even novelists were notoriously vague when describing 

(if they even did describe) the staircases that featured in their stories.   Directors and art 

directors similarly had little to say about their choices.  There are three wellsprings of 

potentially enlightening material that constitute what one might call, for purposes of this 

study, empirical evidence.  Consisting of primary, secondary, and visual sources, each 

requires a certain level of subjective interpretation, for rarely was an intention explicitly 

stated. 

 Cinematic primary sources include photographic stills, set drawings, scripts, the 

novels and plays on which the movies were based, critical reviews, studio and censor 

correspondence and commentary, and studio scrapbooks and clippings.  Stills are helpful 

because, being purposely composed, they indicate the relative importance of the staircase 

to the characters and their interactions, such as in the 1944 film noir, Gaslight (Figure 

41).  Set drawings provide a similar indication of consequence via the extent and level to 

which the staircase was developed and detailed.  They are especially valuable when, as in 

the documents for Twelve Oaks in Gone With the Wind, one can see an intentional 

direction in the maturation of the design—in this case, the evolution from a straight to a 

round curving to a voluptuous T-shape configuration (Figures 123-125).  Continuity 
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sketches can offer similar clues.  Those for 1955’s Queen Bee, for example, reveal the 

intentional omnipresence of the staircase, especially in relation to the main protagonist 

(Figure 149).  Scripts, novels, and plays tend, surprisingly, to say little about their 

staircases—other than through directional instructions.  Tennessee Williams and 

Margaret Mitchell did better than most, the former calling for a spiral in A Streetcar 

Named Desire and the latter for “winding” stairs in Gone With the Wind.  Critical 

reviews, unfortunately, are of little to no help, as they focus almost exclusively on the 

performers, the performance, and the plot.  On the other hand, correspondence between 

studios and Production Code censors is particularly enlightening, for in this one sees the 

tête-à-tête between the two sides and thus the transgressions that are in play.  The greater 

the umbrage expressed by Breen’s office, the closer one needs to look at the sets and their 

intersection with the plot and actors.  The Portrait of Dorian Gray, for one, dodged 

concerns about the homosexual subplot in Oscar Wilde’s play through the skillful use of 

suggestive sets and set decorations (Figures 144 and 145).  Lastly, studio scrapbooks are, 

like any scrapbook, sites through which one hunts for the hidden gem.  Occasionally one 

is found, as in the telling (and incorrectly depicted) curving stair featured in a 

promotional piece for The Heiress (Figure 53).  Lastly, there is the truly rare find, which 

is the written expression of specific intent, as in art director Harry Horner’s explication of 

the meaning behind his staircase in, again, The Heiress.  But such a confession is almost 

a unicorn when seeking evidence for the purposeful application of a cinematic staircase. 

 One then turns to secondary sources, which consist primarily of contemporary and 

more modern literature about the film industry and film psychology.  Perhaps 
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surprisingly, the overwhelming majority of such published material has appeared only 

within the past forty years.  This means that care has to be taken to avoid reading films of 

one era through the changed lens of another.  However, given the expansion of academic 

discourse since the 1950s into topics such as gender, sex, and power relations, these 

sources can serve as voices for thoughts and situations that very likely existed yet 

remained mute in a culture of polite, puritanical reserve.  As but one example, we know 

from Truffaut’s interview of Hitchcock in 1966 that the famous director was quite aware 

of the implications of homosexuality in certain of his films.120  But nothing, of course, 

was said about this at the time.  So we can therefore appreciate and rely on the 

observations later writers have made, such as Rhona Berenstein in her 1995 essay, “‘I’m 

not the sort of person men marry’: Monsters, Queers, and Hitchcock’s Rebecca.”  And, as 

mentioned earlier, there is virtually no discussion in secondary literature of the motion 

picture staircase prior to the 1980s, meaning that all such reflections are after-the-fact and 

must similarly be treated with contextual care. 

The third source of empirical corroboration is the visual; that is, the clues one 

finds by attentively watching movies.  Oftentimes, such visual evidence is the best that 

can be found, given the scarcity of material available through primary and secondary 

alternatives.   Indications of intent can be discerned by comparing what transpires on the 

screen with available primary documents—such as an underlying book or play, set 

drawings, continuity sketches, and even scripts—and looking for consistencies and 

deviances among them.  One also watches for the pictorial presence of the staircase in the 

movie: the more we see of it, the more important we can infer it is.  In Harriet Craig of 
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1950, for instance, the curving staircase cannot be avoided; it is Harriet’s alter ego.  

Similarly, in Gaslight, the narrow, shadowy, dark staircase is central to the action from 

the moment Paula and Gregory enter the house.  When not a stage, it is in the foreground 

or the background; it is virtually always present. 

These situational facts are all well and good, but only acquire reliability as clues 

of intention though repetition.  Thus, the quest for visual proof requires identifying 

regular patterns in the use and depiction of the stair across a number of films.  As an 

example, when evaluated against other movies of the era, we can draw certain 

conclusions about the staircase scene in The Fountainhead (1949).  We know from 

consistent depiction that the curving staircase is customarily associated with her (in the 

generic sense), and the straight stair with him, just as we know she is associated with light 

and lithe forms and he with dark and solid shapes.  We also can infer that his ascent is 

toward a realm of conquest (as will be explained below), and her descent is, well, a 

descente.  King Vidor’s script calls for the aloof Dominique to descend a fragile and 

floating curving stair and the rugged Roark to ascend a heavy, black-walled straight stair 

(Figures 99 and 100).  When we put it all together, it is not difficult to read this scene as 

setting up an electric meeting of feminine ice and masculine fire, with an outcome that is 

totally predictable.  This approach is a key part of the methodology employed in this 

paper, as will be seen in the case studies that follow.   
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Chapter 3: The Second Mode—Psychological Suggestion   

 

Wanted—A Psychologist 

Somewhere in this country there is a practical psychologist—

accomplished in the science of the mind—who will fit into the Universal 

organization.  He can be of real help in analyzing certain plot situations 

and forecasting how the public will react to them.  As moving pictures are 

reaching out more and more for refinements, such a mental showman will 

have a great influence on the screens of the world.  I will pay well for such 

a person. 
—Ad placed in the Saturday Evening Post, July 21, 1928,  

by producer Carl Laemmle of Universal Studios 121 
 

INTERIOR HALL as they enter.  It is narrow, long and gloomy, with a 

staircase in the foreground going up, and in the background descending to 

the basement.  

—Screenplay for Gaslight, August 10, 1943122 

 

“The expressiveness of the stairway depends on the finer points of design…far more than 

on its practical usefulness.  To these more material conditions those of psychic and 

spiritual ‘space’ are to be added, those of sensation, of memory, of ‘cultural 

adaptation.’”123  So wrote Wolfgang Meisenheimer, architect, phenomenologist, and 

founder of the architecture magazine Daidalos, when he argued in 1983 that a complete 

understanding of the staircase required a psychological as well as a formal perspective.  It 

was a concept moviemaker Carl Laemmle certainly understood when he placed his ad in 

the Saturday Evening Post.  
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The analysis of cinematic form and meaning assumes a preexisting knowledge on 

the part of the audience of symbolic and communicative associations—“those [emotions] 

in which the spectator responds…from the standpoint of his independent affective life,” 

as German-American psychologist Hugo Münsterberg wrote in his prescient 1916 book 

about moviemaking, The Photoplay: A Psychological Study. 124   (For example, the 

“impression of the street as it exists in your mind,” to again quote from Menzies.125)  

Without such a pre-loaded empathy for directorial intent, the motion picture staircase 

would naturally be handicapped as a vehicle for message making. 

The mode of psychological suggestion explores the theoretical ways in which 

meaning—and particularly meaning concerning sex, power, and the staircase—was 

assimilated by moviemakers and then transmitted to sympathetic viewers.  The argument 

here is that Hollywood directors, themselves the beneficiaries of an impression-shaping 

psychological undercurrent, drew on this atmosphere as a framework for pre-scripting the 

staircase and the action on and around it to successfully and predictably communicate 

with audiences.  This more abstract approach seeks to show, for instance, why viewers 

might recognize a curving staircase as indicative of a strong feminine presence, how they 

might respond to a woman’s descent down that same stair, and the ways in which their 

reactions to that descent could change, depending on whether the staircase was of a light 

Colonial or heavy Gothic style, and whether it was within a dark and confined or bright 

and open space.  The theoretical underpinnings or methods that explain this so-called 

cultural undercurrent are three:  associationism, phenomenology, and iconography.  Each 

is addressed below only as it relates to the ability to interpret the cinematic staircase.  
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This chapter is not intended to be an exposition in psychology, but to offer instead a 

multi-faceted means of lending a clarifying perspective to what is, to a certain extent, a 

subjective and speculative investigation in the case studies to follow.  It should be noted 

that these are not discrete methodologies: they overlap, cross, and intersect with one 

another, sometimes standing alone, and sometimes supporting another as they weave a 

framework for appreciating the subtleties of cinematic messaging.  

 

The First Method: Associationism   

Associationism describes a mechanism by which significance is created through 

mnemonic linkages with past experiences, emotions, and objects.  It is the concept of 

deriving one’s response to, say, architecture from a recollected exposure or occurrence.  

For example, when a viewer looks at a columned commercial building and thinks “bank,” 

she is associating the architectural form with her preconceived notions of what a bank 

should look like. The process of drawing on a wide swath of culturally denominated 

associations helped directors and art directors create resonant, meaningful sets—and 

staircases within those sets. 

The theoretical idea of associationism traces its origins as far back as Aristotle, 

but it was David Hume who, in 1738, articulated the theory through a set of three “natural 

laws of selection.”  The first—the law of resemblance—has to do with similarity: if two 

objects are alike, seeing or thinking of one will trigger the thought of the other.  The 

second—the law of contiguity—postulates that things or events that happen close to each 

other in either space or time are then tied together mentally.  And the third—the law of 
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cause and effect—links the association of an outcome from a new event to that of a 

similar such event that happened in the past.  A person’s response to an association can 

be intellectual or emotional, depending on the nature of the objects or events in 

question.126   

The concept advanced over the course of years, never abandoning Hume’s triad of 

natural laws, and continued into the twentieth century and the era of this dissertation 

through the work of William James (1890 onward), Clark Hull (1943) and B.F. Skinner 

(1953).127   James’ influential and widely used high school textbook, The Principles of 

Psychology (published in five editions between 1890 and 1983), very likely introduced 

several generations of movie watchers and future directors to the idea of associationism.    

Several writers applied associationism directly to architecture.  French architect 

Germain Boffrand proposed in 1745 that “architecture should…arouse emotions: joy, 

sadness, love, hate, even terror,”128 and Scottish garden designer and theorist John 

Claudius Loudon argued in 1833 that certain architectural elements—doors, windows, 

and chimneys, for example—could contain specific meanings and thereby become 

associational “signifiers.”129  Four years later, English critic and writer John Ruskin 

underscored Loudon’s concept when he described window configurations that, to him, 

expressed the character of the humans associated with them (Figure 5).130    

By the early twentieth century, the idea had affixed itself to film theory.  In 1916, 

Hugo Münsterberg (who was a friend and associate of William James) explained the 

importance of the concept in The Photoplay, differentiating between internally generated 
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associations—“memory ideas or imaginative ideas”—and those induced from external 

sources, or “suggestions:” 

 

An interesting side light falls on [the] relation between the mind and the 

pictured scenes, if we turn to a mental process…namely, suggestion. … A 

suggested idea which awakes in our consciousness is built up from the 

same material as the memory ideas or the imaginative ideas.  The play of 

associations controls the suggestions, as it does reminiscences and fancies.  

…  We see a landscape on the…screen…and this visual perception is the 

cue which stirs up in our memory or imagination any fitting ideas.  The 

choice of them, however, is completely controlled by our own interest and 

attitude and by our previous experiences … A suggestion, on the other 

hand, is forced on us.  …  The associated idea is not felt as our creation 

but as something to which we have to submit.131  

 

The “suggestion,” Münsterberg might have added, is “forced upon us” by the 

moviemaker; it is the screenwriter or director who expects, by the movie’s images and 

actions, that viewers will make certain associations.  To accomplish this, he must tap into 

audience empathy.  “The analysis of the mind of the audience” (emphasis added), wrote 

Münsterberg, must reach into those “emotions…in which the spectator responds to the 

scenes on the film from the standpoint of his independent life”—in other words, it must 

access the associational baggage, as it were, she brings with her into the theater.132  

Münsterberg’s prescient understanding of the associative power inherent in the motion 

picture was impressive, especially at such an early date.  He articulated an important 

difference: the associations a viewer makes of her own accord, and those she makes as a 
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direct result of the filmmaker’s intentions.  In both instances, the noted psychologist 

acknowledged the relevance of associationism to the expression and comprehension of 

cinematic meaning. 

Münsterberg’s theory posited the key aspect of audience empathy: that of the 

internalized emotional mnemonic.  What he didn’t identify, however, was the source of 

this empathy; that is, the ongoing exposures viewers and moviemakers accumulated 

throughout their daily lives that facilitated subsequent cinematic associations—exposures 

one might call the “informants” of associationism.  Popular design literature, architectural 

historicism, the curricula of architecture schools, and motion picture precedence (to 

identify but four of assuredly more categories) all informed this important foundation.  

From the content of each of these segments, briefly described below, individuals arguably 

accrued personal and collective notions about form, style, and meaning, and ideas about 

power, foreign lands, intimacy, history, and so on.  Taken together, this swath of aesthetic 

exposure was unprecedented and provided rich fodder for the creation of filmic 

environments with a variety of attendant interpretations. 

The first informant of associationism consisted of the array of popular literature 

focused on design.  Americans have enjoyed a long-time love affair with domestic 

architecture, and looked to the many available published resources for inspiration and 

simple voyeuristic and aspirational enjoyment.  There were what might loosely be called 

pattern books, such as The Smaller American House from 1927, Royal Barry Wills’ 1940 

Houses for Good Living, and 1947’s Homes Selected by the Editors of Progressive 

Architecture.  Regional works abounded as well, as did broader histories, such as 
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architect and historian Fiske Kimball’s series of pedagogical tomes, written between the 

nineteen-teens and the nineteen-forties. Interior design books—for example, Joseph 

Aronson’s The Book of Furniture and Decoration: Period and Modern, issued in 1936 

and 1941, and The American Woman’s New Encyclopedia of Home Decorating, 

published in 1947 and 1954—provided perspectives outside the simply architectural.133  

And then there was the plethora of shelter magazines that gained wide popularity during 

the 1930s and 1940s.  These journals displayed photographs and floor plans of new and 

historic houses that were accompanied by an accessible, non-trade oriented descriptive 

text.  House & Garden, Better Homes & Gardens, Good Housekeeping, McCall’s, and 

House Beautiful all vied for readership among the country’s intensely curious middle 

class.  For those (including set designers) seeking a glimpse into the architectural 

lifestyles of the rich and famous, such publications as Architectural Record featured city 

mansions and country estates as a regular part of their editorial content. 

Architectural historicism, the second informant of associationism, was widespread 

in the United States at this time.  New suburban developments, from Coral Gables near 

Miami to Highland Park by Dallas and San Marino outside of Los Angeles, suggested 

romantic images of far away places—in the case of these three, a camellia-scented 

Andalusia—starting largely in the nineteen-teens.  Adding to this fantasy of historicist 

translocation was the series of large-scale expositions that helped further educate the 

public in the varied architectural aesthetics emerging or reappearing from sources far and 

wide.  Beginning with the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, these 

massive shows of culture and technology were attended by millions whose eyes were 
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opened to ideas new and old.  The Panama Pacific International Exposition attracted 

almost nineteen million attendees when it was held in San Francisco in 1915, the Century 

of Progress brought over forty-eight million visitors to Chicago in 1933, and the New 

York World’s Fair saw forty-five million people descend on Long Island in 1939.  When 

supplemented by the Museum of Modern Art’s 1932 “Modern Architecture: International 

Exhibition” (and its accompanying book, The International Style) and the sequential 

opening of an aesthetically opposite “restored” Colonial Williamsburg through the 1930s 

and the 1940s (also accompanied by explanatory books134), the public was truly 

overwhelmed with an extraordinary array of architectural information. 

The third informant could be found in the academy, which helped wrap the above-

described popular aesthetic inundation within a cloak of varied meanings.  The 

architectural curriculum under which many of the set designers were trained was in a 

state of flux during the period that produced the filmmakers of this era.  The Bauhaus, Le 

Corbusier’s 1927 publication in English of Vers une Architecture, the establishment of 

CIAM, and MoMA’s International Style exhibit in 1932 all posed significant challenges 

to the established Beaux-Arts theories about architecture, society, and education.  

Further, Frank Lloyd Wright’s return to popular public prominence on the cover of Time 

magazine in 1938 following the construction of Fallingwater and the immigration into the 

academy of intellectual talent from Europe resulted in a new, competing discourse to 

embedded academic historicism.135  By the early 1950s, wrote architectural historian 

Louis Martin, the tug-of-war was in full play, with such schools as Yale firmly in the 

modernist camp and Princeton still following the Beaux-Arts.136  Hollywood was the 
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beneficiary of this dichotomy, as movie sets, and their often-implicit connotations, were 

created by minds imbued with new and old theories, new and old styles, and new and old 

meanings. 

The fourth of the informants of associationism was the body of motion pictures 

itself.  As the years advanced and the ubiquity of movies as a dominant form of 

entertainment took hold, filmmakers could draw on and expect their audiences to 

recognize past films and references to and within them.  An entire swath of associations 

consequently came from within the medium, and from emotions and experiences that had 

already been carefully curated by previous directors and art directors (many of whom 

were the same from movie to movie).   By the 1950s, studios could be relied on to depict 

and use the staircase in certain ways to communicate certain meanings (as will be 

discussed later in this paper) and audiences could be relied upon to understand these 

intentions.  The time-hewn cinematic associations, from within the industry and without, 

of Norma Desmond and her staircase needed very little explanation as she made her final, 

tragic descent. 

How might we recognize the realization of these cumulative informants in the 

motion picture itself?   As an example, let us look at director Lewis Milestone’s The 

Strange Love of Martha Ivers from 1946, a classic film noir about greed, deceit, murder, 

unrequited love, and suicide.  One can easily imagine art directors Hans Dreier and John 

Meehan as they conceptualized the staircase in the movie’s Iverson mansion (Figure 8).  

The viewer sees two incarnations of the same object: the stair when the impressive 

Colonial house is occupied by Martha’s mean-spirited old aunt, and later when Martha 
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and her husband, who both share the same dark and ugly secret, live in the place.   Lead 

art director Dreier was educated in architecture in Germany and worked in motion 

pictures at UFA in Berlin before immigrating to the United States in 1923.  Unit art 

director Meehan studied architecture at USC before signing on at Paramount under 

Dreier. The Ivers mansion and its sweeping staircase reflect both designers’ training in 

architectural detail, historical reference, and dramatic effect. Each version—the aunt’s 

and Martha’s—was clearly created to provoke a different kind of audience response. 

Certainly Dreier and Meehan were familiar with the stair-centric scenes of Gone 

With the Wind (1939), Now Voyager (1942), and Leave Her to Heaven (1945) that 

involved at least one murder on the steps and three falls, as well as the unsavory curving 

staircases featured in such movies as Suspicion (1941) and The Uninvited (1944).  And 

so, very likely, were audiences.  The art directors’ formal schooling undoubtedly 

informed the vaguely Greco-Palladian design as well as the historicist renderings, with 

their attendant meanings, of the interior under each of the two strong-willed women. 

Voyeuristic everyday viewers might have simply enjoyed the images of the impressive 

house and its primary rooms, images that could very well have had their cousins in any 

number of period publications, with any number of attendant associations and memories.   

 

The Second Method: Phenomenology 

There is a brief scene in The Strange Love of Martha Ivers that contains a mnemonic, 

associative device, as well as a simultaneous emotional stimulant.  It is the sequence in 

which Martha’s drunk husband, Walter, falls down the stairs.  The mnemonic is any of 
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the falls from the three previous movies mentioned above.  The emotional tug is the 

viewers’ own feelings and experiences in such a circumstance.  It is through this latter, 

internal reaction that Walter’s fall enters the realm of motion picture phenomenology.  

Phenomenology, or the interpretation of human experience surrounding 

perception and bodily activity, is another way of understanding how moviemakers and 

audiences read meaning from the cinematic staircase.137   Phenomenology calls for the 

observer to privilege activity over object and to consider the interactive experience with 

that object.  In the case of the motion picture, phenomenology is the lens that allows the 

viewer to identify with and thus better understand the action that occurs on and about (in 

this instance) the staircase.  “The cinematic has something more to do with life, with the 

accumulation—not the loss—of experience,” explained cinema theorist Vivian Sobchack, 

writing in 1990.138  In a manner similar to associationism, the life experiences of both 

those who made the movies and those who watched them plausibly provided a subtle and 

perhaps unconscious means of generating responses to the sets and activity depicted on 

the screen.  

Phenomenology as a philosophical concept originated in the work of Edmund 

Husserl (1859-1938), who proposed it in about 1912 as a method for the “unprejudiced 

description of phenomena as they appeared in experience.”139  Between 1913 and 1930, 

he published a series of articles on the subject in his journal, Yearbook for Philosophy 

and Phenomenological Research.  Architect and writer Ernesto Nathan Rogers helped 

extend the theory to architecture.  In the late 1950s, wrote architect Jorge Otero-Pailos, 

Rogers posited that history, “the kind of history that matters in architecture, was 
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contained within buildings as a cumulative collective experience, and could therefore 

only be accessed experientially.”140  

Whether movie studios and those in the audience were aware of the notion of 

phenomenology is unknown, and in any event the likelihood of these same people 

recognizing it as a tie between their own experiences and motion pictures is quite remote.  

But as a simple truth, the thought that the stimuli generated from one’s personal 

experiences with architecture can be predicted, and thus manipulated to elicit expected 

reactions, lends an insightful view into how movie sets were designed in tandem with 

their plots.   

There are four phenomenological lenses through which to view human 

interactions with the staircase.  Freudian theory, spatial sensibility, directionality, and the 

notion of la descente all helped formulate and call attention to messages that encouraged 

audiences to respond in certain ways. 

 

Freud and Scopophilia 

The linkage of architecture with sex extends beyond the simple matter of gender, as 

Betsky, among others, has made abundantly clear.  To Filarete (1400-1469), the act of 

constructing a work of architecture was itself an erotic undertaking.  “Building,” he 

wrote, “is nothing else than a sensuous pleasure, as when a man is in love.”141  Years 

later, Michel Foucault added to Filarete’s ardent description, explaining how a building 

could be completely infused with sex—a “discussion” of sex—without saying a word: 
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Take the secondary schools of the eighteenth century, for example.  On the 

whole, one can have the impression that sex was hardly spoken of at all in 

these institutions.  But one only has to glance over the architectural layout, 

the rules of discipline, and their whole internal organization: the question 

of sex was a constant preoccupation.  The builders considered it explicitly.  

The organizers took it permanently into account.  All who held a measure 

of authority were placed in a state of perpetual alert...142 

 

But it was Freud whose explorations of the relationship between sex and architecture, 

among other topics, truly caught the popular imagination. 

The theories of Sigmund Freud were well established in the United States by the 

early 1930s.  In his famous The Interpretation of Dreams of 1900, he linked staircases 

and movement on them to representations of the sexual act; the staircase, he argued, was 

an unquestionable symbol of copulation.  It is not difficult to discern the basis of the 

analogy, he wrote, for “we come to the top in a series of rhythmical movements and with 

increasing breathlessness and then, with a few rapid leaps, we can get to the bottom 

again.”  Freud then extended this metaphor to a linguistic interpretation, positing that the 

German word steigen, or “mounting,” and the term for a man—a Steiger, or literally 

“mounter”—were direct references to intercourse; e.g., “one mounts the staircase.”  The 

French language supports this notion of semantic sexuality too, he said, observing that un 

vieux marcheur—literally, an “old stepper,” marches being the word for steps—meant 

the same as the German ein alter Steiger, or “an old rake,” or womanizer.143  Ninety 

years later, psychologist James Hillman assured his BBC Two audience that such 

metaphors had not disappeared.  “The Greek word for stair-ladder is climax, climbing,” 
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he said, a translation that extends Freud’s similar analogy.  “This eroticism that goes with 

stairways,” he concluded, “is still with us.”144  

 Perhaps more obvious in terms of how the staircase would ultimately be applied 

sexually in Hollywood films—that is, as a place of exhibitory exchange or a socio-sexual 

observatory, to borrow from the 2002 thoughts of film and architecture theorist Giuliana 

Bruno145—are Freud’s observations about voyeurism and exhibitionism (beginning in 

1914 with Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality).  He constructed his argument by 

positing that human sexual interplay begins at a very early age, when an infant 

subconsciously regards others as sexual objects, which in turn stimulates the impulse to 

show off, and conversely, to watch others.146  As the individual matures, he argued, “the 

manner in which the libidinous excitement is frequently awakened is by the optical 

impression” of looking at another.147  In time, these notions became embodied in the 

concept of “scopophilia,” defined as “the erotic basis for pleasure in looking at another 

person as object.”148   

The participants in scopophilia are categorized as either “active”—the looker or 

voyeur—or “passive”—the exhibitionist, the one being viewed.  The active player is 

usually masculine and the passive feminine, explained women’s studies writer Elizabeth 

Grosz in 1992.149  What passes between the two is either the “look,” a relationship that is 

active and invites reciprocity, or the “gaze.”  The gaze is more than just seeing, she 

added: it is a mode of desire, unlike the look, which is a mode of perception or mutual 

awareness.150  According to film historian Mary Ann Doane, in movies, it is the woman 

who is the object of a man’s gaze, and it is the staircase that facilitates this sexually 
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charged relationship.  On the staircase, she argues, the female is displayed as a spectacle 

for the male gaze—what she calls “specularization”—often in the formalized ritual, 

discussed below, of la descente. 151   

As an important side note, it should be noted that Freud was not alone in his 

explorations of humanity’s more libidinous proclivities.  He was followed in time by the 

likes of behavioral psychologist B.F. Skinner and biologist and sexologist Alfred Kinsey.  

Kinsey, from Hollywood’s perspective, would have been of particular interest.  

Prominent in academic circles since 1935, he acquired notorious fame in 1948 with the 

publication of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, and in 1953 with his follow-on, 

Sexual Behavior in the Human Female.  There was definitely something in the water. 

Presented with the puritan restrictions of the Production Code, directors turned to 

Freudian notions of discrete meanings and subconscious intentions, of subliminal sexual 

frustrations and overt sexual symbols, and of childhood-rooted interfamilial rivalries and 

intra-gender duplicities (to name just a few) to add forbidden fruit to the silver screen.  

Availing themselves of the secret, and often naughty, depths of viewers’ (and their own) 

minds, the director, the art director, the screenwriter, and of course the cameraman, could 

explore, exploit, and suggest ideas and relationships as never before—both between 

characters and between characters and the audience.   

 

Spatial Sensibility 

People react emotionally, and sometime viscerally, to the character of architectural space 

they encounter.  Darkness and lightness produce primeval responses, but then so do 
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spatial constriction and expansiveness.  There is a psychological difference between 

space in which an architectural element stands free and clear and that in which it is 

closely enveloped.  Environmental psychologist Sally Augustin has defined these spatial 

types as extroverted (open) and introverted (closed), suggesting the former creates a more 

relaxed atmosphere, the latter a more tense.152  One only need compare art director Harry 

Horner’s narrow, dark, confining stair hall in The Heiress with Stephen Goosson’s 

voluminous and bright rendition in Holiday to understand the psychological difference.153  

 

Directionality 

The staircase is a place of vulnerability, of curiosity, of opportunity, and of fear; it is a 

site that invites—indeed encourages and beckons—movement, the direction of which has 

meaning…and consequences.  To encounter a staircase is to stimulate inquisitiveness, 

initially by attracting one’s attention to see where it leads and then by tempting the 

viewer to ascend or descend the steps in satisfaction of that curiosity.  The stair leads 

somewhere; it “goes up,” and it “goes down”—the terminology implies animation—and 

each direction is infused with a time-hewn tradition of connotations.   

  Quite simply, up has been long associated with the good, the enlightened, and the 

divine, and down with the bad, the corrupted, and the mortal.  Jacob’s ladder leads the 

faithful upward into divine light, away from the dark, bottomless pit that threatens below, 

and Dante takes his reader down to Hell and up to Paradise.  Writing much later, 

Wolfgang Meisenheimer affirmed Dante’s diagram, adding in 1983 that to go upwards is 

a “conquest,” an ascent to a “zone of power;” downwards is to fall, “to tumble down, to 
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disappear,” resulting in powerlessness, resignation, subjugation, and oppression.154  For a 

filmic application, one only need think of the significance of Rhett’s ravishment ascent 

and, again, Scarlett’s fall in Gone With the Wind.   

There are other, more prosaic meanings to the respective ends of this vertical axis.  

French philosopher Gaston Bachelard, writing in 1958, explained its meaning within the 

house.  The attic, he said, is the place where one can see the roof, the shelter from the 

harshness of the sun and the chill of rain and snow, and where one can enjoy studying the 

“bare rafters of the strong framework [and] participate in the carpenter’s solid geometry.”  

There it is possible to see the cause of domestic protection, and observe the strength with 

which it is made.  “Up near the roof,” he added, “all our thoughts are clear” (Figure 9).  

By contrast, the cellar “is first and foremost the dark entity of the house, the one that 

partakes of subterranean forces.”  One senses there “the irrationality of the depths.”155   

Stairs, in Western cultural history, rise to the summit or descend into the pit, lead 

upwards to the brightness or downward into the dark earth of man’s burial place.156   And 

vertical movement along those steps can take one from the depths of depression and 

anxiety to the heights of joy and exhilaration.157  There can even be consequences for 

violating norms of this movement, as one poor student learned in Bel Kaufman’s 1967 

novel, Up the Down Staircase. 

Hollywood quite evidently paid close attention to these time-cultivated directional 

meanings, relying on and twisting them to provoke certain feelings, although not always 

in ways consistent with historical assumptions. Generally speaking, in film as in custom, 

up—and going up—was a good or positive action and down was bad or harmful—but not 
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always:  one need only consider Cary Grant’s ominous ascent carrying a glass of very 

dubious milk in Hitchcock’s Suspicion of 1941 (Figure 10).158  Studios artfully played 

with audiences’ expectations, and by inverting them, created tension, surprise, or willful 

confusion—or unanticipated relief.  Directors sent unsettled audiences home wondering 

what was lurking in the shadows of the usually safe place at the top of the stairs. 

 

La Descente 

There is a subset of directionality that carries its own meanings: the descent, or la 

descente when applied to women.  The motion picture staircase was most often a female 

territory.  Perhaps her identification with the stair was an assertion of the woman’s 

traditional connection with the interior of the house, à la Edith Wharton and Elsie de 

Wolfe, or, alternatively, just a specularizing scallop shell for a filmic Venus (with a nod 

to Botticelli).  Whatever the case, rarely were women and men shown vying for the top 

position at the head of the stairs, and if a woman occupied that position, she almost 

always was the individual in control, even over the men positioned below her.  However, 

a male descending the filmic staircase usually represented authority and control, and his 

descent could even be a repudiation of the woman.  In the world of double standards, a 

woman doing the same was really just one of two things: a Venus or Aphrodite making 

her exquisite descente from Heaven into the prosaic world, elegantly and gracefully 

handling each step; or a malevolent femme fatale attempting to exert unwarranted power 

and dominance over others, especially men, with an unattractive or lonely end awaiting 

her.159  In Production Code Hollywood, the woman definitely had her place. 
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The Female Descente: Formalized Specularization 

Charles Garnier, when writing about his new Paris Opéra, simplified humanity to its 

dramatic essence.   

 

Put two or three people together and theater immediately results...Two of 

these people interact with each other, they become the actors; the third 

looks at and listens to them, he is the spectator; … the place where this 

happens, it is the scene…All that happens in the world is but theater and 

representation. …  To see and be seen, hear and be heard, it is the fatal 

circle of humanity; to be actor or spectator, it is the vital condition of 

being.160   

 

Garnier’s Opéra is famous for its grand staircase, a place to see and be seen, to ascend 

and descend under the watchful, envious, and often-lustful eyes of other theatergoers.  

Staircases that provided such a stage for entrance and observation became the decidedly 

gendered province of women who, bedecked in attention-getting finery, could make their 

descent slowly and gracefully (and customarily on the arm of a suitable gentleman) to a 

presumably spellbound (or lascivious, as the case may have been) audience below.  The 

notion of what the French would term “la grande descente” became a part of bourgeois 

ritual, and was refined on board the great transatlantic steamships of the era, in which 

grand stairs afforded dazzling entrances to the first class salons of the pre-World War II 

years.   The Normandie, by way of example, was designed with “space so profligate” as 

to permit an entrance staircase “to serve no other purpose than as a stage from which to 

mount the rituals of the mealtime grande descente” (Figure 11)161  Francine du Plessix 
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Gray, writing of her mother, Tatiana du Plessix (a high-end milliner whose second 

husband was head of the Condé Nast publishing empire) described her descente as it 

transpired on terra firma at the Restaurant Rond Point des Champs Elysées in Paris in the 

1930s:  “Tatiana would come down the stairs, éclatante d’élégance et de beauté, … and 

Bertrand [her first husband] would be very proud to see all eyes turned toward her—he 

would carefully observe the different persons who directed their attention to her.”162  

Both Tatiana and Bertrand were fully cognizant that how Tatiana made her descent was 

of critical importance, for she was being carefully watched—and judged—by the 

spectators below.  Fictional Soviet silent screen star Anna Urbanova, wrote novelist 

Amor Towles, “mastered the ancient art of descending a staircase.  With one hand on the 

banister and the train of a long silk dress behind her, she descended step by step” to a 

spellbound crowd at the bottom.163  French comic actress Cécil Sorel, following her 

descente in the 1933 premiere of the live revue, Vive Paris, was so concerned about her 

performance that she famously stopped at the foot of the staircase and asked her 

audience, “L’ai-je bien descendu?” (Did I descend well?).  Presumably she did, for she 

received a resounding applause (Figure 19).164   

The concept was not limited to magnificent, high-class environments, but it did 

require a staircase or at least steps.  Shifting from the sublime to the ridiculous, Bloomer 

and Moore observed that in their era (presumably the 1960s and 1970s) architects were 

often careful to locate ladies’ rooms several steps above public spaces to allow for a 

graceful return to the public arena—a demi-descente as it were.165  The point is that the 

staircase allowed the woman, as the subject of specularization, the theatrical place from 
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which to see and be seen and to thus join in Garnier’s fatal circle of humanity.  The set-

up was tailor-made for Hollywood and the pageantry of its vaunted star system. 

 

The Male Descent:  Control and Ritual 

Sex and power enmesh in architecture, and particularly in the staircase, and especially in 

the cinematic staircase.  For women, the emphasis tended to be on the former; that is, sex.  

In the male domain, however, the staircase represented not so much an introduction to 

seduction as a place upon which to demonstrate and act out power relationships, to assert 

and command control over others.   

Prior to the Renaissance, the interior staircase was essentially a utilitarian 

structure.    However, the artistic transformations that began in the fifteenth century 

quickly changed the nature of its use.  The initial problem for Renaissance architects was 

that there were no inspiring examples to copy from ancient Rome, save perhaps the 

vomitoria within the Colosseum.166  However, with the construction of the Palazzo 

Medici in Florence (begun ca. 1445), a model of a purposeful and architectural interior 

stair was established, and the dawn of the staircase as a “sign of distinction” had arrived.  

From this point on, the stair was inseparable from the grandeur and significance of the 

piano nobile, if not the residence as a whole.167  It became more than a method of moving 

from one level to another in a building: for the patron of the house, it quickly evolved 

into a place of purposeful “dramaturgical patterns” and thus a symbol of hierarchical 

order—Girouard’s “linchpin” of the chateau, palazzo, or, eventually, house.168   
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Alice Jarrard, in her seminal 1996 essay, “The Escalation of Ceremony and Ducal 

Staircases in Italy, 1560-1680,” addressed the key role the staircase came to play in the 

representation of power and prestige, describing in a sense the male complement of la 

descente.169   In the 1460s, Filarete wrote that to descend a staircase was a demonstration 

of a host’s graciousness or humanitá toward his guest, and that, conversely, for a guest to 

ascend the stair was to honor his host.  By the seventeenth century, Jarrard continued, 

Filarete’s etiquette had been codified in ducal ritual.170  For example, in their palazzo in 

Parma, the Farnese dukes employed the staircase as a place from which to signal 

comparative political rank and thus to activate the play of power politics.  If the duke 

greeted his guest at the palazzo entrance, it was an indication of his (the duke’s) 

subordinate position to the guest (for instance, the king).  Conversely, if the duke awaited 

his guest at the top of the staircase, he was affirming his superior hierarchical place by 

forcing the guest, already in the weaker, more vulnerable position (in a confrontation, it is 

better to be higher than lower), to climb upward toward him.  There were the in-

betweens, such as when Ranuccio II sent his brothers down the stairs to meet a guest 

while he waited at the top (a more complicated message), or when this same Farnese 

duke met a cardinal, with whom he was upset, “three or four steps” down from the top 

(instead of the customary and infinitely more respectful full descent) as a rather impish 

signal of his displeasure.  At the far extreme, in an explicit message of control, the duke 

would not come to the staircase at all, instead making his guest ascend an awkwardly 

empty stairwell on his way to an audience in the duke’s distant reception room.171   
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Such behavior was not limited to Italian courts.  Miguel de Cervantes, in his well 

known novel about a certain knight errant, described Don Quixote’s anticipated welcome 

at a king’s palace: 

 

As soon as [the king] sees the knight, knowing him by his armor or the 

device on his shield, he perforce will say: “Hark, look lively!  Go forth, 

my knights, all who are in my court, to greet the flower of chivalry who 

now comes riding!”  At this command all will go forth, and the king will 

come halfway down the stairs, and embrace the knight warmly, and bid 

him welcome, kissing him on the face…”172 

 

To Don Quixote, such a greeting was splendid, as the king recognized the knight’s 

exalted stature by meeting him mid-flight, which was the most the royal could do without 

diminishing what was clearly his own superior status.   

In seventeenth-century Great Britain, the English at Hampton Court employed 

this familiar hierarchical system for receiving ambassadors.173  The German courts, too, 

adopted this use of the staircase as a means for describing sociopolitical relationships.174  

And most famously, the court of Louis XIV constructed a lavish staircase—the escalier 

des Ambassadeurs at Versailles—for the primary purpose of presenting visiting 

dignitaries to the king (Figure 20). 

This notion of power vesting at the top, subservience at the bottom, and an 

ambiguously defined sliding compromise at various points between the two invariably set 

a stage for conflict and confrontation, one in which, as movie historian Michael Walker 
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has pointed out, the positioning of the protagonists was of great symbolic significance.175  

It made for good theater in real life, and good theater in reel life. 

 

The Third Method: Iconography~Iconology 

In 1939, the noted art historian Erwin Panofsky proposed a new and what would come to 

be influential method for understanding and interpreting meaning in visual 

representations.176  He directed his study toward Renaissance art, but the approach is just 

as applicable to the analysis of architecture, and especially architecture that is used 

dynamically in motion pictures.  Panofsky’s argument is that art can be understood 

through a two-tiered study of symbolic meanings, which he labeled “iconographical” and 

“iconological.”  The first, “iconography,” refers to more easily comprehended symbols—

those that are familiar to the observer—while the second, “iconology,” suggests 

interpretations that emanate from a kind of contextual zeitgeist.  When considered 

together, he asserted, iconography and iconology provide a total framework for 

understanding meaning in art. 

 

Iconography 

The Primary or Natural Level 

Iconography, wrote Panofsky, can be distinguished at two levels: the “primary or natural” 

and the “secondary or conventional,” which together form the foundation for the final 

interpretation of a work through iconology, discussed below.  Panofsky defined primary 

or natural meaning as a combination of what he called “factual” and “expressional” 

meanings.  Factual meaning was gleaned by “identifying certain visible forms with 
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certain objects [that are familiar] from practical experience, and by identifying the change 

in their relations with certain actions or events.”  For example, one might recognize a 

person’s hand.   That hand then acquires meaning beyond the purely formal when it is 

raised in a wave of greeting.177  The other half of the primary or natural iconographic 

level, “expressional meaning,” Panofsky found in the psychological nuances that invest 

(for instance) the aforementioned gesture (the hand wave) with further meaning.  Such a 

nuance could, by example, be the way in which the hand is waved, which might indicate 

a particular mood.  To understand this gesture, one needs a “certain sensitivity,” one (in a 

phenomenological sense) drawn from the viewer’s own experiences and familiarity with 

hand waves.178 

In architecture—within the built world or the cinematic world—primary or 

natural iconography functions easily.  One recognizes a staircase as a staircase, its 

material for whatever it is, and the action upon it at its simplest level (for example, 

walking up or down).  Expressionistically, the size or scale and condition of the stair send 

elementary, comprehensible messages about the nature of the place that contains it as 

well as of its owner, as does the atmosphere: dark, light, closed, or open.  Observing how 

a person ascends or descends the stair—rapidly or slowly and with a certain facial 

expression, for instance—completes the viewer’s impression of this staircase from a basic 

cultural perspective.  A motion picture clip or even a still captures this primary or natural 

meaning well.  The image, in Holiday (1938), of Cary Grant arriving in his fiancée’s 

grand house, perplexed by the expression of great wealth around him, is easily 

understood—without need of knowing the circumstances of his being there (Figure 87).    
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The Secondary or Conventional Level 

Panofsky’s other level of iconography, what he termed the “secondary or conventional,” 

describes meaning derived from a deeper understanding of the action or the facts 

surrounding it, an understanding that is gained from prior knowledge.  This is meaning 

that “is intelligible instead of being sensible” and that has been “consciously imparted to 

the practical action by which it is conveyed.”  Returning to the hand wave, for one to 

recognize that the particular gesture made is, say, a European rather than American 

version, requires a learned awareness of other customs and cultural traditions.  So, too 

(and using Panofsky’s example), is knowing that a male figure holding a knife is a 

depiction of St. Bartholomew.179  To comprehend this figure is to know the story or 

allegory that is affixed to it.  Secondary or conventional iconography is probably best 

conveyed through formal symbolism, including that generated through associationism 

(abstract symbolism, on the other hand, is customarily imparted through 

phenomenology).  This is especially true in the realm of architecture. 

 There is a three-tiered mode of comprehending formal symbolism in architecture, 

and in particular the gender-related symbolism that was of particular interest to Code era 

cinematographers.  One begins with the identification of what one might call the 

elementary constituents, then advances to a recognition of how those constituents are 

reflected in actual buildings, and concludes with the semantic role of those symbols 

through the vehicle of architectural style.  It is a triptych that helps illuminate the subtle 

communication system that was so effective in dodging the wary eyes of motion picture 

censors.  
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• The elementary forms of gendered symbolism 

Aaron Betsky once wrote, rather simplistically in his Building Sex (1995), that “men 

build penises and women build wombs.” 180  Although this statement tends to reduce 

almost every construct to an “either-or” depending on its shape as an oblong extension or 

an ovoid indention, there is a certain truth to his underlying assumption, symbolically 

speaking.  Historically, among the most significant signs that inform the communicative 

basis of architecture are those pertaining to the sexes, and in particular those that serve to 

identify an object with one gender or the other.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, these symbols 

derive from the contrasts of strength versus weakness, mass versus delicacy, curvature 

versus orthogonality, and—of particular derivative delight to Freudian psychologists—

male versus female genitalia.  Their origins are ancient, their associations long-standing, 

and their cultural endurance interminable. 

The oldest feminine symbols are simple and center on the female reproductive 

anatomy and the woman’s role as the keeper of the family unit.  There are three 

geometric shapes that appear to have represented the female for centuries, if not 

millennia: the circle, the oval, and the spiral.  The circle is the fundamental, primordial 

feminine sign.  It represents the womb.  In ancient times, it was associated with the 

notion of a protected or consecrated space, the “center of the motherland,” and the 

ceremonial place in which all participants were equal.181  Early matrifocal villages 

composed of round hearths, round huts, and circular fences were prime examples of this 

type of representation.182  The second shape—the oval, mandorla, or almond (also known 

as the vesica piscis, or vessel of the fish)—was said to represent female genitalia and was 
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thus an ancient maternity charm.183  But it was more than anatomical: the mandorla could 

signify the union of Heaven and Earth.  In time—and demonstrating how meanings can 

change—it became a metaphor for the gate to the underworld, as well as to a secret 

treasure hidden in some dark place: to find the almond meant to discover or share in a 

secret.184  The third geometric symbol of the feminine—the spiral or helix, both single 

and double—was among the most sacred of early symbols, for it was connected with the 

idea of the life cycle, of death and rebirth.185  While it certainly held other connotations, 

for our purposes here it is sufficient to know that it was a sign of the soul’s unknowable 

journey after death to its eternal destination.186 

 Contrasting with female symbols are the shapes commonly linked to the 

masculine.  Male symbols, as one might suspect, were the opposite of the curving, centric 

forms of the feminine, and usually focused on differences in representational strength and 

anatomy.  Writing years after the period of this study, but nevertheless reporting on 

representations long embedded in Western culture, Barbara Walker distinguished the 

circular forms of the female from the line, cross, and shaft, which, she argued, 

represented the masculine spirit.  And film critic Robin Wood similarly asserted that the 

shaft, as a commonly understood phallic symbol, was the supreme representation of male 

power.187  This should come as no surprise, as neither should Jean Chevalier and Alain 

Gheerbrant’s assertion, in their 1996 A Dictionary of Symbols, of the relatively obvious 

link of the square to a strength that symbolized the earth, the temporal, and the mortal, 

versus the divine and celestial associations of the (feminine) circle (Figure 14).188  Gaston 

Bachelard, writing closer to the Golden Age era, seemed to affirm this association (albeit 



 

   89 

in a different context) noting that, in idiomatic English, a “simple and frank” man is 

referred to as “square.”189   

 

• Gendered symbolism in architecture 

Architects and art and architectural historians have long understood the symbolic 

implications of sexuality in architecture.  Vitruvius was the first known writer to assign 

gender to an architectural element as well as to a building.  The Roman famously equated 

the Doric order with manliness, the Ionic with matronliness, and the Corinthian with 

girlishness.190  Renaissance writers picked up on these associations:  to Filarete, buildings 

could be quite anthropomorphic and actually conceived in Adam’s image—human 

proportions, body parts and all.191  Some 150 years later, Sir Henry Wotton continued the 

Vitruvian analogy, writing in 1624 that he concurred with the ancient architect 

concerning the Doric and Ionic orders but felt that the Corinthian was beyond girlish.  To 

him, it resembled a more questionable female, one “lasciviously decked like a 

Curtezane.”192   

Fifty years following Sir Henry, architect François Blondel presented his thesis on 

four gendered building types, the first three of which were “male,” described in various 

degrees of ruggedness (“masculine,” “firm,” and “virile”), and the fourth a curvaceous 

“feminine.”193  Another two hundred years after, in 1972, art historian George Hersey 

illustrated Blondel’s theory of gendered architecture through the juxtaposition of two 

eighteenth-century structures, the Château Maisons-Laffitte by François Mansart of 1642-

51, and a project for a fountain by Juste-Aurèle Meissonier, ca. 1740 (Figure 15).  His 
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sensualized explanation, which runs the gamut from homo- to hetero-eroticism with a 

rather thematic choice of words to match, is worth quoting at length: 

 

[Blondel] not only senses maleness in Doric, or an erotic relationship 

between patron and structure, but also sees sexuality as permeating whole 

buildings by taking possession of certain formal characteristics.  Buildings 

that consist of ‘rectilinear masses’, such as the … Château Maisons-

Lafitte… are ‘male’. Conversely, ‘female’ architecture, made up of 

‘sinuous parts,’ is characteristic of fountains, villas, baths, and the like. 

The ‘maleness’ of the Château is implicit in the reinforced right angles, 

the repetition of paneled planes, the sense of reserve power or unseen 

forces that climaxes in the frontispiece.  The ‘female’ character of the 

fountain is, on the other hand, explicit: its shape is akin to that of a female 

body.  The elliptical sweep of the double stair down to the fountains, and 

the play of this curve against the enclosing semicircle of the colonnade, is 

patently anthropomorphic, or rather gynomorphic.  And, in contrast to 

Maisons-Lafitte, Meissonier has designed an open structure, pouring forth 

its abundance, with many avenues of access, and topped by disheveled 

curls.  Everything evokes an 18th century woman with her divided hoop 

skirt, tight bodice, and towering wig.  Not only is there sexuality in the 

two structures, but the two sexualities are different in kind—that is, they 

have different dramatic roles.  The male is moral and abstract, as male 

thinking and male resoluteness were conceived to be.  The female 

architecture is, on the other hand, ornamental and erotic.194 

 

John Ruskin, in his Volume III of The Stones of Venice (1853), harkened back to 

Wotton’s lascivious Curtezane when he complained of Renaissance architecture that, like 

that woman of questionable morals, “excitement and interest are sought for by means of 
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violent and continual curvatures wholly unrestrained, and rolling hither and thither in 

confused wantonness.”195  And not to be outdone, architect Louis Sullivan, writing 

lustfully in 1918 about H. H. Richardson’s Marshall Field Wholesale Store in Chicago, 

saw robust XY chromosomes in the building’s massive stone walls: 

 

I mean, here is a man for you to look at.  A man that walks on two legs 

instead of four, has active muscles, heart, lungs and other viscera; a man 

that lives and breathes, that has red blood; a real man, a manly man; a 

virile force—broad, vigorous and with a whelm of energy—an entire 

male.196  (Emphasis in the original.) 

 

Lastly, in 1961, American historian Lewis Mumford, echoing the associations already 

described, drew a thinly veiled analogy to explain what he saw as the evolution from 

female to male built environments.  Describing the transformation of the ancient 

Neolithic village from a nurturing (female-dominated) society to a plow culture 

(dominated by men), he pictured the replacement of the embracing, largely circular form 

with the “insistent” straight line, the rectangle, the firmly described geometric plan, and 

the upright tower and obelisk.197  His metaphorical inferences were unmistakable.  

Such formal generalizations as round: female, and orthogonal: male, run the risk 

of ahistorical gender essentialism, especially when applied to architecture.  However, 

these tropes follow a consistent thread over time and appear repeatedly in aesthetic 

discussions, as the previous paragraphs make evident.  Architectural historian Adrian 

Forty, in his 1996 essay, “Masculine, Feminine or Neuter?” argued that the express use of 

gendered metaphors to describe architecture has been consistent since at least Vitruvius, 
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as we have just seen. However, starting in the 1920s, he wrote, overt gender metaphors 

started to fade from architectural criticism [and we might note that he refers to criticism, 

not actual built forms], and by 1945 had virtually disappeared, to be replaced by a more 

covert language that favored a masculine-oriented vocabulary, the use of which implied 

one gender through semantic inclusion, and the other by exclusion.198  Such was the 

nature of the subtlety, one could justly say, Hollywood employed in the design of its sets. 

In the end, one might skeptically ask, was every round building by definition a 

reference to a woman, and every rectangular structure suggestive of a man?  Certainly the 

mandorla-shaped staircase at Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art (1996) was not 

intended by German architect Josef Paul Kleihues to suggest female genitalia (Figure 

16)?  And were architectural helixes supposed to represent death’s door and tall towers 

erections?  Surely not—at least not very often.  But there is a temporal persistence that 

keeps these meanings alive in the modern world, meanings that found expression in the 

staircase and were projected—quite literally—on the screen when technology allowed.  

What Neolithic man began, Vitruvius defined, Filarete resurrected, and Blondel 

seemingly codified remains—as Mumford’s thinly veiled intimations and Betsky’s book 

illustrate—a colorful way of interpreting and creating architectural meaning.  One can 

only imagine the relish with which any Hollywood director would appreciate the 

extraordinary communicative promise offered by such a sensually infused system. 

 
• Gendered symbolism, style, and morality 

Once the architectural orders, building compositions, and décor were tied to the different 

genders, it was only a matter of time before styles were infused with parallel meanings.  
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Art directors came to use architectural style as a way of imbuing their set designs with 

silent significance.  Drawing on associations from the built world, style was used in 

motion pictures to send a message about the people with whom the various forms were 

intentionally linked—about their integrity, truthfulness, morals, and the like.  The Gothic, 

Jacobethan, Colonial Revival, Second Empire, Beaux-Arts, and Modern styles were 

among the most frequently applied to assist with the narrative, charged as they could be 

with especially potent symbolism.   

The Gothic, aesthetically speaking, was historically aligned with the male gender. 

English author and politician Sir A. J. B. Beresford Hope, in a talk presented in 1858, 

asserted that the Gothic was “indeed overpowering…indeed masculine;” it was, he said, a 

style that was stiff, singular in its aesthetic, and intrinsically male in its use of  “deep 

cutting” and sharp light and shadow.199   To some, the Gothic carried with it a certain 

moral rectitude.  Architect and theorist A. W. N Pugin, in his 1836 publication, 

Contrasts, called for the use of Gothic as the aesthetic and constructed framework for 

civic and personal virtue.200  This meaning crossed the Atlantic in the form of the Gothic 

Revival architecture of Andrew Jackson Downing, among others, and later in the century 

though the so-called “collegiate Gothic” that transformed the appearance of American 

(typically all male) college campuses.   

But these associations and secondary-level interpretations could be read 

differently, especially as Americans looked back across the Pond at ancient Gothic 

structures.  Although the style was frequently linked spiritually to the medieval cathedrals 

of Europe, it was also connected to the tough masculinity of repressive nineteenth-
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century buildings that were often built in that style, such as prisons and armories.201  As a 

consequence, and despite its other identity of noble virtue, Gothic architecture was 

usually brought into cinematic service to represent decayed evil.  With its rough stones 

rendered in a dark and somewhat ruinous state, it made the perfect setting for horror films 

like Universal’s genre-setting Dracula of 1931 (Figure 17). 

The Jacobethan style resulted from a blend of the Elizabethan and Jacobean, and 

was a favorite of American industrialists, such as Edsel Ford, who often employed it to 

effect an air of aristocratic English lineage (Figure 156).  In Hollywood, such houses—

including the country estates depicted in Angel (1937) (Figure 18) and Rebecca (1940) 

(Figure 137)—were typically used to represent virtuous and noble Englishmen or, 

occasionally, Americans-imitating-English, as in Strangers on a Train (1951). 

Not all architectural styles were identified with testosterone, of course.  In 1893, 

American architect and stage designer Claude Bragdon wrote that the late eighteenth- and 

early nineteenth-century houses of Salem seemed "like the Colonial dames, their 

mistresses—trim, plain, and a bit prudish in outward appearance, but interiorly beautiful, 

full of fine and delicate sentiment.”202 And architectural historian William Rhoads, in a 

1977 study, wrote that the Colonial Revival was typically affiliated with a virtuous life 

and a period in which people were honest, sincere, and strong.203  It followed that 

colonial designs were often linked with the feminine (virtue being the ideal artistic state 

of femininity) and with the qualities of delicacy and refinement.  

In film, and drawing on the cultural associations of femininity, Colonial Revival 

sets were usually employed to create a sense of domestic tranquility and happiness.  As 
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an example, the country house in The Women (1939) reflected protagonist Mary Haines’s 

persona as a devoted wife and mother who sought nothing more than marital bliss (Figure 

19).  House Beautiful, writing about this set in a 1942 article, “Why the Movies Are 

Influencing American Taste,” praised it as a suitable prototype for American families 

because it “makes such a friendly home,” the Colonial Revival being replete with 

“comforting elements.”204  The style was also considered reflective of established wealth, 

erudition, and a certain patrician noblesse—which, along with the presumption of virtue 

and simplicity, is how Hollywood most often applied it. 

Receiving perhaps the most scorn in architectural discussions, and frequently used 

on the screen to express that contempt, was the Late Victorian Second Empire.  The 

aesthetic was reviled not only as unattractive, but also as representing in some minds 

excess and greed, if not worse.  John Ruskin, evidently referring to the style and not 

mincing his words, reportedly called it “a sort of architectural adultery and a debauched 

fornication.”205  Architect Joy Wheeler Dow, writing in his 1904 book, American 

Renaissance, considered the mansard-roofed buildings of this period to be emblematic of 

the corruption of the Ulysses Grant administration and of garish nouveau-riche 

indulgence.206  Adding to this derisive review was architect Ralph Adams Cram, who, in 

his My Life in Architecture of 1936, ridiculed American Second Empire architecture as 

the “vilest” of styles.207   

The movie industry seemed to agree, with at least one art director (William 

Cameron Menzies) condemning Second Empire in a 1929 lecture as “the ugliest age in 

history.”  Studios used it most effectively to send a message of rotted morality.208  In 
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Hollywood, the style was essentially gender-indifferent, for it could just as easily suggest 

female avariciousness (Butler Hall in Gone With the Wind) as male turpitude (the 

Amberson mansion in The Magnificent Ambersons) (Figure 20). It should come as no 

surprise that the style came to epitomize the classic haunted house, a type Hitchcock 

firmly embedded within American culture with the Bates mansion in 1960’s Psycho 

(Figure 21).  

The next frequently invoked style, what could loosely be called the Beaux-Arts, 

was represented in the United States by lavish interpretations of French, Italian, and 

Spanish architecture. It was a reference to European élan and cultural sophistication, and 

was a style that came to define Gilded Age New York.  The French of (especially) Louis 

XV (or some derivative thereof), with its Rococo contours, flourishes, and often-delicate 

details, was frequently aligned with the “gentler sex,” and was often found in the 

decorative scheme of the lady’s boudoir or reception room—but virtually never in the 

masculine reaches of the gentleman’s library or smoking room.  In Hollywood’s Golden 

Age, Beaux-Arts designs tended to be used in sets meant to speak of great if not 

idiosyncratic wealth, often with a wink and a nod to the eccentric or comic nature of the 

characters they helped define, and with perhaps a hint of effeteness.  This style of set 

communicated one impression well: riches, and lots of them, as the country house in 

1937’s It’s Love I’m After so wonderfully illustrates (Figure 22). 

The modernist style, despite (and perhaps in spite of) its attendant European 

moralism, suffered a very mixed reception in America, especially in the residential realm.  

On one hand, modernism was indicative of an avant-garde, progressive spirit or 
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intellectualism, while on the other, it was the three-dimensional realization of the socialist 

housing agendas of post-World War I Europe.  Americans of the 1930s were unsure what 

to do with modern architecture.  Fear of the style was sometimes centered on the adverse 

affects it was thought to have on the family.  Elsie McCormick, writing in 1931 in the 

New York World Telegram, cautioned readers who had seen the prototype Aluminaire 

House at the Architectural and Allied Arts Exhibition to be wary of the “stern, office-like 

effect” that would likely induce a husband to “seek succor” in “fluffier apartments.”209  

Ultimately, Americans accepted modernism as appropriate for the workplace but 

generally unsuitable for the middle-class home.  

Hollywood exploited this uncertainty, invoking modern architecture to imply 

really one of two things: a corrupted evil or a frivolous prosperity.  As Gabrielle Esperdy 

summed it up in her 2007 analysis of 1930s cinematic architecture, modern equaled bad 

and traditional equaled good—unless modern was called on “to reflect the zany, reckless, 

and usually irresponsible nature of the wealthy people who inhabited” such spaces. 210  

The Women’s sweet Mary Haines (she of the Colonial Revival house) found her marital 

antagonist in the sexually predatory sales clerk Crystal, who worked in a starkly moderne 

department store—evidence, Elsie McCormick might say, of the genetic conjoining of 

modernism and infidelity.  On the other end of the spectrum, Esperdy noted how the 

modern décor of Topper (1937) helped describe the light, purposeless, and sans-souci life 

of the rich couple played by Cary Grant and Constance Bennett (Figure 23).211  An 

anomaly to this stylistic duality was The Fountainhead, in which author Rand pointedly 

argued the righteousness of European modern architecture (albeit without the social and 
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political content), exalting modernism and condemning historicism.  But this was the 

exception, and not the rule. 

 
*     *     * 

 
Panofsky’s theory of iconography provides a relatively objective means of understanding 

works of art, including motion pictures, especially as they relate to the various types of 

symbolic representation, and, in the case here, particularly as they relate to gender-

oriented symbolism.  But iconography has its limits, he said. “It furnishes the necessary 

basis for all further interpretation,” he continued, but “does not, however, attempt to work 

out this interpretation for itself.”  By interpretation, Panofsky was referring to meaning 

beyond the more evident symbolic; he was looking for significance derived from a 

broader, overarching cultural realm.  That, he concluded, is the task for iconology. 212 

 

Iconology 

Iconology describes a contextual zeitgeist, an artistic influence of which the artist is most 

likely unaware.  In a parallel Freudian sense, it is the realization of the unconscious in an 

art object or event.  Panofsky outlined iconology (or “intrinsic meaning”) as follows: 

 

It may be defined as a unifying principle which underlies and explains 

both the visible event and its intelligible significance [iconography], and 

which determines even the form in which the visible event takes shape.  

This intrinsic meaning or content is…as much above the sphere of 

conscious volitions as the expressional meaning is beneath this sphere.  … 
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[It] is a method of interpretation which arises from synthesis rather than 

analysis.”213 

  

Iconology reveals the “basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or 

philosophical persuasion” that is subliminally reflected within the artist’s product.214  One 

can consider iconology in the same camp as Martin Heidegger’s concept (1935) of 

artistic nature, the “something else” that transforms the “thingly element” into a work of 

art. It is an expression of cultural context that is embedded within such a work because 

the work was created within that context.  It is symbolic in a broad and philosophical 

sense. 215   

 The informants of intrinsic meaning during the Golden Age could be found in a 

number of socio-political-economic phases and events that impacted Americans.  In the 

early years, for instance, the dramatic societal transformations following World War I 

altered the social constraints on public expression so rapidly as to induce the 

establishment of the Production Code.  Remarked historian Frederick Lewis Allen in 

1939, “the post-war disillusion, the new status of women, the Freudian gospel, the 

automobile, Prohibition, the sex and confession magazines, and the movies—[all] had 

their part in bringing about [a] social revolution.”216  However, the battle between the 

moralistic old guard and the liberated new guard was a losing proposition, and the new 

guard was steadily winning, pushing relentlessly to deliver the licentiousness audiences 

so enjoyed.  The Great Depression fostered an atmosphere from which people longed to 

escape, if only for a few hours.  The outcome of the Second World War changed 

Americans’ self-image and position in the world theater, bringing about an exuberance of 
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economic growth and new political dominion for which the country was, arguably, 

psychologically unprepared.  Further, the dark cloud of McCarthyism and the too-soon-

again war in Korea likely added to this stress.  One could reasonably ask if it wasn’t the 

sum total of these years of unsettling events and rapid change that produced the similarly 

unsettling genre of film noir.  It would be a good question for Dr. Freud.  

 Identifying cinematic iconology is a difficult task, for it exists, as one might say, 

in the water.  It might be found in themes, such as the prescient prediction of World War 

II in Men Must Fight (1933), or the post-war rise (and often slap-down) of the more 

independent woman depicted in The Strange Love of Martha Ivers (1946), Harriet Craig 

(1950), or Auntie Mame (1958).  But then, too, it might also be discovered, for instance, 

in the oft-unspoken undercurrent of race relations, or, more specifically, in the 

representation of African-Americans in a white man’s world.   This latter subject can be 

investigated by looking at four films set in the American South, which together form an 

intriguing case study for the reflection—or not—of a specific iconology. 

 
Master and Servant: Privilege of Place 

The relationship between architecture and power often expresses itself subtly, and can 

sometimes be better defined by what is absent instead of what is present.  In the more 

luxurious realms inhabited by affluent masters of the house and their domestic servants, 

an invisibility was effected through the use of front and back staircases, the latter of 

which allowed butlers, maids, and the like to move about their duties quietly and unseen.  

Power thus found expression architecturally in two distinct renderings of the same 

functional element:  the front, or main stair, like Tatiana du Plessix, éclatante d’élégance 
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et de beauté, and the back stair, simple, plain, utilitarian—definitely not éclatante 

d’élégance.  Placement, form, and architectural finish made clear the hierarchical rapport 

between master and servant.  

 Golden Age movies—given their propensity toward depictions of the foibles and 

follies of the well-to-do, who, before and immediately after World War II, tended to 

employ at least one domestic—often populated their cinematic residences with more than 

a few servants. These housekeepers, majordomos, chauffeurs, and gardeners frequently 

served as critical stand-ins for their more workaday sympathizers in the audience, 

exchanging a knowing, roll-of-the-eye wink with these viewers.  But their place in the 

social pecking order was defined just as much by the site from which they were usually 

absent—the front staircase—as the uniforms they customarily wore.  In fact, filmic 

servants, like their real-life counterparts, were almost never witnessed in transit between 

floors; there was an implicit understanding that they moved from story to story invisibly 

through the equally invisible back staircase. 

 The domestics pictured in movies set in the North, the East, the Midwest, and the 

West*—that is, everywhere but the South—were virtually all white and surprisingly 

erudite.  Perhaps unsurprisingly was that those who worked in Southern settings were 

virtually all black, and again, perhaps not surprisingly, essentially illiterate (Hollywood 

was clearly not out to surprise, at least not in matters of racial relations).  Especially 

within these motion pictures of the Jim Crow era, the question of a different cinematic 

                                                
* I am here referring to the movies included in this study, rather than making a universal 
statement.  However, the racial pattern is quite strong and likely applies to motion 
pictures beyond this sample. 
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treatment of African-Americans is worth raising.  Was there a lingering cultural ghost of 

slavery lurking in the architectural shadows of these films, particularly within the 

intersection of black domestics and the staircase?  

 The answer, this time, is perhaps surprising.  Maybe because movies were made 

in California and not in the South, the African-American servants who appeared in the 

movies discussed in this paper did not interface with the staircase in a materially different 

way from their white counterparts.  However, these characters were debased through the 

use (supposedly forbidden by the Production Code) of condescending stereotypes—

arguably an example of iconological depiction—that frequently rendered them child-like 

and comically obsequious.   Exceptions that seem to prove the rule include the perceptive 

“idiot savants” of Mammy (Hattie McDaniel) in Gone With the Wind and the tap-dancing 

butler Walker (Bill “Bojangles” Robinson) in The Little Colonel.  And unlike the 

relationships between the primary white protagonists, sex, or even the hint of sex, 

between the races was nonexistent.  In an interesting sleight of intrinsic meaning, we do 

see an occasional ghosting of the actors who played these characters: in certain films, 

such as Queen Bee, the African-American performers are absent from the credits.  They, 

like their probable enslaved ancestors, are invisible.   

 

Conclusion 

“Staircases…always appeal to the imaginative mind,” wrote British art critic Theodore 

Cook in 1914. 217   In Hollywood, what one might call set semantics or cyphers began 

with a simple series of easily understood, culturally rooted messages or associations.  
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Directors, drawing on rich historical traditions, could anticipate that viewers would 

understand—if only subliminally—the use of forms and styles that called to mind one sex 

or the other as well as the moral integrity—or lack thereof—of the characters.  These 

embedded notions allowed art directors to engage in a kind of architectural shorthand.  A 

grand staircase logically spoke of a grand house—without the need to show the house.  

Similarly, a rectilinear, dark-colored, Gothic staircase said something about the occupants 

of the house.  Additionally, by availing themselves of titillating Freudian psychology, 

studios could transform a simple stair into a sexual act, a descent down that stair into a 

kind of veiled prostitution, and a gentlemen’s meeting on those same steps into a 

metaphorical arm wrestling match or game of king of the mountain.  And setting the 

action on and about the staircase provided a means of infusing character relationships 

with a dynamism that could unfold in four dimensions; that is, horizontally, vertically, 

diagonally, or helically.   The cinematic staircase was indeed an irresistible source for the 

rich and enticing multiplicities of meaning cherished by Hollywood moviemakers.   
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Part III: The Case Studies 
 

Set elements with contradictory ends [top and bottom], staircases seen in 

Hollywood films are not ambivalent symbols.  

—Michel Cieutat, Les grands thèmes du cinema américan, 1991 218 

 

A key assumption of this study is that the meaning of an architectural element can be 

deduced through the medium of the motion picture.  The objective of the previous three 

chapters was to set the stage, as it were, for the close-up of the filmic staircase; that is, for 

a look at how form, history, symbol, psychology, and activity all coalesced in this 

singular architectural object which, when projected on the screen, spoke in so many ways 

about the movie’s plot and its characters.  What did each staircase type say, and how did 

it do it?  The chapters in this Part III seek to answer those questions, if not more. 

This investigation is organized by staircase configuration and examines how form 

can reflect and even influence perception and behavior.   It begins with a categorization 

by type based on shape and disposition.  For purposes of this approach, and because stair 

flight combinations and geometries can be numerous and complex, the number of 

configurations is limited to the four—straight, spiral, curved, and three-run (or T-

shape)—that are representative of those most typically seen in the built environment 

(Figure 24).  The types are presented here in chronological order based on their 

approximate historical emergence, starting with the straight form.  The exploration of 

each stair commences with a brief recounting of its pre-Hollywood background—

including its history where known and its established cultural uses, associations, and 

representation—in order to establish context for the next step of the investigation, which 
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is to look at how it is presented in motion pictures.  I should note that this is not intended 

as an exclusively typological investigation, for the objective of this dissertation is to 

identify the potential for meanings associated with an architectural element, and not 

necessarily just the staircase per se.  Integral to each evaluation is the plot of the movie 

that defines and describes the nature of the activity that interfaces with the staircase. 

It is possible for a motion picture, such as Gone With the Wind, to feature more 

than one type of staircase.  In that event, and if appropriate, each stair is discussed within 

its own category.  Such a condition can be surprisingly helpful, for having different types 

within the same story can, by juxtaposition, help clarify their respective meanings. 

The filmic staircases are all examined on the same basis.  Each case study opens 

with a brief summary of the movie’s plot to help the reader orient him- or her-self to the 

narrative context.  Then, the role of the stair is explored through the increasingly complex 

levels of comprehension outlined earlier in the discussion of Rita Hayworth’s Gilda; that 

is, the perception of the stair as a simple contributing part of an entertainment, as carrying 

a more nuanced meaning, and as the conduit of a director’s subtler, perhaps hidden 

messages.   

The staircase is first considered visually; that is, through the impressions a viewer 

was likely to have just by seeing the form on the screen.  Most simplistically, merely 

featuring a staircase that not only suggested something about the stature of the characters, 

but also provided an interesting visual setting on which actors could perform, helped 

foster a richer narrative that ensured a lively entertainment for the widest possible 

audience. 
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The lens then turns to the audience’s probable dynamic reading; in other words, 

the messages moviegoers would likely take away from watching the interactions between 

the characters and the staircase.  This level of understanding presumes that viewers were 

indeed cognizant—to some degree at least—of the culturally situated form- and action-

associated meanings discussed earlier. 

Lastly, each staircase is appraised with an eye to uncovering any implications the 

director or art director may have been trying to communicate without inviting the interest 

of Mr. Breen and his men.  By invoking messaging that was an undercurrent to the 

narrative or revealing of the characters—such as behavior implying sexuality—studios 

had the ability to offer a tertiary layer of meanings that catered to a more insightful, 

perceptive set of viewers who could, theoretically at least, read and see between the lines.  

Through this manipulation of encoded signs, directors were on occasion able to whisper 

their particular unspoken intentions to attentive moviegoers—intentions the Production 

Code, in its quest for a whitewashed wholesomeness, otherwise discouraged, if not 

specifically forbade. 

Each of the four case study chapters concludes with a brief exploration of the 

overarching meanings that can be reasonably deduced from the typology just examined.  

The films included here constitute a curated sample of what one might call “staircase 

movies” of the era—motion pictures that make special and important use of this 

architectonic device.  Among these motion pictures, the consistency of use and 

presentation of the several stair forms creates an arguably persuasive pattern, which, on 

many levels and with the support of cultural underpinnings and studio evidence, appears 
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to suggest a directed intent toward a specific outcome.  In short, the straight, spiral, 

curved, and T-shape staircase each has its own distinct and special set of meanings, 

values that are founded in the American cultural current and revealed through the lens of 

the Hollywood movie. 
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Chapter 4: The Straight Staircase 

 

The internal locus of control—the control over one’s experience—favors 

rectilinear shapes. 

—Sally Augustin, “Living in an Impressionist World,” 2016 219 

 

The straight staircase is arguably the simplest and therefore the oldest type of stair, 

appearing ubiquitously since the beginning of architectural history.  It has no specific 

provenance, for since time immemorial the straight staircase has been the most 

elementary, practical, economical, and direct way—after the ladder—of passing 

vertically between two levels.  As its name implies, this form consists of a straight flight 

that proceeds directly to the next floor, or turns back upon itself, at 180 degrees with or 

without an intermediate landing (a “switchback” or “dog-leg”), before reaching the 

desired floor (Figure 25).  In the case of a switchback form, it may or may not be an 

“open newel” or “hollow well” stair, meaning a staircase that is comprised of up to three 

or four flights between two floors, organized at right angles to each other around a central 

rectangular opening.   Because it could be used in tight situations while also permitting 

camera views up and down between levels, and because it allowed for dramatic shots 

down from the top and up from the bottom, Hollywood often employed the straight 

typology to help foster a sense of dramatic tension.  

Straight configurations have typically and historically been tied to the masculine 

gender, a logical extension of the symbolic association of the straight, orthogonal, and 

projecting form with male-dominated political authority—the control psychologist Sally 
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Augustin identified—as well as, to some, the male body and thus sexual potency.  And 

not only are these rectilinear shapes repeatedly and firmly identified with strength and 

rugged earth-like qualities, but, when rendered as “sharp” and angular, such shapes can 

be seen as dangerous and threatening.220  In application, the straight stair and the 

dominant male have a long-enduring relationship: the sacrificial rites atop Mesoamerican 

temples, the coronation ritual of the Venetian doge at the head of the Scala dei Giganti 

(flanked, incidentally, by statues of the powerful gods Mars and Neptune), and the rather 

ridiculously complicated political etiquette of where on the steps to meet one another, to 

name but a few.  

Art has tended to support the notion of the straight stair as the symbol of the male 

domain.  For instance, in a 1512 printing of Spanish writer Ramon Llull’s “Ladder of 

Being” (or “Scala Intellectus”) one sees a fortified castle—the quintessential symbol of 

masculine authority and power—at the summit of the progressive journey from the 

profane to the sacred represented by the staircase, an idea Buster Keaton appropriated in 

his The Haunted House of 1921 (Figure 26).  And similarly, the various depictions over 

the centuries of the “Presentation of Mary at the Temple” show the young virgin 

ascending steps, prostrating herself in front of the male priests at the top who will 

consecrate her (Figure 27).  The authority figure in artistic representation did not always 

have to be heavenly, or even visible, but the association of the straight stair with the 

masculine tended to be pervasive.  Piranesi’s famous mid-eighteenth-century series of 

etchings of fantastical prisons—his Carceri d’invenzione—presented the stair as a 



 

   110 

dramatic and fearsome display of man’s power over the mind and body of his foes 

(Figure 28).  (It was, after all, men who built, operated, and controlled such institutions.)   

The architectonic, artistic, and symbolic meanings that infused the straight 

staircase were bound to find their way into the art departments of Hollywood studios.  

Ultimately, the straight stair was different from other forms, just like the Doric was 

different from the other orders: each had its purpose and attendant associations.  Given 

that they had choices, art directors clearly selected the shapes they did with a specific 

intent in mind, whether or not they left express records of those decisions (as if the choice 

itself weren’t record enough).    

  

The Case Studies 

Gone With the Wind ‘Tara’ and ‘Butler Hall,’ Gaslight, The Heiress, and The Little 
Colonel. 
 
Gone With the Wind, Gaslight, and The Heiress are three films in which the straight 

staircase contributes noticeably to the psychosexual power antagonisms that transpire 

between the primary protagonists.  The fourth, The Little Colonel, employs the stair as an 

unusual vehicle for highlighting a supposed cinematic racial inclusiveness.  In all four 

movies and each of the five examples they include, the staircase is the obvious province 

of masculine authority and the setting of important activities that engage that authority.  

The respective art directors called on a number of symbolic associations to lend these 

staircases a richness of connotations that helped the viewing audiences follow the filmic 

narrative’s intentions. 
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Gone With the Wind (1939)   

Gone With the Wind,221 one of motion picture history’s most iconic and legendary films, 

retells novelist Margaret Mitchell’s epic saga of a self-centered young Southern woman’s 

life—and the lives of those around her—from the dawn of the American Civil War 

through the mature years of Reconstruction, all while painting a romantic image of a 

lifestyle that never really was.  It is a film focused on one rather annoyingly petulant 

Scarlett O’Hara, a woman who uses her sexual charms to ruthlessly get what she wants, 

failing in only one objective: to meet Ashley Wilkes at the altar.  Producer David O. 

Selznick augmented and enhanced Mitchell’s story with architecture intentionally 

designed to tell its own story as well as to add to the myth-making and myth-reinforcing 

nature of the book itself.  He transformed Mitchell’s three primary narrative houses—

Tara, Twelve Oaks, and Butler Hall—into iconic sites that functioned largely as symbols, 

and reinterpreted the staircases within these houses to support those metaphoric 

intentions.222  There are four such meaningful stairs in the movie—at Tara, Butler Hall, 

Twelve Oaks, and Aunt Pittypat’s Atlanta house—only the first two of which are of 

concern here.   

 Perhaps it is appropriate to take a moment to observe how, and if, race and 

architecture intersect in these two filmic houses.  In Gone With the Wind, the servants—

who are all black—seem to know their place, but in a way not at all different from their 

Caucasian counterparts.  Generally speaking, they are absent from the stairs, presumably 

using another stair to move between floors, or simply making those movements on the 

main stair off camera.  In Tara, we see Mammy upstairs and downstairs, and rarely 
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onstairs.  We also see Pork in front of (but not on) the stairs.  At Butler Hall, we indeed 

see Mammy on the steep, straight flight, but only in the company of a white female.  

There doesn’t appear to be any intentional segregation of architecture from race; the 

stairs belong to the masters of the house, and any use of the steps by domestics is  

comparatively unimportant and seemingly not worth showing on the screen. 

  

‘Tara’  

The stair at Tara is a bit of an ambiguous affair, and is included here because, well, it is at 

Tara and no discussion of Gone With the Wind can exclude Tara, as any ardent fan will 

quickly insist.  In the movie, the staircase is a straight switchback, while the novel 

mentions a winding shape (Figure 29). 223  Although this discrepancy creates a certain 

discord between the filmic action and the architecture, it nevertheless helps to highlight 

the stair’s special place in the movie narrative.   

 The audience is introduced to the staircase early on.  The first impression is one of 

solid if somewhat modest stateliness, for it is production designer William Cameron 

Menzies’s effort to veer from the author’s text and visually express the character of the 

fictional patriarch of Tara, Gerald O’Hara and, in all likelihood, draw a counterpoint, 

metaphorically and physically, to its foil, the Wilkes family’s Twelve Oaks Plantation.   

Gerald O’Hara is a self-made man, a first-generation immigrant from Ireland who 

married the daughter of a patrician from Savannah, Georgia.  Tara, the Clayton County, 

Georgia, seat of the O’Hara family, is a colonial-style house built over time according to 
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no particular master design or plan.  Mitchell outlined her image of the place in a 

discussion with Selznick’s technical advisor, Richard Barksdale Harwell:  

 

I described it as a typical Clayton County house, ‘ugly and sprawling’ but 

comfortable looking. … Gerald’s house was far from being the best 

looking one in ‘the County,’ for he was a rough, bluff man and he built the 

house according to his own ideas, without the help of architects.224 

 

Tara, she wrote in the novel, had “an air of solidness, of stability and permanence.”225  

The red earth beneath it was Gerald’s raw source of strength.  In short, Tara was a man’s 

house.  But, as the colonial, better-than-farmhouse appearance attested, it was also a 

time-honored symbol of virtue, integrity, and honesty—an expression of not only Gerald, 

but of his equally upright wife, Ellen.  

 In the movie, Tara’s interior stairway reinforces the sense of straightforward 

gravitas one sees on the exterior.  A rectangular open well in form, it rises to a landing 

illuminated by an arched window before continuing to the bedrooms on the second floor.  

The treads are wide—a bit more than five feet—and the handrail is a meaty affair—really 

too large for a woman’s hand—while the turned balusters are stout and of a design that is 

simple and relatively unadorned.  The hall is spacious and well lighted.  Despite the fact 

that Gerald is the only [white] male that inhabits the house, the staircase telegraphs the 

message through scale, detail, and form that this is the product of a no-nonsense man’s 

imagination.  It helps establish the character and status of the O’Hara paterfamilias and 

by extension his family (Figure 30).  
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 Perhaps surprisingly, we never see Gerald—or any other man, for that matter—on 

this staircase, only the women of the household (including Mammy); it is decidedly their 

domain.  It is a masculine form that functions as a vehicle for feminine activity within a 

context of rugged Irish manliness.   All this tends to turn expectations upside down, for 

Menzies’s stair does not reflect Mitchell’s socio-architectural intentions. (The alignment 

of shape and gender would have made more sense had Selznick followed the author’s call 

for a curving stair.)  But it is an exception that proves the rule, for it is that very sense of 

conflict or contrast that helps define Scarlett’s new role, immediately following the Civil 

War, as the new de facto head of the family.  And it is a singular event that effects this 

transformation. 

The scene is well known: a marauding Yankee soldier enters Tara intent on 

looting the place and, once he sees Scarlett standing above him on the stair, perhaps 

enjoying more of the spoils of war (Figure 31).  As he approaches her threateningly, she 

shoots and kills him.  The significance of this is not to be missed.  First, the scene 

provides for an exciting, unexpected moment—some take-that, shoot-‘em-up for the 

audience’s delight.    Second, the keen observer will note that Scarlett controls the fate of 

Tara and its inhabitants from a position of culturally prescribed male authority and power 

upon the steps of a decidedly masculine staircase, brandishing a gun given her by a 

male—Rhett—to defend the fort, as it were.  She has become the man of the house by 

assuming the place and accouterments of the masculine realm.  Were she atop Mitchell’s 

winding stair, the message would not be as clear or as effective; in all likelihood, Scarlett 

would be viewed as a usurping bitch.  Lastly, Scarlett’s assumption of the masculine 
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position of power enables Selznick to have her commit cold-blooded murder without 

consequences—something the Code specifically prohibited—in her new role as substitute 

male defender of the castle and protector of its princess’s virtue.  The scene, one could 

say, becomes soldier-against-soldier, the killing a legitimate act of war.   

The straight staircase at Tara is a rather subtle device that Selznick and his team 

used to help communicate the solid, upright, salt-of-the earth moral rectitude of Gerald 

O’Hara within a household of challenging daughters.  Those qualities (although one 

could question the moral aspect) were transferred to Scarlett as she elevated herself to the 

plantation master upon this stair, a counter-cultural exercise in her post-bellum drive to 

survive and succeed in the man’s world of Reconstruction. 

 

‘Butler Hall’  

“Repeatedly through the decades,” wrote GWTW scholar Joan Mellen in 1977, 

“Hollywood has demanded that we admire and imitate males who dominate others, 

leaders whom the weak are expected to follow.  The ideal man of our films,” she 

continued,  

 

is a violent one.  To be sexual he has had to be not only tall and strong but 

frequently brutal, promising to overwhelm a woman by physical force that 

was at once firm and tender.  Male stars are people manufactured from the 

raw material of humanity to appear as supermen overcoming women and 

lesser men by sheer determination and will, involving, in varying 

permutations, competence, experience, rationality—and charm.226 
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Following the end of the Civil War and the subsequent death of her second husband, 

Scarlett continues her quest for financial stability by entering into another opportunistic 

marriage, this time to profiteer Rhett Butler.  Mitchell, in unintended confirmation of 

Mellen’s later generalization, described Butler as tall and powerfully built with wide, 

muscular shoulders.  His smile, she wrote, revealed animal-white teeth in a face that was 

dark, with eyes “as bold and black as a pirate’s appraising a galleon to be scuttled or a 

maiden to be ravished.”  He appeared as a man of “cool recklessness…and cynical 

humor.”  A gambler, a drinker, an adventurer, and a womanizer—all with an intriguing 

veneer of suave urbanity—he was the archetypal man’s man.227  The movie’s casting of 

Clark Gable in the role did not stray far from this rather bodice-ripping characterization, 

which Menzies and art director Lyle Wheeler realized architecturally in but one set of the 

movie: the staircase in Scarlett and Rhett’s post-war Atlanta mansion of nouveau-riche 

opulence, Butler Hall. 

 Mitchell intended Butler Hall (so called in the movie script, but named in neither 

the novel nor the movie) to be an extravagant indulgence built for and to the design 

whims of Scarlett by her enamored husband.  Gauche and vulgar in style and décor, the 

author described the house as a turreted Victorian pile topped with colored roof tiles and 

iron railings on the exterior, and with an interior that was dark and red and shiny and 

excessively ornate.  In toto, it was an over-the-top version of the Second Empire aesthetic 

twentieth-century Americans associated with greed and, in this sense, a high-class 

bordello.  Of course, this is precisely what Mitchell had in mind for her naughty heroine, 

and Selznick and Menzies indulged the fantasy with clear delight.   
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 The staircase in the mansion stands defiant and free—confident, it needs no 

lateral support—in the middle of a cavernous hall (Figure 32).  It is massive and steep, 

with heavy, thickly carved wood railings that are scaled more to the enormous size of the 

double-height room than to any human being that might try to grasp them.  Gilt torchères 

and candelabra rest heavily on each of the newel posts.  Despite the volume of the hall, 

the aura of the entire ensemble is tense—an inversion of the customary expectation of 

open space. The vast room is dark, with a quasi-Gothic gloom and foreboding shadows.  

It has nothing to do with frothy Southern refinement, and is instead an ominous space that 

speaks of tawdry sexuality and masculine ego.  Is this, one might ask, the house Scarlett 

really wanted?  Or are Menzies and Wheeler attempting to tell the audience something 

else?   

The stair ascends in a single, unforgiving flight to an altar-like landing before the 

enormous stained glass window that glows with the image of a castle, a procession 

reminiscent of Ramon Llull’s “Scala Intellectus.”  This ensemble suggests a set of 

opposing possibilities:  it is either Llull’s paternalistic heavenly path or, more ominously, 

the steps of the sacrificial Mayan temple.  In either instance, it is the constructed 

statement of masculine power and dominance, and the architectural embodiment of 

Rhett’s alpha-male persona and the one place within the mansion over which he has 

complete control; even the darkness that envelops the space mirrors Rhett’s swarthy 

complexion and mysterious life.   

The staircase is awesome, threatening, and fear-inducing.  It is excessively wide, 

meaning one can only ascend or descend while clutching the over-scaled handrail, or, if 
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attempting to climb the center, with extraordinary confidence in one’s balance and 

accuracy of step.  Rhett, of course, is this self-assured person, and is able to alight the 

steps with ease in the commanding manner of a Renaissance duke; the less foot-sure (and 

by implication, weaker individual; that is, Scarlett) must clutch the balustrade at one side 

or the other lest he or she trip and tumble brutally to the floor.  This stair, noted Helen 

Taylor, establishes the transitional link “between the social and private rooms, the 

mundane downstairs and the delicious nocturnal, the pleasantries of reception rooms and 

the passion of the bedroom.”  In short, it is a remarkable symbol of Rhett’s “mysterious 

mobility, versatility and sexual vibrancy.”228 

The Butler Hall staircase figures most famously in three particular scenes.  The 

first is the notorious “rape” sequence, in which Rhett carries Scarlett up the stairs to her 

bedroom to assert his droit du mari.  The second is Scarlett’s fall down the staircase and 

subsequent miscarriage.  And the third scene is Rhett’s legendary exit from Scarlett’s life 

at the end of the film.  Each is addressed separately below. 

 

First Scene: The Ravishment 

The sequence begins late at night, with Scarlett timidly descending the great stairs, a 

diminutive figure in comparison to the massive railing, while gazing—presumably 

unnoticed—at Rhett, who sits, drunk, in the dining room.  Scarlett is, of course, not 

unnoticed—after all, she is standing on Rhett’s one domain in the house—and is 

subsequently swept up by her intoxicated  husband and carried, protesting, up the stairs to 
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her “ravishment,” or, using the Mayan metaphor, to her sacrifice.  The final shooting 

script describes the event: 

 

He swings her off her feet into his arms.  He starts up the stairs with her, 

her head crushed against his chest.  She cries out frightened, but the 

sounds are muffled against his chest.  He carries her up the stairs—up and 

up, into the increasing darkness, their shadows on the stairs.  The camera 

draws back as he goes further and further up the stairs, Scarlett’s cries 

diminishing.  Then they are lost in the darkness at the top of the stairs and 

Scarlett’s cries cease.  For a moment the camera holds the empty steps, lit 

only by the hall light, then we…softly fade out.229 (Figure 33) 

 

To David Selznick, “this shot, the back view of Rhett carrying Scarlett upstairs, is 

perhaps the most exciting sex moment in the whole picture.”230  The Butler Hall stair is 

not accidentally priapic as it thrusts steeply and menacingly upward to the bedroom, into 

the deep shadows within which Rhett has absolute control and Scarlett absolutely none.  

This is the staircase as raw male sexuality invading a domain that was supposed to be the 

heroine’s; it speaks silent volumes about an event the Production Code would never 

allow to be shown or even discussed.  And unlike the traditional representations of 

Renaissance artists, the idea of a stairway to Heaven is twisted and fear lurks at the foot 

of the steps, along the steps, and at the top of the steps (that is, unless one ascribes to the 

rather chauvinistic view that, in the end, the night provided Scarlett with endless delights, 

as implied by the follow-on morning scene of bird-chirping bliss).  In this sequence, 

cultural concepts of directionality are muddled and contradicted:  is up good or bad, is 

down bad or good?  Rhett’s overwhelming dominance and assertiveness, as brought to 
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architectonic reality in the staircase, render customary assumptions about these directions 

as vague as his own ill-defined history and vocations. 

 But directional meaning in this case is not limited solely to the vertical.  One 

should observe that Scarlett’s boudoir, the place to which Rhett takes his (un?) willing 

victim, is to the left of the landing.  Left, it has been said, is symbolically the lateral 

direction of immorality and weakness; right represents the upstanding and the strong.231  

Ill-fated daughter Bonnie Blue, the innocent glue holding the tumultuous marriage 

together, has her room at the right.  Were Selznick and Menzies aware of this meaning 

when they designed the set?  There is no supporting record, but the thought that the 

layout was the result of a conscious decision or a subconscious cultural undertow is 

certainly intriguing.  

  

Second Scene:  The Fall 

The next important staircase scene is Scarlett’s fall to the bottom during a quarrel with 

Rhett (he has insulted her by questioning whether her unborn child is his).  The script 

lays it out (Figure 34): 

 

Shot 634 Scarlett stands appalled.  Her fists clenching in rage as Rhett 

looks at her coolly.  Then, after a moment, she lunges for him 

swift as a cat – but with a startled movement he side-steps her, 

throwing up his arm to ward her off.  And as her arm with the 

whole weight of her body behind it strikes his out thrust arm, 

she loses her balance, makes a wild clutch for the banister and 

misses it.  She rolls down the stairs backward. 
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Shot 636 LONG SHOT (SHOOTING DOWN THE STAIRS PAST 

RHETT).  As Scarlett (double) rolls over and over to the 

bottom of the flight. 

 

Shot 637 CLOSE SHOT SCARLETT’S FACE – distorted in torture as it 

rolls down the final steps. 

 

Shot 638 LONG SHOT (same angle as 636)  THE CAMERA ZOOMS 

down to Scarlett’s unconscious form.  Fade out.232 

 

Rhett watches (albeit in horror) from his place at the top, and then swiftly runs down to 

her—with ease and no fear of a misstep—where she lies at the bottom.  “In this fall,” 

Southern culturist Lucinda MacKethan wrote, Scarlett “miscarries, losing the life 

conceived during the ambiguously framed night of sexual activity with Rhett.  Whirling 

to the bottom of the long flight of stairs, [she] loses her role as mother and as sexual 

female; after this, Rhett will reject her.”233  There it is:  the woman tumbles down the 

stairs after assaulting the man in his place at the summit.  How dare she!  Is this her just 

deserts?   And just as it is the staircase that leads to her pregnancy, it is the staircase that 

ends it.  Is this a perversion of Freud’s circle of sexuality he links to the staircase in the 

metaphorical womb of the home?  And is this not the supreme application of symbolic 

male command over the body of the female?  Seemingly, Scarlett has had little influence 

over the events that have impacted her very personal self.  And separately, for the 

audience, watching nervously, does not Scarlett’s tumble trigger one of the worst fears 

people associate with descending a staircase—falling—and then transfer that tension 

from the screen to the viewers’ now addled stomachs?  This staircase, one can conclude, 
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is now registered as a very powerful mnemonic device, adding visceral depth to the 

cinematic drama of which it is part.   

 

Third Scene:  “Frankly, my dear…” 

The notion of rejection MacKethan described above is realized in the final scene of the 

movie.  Just before his Production Code-shattering, movie-history-making retort to 

Scarlett (“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn”) Rhett packs his bags and marches 

down the stairs on his way out of the mansion, out of his marriage, and out of Atlanta to 

Charleston whence he came, pursued by his pleading wife, who collapses in tears on the 

bottom steps (Figure 35).  It is a gender inversion of a grande descente: instead of a 

lovely woman presenting herself to an admiring audience, this is Rhett—a man—taking a 

metaphorical off-ramp from Scarlett, leaving her behind in the house she wanted with its 

now empty staircase, the latter hollowed of its meaning as a symbol and place of 

sexuality and masculinity, the house now a barren Freudian womb.   

Interestingly, Selznick reversed Mitchell’s denouement, for in her text, Rhett 

ascends the staircase after his famous retort, leaving Scarlett crumpled at the bottom to 

find her way out of the house and back to Tara.234  The book, then, retains the traditional 

understanding of the straight staircase as leading upward to the divine, and in this case 

superior male, domain; thus, in Mitchell’s telling, Rhett asserts his “rightful” dominance 

as the alpha male—rightful by gender and morally rightful by rising above, punishing, 

and dismissing the female who has wronged him.  The house, by virtue of his authority as 
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represented in his mastery and dominance of this central staircase, is now affirmed as his, 

and Scarlett is expulsed from her erstwhile Eden to find succor elsewhere.   

In either reading—the film or the novel—the final outcome of the relationship—

the rejection of the subservient female by the dominant male—is defined by the activity 

on the staircase.  And just as the staircase represented Rhett’s power over Scarlett, so, at 

the very end, is it the locus of Scarlett’s new empowerment:  she will abandon the house 

Rhett built for her, rebuild her life at Tara, and worry later about getting Rhett back.   

 
*     *     * 

 
Menzies did not arrive at his final design for the Butler Hall staircase easily, obviously 

struggling with the setting for what would be among the most emotionally charged scenes 

of the movie (Figure 36).  As his illustration boards show, he explored a variety of 

aesthetics, from a more directly neo-Gothic, to an alternate shadowy Victorian, to a much 

grander and dazzling neoclassical design.  He also tried a number of formal 

configurations, including a wall-mounted straight, a switchback, and, in one instance, a 

winding stair.  The art director even considered (if one interprets the drawing from a 

Freudian perspective) a more sexually suggestive circular hall penetrated by a rectangular 

staircase (Figure 37).  It is uncertain why Menzies chose the design he did, although there 

was a fair amount of cinematic precedence to encourage the solution he ultimately 

selected. 

The use in motion pictures of a centrally-positioned straight stair to indicate 

masculine power and fear seems to begin about 1916 with D. W. Griffith’s epic 
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Intolerance and its mammoth courtyard stair at Babylon (Figure 38), the effect of which 

was explored to new and remarkable dramatic depth in Soviet Sergei Eisenstein’s 

subsequent iconic Battleship Potemkin of 1925.   In this latter film, Eisenstein used the 

Odessa Steps to amplify the anxiety of tumbling down hard stairs and as well as the 

symbolism of the wide, straight stair as a place, in this case, of ruthless authoritarian 

(male) power:  Cossacks descend in lockstep while shooting and trampling on helpless 

townspeople (Figure 39).  In 1927, Austrian Fritz Lang included a similarly violent scene 

in his legendary movie, Metropolis, which underscored the association of masculine 

power with the central straight stair.  It was a dream sequence in which one of the 

futuristic city’s figuratively man-eating machines morphs into the literally man-eating 

Canaanite god Moloch (Figure 40).  In the hallucination, the staircase leading to the 

overworked operators’ positions along the enormous machine changes into a serrated 

tongue up which the victims are dragged and then thrown into the fiery mouth of the 

horrific beast.  Here, the customs of directionality are perverted, with “up” leading not to 

Heaven but to an evil priestly realm, in which an inferno and certain death await—not 

unlike that awaiting the sacrificial victim ascending the Aztec temple.  

There was precedent in the residential environment, too.  Reflecting America’s 

happier outlook in contrast to German angst, Buster Keaton’s 1921 The Haunted House 

featured a trick stairway that could collapse like a louvered shutter, the steps—or slats—

folding simultaneously to send the actor sliding to the floor (Figure 41).  In a very simple 

and comic manner, Keaton not only amused his audience, but tickled an unconscious 

discomfort:  the innate fear of falling on the staircase.  He, of course, is confident, smart, 
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and brave enough to work with this device; by implication, he is stronger than the weaker 

sex would be in a similar encounter. 

 Obviously, the stair at Butler Hall was not a symbol of authoritarian massacre, or 

a place of comic relief, but for audiences familiar with these well known motion pictures, 

the discomfort at seeing the shadowed, ominous staircase in Rhett and Scarlett’s mansion 

could very well have been awakened by the memory of these poignant precedent 

examples.   

Rhett’s staircase interacted with movie goers on several levels.  Most simply, it 

visually explained the extravagant wealth of the family and the indulgent, crass taste of 

Rhett and Scarlett—or at least Scarlett.  When Mammy and Pork first enter the mansion, 

the viewer gets to share their stunned awe at the over-the-top opulence of it all, as well as 

the menacing feeling of this dark, steep, architectural object asserting its command over 

the room, devoid of any warmth or human presence.  There is an uneasiness about the 

stair hall, with its disquieting combination of Baroque and Gothic details lying in wait in 

the murky reaches of the space; it is a dramatic feeling of uncertainty, even fear, that 

lurks within such emptiness.235  The proscenium-like surround of the stained glass 

window focuses the viewer on the centered image of the knights and their citadel.  For 

those who are paying attention, the staircase, at least, is Rhett’s castle.  And lastly, the 

Butler staircase allowed David Selznick the opportunity to throw the sex and power plays 

of his two protagonists upon the screen as blatantly as he could.  By creating an 

environment that suggested a dimly lit underworld of gilded, rouged, and overdone 

sensuality dominated by a meaty, enormous straight staircase that projected defiantly and 
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singularly toward the audience, Menzies and his assistants set the stage for scenes of 

obvious carnal indulgence and psychosexual power struggles that occur no where else in 

the film, at least to the degree of intensity the viewer witnesses here.  It was this acute 

attention to an architecture of meaning—and the latent and somewhat elastic associations 

this architecture exploited—that helped earn the film an Oscar for “Best Art Direction,” 

one of eight Selznick’s team collected for their epic production. 

 

Gaslight (1944) 

Gaslight, set in the mid-1880s, tells the tale of a young heiress named Paula, who, while 

in Italy, meets, falls in love with, and marries Gregory, about whom she knows very little.  

There is much to be learned, however, for years previously Gregory murdered Paula’s 

wealthy aunt in order to steal her jewels.  Unable to find them, he has been seeking ever 

since a way to get back into the aunt’s London townhouse to resume his search. Marrying 

Paula, who now owns the house, provides him with that access.  Once there, Gregory 

tries to drive Paula insane by convincing her she is imagining the strange happenings she 

reports to him, happenings that are actually the result of his secret nocturnal forages 

through the attic where the aunt’s things are stored.  His goal: to get Paula 

institutionalized so he can look for the jewels unhindered.  Needless to say, in the end, 

Gregory is caught and hauled away right as the jewels are discovered, thanks to the 

perceptive intervention of a friendly detective who has intuitively reopened the 

unresolved murder case.  And of course, with a bow to the “bad are punished, good are 
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rewarded” proviso of the Production Code, the movie closes with Gregory heading off to 

prison and Paula and the detective heading off to each other. 

 The film was based on the 1938 play of the same name by British dramatist 

Patrick Hamilton and takes liberty with the playwright’s script by shifting the setting 

from a multi-flat building to a luxurious terrace house, and the action from just the parlor 

to multiple spaces and floors, through which a heavy and somber wooden Victorian 

staircase rises three floors.236  (It should be noted that the play does not include a 

staircase; the filmic version is director George Cukor’s creation).  Although the house is 

nominally that of an elegant and fun-loving opera diva (Paula’s aunt), art director Cedric 

Gibbons fashioned his sets to instead suggest the nefarious maneuvering of the evil thief 

Gregory.  The interior architecture of the main parlor is in a ponderous, masculine Gothic 

Revival style that intrudes on the decidedly more feminine Victorian draperies and bric-a-

brac—a hint of the similar invasion of Paula’s mental well-being soon to come.  The 

aesthetic extends to the staircase, which calls to mind more a musty men’s club or 

shadowy tenement than the aunt’s insouciant aerie.  

The audience’s first suggestion of the stair’s ominous significance is when Paula 

and Gregory open the front door as they arrive from their honeymoon (Figure 42).  

Directly ahead, one sees the steps of the staircase rising up into the shadows—an image 

not unlike that at Butler Hall, except this is a wall-abutting version. The stair has a stark, 

straight initial run, and switches back around an open newel, hugging the walls within a 

stifling, confining well.  It is a tense, introverted, shadowed space, for there is little 

natural light save the few rays from the fan window above the front door and the dull 
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skylight above (Figure 43).  At the top of it all, above the second floor bedrooms, is the 

locked attic door, which, like 1945’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (see discussion below), 

mysteriously stands guard over a great secret (Figure 44).  The staircase members—its 

newels, handrails, and balusters—are stout and scaled to the body of a large man, which 

has the comparative effect of reducing Paula, as she meekly passes along its treads, to a 

fragile waif.  None of the qualities of the aunt—gaiety or femininity—can be detected.  

Gibbons is letting us know this is now the domain of a man—and a malevolent one at 

that—whose control over its occupants is omnipresent even when he is absent.  

 The staircase is central to the expression of Gregory’s control and Paula’s torment 

(Figure 45).  Like that in The Heiress of five years later (see next), it is symbolic of a 

cage in which the heroine is trapped, the pickets of the balustrade projected onto the wall 

like so many prison bars.  It is the locus of a number of Paula’s psychological 

humiliations, as well as the path to her frequent, unwanted banishments to her bedroom, 

where the mind-games continue.  In fact, it is next to impossible for her to escape 

Gregory, as the staircase provides him with an open chase from which to keep watch over 

her.  The gaze is distorted here: he observes her from below, objectifying Paula not so 

much sexually as psychologically (Figure 46).  She moves along the stair skittishly and 

hesitantly, for to descend is to enter the space where Gregory awaits menacingly—the 

notion of the stair as the delightful place of a woman’s presentation descente 

obliterated—and to ascend is to retreat to the unsettling reaches of her bedroom, or 

worse, to the unknown at the bolted attic door.  While we occasionally see Gregory on 

this staircase, he needn’t be there, as he appears to control everything that transpires on it 
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from the comfort of distance, seemingly watching Paula’s every step.  Sometimes it even 

appears as if the stair is Gregory’s avatar, as when we see it seemingly watching Paula 

from behind the Gothic portal of the parlor (Figure 47).  It is, for him, a significant tool in 

his effort to destabilize Paula and drive her mad.   

The tables turn when detective Cameron comes to help Paula, and the mechanism 

of male power over a vulnerable female becomes the locus of the cockfight between 

Gregory and Cameron that rights the wrong.  Paula retreats to the staircase, and Cameron 

follows, invading her cage and subsequently convincing her to trust him.  The detective, 

having broken Gregory’s spell, now assumes control of the stair. As Gregory is 

unmasked, it serves as the stage for the final confrontation between the two men and 

ultimately for Gregory’s humiliating frog march out of the house and into the paddy 

wagon (Figure 48).   

 The staircase in Gaslight is more nuanced that those in Gone With the Wind, for it 

is a fairly unremarkable—that is, relatively unimpressive and not particularly pretty—if 

discomforting object.  However, Gibbons did create an effective and meaningful device, 

for the impressions of vulnerable exposure and helpless entrapment render this an 

unhappy, unpleasant place to be. Subconsciously, it might play on the viewers’ 

Bachelard-like associations with direction: is up good or bad?  What about the attic, that 

safe-space of childhood fancy, now inverted as a barricaded place of unsettling 

occurrences?  If the viewer were a woman, would she be interested in making her grande 

descente down this staircase?  Probably not.  The more acutely attuned moviegoer would 

see the staircase for what Cukor and Gibbons evidently intended it to be: the 
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transmutation of a fairly ordinary architectural element into the haunting mechanism of 

emotional and psychological manipulation and the symbol of male appropriation of an 

erstwhile female environment and the perversion of that domain—the home—into a 

vehicle of control and mental destruction.  Gregory, who has robbed Paula’s aunt of her 

life, now seeks to finish his job by robbing her of her jewels and Paula of her mind.  The 

staircase, absent in the play, is cast in the movie to create the suspicion, unease, and 

tension that are key to the narrative, as well as to quietly suggest the corrupt motivations 

of the primary male protagonist. 

 Gaslight was nominated for seven Oscars, and ultimately walked away with 

two—one of which, most importantly, was for “Best Art Direction-Interior Decoration, 

Black-and-White.”   

 

The Heiress (1949)   

The Heiress presents the straight staircase in a thematically similar manner to Gaslight.  

In this film, as in Gaslight, the stair is almost exclusively the malevolent theater of the 

leading protagonist, a woman who is plagued and confined by the men in her life.  

However, in Gaslight the stair is in a woman’s home that has been appropriated by a man 

who in turn uses it as a tool against a woman.  In The Heiress, the stair is in the home of a 

man, who uses it to metaphorically incarcerate a woman.  

The story takes place in an elegant Greek Revival townhouse on New York City’s 

Washington Square in the mid-nineteenth century.  Catherine Sloper, the protagonist, is 

the only child of her wealthy widowed father, a man who is frustrated by his shy and 
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awkward daughter’s inability to match the vibrant persona of his deceased wife, 

Catherine’s mother.  Dr. Sloper is an intelligent, strong, and domineering man, and 

wishes for his daughter a suitable husband but, since she has never been courted, is 

resigned to having her live on in his house as an unwanted spinster.  She subsequently 

meets a young man—Morris—who pursues her, but Dr. Sloper senses a gold-digger, and 

tries to block the relationship.  Catherine agrees to elope with Morris but Morris, learning 

that the doctor will disinherit his daughter if she marries against his will, disappears, 

leaving her waiting futilely for his coach to arrive.  Shortly after, Dr. Sloper dies, leaving 

Catherine with a substantial legacy.  Several years later, Morris returns, full of excuses 

and acutely aware of Catherine’s new wealth, and tries to make amends and again marry 

her.  Cynically, she agrees to his proposal, telling him to return that evening to pick her 

up.  When he does, she bars the door, extinguishes all lights except the lamp she carries, 

and slowly and dramatically walks up the stairs to her rooms, leaving Morris to cry out 

while pounding in vain on the door.  Revenge has been served (Figure 49). 

 The Heiress was based on and closely mirrors the 1947 play of the same name by 

Ruth and Augustus Goetz.  Early on, the film highlights the exterior of the house, and it is 

immediately clear by the austere Doric order on the over-scaled front door aedicule (in 

contrast to the more delicate Ionic order visible on the abutting townhouses) that this is a 

man’s house, and a fine example of Blondel’s “virile” form of architecture.  Central to 

both movie and play is the staircase that leads from the masculine realm of the first 

floor—this is the only place where we see Dr. Sloper, whose cigars, brandy, and study 

mark the rooms as his—to the upper floors, where the private, barely-seen quarters of 
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Catherine are located.  In fact, the camera drives home the isolation of Catherine’s rooms 

early on, rising from the ground floor to guide the viewer to the final flight leading to the 

forlorn top floor (Figure 50).  In both productions (play and motion picture), the staircase 

is straight; in the movie it includes a tight 180-degree switchback.237  The Sloper staircase 

is a dark, heavy affair, shoehorned tightly within the unusually narrow stair hall—not 

unlike that seen in Gaslight—whose only natural light comes from above the front door 

(Figure 51).  As in Gaslight, the sobriety and rectilinearity of the stair and its containing 

space, as well as the house itself, speak of the male realm.  The overall aura is not joyful, 

but then neither is Dr. Sloper (Figure 52). 

Harry Horner, the Viennese émigré production designer and art director, was 

pointed in describing his dramatic intent for this staircase in two interviews, the first in 

1950, the second in 1983: 

 

There had to be room for a dramatic staircase which was to play an 

important part of the story.238  I designed it like the heart of a human 

being.  It was the pivotal point of the house.  I wanted Catherine to have 

certain feelings when she would go up or down the steps.  There was a 

mirror placed on one of the landings, and you could see the rest of the 

house through it.  To see her in the mirror when she rushed down to her 

lover gave the impression of extra speed.  When she had to climb up at a 

moment of defeat—when she finally knew he was not coming to marry 

her—the climb was very dramatic.  I thought the designer could help this 

by making a very steep staircase.239 

  



 

   133 

Years later, in 1993, film critic Donald Lyons interpreted Horner’s intentions through a 

Dante-like lens, describing Catherine’s three primary staircase scenes as a sequential 

descent from Heaven to Hades in line with the Divine Comedy: 

 

Early on, in the throes of passion for Morris…she flies up and down, a 

Paradise; deserted on elopement night, she bleakly and brokenheartedly 

trudges up, in Purgatory; finally, smirking with self-satisfied hate, she 

glides coolly up to the accompaniment of the returned and still-greedy 

Morris’s pounding at the door—she has neatly turned the tables, but hate 

is Hell.240 

 

Directionality assists with this reading of an ever-deteriorating storyline.  The 

audience first sees the staircase in a misleading but doomed display of delight.  Catherine 

has the rare opportunity to go to a fancy dress party, and is excitedly running down the 

stairs in her new gown…only to have her father make an unflattering and thus deflating 

comparison to her deceased mother.  As if showing the viewer how Catherine is relegated 

away to the top floor were not enough, Horner uses this scene to suggest her incarcerated 

status more blatantly: real and reflected railing pickets resemble a plethora of cage-like 

bars  (Figure 53).   Nevertheless, early on, coming down the stairs is linked to a positive 

event, one that guides the heroine to an escape from the smothering confines of the 

house.  As the movie progresses, the optimistic quality of her descent fades as it no 

longer seems to lead to the way out.   It is from the stair that she observes, unnoticed, the 

confrontation between Morris and her father that shuts the door on her anticipated 
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engagement and path to a new life (Figure 54).  A descent now leads to just another space 

within her virtual prison. 

Climbing the staircase, on the other hand and with the exception of the early 

scene mentioned by Lyons, is, as Horner and Lyons suggest, never a positive event for 

Catherine. Up is toward her solitary realm, away from the freedom that Morris 

represents; it is to go deeper within the shadowy confines of her father’s house within 

which she is trapped.  For Catherine, there is no “heavenly” reward at the top, only 

continuing loneliness and despair.  This is a staircase that helps articulate Catherine’s 

place in her world as well as her relationship to it, and also serves to delimit that world.  

By inverting the heavenly association with up into up is despair, Horner successfully 

drove home the futility and hopelessness of Catherine’s unfortunate plight.  Perhaps 

nowhere in the film does he make this clearer than the scene in which the rejected 

heroine, bitterly facing her fate after Morris fails to show, trudges slowly up the stairs to 

her room (Figure 55). 

The stair in the Sloper house, wrote film historian Norman Gambill, is 

Catherine’s; she is the only person who is seen on it, and her movements abstractly 

express her manipulated life, as, one might add, does the design of the stair itself.241  As a 

straight staircase, it is masculine, appropriately reflecting Dr. Sloper’s pervasive presence 

as master of the house.  More accurately, it should be noted that while it is physically and 

psychologically occupied by Catherine, the stair is really representative of the smothering 

control her father exercises over her.  In support of this idea, Gambill pointed out that the 

house and its staircase were designed by Horner to represent a confining cage, one in 
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which the bird—Catherine—is caught, the camera shots and the bar-like balusters, 

projected as shadows against the wall, symbolizing her entrapment. 242   The dim, 

windowless, and confined stairwell contributes to this unhappy effect of restricted, 

isolated confinement.  Additionally, argued Barbara Bowman, by occupying and being 

largely trapped in what would normally be a transitional space between floors, Catherine 

is subordinated to the men in her life, who have unlimited freedom to come and to go.  

Indeed, even at the end, her constricted position within the house and within life itself is 

affirmed by her final ascent, suggesting that she will never escape her inferior, caged 

status—a status ominously predicted by the reflected image behind Catherine when 

Morris returns (Figure 56).243  She is forever encased in a metaphorical prison, denied the 

pleasures of sex, motherhood, and married life by the punishing actions of her father 

(who really just longs for his dearly departed wife) and by the gold-digging insincerity 

and opportunism of Morris who remains, however disappointed, in the open, free space 

of the outside.   She is the victim of the paternalistic society that prescribes the mores to 

which she must either adhere or reject at her own peril. 

In contrast to that of the similarly portrayed staircase in Gaslight, the intent for 

Catherine’s stair is known, for Horner lays it out clearly.  He wanted his audience to react 

to this set piece and the action on it.  To most viewers, the stair would likely convey a 

somewhat weighty sense of gloom, but that also might be simply associated with a 

contemporary interpretation of the interior of a mid-nineteenth-century New York 

townhouse.  As the film progresses, however, the viewer comes to realize that the gloom 

is not just historical accuracy, and the message of dark, unsettling control becomes 
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clearer: Catherine is not happy or comfortable on this staircase, nor is her activity on it 

the result of anything positive.  She is banished to it by her father.  Horner’s ultimate 

goal, of course, was to use this staircase as a way of slowly revealing the suffocating 

futility of Catherine’s wants and dreams in the masculine world she was unable to 

oppose.  As an interesting aside, apparently the publicity department did not understand 

Horner’s intentions, for it created an advertisement that featured a drawing of Catherine 

ascending a sweeping, curved baroque staircase that transformed her from a prisoner into 

a princess—in an accidental way underscoring by contrast the art director’s purposeful 

selection of a diametrically opposite straight stair (Figure 57). 

Like Gaslight before it, The Heiress was nominated for a number of Academy 

Awards.  It won four, including “Best Art Direction-Set Decoration, Black-and-White,” 

for Horner’s design of the Sloper interior, including its hauntingly expressive staircase. 

 

The Little Colonel (1935) 

The themes of the previous three films all had to do with gender, sex, and power.  The 

Little Colonel, while still revealing gender hierarchies, attempted something different, 

and for that reason is included out of chronological sequence at the end of this discussion 

of the straight stair.  The motion picture represents an unusually obvious attempt to 

embrace, at least on the surface, the Production Code’s proscription against stereotypical 

depiction.   It is one of a series of feel-good, Depression-era movies featuring “America’s 

sweetheart,” Shirley Temple.  Set in Kentucky in the 1870s, the film makes a rather 

insincere, charitable effort at depicting a racially inclusive post-bellum society, while 
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simultaneously playing to just about every stereotype of the Old South imaginable.244  

The primary locale is the white, columned Colonial mansion of Colonel Lloyd, within 

which rises a wide, beautifully detailed straight staircase—the backdrop for one of 

Hollywood’s most memorable tap dance scenes. 

 The movie opens at a small party inside the parlor, where we see the crusty Civil 

War veteran that is the Colonel, his daughter, Elizabeth, and sundry guests.  Later that 

evening, Elizabeth takes leave of her father, eloping with a young man of whom she 

knows the Colonel will never approve: another veteran, Yankee Jack Sherman.  The 

Colonel is furious, and vows never to speak to her again.  We then fast-forward six years, 

to the 1880s, and Elizabeth’s return to town with her husband and their precocious young 

daughter, Lloyd (Shirley Temple).  Needless to say, the Colonel’s equally cantankerous 

but irresistibly adorable granddaughter—dubbed “Little Colonel”—works her magic, and 

along with the help of some very perspicacious African-American servants, brings the 

family back together in a happily-ever-after ending. 

 Academy Award-winning and Beaux Arts-educated art director William Darling 

designed the interior of the Colonel’s house in a manner sympathetic to antebellum 

Southern architecture.  The moldings, archways, mantelpiece, and even the staircase 

suggest a level of historical research, albeit with more emphasis on the more lavish 

precedents in Virginia (such as Carter’s Grove, which appears to be the prototype for the 

staircase) and Georgia than the considerably more simple models found in Kentucky.  

Darling’s staircase is wide and sturdy, a reflection of the Colonel’s own standing as an 

upright paterfamilias.  In the lexicon of symbolism, one could suppose that the form was 
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chosen (for art directors definitely had options and often took license with history) as a 

reference to the male-dominated nature of the household:  after all, there is no Mrs. Lloyd 

present.  Further, the only people to occupy the stair (other than Elizabeth on her defiant 

exit to her elopement) are the Colonel and his African-American butler, Walker.  We 

only see Shirley Temple on these steps accompanied by an adult male; in this case, 

Walker, during their well known dance scene.  In this delightful sequence, Walker 

(played by Bill “Bojangles” Robinson) engages the Little Colonel in a tap dance duet as a 

way to encourage her upstairs to sleep for the night (Figure 58).  Up and down the steps 

the two go, taking marvelous advantage of the rhythm the treads provide and the three 

dimensional projection of movement they make possible.  This brief sequence was 

evidently the first interracial dance pairing in the movies, the potential controversy of 

which was cleverly diffused through the disguises of racial hierarchy—privileged white 

child and servile black butler—the narrative—the amiable butler’s way of getting a 

stubborn little girl to go to her bed for the night—and an acceptable form of 

entertainment—a black man performing a soft shoe.  The staircase provided an 

accommodating vehicle for all this, while, in a sense, suggesting a bit of a poke in the eye 

to the old Colonel (the staircase was, after all, his architectural stand-in). 

   The Little Colonel almost panders to the Production Code office.  Little Lloyd’s 

friends are all black children, presumably the children of the household servants, and she 

even observes (but does not participate in) an African-American baptism in a nearby 

pond.  However, the movie does not elevate the black characters to parity with the white 

in any sense; that, one can imagine, would be taking things too far.  How, then, one might 
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ask, does the depiction of social integration (however tenuous) interface with the 

staircase?  As already described, the stair is the locus of a scenic first (the interracial 

dance).  And as also mentioned, only males occupy it, or females accompanied by a male, 

or a rebellious female using its steps in an act of defiance against a male.  No female 

servant (African-American by default) is ever seen on it (there is a back stair that is 

mentioned).  The racial distinctions are thus indicated by the action on this staircase, and 

the gender-oriented distinctions by facts of presence or absence. 

 

Conclusion 

We have seen two forms of filmic straight stair: the grand version that was centered and 

set free in space, and the open well alternative that hugged one wall and turned back on 

itself as it ascended.  Each type, by virtue of the formal symbolism embedded within its 

configuration, scale, material, and hue (with the exception of Little Colonel), and by the 

nature of the action that happened upon it, was unquestionably masculine by inference, 

masculine by representation, and masculine by application.  The women who happened to 

occupy its treads had no choice but to recognize and acquiesce to these facts.  And one 

movie—The Little Colonel—expanded this theme into the realm of racial 

accommodation.  

The free-standing, centered type, best represented by that in Gone With the 

Wind’s Butler Hall, appears to have drawn its underlying meanings—meanings which 

Hollywood softened—from early motion picture precedents that used an iteration of the 

form to convey impressions of confidence, power, authority, and supremacy, and also 
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danger and violence.  However, these precedents were likely informed by historical 

examples in the built environment, in which the form tended to appear in the houses and 

institutional buildings of powerful men, be they industrial titans or authoritarian princes.  

In the filmic cases, this type of stair was the dominion of the male protagonist; females 

occupied it at their own risk.   

The other typology—the open well staircases featured in Tara, Gaslight, and The 

Heiress, and The Little Colonel—was less obvious in its connotations.  There seems to be 

no particularly notable cinematic precursor to this particular form, probably because it 

was rather ubiquitous in the actual built environment.  That said, these straight, hollow 

newel staircases were likewise the symbols of male control, or at least dominant 

masculine presence.  

The exception that proves the point is the staircase in Aunt Pittypat’s house in 

Gone With the Wind.  Intended by Mitchell to be a curving stair, a feminine stair, 

Menzies’s use of the mirror image of Tara’s staircase was, compared to his deployment 

of other stairs within the movie, nonsensical.  There was no symbiotic relation between it, 

its owner, and the action that occurred on it.245  The heavily rendered, masculine open 

well switchback was at odds with Pittypat’s delicate, sweet, naive, and giggling 

personality, and the characters who occupied its steps—Melanie, Ashley, Scarlett, and 

Prissy—were all feminine in one way or another.  This was clearly a miscast, the wrong 

form plunked down into a more delicate context.  It contributes nothing to the 

characterizations and nothing to the diegesis; it is merely a set. 
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Chapter 5: The Spiral Staircase 

 

Raymond du Temple found that the Paris quarries of 1365 could not 

furnish enough big slabs…so a selection of tombstones from the 

Churchyard of the Innocents was made. … Surely the devil on Notre 

Dame must have chuckled; for of what else are made the steps which lead 

to hell…?246 
—Theodore Andrea Cook, The Curves of Life, 1914 

(Relating the tale of a “deranged” spiral stair) 
 

The spiral staircase in Hollywood movies was really about one or both of two things: 

deviant sex and moral decay.  Almost without exception, the spiral stair was not nice. 

 Historically speaking, the spiral—or vis, or helical—staircase is probably the 

second oldest type after the straight stair.  Circular or ovoid in plan (rather than the 

semicircular or semi-ovoid “C” shape of the curved stair), it appears to have emerged, 

according to architectural historian Charles Ryder, around the second century C.E. when 

the Roman emperor Trajan constructed his eponymous column, the top of which was 

reached by an internal spiral stair.247  Friedrich Mielke hypothesized an even earlier 

beginning: his idea was that the circular stair was developed to lead down to the water in 

wells—hence the term, “stairwell.”248  Be that as it may, in time the spiral stair became a 

fixture of medieval architecture, a staple that lasted until the Italians introduced their 

vaulted dogleg staircases during the Renaissance.  By the nineteenth century, the form 

had been relegated to the servants throughout Europe—Viollet-le-Duc unsympathetically 

advocated making it of “hard stone”—for whom it served as a space-efficient way of 

moving discretely between floors.249 
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 The vis turns about a central newel which, like the straight switchback, and can be 

open or “hollow,” or solid; that is, a cylindrical pier (Figure 59).  The direction of turn 

carries its own special vocabulary, evidently borrowed from the study of marine shells.  If 

the turn, upon ascent, is from right to left—counterclockwise—it is known as a “sinistral” 

or “leiotropic” vis; if it runs in the opposite, left-to-right clockwise direction, it is a 

“dextral” or “dexiotropic” stair.250  And despite some assertions to the contrary, whether 

the stair spirals to the left or the right carries no particular significance.251 

 Symbolically (as noted earlier) the helix as a geometric shape has been 

traditionally associated with the female gender and anatomy, as well as with reproduction 

and the cycle of life.  But it has also carried an erotic association.  While Freud did not 

explicitly mention the spiral in his discussion of the staircase in dreams, one can 

reasonably deduce that he would have had something to say about the cylindrical well 

and the movement within it.  Writing in 1914, Paul Frankl offered his own interpretation, 

which seems to dance around the edges of a Freudian reading: 

 

The spiral staircase is a Gothic heirloom.  …  If it has an open newel, it 

offers us a view through all the floors it joins, but the vertical pull is so 

strong that its space is unrelated to the floors.  Even when landings are 

present at each floor for practical reasons, they are absent artistically.  The 

spiral staircase rushes upward vehemently, and its open well has the effect 

of a flue.252  

 

J. B. Robinet, who penned his book about natural forms in 1768, had a “sexual 

obsession” with shells, wrote Gaston Bachelard.  Anticipating Freud’s interpretation of 
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the stair as a metaphor for sexual intercourse, and then identifying the shell as part of that 

metaphor, Robinet wrote that “we should not be surprised at the assiduity with which 

Nature has multiplied models of the generative organs, in view of the importance of these 

organs.”253  In other words, the spiral shell represented the intimates of male and female 

anatomy in solid and void.   To Theodore Cook, writing in 1914, the double helix of 

Chambord represented an architectural pas de deux of intertwining back and front stairs, 

in which “a man may ascend from the bottom, while the lady is tripping downwards from 

the top” neither encountering the other while their “steps and voices are perfectly 

audible”—a clandestine yet titillating passing that, he smirked, might be better described 

in the racy tales of the abbé de Brantôme or Rabelais.254   (One might add that her 

direction of travel and nature of movement [“tripping”] additionally imply a certain lack 

of virtue.)  It is a reading not at all unlike Le Camus’s sectional drawing of the double 

helix stair at his Halle au Blé in Paris (Figure 55).  There, in a form of sensual 

architectonic double entendre, one can see in the intertwining spirals a romantic embrace, 

a merger of two lovers, meeting in a place of mysterious light and shadow.  Although the 

building was constructed as a grain exchange, and the double helix was intended to allow 

those going in one direction not to bump into those going the other—nothing romantic in 

this—it is quite evident why Robin Millington, in his introduction to the modern 

translation, included this sinuous illustration in a book about architecture and “our 

sensations.”  

 Hollywood conjured up its own meanings for the helical stair, adopting and 

rejecting historical associations as it saw fit.  Perhaps the only mnemonic linkages 
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directors consistently retained were the notions of uncertainty and discomfort that are 

usually affixed to climbing up or down wedge-shaped treads.  Generally speaking, in the 

films of the period of this study, the spiral staircase tended to be associated with women, 

or have something to do with women, but it was not exclusively feminine turf.  And Art 

directors seem to have been ambivalent about directionality.  The course of turn was 

presumably too nuanced of a detail to bother with, and vertical travel was similarly 

irrelevant: whether an actor was walking up or down a spiral, the watching audience 

needed to prepare itself for an unpleasant or unsettling discovery. 

 

The Case Studies  

Men Must Fight, The Black Cat, Rebecca, The Magnificent Ambersons, and The 
Spiral Staircase 
 
Hollywood did not use the spiral staircase in the same prominent manner as the other 

types discussed in this dissertation, perhaps because its tightly wound coil shape 

precluded the dramatic representation possible when the camera could film vertically 

through a sizeable open well—even if the metaphor of a spring was rather ideal for 

communicating acute tension.  Instead, directors brought the form to play in 

circumstances—some very brief—that required a very effective messaging device.  In but 

three of the films examined here does the vis have more than a cameo role, but each 

appearance, momentary or otherwise, contributes greatly to the messaging the attentive 

moviegoer was intended to receive.  
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Men Must Fight (1933) 

Edgar Selwyn’s Men Must Fight is a film in which the staircase is used as a passive but 

purposeful signal.  It is an anomaly in the predominant affiliation with deviancy and 

ethics gone wrong, serving instead as a statement in opposition to those characteristics.  

As such, one could argue that it is the exception that proves the rule.  Rather than serving 

as a vehicle to depravity, as in The Black Cat, or standing as an intimation of stormy 

times to come in the manner of Rebecca (see following case studies), art director Cedric 

Gibbon’s masterpiece of art deco sculpture connotes sophisticated wealth, education, and 

progressivism (Figure 61).  It presents such a strong image, and involves so little activity, 

that one has to wonder whether it was truly intended for this particular movie.  Absent 

evidence to the contrary, the assumption must be that it was indeed a deliberate 

component of this unusually visionary motion picture set. 

 Men Must Fight recounts the story of a woman, Laura, who, as a young nurse in 

World War I meets and falls in love with a young R.A.F. pilot who, the day after they 

sleep together, is shot down and killed.  She has their baby boy, and subsequently agrees 

to marry an older officer, Ned Seward, who adopts the child.  The time moves to 1940, 

and the Sewards and their son, Robert, live in a glorious moderne mansion in Manhattan 

that is outfitted with high-tech video telephones and an extraordinary stair that encircles a 

cylindrical newel or hollow drum, within which is an elevator.  Laura is an ardent 

pacifist.  Ned is Secretary of State and Robert (unaware he is adopted) is a student at an 

elite school—and neither man is, like Laura, a pacifist.  With amazing prescience, the 

film has the United States on the brink of entering another world war with a bullying 
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“Eurasia,” American participation in which Laura is vehemently against and which Ned, 

as Secretary of State, feels duty-bound to embrace.  When Laura tries to keep her 

military-age son out of the conflict, Ned is embarrassed by his political opponents who 

accuse him of coddling his own.  In a dramatic scene that eerily foreshadows Pearl 

Harbor, Eurasian planes attack and bomb New York City, sending the Empire State 

Building toppling into the streets.  This act confirms America’s entry into the new war, 

and leads young Robert to enlist against the pleadings of his mother.  Now aware that he 

has not one but two fathers, Robert joins the air force to defend the male honor of his 

family, and especially that of his fallen birth father.  To Laura, the foolish act of war is a 

flaw of the male sex; in this ultimately barbarian world, men just do this:  they must fight. 

 Cedric Gibbon’s scalalogical (to borrow again from Friedrich Mielke) tour de 

force is a striking example of American moderne architecture imbued with the 

unmistakable influences of French transatlantic Art Deco.  Surprisingly, it functions only 

as a glorious background during virtually the entire movie; there is no activity of any 

consequence that involves the elevator or occurs on the steps.  It is simply an elaborate 

message board about the Seward family, and especially about Laura.  This seems to be its 

purpose, for it, the apartment as a whole (including its prophetic tele-radio technology 

and Brancusi-like art), and the family matriarch are clearly set apart from their more 

conservative counterparts as a way of expressing a nonconforming world view (Figure 

62).  In this manner the stair continues its representation of, if not depravity, then surely 

deviancy—from expected cultural norms.255  This was not the first time Gibbons used 

such an aesthetic and such a specific architectural device to convey character.  Four years 
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earlier, he had done a similar thing, although not nearly as seriously, with the rather silly 

Joan Crawford / Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., film, Our Modern Maidens. 

The second of three so-called “flapper films” featuring Crawford, the movie 

centers on the party and love antics of Billie Brown, the sexually-liberated, ever-popular 

daughter of B. Bickering Brown, a self-made “motor magnate” and founder of his 

eponymous automobile company.  The centerpiece within Mr. Brown’s gear tooth-

inspired mansion is a theatrical cantilevered spiral stair, which serves in the movie as a 

stage for Billie’s provocative dances and unconventional pronouncements (Figure 63).  In 

both Our Modern Maidens and Men Must Fight, babies are conceived out of wedlock—a 

defiance of social convention that is mirrored in the architecture of the two residences 

(defiance only goes so far, however, for in both films, the transgression is soon set right 

through proper matrimony).  In Our Modern Maidens, modern design is equated with 

insouciant wealth, free sex, and a thumbing of the nose at convention, while in Selwyn’s 

film, modernity of design and technology symbolizes modernity of the mind and nobility 

of the spirit in the correspondingly most sophisticated sense.  In Men Must Fight, the 

winding stair is not a perch for seductive frolicking, but instead an asexual commentary 

on progressivism: steps—the old way of moving between floors—wrap elegantly around 

the elevator—the modern, advanced way of moving vertically.  In a sense, the ensemble 

represents the conflicts within the Seward family itself, torn as it is between the “old and 

foolish sense of duty” and the new, rational acceptance of the futility of war and the 

desirability of pacifism—a notion that was decidedly more liberal than conservative in 

this intra-war period. 
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While Our Modern Maidens accentuated the traditional filmic marker of 

questionable sexual morality by dressing it in the raiment of sinful modernism, Men Must 

Fight assumed the other reading of the style, using the conflated duality of stairs and 

elevator within a contemporary and controversial Euro-American aesthetic to imply not 

only superior morality, but also higher intellectual reasoning free of sexual pandering.  

Needless to say, this was a rare stair in Hollywood cinematic history, one which neither 

the Academy nor the any other awards organization chose to recognize. 

 

The Black Cat (1934) 

The Black Cat is Edgar G. Ulmer’s extremely dark and disturbing film about post-World 

War I guilt and sadistic revenge.   Its thin but macabre plot relates a tale of sexual 

repression, murder, Satanism, black mass orgies, necrophilia, pedophilia, and incest.  

Mary Poppins this is not.  The story uses the excuse of a rainy night taxi accident to take 

the protagonists—a young honeymooning couple and their accidental travel companion, 

psychiatrist Dr. Vitus Werdegast—into an austere, foreboding modernist castle that, we 

later learn, was constructed purposely atop the ruins of Fort Marmorus. The fort, the taxi 

driver explains, is “the greatest graveyard in the world,” for it was the site of a horrific 

slaughter during the Great War.  There, the builder of the castle, Engineer Poelzig, lives, 

presiding over a Satanic cult that sacrifices young women—whom Poelzig has 

momentarily married—in an exhibitionistic, sex-based ritual.  The bodies of these victims 

are then preserved, like lab specimens, in standing glass cylinders in the catacombs 

beneath the castle.  It turns out that Werdegast and Poelzig were in the war together, and 
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it was Poelzig who was responsible for the disaster at the fort.  Werdegast has come to 

exact revenge on his former army comrade for selling out the troops.  After interrupting 

one of the sacrificial conclaves, the two men meet within the subterranean ruins of the old 

fort, Werdegast managing to bind Poelzig in chains before slowly skinning him alive.  

The movie ends, Rocky Horror Picture Show-like, with the honeymooning couple 

escaping moments before the castle and its promontory blow up, taking the pair of 

unhappy rivals with it.   

 There are two staircases of note within this film.  The first, a gently curving 

modernist construct of open treads and polished steel, is located in the main hall of the 

castle and leads to the second floor bedrooms.  It sets a distracting tone of avant garde 

sophistication (although it incongruously becomes the altar for the sacrificial ritual 

toward the end—one of several contradictions within the film).  But there is also a secret 

stair, one that leads to the preserved bodies of Poelzig’s victims and the bowels of the 

ruined, mordant Fort Marmorus.  It is a black iron spiral, a menacing skeletal form whose 

treads spin about a newel that resembles so many vertebrae (Figure 64).  It is down this 

staircase that the sacrificed bodies are carried, and it is on this vis that Poelzig and 

Werdegast begin their deadly contest.  It is also an eerie backdrop for the sickening 

flaying.   

Poelzig’s helical staircase serves as a sort of River Styx between the earthly place 

of apparently normal life in the modern castle and the evil, hellish world of psychopathic 

sex and death down amongst the Piranesi-like ruins of the fort.  Hades was indeed the 

director’s intent: “the idea, to be conveyed as abstractly as possible,” wrote Ulmer 
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(whose training included work as an uncredited set designer for Metropolis256), “is that 

Poelzig [is] the earthly incarnation of Satan.”257  The stair’s cadaverous construction is a 

metaphor for the remains of the ten thousand dead soldiers who perished on the site, as 

well as for the soulless, hollowed out character of the two protagonists (Figure 65).  The 

action on this staircase is, perhaps surprisingly, bidirectional—yet another of the muddled 

and divergent metaphors present throughout the film.  Decent on these stairs denotes 

descent to the underworld, the crypt.  “This is still a place of death,” Poelzig tells 

Werdegast as they wind down the massive twisting metal stairs.258   Ascent in one sense 

means escape, as when the newlyweds climb the stair to freedom before the castle 

explodes.  In another scene, however, the stair leads above to a chess game between the 

two men in which the loser is ordained to lose more than just the game.   

In The Black Cat, the spiral staircase is the province of men, but that is simply 

because women are incidental to the story, being nothing more than objects of prey and 

ultimately victims. Nevertheless, the stair is still very sexually charged, for it acts as an 

apparatus of the bizarre domination Poelzig exercises over the strange residents and 

guests of his modern version of Dracula’s famous aerie (likely no coincidence, for 

Dracula, also starring Béla Lugosi, was released in 1931, a mere three years before 

Ulmer’s disturbing film). 

The Black Cat is often considered one of the earliest horror movies and was 

Universal Studios’s top-grossing film of 1934.259  Evidently, its disjointed and often 

nonsensical plotline and contradictory symbols did not keep audiences away.  Whether 

most filmgoers understood Ulmer’s underlying commentary about World War I and his 
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related pessimistic view of Christianity is doubtful;260 nevertheless, it would have been 

very difficult for them to miss the sadistic eroticism that permeated the entire film.  

Ulmer did not have to invent the metaphor, however.  Moviegoers may already have had 

an idea of what he was thinking, for the spiral stair as a sign of sexually predatory evil 

and a portal to Hell had already appeared on the silver screen.  The earliest example 

appears to be Charlie Chaplin’s comical reference to the shape as a slide down to the 

devil’s feet in The Haunted House of 1921 (Figure 66).  The more developed precedent 

was seen in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927).   There, a spiral similar to that in The Black 

Cat descends from the laboratory of the evil and sexually obsessed inventor Rotwang into 

the underworld of the city, to the raw tunnels from which he can voyeuristically watch 

the workers unseen and plot the demise of the city (Figure 67).  Sliding in just before 

Breen assumed control of the Production Code Administration, Ulmer got away with 

much more explicitness than he could have but a year later. 

 

Rebecca (1940) 

As a youth in England, Alfred Hitchcock studied mechanics, electricity, acoustics, and 

navigation—as well as art.  He created the printed titles for silent movies, and even 

helped design sets, such as that for Woman to Woman in 1923, for which he also wrote 

the screenplay. 261   A motion picture polymath of sorts, he brought his already 

considerable talents to the United States in 1939 to work under David Selznick.  His first 

American movie, which he never considered among his best (likely due to difficulties 
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maintaining his artistic independence with Selznick), was Rebecca, starring Laurence 

Olivier, Joan Fontaine, and Judith Anderson. It was an Oscar-winning hit. 

Based on Daphne du Maurier’s popular novel of the same name and set in 

contemporary England, Rebecca tells the story of the recently widowed Maximilian de 

Winter and his new, young wife—the narrator (“I”)—who is never named in either the 

book or the motion picture.  Following their marriage in Italy, Maxim and “I” return to 

live at the de Winter family estate in Cornwall, “Manderley.”  There, they are greeted by 

the domestic staff, which is led by the cold, domineering, sinister housekeeper, Mrs. 

Danvers.  From this point on, a psychosexual drama unfolds among the primary 

characters in which the seemingly perfect deceased first Mrs. de Winter—Rebecca—is 

omnipresent, although she is never seen, even in flashback.  There is an endless struggle 

between Mrs. Danvers, who strangely idolizes Rebecca, and “I,” whom Mrs. Danvers 

sees as an illegitimate interloper on the territory and sacred memory of the dead lady of 

the house.  “I,” for her part, finds herself in an endless and apparently futile effort to fill 

Rebecca’s shoes and thereby earn the approval of Mrs. Danvers and the true love of 

Maxim, which “I” feels only Rebecca held.  Added to all this is the sense of a dark secret 

the brooding Maxim appears to be hiding.  In the end, we learn some—but not all—of the 

mysteries of Rebecca and her death, and the movie concludes in the fiery destruction of 

Manderley by a vengeful Mrs. Danvers, who is herself consumed by the flames of hatred 

and jealousy.  Maxim and “I,” of course, survive to live happily ever after. 

 There are two staircases to discuss in Rebecca, one of which—the grand three-run 

stair of Manderley’s great hall—will be addressed later.  Of concern here is a stair that 
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appears only momentarily (and incidentally at that) but whose intentional inclusion is 

without doubt.  It is a whitewashed medieval brick vis located just outside the door to 

“I”s second floor bedroom.  The viewer sees this stair whenever “I” enters and leaves her 

suite, and again in the background, when “I” is in her room and the door is open.  In 

virtually every instance, her antagonist, Mrs. Danvers, is present as well.  Importantly, 

the shape of the staircase emulates the vortex of a tornado (Figure 68).  There is no 

activity on the steps—it is a static set piece—and a gender association is suggested by its 

position near “I’s” suite, as well as its coincidental appearance during the early, defining 

moments of tension between the two female protagonists.  Its rather coarse brick 

construction and form imply a secondary place within the architectural hierarchy of the 

house as well as a certain antiquity.  However, this helix is anything but benign.  

 Hitchcock the former set designer was well known for creating movie architecture 

with purpose, as a number of films clearly demonstrate and a large cohort of film 

historians have noted.  Steven Jacobs, writing about Hitchcock’s staircases, observed that 

they are often places of crisis whose “perspectival effects” appear to isolate and confine 

the movie’s characters and thus act as a “theater for psychological tensions.”262   We 

know the inclusion of this stair in the film is not accidental, for it was specifically 

designed and detailed as part of the set (Figure 69).  What, then, was Hitchcock’s intent?   

Drawing from the vortex analogy, it would seem that the director had the 

following in mind: first, to advise the viewer that “I” has been relegated to an older, less 

important, second class wing of the house and, second, to send a message of the brewing 

turbulent atmosphere that will prevail among the inhabitants of the de Winter mansion.  
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Indeed, “I”s quarters are hidden down a long corridor, in contrast to Rebecca’s lavish 

suite, which is prominently sited behind elaborate double doors at the top of the grand 

staircase.  But more significantly, the funnel form does provide a visual signal of the 

forthcoming tumultuous psychosexual relationships between “I” and Mrs. Danvers, 

between “I” and the ghost of Rebecca, and between Mrs. Danvers and Rebecca—as well 

as between Rebecca, Maxim, her cousin Jack Favell, and estate manager Frank Crawley 

(Figure 70).  Manderley is anything but a quiet, relaxing place, as “I” discovers in short 

order, and as this staircase hints to anyone paying attention.  The question that lingers is, 

did anyone out in the air-conditioned seats take notice? 

 The answer to that query is likely, no, at least not many.  This spiral stair is a very 

subtle detail that Hitchcock made available to all viewers, but which very probably only a 

few would consciously appreciate.  It is nevertheless a significant part of the director’s 

effort to enrich his drama with a range of psychological suggestions and clues to increase 

the mysterious tension that enshrouds the narrative.  It is also a representation of relative 

power and dominance, for plainly the rooms (which include those of the emasculated 

Maxim) that abut the vis are subservient to Rebecca’s glorious apartment at the summit 

of the grand stair.  The director clearly included it as an intentional, subliminal clue—for 

if that was not his purpose, then why go through the trouble of designing, building, and 

filming it?  Audiences, subconsciously at least, were unlikely to miss this basic message.  

It was only the more attentive viewer who would appreciate the more nuanced meanings. 
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The Magnificent Ambersons (1942) 

The Magnificent Ambersons, set in a Midwestern American town at the end of the 

nineteenth century, is Orson Welles’s story of misdirected love, unrequited love, Oedipal 

love, and absence of love.  It is also a tale of ignorant provincialism, arrogance, greed, 

and jealousy—and a consequent comeuppance that exacts its cold and unsympathetic 

vendetta.   

The Ambersons are by far the wealthiest family in the city and the envy of its 

citizens.  They live in a magnificent Second Empire-style mansion that, according to the 

town folk, cost a fortune to build.  Isabel Amberson, the daughter of the man who created 

these riches, is enamored of inventor Eugene Morgan, but ultimately decides to enter a 

loveless marriage with the dull but reliable Wilbur Minafer.  They have one child, 

George, upon whom Isabel showers all the affections she doesn’t have for her husband.  

George grows up a spoiled, self-centered, and entitled brat.  Twenty years later, Eugene, 

now a widower, returns to town.  Shortly thereafter, Wilbur passes away, and Eugene 

renews his courtship of Isabel, who is still deeply in love with him.  However, George 

finds out and, together with his spinster aunt, Fanny, jealously conspires to keep the two 

apart.  In a remarkable lack of foresight, George condemns Eugene’s invention of a gas-

fueled horseless carriage as a non-starter, while simultaneously proclaiming himself the 

heir to the ruling class of the town.  In the end, the Ambersons lose everything (including 

the mansion), Isabel dies in love with her son but longing, too, for Eugene, and Eugene, 

now a very wealthy automobile manufacturer, takes the unmarried, destitute, and 

forgotten George and Fanny under his wing as he supposes Isabel would have wanted.  
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The fall of the family—and especially George—is complete, the comeuppance for 

unbridled arrogance served. 

The staircase in the Amberson mansion is located in a large well off the cavernous 

ground floor hall, and twists its way beneath a skylight up to the third floor ballroom 

(Figure 71). It is a complicated, geometric affair comprised of straight segments that 

wrap around a wide, open newel in the apparent shape of a hexagon.  The uncomfortable, 

sharp angles of the shape remind one of the observation that such forms, in architectural 

psychology, tend to represent the dangerous and the threatening.263  This is obviously art 

director Albert S. D’Agostino’s intent, for author Booth Tarkington provides no such 

direction in his foundational novel.264  The stair is dark, brooding, and fussily detailed, 

and passes before a series of stained glass windows that suggest a certain store-bought 

erudition in their encaustic labels (“architecture” and “literature,” proclaim two).  

Attenuated tie rods extend from the top of one newel to the bottom of another, implying a 

weakness to the otherwise stout wood structure.   

This staircase seems to have two symbolic functions.  First, it suggests the 

turbulent relationships among the primary familial protagonists; that is, between George 

and his sexually frustrated aunt Fanny, and George and his romantically deprived and 

clingy mother, Isabel.  Second, it appears to represent the archaic paternal dominance of 

old Major Amberson and the underlying fragility of his fiefdom; it lurks forebodingly in 

the corner shadows of a house that, in its purposefully chosen style, connotes moral decay 

and ill-begotten riches.  The house and the stair may be grand and expensive and 

expressive of great wealth and commensurate power, but they also conceal a corrupt and 
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disintegrating family that lies at its core.  This is, after all, American Second Empire as 

invoked by Hollywood. 

The staircase is the site of several of the most poignant interactions in the film; its 

spiral is as disquieting as that of its much smaller cousin in Rebecca, its flights and 

landings the facilitators of intense drama.  Charles and Mirella Affron, writing in Sets in 

Motion (1995), described the dynamic: 

 

As in so many films about families and domestic interiors, the staircase 

enjoys particular privilege.  At the end of the party sequence, George and 

Lucy [Eugene’s daughter, with whom George is smitten] sit at its foot and 

watch Eugene and Isabel dance [Figure 72].  … George is resentful of 

Eugene, the intruder; Fanny is jealous of Eugene’s affection for her sister-

in-law.  The emotions of Fanny and George mount as they ascend this 

remarkable staircase that rises through the core of the house in fits and 

starts, in six sections of alternating flights and landings. The progress of 

emotion is charted on the stations of the two characters, sometimes 

uncomfortably close on a horizontal landing, sometimes in positions of 

dominance and subordination on the inclined portion of the stairs, 

sometimes glaring at each other across the stairwell [Figures 73 and 74].  

… And in a moving coda to this story of aborted romance, we see Eugene 

at the foot of the staircase, still denied access to his beloved Isabel, who is 

dying in an upstairs bedroom.265 

 

The stair is a vortex that seems to denote the churning within the Amberson family and to 

foretell the demise of its fortunes.  It is an inwardly focused, introverted element that is 

set aside and inserted within a somber well, much like the pseudo aristocratic self-
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importance of the family, and especially young George.  One can interpret it as spiraling 

upward to the grand ballroom—a symbol of the great economic rise that began with 

Major Amberson—and then downward to the ending scenes on the desolate ground floor, 

a new, bleak symbol of the clan’s obsolescence, failure to keep up with the world around 

it, moral erosion, and incompetence, all of which have led to death and financial ruin.  

Not only is it a stage for interfamily drama, it also functions as a disquieting and 

observant eye on the intrigues within the mansion, as Welles’s camera position makes 

uncomfortably evident (Figure 75).  Its dark contorted shape unmasks Isabel as Queen 

Jocasta, the mother who beneath a gracious and loving exterior is a demon of 

possessiveness whose loveless marriage has driven her into a barely hidden erotic, 

Oedipal relationship with her son, George.266  It is almost as if the tenuous rods that hold 

the whole thing together have given out, suggesting Wagner’s rope of fate in 

Götterdämmerung.  Perhaps it is fitting that, once George and Fanny vacate the place, the 

great sign of their twisting fortunes will become the benign pathway to the many 

apartments that will occupy the mansion when it, like the Amberson family, gets 

subdivided into a new reality. 

 

The Spiral Staircase (1946) 

Robert Siodmak’s mystery thriller, a “whodunit, who’s still doing it” movie, follows a 

young, temporarily mute woman, Helen, who accidentally finds herself under the same 

roof as a yet-to-be identified serial killer.  It seems that this problematic individual targets 

youthful females afflicted with some kind of physical defect—“unacceptable 
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imperfections”—and, naturally, the movie’s heroine, being mute, is the next target.  The 

trick for moviegoers is to see if they can figure out, like players of a game of Clue, who 

the bad guy is before the action reveals it.  Siodmak does not make this easy. 

 The primary setting is a large Victorian mansion in early twentieth-century New 

England.  The house is in a version of the Second Empire style, which automatically 

informs the erudite viewer that there is probably something unsavory about the occupants 

of the place (The Magnificent Ambersons seems to have inaugurated the cinematic use of 

this cultural association; the Bates house in Psycho of 1960 certainly cemented it).  Once 

again, the movie features two sharply contrasting staircases.  There is a weighty, large 

open well straight staircase in the front hall, elaborately fashioned out of stained, carved 

wood that proclaims the house as the castle of the eminent Professor Warren (Figure 76). 

(Other residents include the Professor’s bedridden but feisty mother [for whom Helen is a 

companion/servant], his ne’er-do-well brother, his nymphomaniac bombshell assistant, a 

cranky nurse, and a lush of a cook).  Hidden at the rear of the house, and leading 

downward before darkened windows from the top floor to an ominous basement, is an 

open newel iron spiral staircase that is similar in eerie feel to that pictured in The Black 

Cat.  The front staircase is the open realm of pleasant comforts, safety, and bright lights; 

it is also the site of a bridal descente in the heroine’s dream of her wedding to the good-

guy character.  The rear stair is the enclosed channel to the unsettling shadows of the 

frightening subterranean unknown, as in Ulmer’s Black Cat, Chaplin’s Haunted House, 

and Lang’s Metropolis.  It is Bachelard’s zone of uncertainty and lurking blackness. 
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 Just as the front staircase is the province of Prof. Warren, so the spiral staircase is 

the territory of the women of the house.  Nominally a service stair, it is a spartan, 

gloomy, and sinister place that evokes repressed emotion and social exclusion—an apt 

description for the marginalized servants and the vocally handicapped heroine who 

occupy it (Figure 77).267  Adding to this symbolic debasement is the unsettling way the 

stair and the action on it are actually filmed—a method, it has been argued, that 

represents female terror and entrapment.268  The jail-like stair railing, whose shadows 

echo on the wall in the matter of Gaslight and The Heiress, and the oblique camera 

angles that substitute the lens for the malevolent eye of the killer render this a place of 

disconcerting vulnerability.  Given this characterization, it is only fitting that the 

murderer reveals himself as such on the main (masculine) staircase and ironically dies at 

the hands of a woman on the (feminine) spiral staircase (Figure 78). 

The movie was based on author Ethel Lina White’s 1933 novel, Some Must 

Watch, which was also the working title for the film.  Why it was changed to The Spiral 

Staircase is unclear (an explanation of the decision is lacking), but it is evidently the only 

motion picture of the Golden Age era to explicitly identify itself with a staircase.  It is 

logical to conclude, then, that director Siodmak intended for his vis to contribute to the 

dramatic tension, if not the narrative, of the movie.  Why else, one could reasonably ask, 

would he give it the prominence of the marquee?  He was certainly counting on his 

audiences to enter the theater with preconceived ideas of what the spiral staircase could 

mean; that they might bring along memories and associations gleaned, possibly, from the 

haunting representations of earlier motion pictures.  In any event, the featured inanimate 
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protagonist of The Spiral Staircase served its role well, helping to foster the emotional 

anxiety over the course of the film that reached its apotheosis on that actor’s very steps. 

 Needless to say, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was not 

terribly impressed with art director Albert D’Agostino’s sets, for the film was nominated 

for but one Oscar, “Best Actress in a Supporting Role.”  That actress, unfortunately, was 

not the staircase. 

 

Conclusion 

The spiral staircase was used in Hollywood to send a message of deviance—of some 

nature of sexual, moral, and/or social divergence from culturally accepted norms.  It 

tended to speak of character, and generally debauched character at that.  It was a form 

that was perhaps predisposed to such meanings.  Considered precarious to climb or 

descend in everyday life due to its wedge-shape treads and historically associated with 

the dimly lit, narrow vis of medieval castles—or the shadowy realm of the back stairs, or 

the uncomfortable, clanking staircases of industrial factories and steamship bowels—

moviemakers freighted the spiral stair with a plethora of uncanny, hazardous, and hostile 

meanings.  In each film discussed in this chapter, this distinctive form appears to have 

been intentionally selected to function as a mnemonic or passion-pricking device for the 

audience.  Ulmer’s eerie coil down to Poelzig’s dungeon of horrors, Hitchcock’s 

unmistakable funnel cloud of moral depredation and emotional manipulation, Welles’s 

corrupted Oedipal circus, Siodmak’s shadowy well of feminine subjugation and 

conquest—and even Cedric Gibbons’s elegant techno-historical hybrid of sophisticated 
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social deviance—are all illustrative of a willful intent on the part of movie makers to 

engage the spiral staircase as a semantic assistant.  

Did moviegoers appreciate and understand this messaging?  If nothing else, they 

certainly understood the meaningful difference between a spiral stair tucked away in a 

secondary location and, say, a straight stair highlighted in a prominent place.  Did their 

common discomfort with using such a stair and their shared associations impact their 

impressions?  Surely directors and art directors believed they would—otherwise, why use 

this form in such a pointed and emphatic manner?  And did audiences appreciate the cue 

Gibbons was trying to send about the Sewards in Men Must Fight?  Maybe or maybe not.  

But they couldn’t help but see that this was certainly no ordinary staircase, so something 

must be going on.  In any event, Hollywood clearly called on the spiral staircase to 

accomplish a specific purpose and to convey a particular meaning.  In most cases, it was 

not nice—but it was always introduced to raise an eyebrow. 
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Chapter 6: The Curving Staircase 

 

People prefer curves to angular designs.  There is almost 100 years of 

supporting data on this.  Why curves?  They make people feel better.269   
—Oshin Vartanian  

“Behavioural and Neural Responses to Architectural Design,” 2016 
 

Hollywood loved the curving staircase.  It softened the angularity of a set and it worked 

extremely well with the geometric flexibility of the camera boom.  And women—the 

stars—always, always looked good on the curving staircase, especially when making 

their descente.  The fluidity of the form offered so many possibilities… 

 For purposes of this dissertation, the curving staircase is defined as an open well, 

radial form that is either ovoid or circular in plan, and that generally completes about a 

half—or 180-degree—turn (versus a spiral, which typically completes a full revolution) 

between each floor (Figure 79).  It may or may not be “floating,” that is, attached to but 

one wall with no other visible means of vertical support.  The historical origins of the 

curving staircase are cloudy, but the shape appears to have evolved beginning in 

sixteenth-century France.  Oscar Tusquets Blanca and his co-authors attribute the genesis 

to the oval staircase Philibert de l’Orme designed for the Tuileries Palace sometime after 

1564. This stair, they assert, led to the development of the “classic French” or 

“geometrical” staircase: the gently curved floating open well ramp (“ramp” being another 

term for a flight of stairs).  Once established as an architectural type, they continue, it 

assumed “a theatrical role of ever-increasing exuberance.”270   It is quite possible that its 

popularity was advanced by the Marquise de Rambouillet who, wrote Elsie de Wolfe, 
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included a “light and gracefully curving stairway” in her reconstruction of the Hôtel de 

Rambouillet, the site of numerous celebrated salons during the early seventeenth 

century.271   Evidently, Mme. Rambouillet was among the first to organize the principal 

rooms of her townhouse in an enfilade, the series accessed by a carefully placed curving 

stair.272  A parallel and equally as influential source as the good Madame could very well 

have been Inigo Jones’s famous open newel, cantilevered circular “tulip stair” at the 

Queen’s House, Greenwich, of the first half of the seventeenth century.  Whatever the 

wellspring(s), over the succeeding two hundred and fifty years, the curving stair, whether 

floating or not, by 1930 had had crossed the Pond and become a staple of middle- and 

upper-class American residences—on screen and off. 

 The curving staircase evokes the symbolic feminine: the circle and the mandorla 

or almond, and the supine lines so often associated with a woman’s torso.  It is her place 

of power, and her tool of seduction (one need only consider Stella’s extraordinarily 

steamy descent to Stanley in 1951’s A Streetcar Named Desire [Figure 80]).  The curving 

stair was Elsie de Wolfe’s proudest achievement in the remodeling of her New York 

maisonette—“[what] I consider to be the best thing in the house,” she wrote.273   

Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century art supported this feminine association.  

William Blake’s Jacob’s Dream (also Jacob’s Ladder) of 1805 (Figure 81) depicts a 

languid, young, virile Jacob asleep at the foot of a sensuous stair that winds its way 

upward to Heaven.  He doesn’t, however, appear to be dreaming about his prescribed 

biblical obligations, but rather about this pathway to a place that is populated with 

youthful, slender, lovely ladies waiting to guide him to celestial bliss.   Similarly, The 
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Golden Stairs, completed in 1880 by Sir Edward Burne-Jones, presents the viewer with a 

bevy of classically draped beauties descending a curving staircase (Figure 82).  Although 

each is carrying a musical instrument, the artist gives no indication of who the women 

are, where they are heading, or what their purpose might be, for he did not base the 

painting on any known allegory or literary source.274  Suffice it to say that, to Burne-

Jones, the evident excuse of using a number of young women in his know as models 

afforded him the opportunity to indulge in a fantasy-like experience not unlike that 

enjoyed by young Jacob.  Taking a more singular approach, Marcel Duchamp in 1911 

painted the first version of his famous Nu Descendant un Escalier depicting a naked 

woman walking down a curving staircase (Figure 83) (in 1913, he unveiled his more 

celebrated Nu Descendant [no. 2], which includes a less prominent stair).  The curved 

stair implies the gender of the otherwise abstracted figure and, with its sinuous form, 

helps fire the work with a certain eroticism.  She is making her descente from a place 

above—presumably, her boudoir.  In all three of the afore-mentioned instances, one 

could argue that the curving staircase and the female figure are entwined to imply a not-

so-subtle impression of feminine presence and sexuality.  The pairing provided the 

complementary yang to the yin of the masculine straight staircase. 

Psychologically, studies show that humans prefer curvilinear to angular forms; 

softer contours make people feel more comfortable, while they find sharp, straight shapes 

to be dangerous and threatening.  Curvaceous shapes activate the part of the brain that 

deals with emotion and feelings.  As a consequence, not only are people more at ease 

with such forms, they find them to be more beautiful and pleasant.275  These sentiments 
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of serene security call to mind the calming, soothing mother figure so often depicted in 

art that in turn validates this association of shape with gender.  Further, as if to formally 

confirm the traditional place of women as subservient and subject to the wills and whims 

of men, psychologists argue that feminine, curvilinear shapes tend to indicate an external 

locus of control—that is, a siting of decision-making outside one’s own realm of 

influence—while rectilinear forms signal an internal, self-propelled (male) locus.  It is 

not unreasonable to suppose that this neuroaesthetic psychology found its reflection in 

architecture, helping to generate the subliminal gender associations that the underlay the 

curving staircase in both the real and the filmic worlds. 

The curving staircase was enlisted early on in Hollywood motion pictures to help 

clarify the character of certain women in the story.  As early as 1920, director D. W. 

Griffith, in Way Down East, used a steep winding stair within a rather sumptuous hall to 

let the audience know that the impoverished heroine had arrived in the elegant Boston 

townhouse of her wealthy aunt (there is no uncle mentioned) (Figure 84).  Similarly, 

director George Fitzmaurice drew upon a moderne version of the same form in his 1924 

movie about finding oneself through adultery, Cytherea, to infuse his heroine, Mrs. 

Grove, with a sophistication on the order of that Cedric Gibbons provided to the Seward 

family nine years later in Men Must Fight, albeit more feminized in nature (Figure 85). 

The more tightly wound iteration of the curving stair that figures in these two movies was 

eventually abandoned by film directors, likely as they discovered that a lot more dramatic 

potential resided in the more open and visible—and camera-friendly—form that made 

one of its earliest appearances in the 1930 comedy, The Royal Family of Broadway.   In 
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this light poke at the Barrymores, a graceful curving stair provides the backdrop and 

stage for the antics of the mother/daughter theater stars who live there and their sexually 

ambivalent son/brother who visits (Figure 86).   In virtually every instance, the curving 

staircase announced—sometimes subtly, sometimes not—that the film, or at least the 

scene, was about her and not about him. 

 

The Case Studies 

Trouble in Paradise, Female, Holiday, The Little Foxes, The Fountainhead, and 
Harriet Craig 
 
The motion pictures examined in this chapter are divided temporally and thematically 

into two halves.  The first three—movies made before 1940—are all somewhat light 

hearted and certainly more comic than dramatic.  The second set, starting with The Little 

Foxes (1941), assumes a more somber air.  In the earlier films, the women—who are the 

centers of attention—are all fun-loving, somewhat bad girls (to varying degrees); in the 

later iterations, they are classic femmes fatale, just as interested in challenging male 

authority as catching male attention.   It would seem that the war, and likely Mr. Breen 

and his allies, ended up—intentionally or not—creating a different kind of motion picture 

female, a type that would last for years after.276  The constant through this change was the 

cinematic woman’s best friend, the curving staircase. 

 

Trouble in Paradise (1932) 

German émigrés Ernst Lubitsch and Hans Dreier, director and art director respectively, 

joined forces to create this delightfully frivolous movie about an unexpected ménage-à-
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trois among two high-class jewelry thieves—Gaston (played by Herbert Marshall) and 

Lily (Miriam Hopkins)—and their beautiful and willing victim, Mme. Colet (Kay 

Francis) (Figure 87).  Much of the action takes place in Colet’s streamlined Art Deco 

Parisian townhouse, and especially on and around the free-floating staircase that is the 

focal centerpiece.  The plot of the movie is really irrelevant, as the characters’ 

lighthearted flirtations, innuendos, double-entendres, and fabulous fashions dominate the 

screen, as does the staircase that really only leads to and from one place: Mme. Colet’s 

boudoir.  

 The leitmotif of the movie is sex, the setting a place in which the three stars are, 

as motion picture and Broadway theater author Ethan Mordden humorously observed in 

1988, “erotically electric, Marshall going slowly but all the way, Hopkins on permanent 

arousal call, and Francis rapaciously charming.”277  The sensuously curving staircase 

dovetails with the theme of French laissez amour while also speaking of implicit French 

sophistication—it is, after all, built in the very au courant architectural style—and a 

corresponding liberal attitude toward life and all its indulgences.  There is no sign of 

Mme. Colet’s deceased husband; that he ever lived in this house is unimaginable.  The 

stair represents the mistress of the house and marks the place as hers—it is a modern 

version of Meissonier’s fountain project.  Everything evokes a 20th century woman with 

her deep décolletage (the broad, open well), curvaceous yet statuesque figure (the shape 

of the stair), and chic bobbed coiffure (the streamlined style).  Gaston’s frequent, 

graceful, and fleet-footed runs up and down the steps can also be said to represent his 

sexual advancements on and, ultimately, conquest of Colet—a version of Freud’s coital 
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romp to a climax and satisfied departure after (Figure 88).  That this stair was intended by 

Dreier to be a pathway to libertine libidinousness is patently evident in a not-so-subtly 

framed shot: reflected in a mirror, in the foreground of which stands a statue of a nude 

Venus, we see Gaston rushing blissfully up the stairs to—where else?—Mme. Colet’s 

bedroom (Figure 89).  The messaging was anything but accidental. 

 Although no specific award came to Dreier’s wonderfully performative sets, 

Trouble in Paradise was included in the National Board of Review’s list of top ten films 

for 1932. 

 

Female (1933) 

Female is a marvelously naughty film that caused the Hays office endless heartburn as it 

engaged in an exasperating approval battle with Albert and Jack Warner and their team at 

Warner Bros.  In the end, both sides claimed victory. 

 Female relates the story of Alison Drake, the president of the Drake Automotive 

Company, who has vowed to treat men like men treat women: as an obligation-free play 

toy to be enjoyed and then discarded.  She uses her company as a pickup bar, inviting 

young employees to her mansion for dinner to discuss business, only to quickly toss 

business aside as she tosses an inviting pillow on her awaiting bed.  The next day, she has 

the night’s catch paid a bonus; if he shows an emotional interest, she has him transferred 

to a company office out of town.  Done with that one.  Eventually, she stumbles on to the 

brilliant, newly hired engineer named Jim Thorne, who audaciously rejects her advances.  

She won’t take no for an answer, and eventually tricks him into her web.  But this time, 



 

   170 

she actually finds herself falling in love.  He proposes to her, she rejects him, he furiously 

heads out of town, and she, realizing what she’s found, chases after him.  As the film 

concludes, Drake agrees to marry Thorne, and volunteers to have children, be a dutiful 

wife, and turn Drake Automotive over to him to run, for it is, after all, not a woman’s 

place to run a business.  Feminism collapses in the face of Production Code chauvinism, 

and the couple presumably lives happily ever after. 

 The movie is set in Detroit, and Drake lives in what on the outside looks 

suspiciously like a Frank Lloyd Wright textile-block house (it is: the studio used the 

exterior of the Ennis House in Los Angeles, reserving the interiors for soundstage sets), 

clearly a way of illustrating her nonconformist and rebellious nature.  Within her 

mansion, incongruously, is an enormous, sweeping curved staircase that floats 

unsupported to a balcony that completes the circle (Figure 90).  The railing is art director 

Jack Okey’s half-hearted attempt to translate Wright’s windows into a balustrade.  

Suspended on the double-height wall is a pipe organ shaped with the convenience of a 

forty-five degree triangle, the sharp angular form of the ranks offering a complementary 

yin to the yang of the nearby oval stairwell.  The brothers Warner were not about to be 

outfoxed by Mr. Hays.  This set is rather ridiculous and inconsequential to the movie—it 

is pictured momentarily only twice—but it does serve to cement the fact that, Wright’s 

masculine, Mesoamerican exterior notwithstanding, this is the home of a woman, and a 

delicate, feminine, vulnerable one at that who is ultimately seeking a man (could the 

organ with its cylindrical pipes and aggressive angular form placed at the opening of the 
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stairwell be any clearer?)  It is all we need to see to know that her man-eating days are 

numbered. 

 Will Hays was shocked when he learned that Warner Brothers had acquired the 

rights to Donald Henderson Clarke’s racy novel, for its presentation of the lead character 

as a lubricious female executive who used her employees as disposable sex toys was 

objectionable on so many levels.  After much back and forth, the Warners were able to 

preserve Alison’s high-powered, predatory, dominatrix persona, as long as they offered a 

contrite repentance at the end by having her concede to “love and marriage—the things 

women were born for” and relinquish to men the rights properly belonging to men—such 

as sexual predation and the running of companies—and settle down with her erstwhile 

employee.278  Everyone—Hays, the Warners, Drake, and Thorne—was happy, and 

Okey’s curvaceous staircase tucked within Wrights concrete block house survived 

unscathed, getting in just under the wire before Joe Breen and his substantially less 

tolerant team took over. 

 

Holiday (1938) 

George Cukor’s light romantic comedy starring Katherine Hepburn and Cary Grant was a 

remake of a 1930 version featuring Mary Astor.  Philip Barry’s 1928 play provided the 

basis for the two.  For the Hepburn and Grant version, art director Stephen Goosson 

created a two-story set that was based, noted Columbia Pictures, on a blend of “the home 

of a famous millionaire in New York” and the eighteenth century west wing of 

Stoneleigh Abbey in Warwickshire, England.279  The studio might have added that 
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Goosson obviously lifted the great stair hall directly from Isaac Ware’s Chesterfield 

House in London, images of which were readily available in books likely to be found in 

production design libraries (Figure 91).280  Grander than Mary Astor’s backdrop, the 

interior of the sumptuous Seton house featured a lavish double geometric stair that was 

the star of the front hall (Figure 92) and a secondary staircase—a sensuous curve—that 

was tucked discretely off to the side (Figure 93).  

 Holiday starts out by introducing the audience to an upwardly-mobile, working 

class guy who has, while on holiday, just met, fallen in love with, and proposed to a 

beautiful girl, and is now showing up in New York to meet her family.   He quickly finds 

out that she is the daughter of an enormously wealthy banker (Mr. Seton) who lives in an 

equally enormous townhouse with another, very independent-minded daughter and a 

thoroughly emasculated son who copes with his overbearing father by drinking.  The 

Cary Grant character wants to take time off for a while after the wedding—an extended 

holiday—to figure out what he wants to do for the rest of his life.  His fiancée and Mr. 

Seton are horrified by this idea and want Grant to come work for the bank.  Grant turns 

down the offer, he and his fiancée (with mutual relief) end their engagement, and Grant 

and the serendipitously peripatetic and rebellious other daughter (Hepburn) decide that 

they are in love and leave together on a ship bound for France and a wonderful holiday of 

a life together. 

 The double staircase in the sumptuous foyer advises the viewer that this is a 

family of great wealth, and the vastness of the space suggests the confident, relaxed 

atmosphere one might associate with such success and abundant means.  This is not, one 
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can assume, a place of unhappy tension.  The architectural rendering of the space 

provides clues as well.  The hall is dressed in more attenuated neoclassical details, with 

swags adorning the walls and Corinthian columns in abundance; the stair railings are 

delicately floral; the color palette is light; and the space is furnished with curvaceous 

Louis XV furniture.  In a purposeful adjustment to Ware’s model, the straight stairs of 

Chesterfield House are gently curved, the two flights rising in mirror image of each other.  

What the viewer sees is an architectural expression that calls to mind Blondel’s 

“feminine” and gynomorphic references (recall the elliptical double stair in Meissonier’s 

fountain).  To borrow from Elsie de Wolfe, Mr. Seton may have built the house, but the 

ladies who occupy it clearly command it. 

But there is something else going on, for this is a double stair.  Might the pair be a 

reference to the two sisters at the center of the diegetic dilemma (with due apologies to 

the males of the household, who are indeed comparatively irrelevant)?  We don’t know; 

nevertheless, the duality suggests a choice, and a concomitant quandary.  At a simple 

performative level, how does one decide which stair to use, and why—and does choosing 

one flight or the other mean something different?  Read symbolically, moreover, the 

choice can be seen as something else: could the double stair be representative of Cary 

Grant’s predicament of needing to select between the two sisters?  Indeed, such an 

interpretation is tempting, and actually reinforced by a similar staging in the 1941 

production of It Started with Eve.  In this later movie, the double curving stair is again the 

central feature of a luxurious Manhattan townhouse, as well as the symbol of the young 

protagonist’s need to pick between his fiancée and the woman who is a stand-in for his 
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fiancée (Figure 94).  In both of these films, then, the staircase presents an architectural 

dilemma of function (one that is generally difficult to resolve and remains unresolved in 

the movie) as well as a symbolic quandary of interpersonal relationships.  The conflicts 

inherent in this form of filmic staircase probably account for the reason it was rarely 

used.    

 While the staircase in the Seton grand foyer suggests a plethora of varied 

meanings, the other, intimate stair is more direct and simple in its expression.  Extending 

from the ground to the third floors, it is the sisters’ passage to the private realm of the 

mansion.  It is their staircase, their province only (no male ever touches its treads).  It is 

here where we see Hepburn and co-star Doris Nolan confide in each other, the 

amicability of their sororal relationship expressed in the shadows of the floral railing 

design projected on the wall behind (Figure 95).  And it is here that we see the erstwhile 

wisecracking and tomboy-ish Hepburn character make her descente as a lovely woman 

indeed—every bit the lady qualified for the dapper Mr. Grant (Figure 96).  The graceful 

curve of the architectural form and that of the person are presented as one, as 

complements of each other.  And like the grand foyer, there is no tension associated with 

this staircase; the spaciousness, lightness of form and tone, and gentle curve assure us 

that all will be ok.  

 The staircases in Holiday were the creations of the studio, for Barry’s play 

features no such beasts.  One can conclude that they were designed and used with specific 

objectives in mind, very likely those described in this chapter.  There was no guidance 

from the playwright as to shape, detail, or even application within the narrative—these 
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were purposeful decisions.  They were obviously effective, for the movie was nominated 

for an Academy Award in the category of “Best Art Direction.” 

 

The Little Foxes (1941) 

William Wyler’s motion picture story of cruel, greedy, self-serving interfamilial plottings 

and duplicity, topped off with a de-facto murder, closely parallels playwright Lillian 

Hellman’s equally dark stage original.  It is a movie in which the staircase is central to 

the narrative and to the definition of the characters and the nature of their relationships 

with each other.  It is the robust creation of art director Stephen Goosson and is a 

dramatically more interactive element than the undefined “staircase leading to the second 

story” described in the play.281  The movie, it should be noted, was nominated for nine 

Academy Awards, including “Best Art Direction-Interior Decoration, Black-and-White.” 

 The tale takes place in the Deep South of the early twentieth century, in the little 

town of Linnet.  The primary characters are Regina Giddens and her husband, Horace, 

and Regina’s brothers, Ben and Oscar Hubbard.  Regina married Horace only for his 

money; they are estranged, and he suffers from a serious heart malady.  Ben is a 

confirmed bachelor and his brother, Oscar, wed his wife, Birdie, to get her family’s 

cotton plantation and then drove her to drink.  The two brothers have enticed a Chicago 

cotton gin manufacturer to invest with them in a cotton processing enterprise in Linnet, 

and they need an additional $75,000 from Horace and Regina to consummate the deal.  

What follows is an ugly game of “screw thy sibling” as each tries to come out on top of 

the proposed partnership, with Regina cunningly and ruthlessly pulling all the winning 



 

   176 

levers.  In the end, Horace, who opposes Regina’s scheme, dies on the stairway begging 

for his heart medicine as his wife looks chillingly away, patiently awaiting his propitious 

demise (Figure 97).  Horace now gone, Regina extorts a three-quarters share of the family 

interest in the cotton gin business from Ben and Oscar, and tosses them to the curb in the 

dust of their own backfired plan.  As the credits roll, we see Regina slowly ascending her 

stairway, by herself, having achieved a pyrrhic victory: her fraternal and spousal conquest 

is complete and she is now a wealthy woman, but having destroyed all her personal 

relationships, she is doomed to be forever by herself.  Her solitary ascent is a poignant 

affirmation of novelist Amor Towles’s musing that, contrary to the descente, perhaps no 

woman has mastered the art of ascending the staircase alone.282 

 Virtually all the important action in the film takes place in Regina’s mansion, at 

the center of which is a two-story hall with a curving staircase (Figure 98).  It is an oval 

space with a colonnaded second floor gallery—a kind of viewing or spectator’s gallery.  

This is, observed Barbara Bowman, almost literally the arena within which the movie’s 

primary characters joust in their struggle to grasp real and illusionary power.   Regina (as 

the “queen” her name implies) occupies the high point on the stairs, and gazes down over 

her brothers (and everyone else, for that matter) who are most often below, subordinate to 

the domineering goddess above (Figure 99).283  It is the command post from which she 

imposes her soulless will against any who would dare to disagree with her as she pursues 

her cold, selfish, and vengeful agenda.   

 The direct link between Regina and this staircase is clearly intentional.  Not only 

does so much of the most critical action happen on or about the stair, it also serves as a 
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kind of silent muse for this calculating woman.  Within the house, when she is not 

occupying this command post, we see Regina framed with the stairs behind her, an 

architectural reminder of her pervasive presence (Figure 100).  Indeed, these composed 

shots were conceived purposely this way, as set decorator Howard Bristol’s production 

drawing clearly indicates (Figure 101).  Further, the staircase is detailed to reflect 

Regina’s metaphorical place as “man of the house.”  The curving shape, as cultural 

tradition and expectation would have it, indicates the female realm.  Yet the dark, heavy 

balusters of the railing and the meaty handgrip, together with the fact that this is not a 

delicate, floating stair but is weighty and grounded, speak more of Blondel’s humorless 

masculine domain than a frivolous lady’s boudoir.  The “gendering” of the form does not 

appear to be a chance occurrence:  by contrast (and for the attentive viewer), we are 

briefly shown the staircase within Oscar and Birdie’s house next door.  This is the 

metaphorical cage in which a very unhappy Birdie is trapped by her domineering and 

abusive husband and his equally chauvinistic brother, Benjamin.  The staircase is straight.  

 Regina’s staircase carries an additional meaning that recalls that of the stair in Dr. 

Sloper’s house in The Heiress or Paula’s in Gaslight.  By way of a filming process 

known as “double framing,” the camera captures Regina through the railing pickets (the 

lens creates one frame, the balusters another), which initially focuses the viewer’s 

attention to her image of concentrated control.  However, as the camera pulls back, one 

sees that her image is actually behind the metaphorical bars of the pickets, a sign of her 

imprisonment in self-induced solitude.284  The difference, of course, is that Catherine 

Sloper and Paula are both trapped by men, and Regina is trapped by her own actions.  
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Perhaps that is the price she must pay for presumptuously treading on the cultural 

prerogatives of men, usurping their power, and otherwise behaving poorly as a woman 

who has transgressed her proper place.  

 Once again, the turn-of-the-century Southern situation of this back stabbing 

interfamilial tête-à-tête raises the question of race and architecture.  The servants are all 

African-American, and, as in Gone With the Wind and The Little Colonel, often childlike 

and fawning.  Interestingly, blacks share the staircase equally (in use) with whites in this 

movie.  While this could be a cinematic convenience obviating the need for another set, 

such a pragmatic proposition is highly unlikely.  The director could have just not shown a 

servant on the stair, as was done in Gone With the Wind (and with the female domestics 

in The Little Colonel).  And unlike The Little Colonel, there is no apparent gender 

discrimination.  The hierarchy between white and black, in this movie at least, was thus 

left for expression in other, non-architectural ways. 

 With The Little Foxes, William Wyler translated a successful play into a popular 

movie in part through the restaging of the narrative around the nexus of an omnipresent 

symbolic staircase.  Goosson’s design played on audiences’ preconceived notions of what 

a Southern interior should look like (what moviegoer hadn’t seen Gone With the Wind?) 

to twist those expectations into an architecture that looked right…but somehow wrong.  It 

was feminine, yes, but delicate and vulnerable, no—just like Regina (Figure 102).  The 

slightly unsettling nature of this stair and its oval hall thus helped further the audience’s 

understanding of Regina’s character as well as nurture the tension that swirled around its 

steps.   
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Treading a bit deeper, one might wonder if there were another dissatisfaction 

going on in Regina’s world.  One brother is a confirmed bachelor, a Southern euphemism 

for homosexual, while the other married strictly to get his hands on his bride’s patrimony, 

producing an idiot son, a drunk wife, and no evident continuing interest in women at all.  

Regina told Horace she was marrying for love, but really it was for money—for the 

ability to escape her brothers, who otherwise controlled the family wealth.  In her perfect 

world, she acknowledges, she would leave Linnet and the South and take up a life of 

worldly glamor in Chicago, without her husband or her brothers.  Is the rather masculine-

rendered feminine staircase and her unladylike domination of its place an expression of 

her frustration (and disgust) with her life and her family’s explicit and possibly implicit 

decadent morality?  While the answer to this question is surely unknown, it is tempting to 

think that Wyler and Goosson joined forces to say a little something more to their 

audiences than Mr. Breen’s group of censors would otherwise have permitted. 

  

The Fountainhead (1949) 

Director King Vidor’s screen adaptation of Ayn Rand’s best-selling novel is all about sex 

and power.285  The architectural theme just provides the excuse.  The sexual tension 

between heroine Dominique Francon and hero Howard Roark is in high gear from the 

moment the two first lock eyes, as is the battle of conquest over each other and over those 

who would deny the righteousness of their shared vision.  It’s enough to wear the viewer 

out (which probably explains why the movie was not as well received as the book). 
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 The Fountainhead follows the two protagonists as they unite in a moral quest to 

advance a new, modern architecture for the new, modern era.  Roark is an 

uncompromising iconoclastic visionary modeled after the likes of Louis Sullivan and, 

particularly, Frank Lloyd Wright, while Francon is the wealthy patron who takes up his 

cause in the interest of the built expression of a morally sound and uncorrupted society.  

After a lengthy battle against a spineless, historicist status quo, Dominique and Howard 

emerge victorious…and married.  The movie ends with the new Mrs. Roark riding a 

construction elevator upwards along the shaft of Howard’s tall, thin, world’s tallest 

building, at the peak of which he awaits his wife, standing on top of the world.  The 

symbolism is almost puerile.   

 Staircases are virtually absent from this motion picture, with one very important, 

symbolically charged exception.  This is the scene that takes place in the penthouse 

apartment at Roark’s newly completed Enright Building, a sleek modern high rise that 

aggressively defies prevailing historicist convention.  The apartment is a minimalist 

space, with white walls, terrazzo floors, cantilevered balconies, and a sensuous curved 

floating staircase framed by a lithe, almost non-existent railing (Figure 103).  We are 

witnessing the inaugural party for the building, hosted by Mr. Enright himself.  The 

camera pans to reveal Dominique, attired in an equally minimalist and provocative form-

fitting dress, as she descends the staircase to the party (Figure 104).  This stair is so 

reduced to its bare structural essence that it appears like the delicate skeleton of a thin and 

fragile fish.  Moments later, we see Roark, dressed in the requisite black tie, climbing up 

a crisply detailed and equally spare straight staircase that abuts a polished black 
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(granite?) wall (Figure 105).  Despite the abstraction of forms, his stair, in contrast to 

Dominique’s, is firm and grounded.  The two meet mid-room and, of course, the fire 

ignites.  “It’s the things we admire—or want—that enslave us,” she says, “and I am not 

easy to bring into submission.”  “That,” responds Roark, “depends on the strength of your 

adversary, Miss Francon” (Figure 106).286 

 This scene with its opposing staircases was invented for the movie—in the novel, 

the party is in a traditional private house that has nothing to do with the Enright 

apartment.  Art director Edward Carrere’s design symbolism is unmistakable.  The two 

stairs are clearly intended to present a unity of yin and yang, a coming together of the 

feminine circle with the masculine rectangle; the juxtaposition confirms the cultural 

associations of the two shapes.  Further, one can interpret the intersection of the ascent 

and descent as the meeting of the heavenly goddess, alighting from on high on ephemeral 

wafers, and the earthly god, rising from below on solid igneous blocks.  It is tempting to 

think that Carrere was drawing on the observation of G. de Champeaux and S. Dom 

Sterckx, which they penned in 1966, when he designed these sets: 

 

The human psyche unprompted sees the shapes of square and circle 

conjoined as a dynamic image of a dialectic between the transcendent 

heavens, to which mankind naturally aspires, and the Earth, mankind’s 

present situation.  Here, thanks to the conjunction of these signs, there 

comes the realization that from henceforth human beings must make the 

passage from one to the other.287 
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One can almost envision a discussion between the art director and author/screen writer 

Rand, as the latter advocates for the merging of the “round” essence of woman with the 

“rectangular” essence of man into an architecture of the purest rectitude, represented by 

these two complementary staircases.288   

 The pairing of the circle and square as an expression of heterosexual union was 

not invented by Hollywood.  Considering, however, that so many in the industry had 

come to the United States from Austria and Germany, it is certainly logical to imagine 

that these immigrants brought the idea to the movies.  For example, the famed artist 

Gustav Klimt, working in the charged Freudian environment of early twentieth-century 

Vienna, used the rectangle and the square as male symbols, the rectangle in particular 

being representative of the phallus.  Conversely, the artist applied oval, round, and 

“floral” shapes as suggestive of femininity and the female anatomy.  Klimt brought these 

complementary forms together in the sexually charged Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer 1 

(1907) and the equally famous The Kiss of 1907-8 (Figure 107). 289   Did this symbolic 

construct work its way to Carrere’s studio?  The answer will likely remain elusive, but 

the exposure to and awareness of such concepts was certainly in the air of the close-knit 

club of motion picture art directors. 

 Could it be, as others have written, that the conjoining of Dominique Francon’s 

heavenly circle and Howard Roark’s earthly rectangle symbolize the achievement of an 

otherworldly aspiration, the ascent of the genius-hero who has triumphed over his or her 

countervailing pressures?290   Or could it be the architectural equivalent of Klimt’s 

merging of lust and love as seen in his two paintings?  Certainly author Rand would have 
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enjoyed these interpretations; whether such was Carrere’s intention is up to speculation, 

but the parallels are certainly logical and hard to miss. 

 The curving stair is Dominique’s alter-ego.  In a single scene version of the full 

movie stagings of The Little Foxes before and Harriet Craig and Queen Bee to follow, 

the staircase appears as a backdrop to the female protagonist in virtually every shot 

within the Enright apartment.  It is a constant reminder of feminine presence and 

feminine control, and is clearly not accidental given the repetitive and constant framing 

(Figure 108). 

 It is also important to note Carrere’s use of modernism in the film.  In The 

Fountainhead, wrote Dietrich Neumann, the use of strict and simple forms drawn from 

European examples stands for uncompromising individuality, in opposition to the artistic 

impotence and weakness of character represented by historicism.291  This suggests an 

evolution from earlier films, such as Our Modern Maidens, in which modernism 

represented changing morals in a rapidly industrializing society, or The Black Cat, in 

which the style stood for counter-cultural evil and corruption.  It calls to mind more of a 

return to the iconoclastic, progressive individualism of Men Must Fight, a reading that 

suggests an idealized advancement of the rebellious modernism of Crawford’s flapper 

films.  The Enright stairs identified Dominique and Roark as vanguards of a new, 

virtuous society made evident through architectural form. 

 Rand’s novel was a strong commercial success, the movie, less so, perhaps 

because of its overwrought and rather strident pedantic nature.  Did audiences appreciate 

Rand and Carrere’s use of opposites in the Enright apartment stairs to speak 
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metaphorically about plot and character?  If one paid attention, it was hard to miss.  In 

particular, the sexual heat was obvious, and the symbolic architectural platforms for 

Dominique and Roark turned up the temperature on la différence between the masculine 

and the feminine.  The Journal of the A.I.A. overlooked the architectural idea of the film, 

choosing instead to decry the structural absurdity of the sets and the “ruthless egotism 

and hatred of one’s fellow beings” it felt the characters represented.292  Perhaps not 

surprisingly, the movie received no award nominations from the Academy (or any other 

institution).  The film was likely a bit challenging for most audiences, as its thematic 

subject matter—architecture—would necessarily have a certain limited appeal as 

entertainment, and its message-as-manifesto approach likely didn’t help things either.   

 

Harriet Craig (1950) 

Harriet Craig is the cold, manipulative, paranoid, jealous, utterly selfish, and thoroughly 

controlling housewife of the affable and naïve engineer Walter Craig, who at the 

beginning of the movie is blissfully unaware of his wife’s destructive machinations.  

They live in Walter’s childhood house, which Harriet ensures is kept in lovely, flawless, 

literally untouchable condition—just like she does herself.  Walter would like to have 

children; Harriet, as it will turn out, has lied to him about being barren.  When her 

husband is not present, Harriet insults and demeans the servants, and she even schemes to 

prevent her niece—who is their extended houseguest—from finding a love of her own.  

When Walter is offered a significant promotion that will take him out of town on an 

assignment, Harriet secretly goes to his boss to undermine her husband and void the 
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promotion.  The story concludes as one would suspect.  The house is left with no 

servants, for they have either been fired by Harriet or have walked out.  The niece has 

learned of her aunt’s deceit, and has also departed.  And Walter, finally opening his eyes 

to the demon his wife truly is, follows the others out the door.  In a replay of The Little 

Foxes, Harriet finds herself alone, walking quietly up the stairs, the victim of her own 

miserable character (Figure 109).  

 The movie was based on George Kelly’s 1926 Pulitzer-winning play, Craig’s 

Wife.293  This 1950 remake featuring Joan Crawford was preceded by two earlier 

versions: one in 1936 starring Rosalind Russell and another in 1928 with silent siren 

Irene Rich.  German-born art director Walter Holscher evidently took his set design cue 

from the 1936 production by Stephen Goosson, who in turn seems to have drawn reliably 

from Kelly’s stage directions, which called for a prominent curving staircase (Figure 

110).  In the iterations by Holscher and Goosson, the Craig house is a white Colonial 

Revival structure and the interior rooms are large and spacious and of an elegant, 

streamlined traditional design.  At the center of each set is a sweeping, floating staircase 

with a delicate balustrade.  Each version (1936 and 1950) is important to the staging, but 

it is Holscher’s that is charged with a significant role in the whole narrative. 

 Holscher’s (and Goosson’s) sets draw on the Colonial Revival to establish a 

disarming sense of upstanding American goodness, and both use the sense of 

spaciousness to connote a feeling of calm and genteel ease.  But they’re tricking us.  Just 

as Robert Redford used the “good Mary” of television sitcom fame to dupe his audiences 

into thinking Mary Tyler Moore was a sweet character in Ordinary People, so the art 
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directors used the Colonial Revival to lure viewers into a false sense of domestic 

happiness. This architectural messaging is true in one sense, for it provides the metaphor 

for Walter’s good and honest character—it was his childhood home, after all.  The ovoid 

staircase tells us this is a woman’s house, in line with ancient formal symbolism.  The 

staircase suggests, in its simple architectural execution, that this is also a place of moral 

integrity and kindness; perhaps Walter’s mother was a gracious, hospitable woman.  

However, there is something that doesn’t quite fit with the gentle modesty of the exterior: 

the staircase is quite theatrical and “self-absorbed”; in other words, it demands attention.  

Holscher has done what Cedric Gibbons did in Gaslight: create a set that reflects the 

present drama, and not the past reality. This suspicious stair, of course, is our first hint 

about what we will soon see in the lady of the house, Harriet. 

 Holscher’s staircase is Harriet’s stage, eavesdropping roost, and excuse for any 

number of paparazzi-worthy descentes (Figure 111).  It symbolizes her control over 

everything and everyone in the house.  In this sense, it is not unlike the similarly charged 

stair in The Little Foxes, which serves as Regina’s central command post and 

representation of power.  Harriet’s stair, too, figures in just about every important scene 

as a vivid reminder of her omnipresence, whether she is on the screen or not.  It is her 

muse, standing in the background of virtually every interior shot. It is even ominously if 

not annoyingly there in the scenes that feature just Walter, as if to remind us—and him—

that Harriet cannot be avoided or evaded (Figure 112).  The staircase is there at the 

beginning, in the opening shots, and is there at the end, with its narrow pickets projected 

on the wall like so many skeletal shadows—or so many jailhouse bars (Figure 113).  At 
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the conclusion of the film, Harriet ascends to her bedroom—the place that was supposed 

to be, like all places at the summit of a woman’s stair, the heaven of the household and 

fecund field of the future, but is now just an empty womb: dark, lonely, and lifeless.  She, 

and she alone, is imprisoned in her impeccable house, convicted by her own backfired 

subterfuge. 

 That audiences were intended to read meaning from Harriet’s stair is evident from 

three sources.  First, playwright Kelly made it a key element of his theatrical set; he wrote 

the play around it.  Secondly, at least two directors—Dorothy Arzner in 1936 and 

Vincent Sherman fourteen years later—developed the stair further in their motion 

pictures, the latter making it absolutely central to the action and character development.  

And lastly, producer William Dozier of the Crawford production even incorporated the 

image of his star on the stair in his promotion material and placards (Figure 114).  The 

key question is, all this apparent intent aside, what might audiences have perceived? 

 Harriet’s staircase comes, at least at first, only with pleasant associations. It 

clearly tells the audience that the Craig family is quite prosperous, in fact more 

prosperous than one might expect from Walter’s position as an engineer, and that the 

house is a place of graceful femininity.  That is easy to see.  The spaciousness of the stair 

hall reveals no signs of tension, and in fact adds to our sense of ease.  As a practical 

matter, the staircase serves the important function of helping make Ms. Crawford, in her 

numerous costume changes, look fabulous and elegant throughout the film, no matter her 

scheming and evil intents; it goes without saying that the curving stairway and the 

leading lady—in film as in life—always look good together.  The more attentive viewer 
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would notice that Walter is never seen on the staircase, and in fact seems a bit afraid of 

and enfeebled by it (Figure 115). The stair appears in shots with him, but only as an 

uncomfortable stand-in or even reinforcement for Harriet.  It is a player in Harriet’s “little 

campaign,” as Kelly wrote, “the campaign that was to reduce [Walter] to one of those 

wife-ridden sheep that’s afraid to buy a necktie for fear his wife might not approve of 

it.”294  To anyone paying attention, the stairway as a sign of slow but progressive 

emasculation becomes more and more apparent as the movie advances.  Was director 

Sherman trying to get something past the censors with this set?  Probably not, because 

this, we soon figure out, is a sexless house, the staircase, like Harriet, a duplicitous 

promise of seduction (Figure 116).   

  

Conclusion  

The curved or geometric staircase signaled that the film was about her, just as the straight 

stair spoke confidently about him.  The contrast was clearly purposeful.  The curving 

staircase conveyed feminine power—the power of sex and money implicit in Mme. 

Colet, the power of inverted gender conventions wielded by Alison Drake, the power of 

female wiles used by the Seton sisters to manipulate their father, the power of sex 

promised, and delivered, by Dominique Francon; and the power of sex promised, but not 

delivered, dangled by Harriet Craig.  Consciously or not, art directors summoned age-old 

formal and symbolic associations to visually reinforce their narratives.  The shape of the 

geometric stair was naturally sensual and fit well with the suggestion of sexuality that 

almost always accompanied female characters.  Women occupied the curving staircase 
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comfortably and often alone, or in the company of other women—but virtually never 

with men.  It was her domain, her place of authority, her reinforcing muse.  It allowed her 

to be present even in her absence; it was a message that was presumed to be understood.   

 In the pre-Code days, the curving staircase was typically a joyful (or at worst, 

ambivalent) participant in the heroine’s activities and schemes.  It was her friend.  The 

Production Code, which punished women for being women (unlike men, who were 

punished only for bad behavior), turned the curving stair into an abetting accomplice on 

the leading lady’s inevitable road to perdition—or some form of social ostracization—

and often into the metaphor for her sentence of solitary confinement; under Breen’s 

chauvinistic management, the staircase ceased to be her friend. 
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Chapter 7: The Three-Run Staircase 

 

The grand, wide, beautifully curving stairway of the Wilkes home 

represents all that was gracious in the Old South. 
—Edward D.C. Campbell, Jr.  

“Gone With the Wind: The Old South as National Epic,” 1983 295 
 

Is the South effete and decadent?  

—J.A. Richardson, Richardson’s Defense of the South, 1914 296 

 

The three-run or “T-shape” staircase—that is, a stair that ascends to a central entresol 

landing via a single flight and then divides into two opposing flights that continue to the 

floor above, all under an uninterrupted ceiling—was used in Hollywood films to express 

grandeur, wealth, and power (Figure 117).  The form was also, one can argue, on 

occasion put to service to suggest, or at least accommodate, certain interpersonal 

complications and even, sometimes, sexual ambiguity.  Because such a grand stair 

required a commensurate amount of space, it was more frequently seen in dance musical 

extravaganzas than in filmic houses, but in whichever setting it was used, it was usually 

one of the leading stars of the show. 

 The history of the three-run stair is a bit murky, and subject to some argument.  

To Paul Frankl, it had its likely progenitor in exterior staircases, such as Michelangelo’s 

exterior T-shape version at the Palazzo dei Senatori on the Capitoline Hill in Rome, 

begun ca. 1538.297  Nikolaus Pevsner, on the other hand, attributed the germ of this type  

to Bramante’s similarly configured set in the terraced gardens at the Vatican’s Belvedere 

Court, designed earlier, sometime after 1506.298  Addressing the application of the model 



 

   191 

to the interior, art historian Lise Bek (among others) proposed in 1979 that it was 

Leonardo who first developed the idea, as evidenced in his sketch of roughly 1505 in the 

Codex Atlanticus (Figure 118).299   Pevsner concurred, pointing to the great triple flight at 

the Scuola di San Rocco of 1544-6 in Venice as an obvious product of Leonardo’s 

influence.   However, others have reluctantly identified a problem with this theory: walls 

separated the three flights at the Scuola (and presumably in Leonardo’s scheme), 

meaning that each stair was individually vaulted; the whole ensemble was yet to be a 

stand-alone element covered by one overarching ceiling.300   

 “Stop looking in Italy,” said a host of other historians.  While the idea may have 

originated there, they write, the execution of the final form—the multi-flight stair beneath 

a single, encompassing roof—occurred in Spain to the designs of Juan de Herrera at the 

Alcázar and the Escorial in ca. 1574.  (Figure 119).301  And that seems to be, at least for 

now, the final word on the origins of the grand three-run staircase.  Be that as it may, we 

can safely assume that, one way or another, the T-shape staircase as a definitive form was 

firmly established by the final quarter of the sixteenth century.  And once it found its 

footing in Spain and Italy, it began its move northward, through France and beyond, and 

ultimately to the sound stages of Hollywood.302 

 The three-run stair became a popular place on which to enact the ritual of la 

descente.  Because it offered a centrally—and symmetrically—positioned straight runway 

that, because of the amplitude of space required, rendered this stair the primary focus of 

architectural attention, the drama of walking down the central flight was unrivaled.  

Likely for that reason alone, the form quickly became the preferred ramp system in 
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venues that could accommodate it, and not just in great houses and palaces.  It has 

already been noted how early-twentieth century transatlantic steamships were designed 

with the descente in mind, and while the afore-mentioned Normandie offered a 

spectacular single, straight ramp for the ritual, the more typical stair drawn into such 

service was the T-shape, as was seen on the infamous Titanic and the stylish Paris 

(Figure 120).  Even establishments on terra firma, such as the Restaurant de Rond Point, 

picked up the form, which allowed Tatiana du Plessix to make her noted entry in regal 

style.  It didn’t take Hollywood long to figure out the advantages of this configuration, as 

evidenced by the pretentious, exaggerated descente featured in the 1930 comedy, Dixiana 

(Figure 121). 

 The cinematic three-run staircase differed from its real life equivalent in an 

unusual way, for it appears to have been used on a number of occasions in circumstances 

or narratives that suggested deviance from traditional gender norms or even a hint of 

homosexuality.  Sir Henry Wotton—he of the lasciviously decked Corinthian 

Curtezane—distinguished not only between masculine and feminine forms, but also 

between the personal characteristics of those arrangements, hence that saucy classical 

order.  Some 350 years later, Michel Foucault brought the question of “personal 

characteristics” out of the closet, as it were, and remarked on the discursive emergence of 

sexual alternatives within society, if not explicitly in architecture. “The nineteenth 

century and our own have been,” he wrote, “…the age of multiplication: a dispersion of 

sexualities, a strengthening of their disparate forms, a multiple of implantation of 

‘perversions.’ Our epoch has initiated sexual heterogeneities.”303  Adrian Forty merged 
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Sir Henry’s and Foucault’s thinkings to explicate a new architectural interpretation of 

form.  “We see here the rich potential for the extension of gender metaphors,” he wrote,” 

with their capacity to distinguish not just sexual difference, but also sexual orientation.” 

Forty’s observation now allowed for sexual aberrance to enter the critical conversation 

about architecture, a possibility he unfortunately did not explore.304 This then begs the 

question:  can there really be a staircase that implies (or uniquely accommodates) a gay 

or lesbian or at least sexually ambiguous relationship with its occupant or “patron”?  The 

answer proposed here is a cautious yes—“cautious” because, in the Code era, no director 

or art director would have admitted to such a thing, particularly in any sort of readily 

evident medium.  As author Robin Wood observed, before the 1960s, homosexuality in 

the movies had to be discretely coded, and such coding understandably led to ambiguities 

and uncertainties.305  But one can observe patterns that lend credence to the notion, as 

will be seen shortly. 

 The T-shape staircase was not overtly gendered, unlike its straight and curved 

cousins—even though a three-run stair made up of straight shapes tended to denote 

masculinity and one of curved forms femininity.  But what were the implications when 

women—strong, dominant women—rather than men, occupied the orthogonal 

composition and, for instance, a man brandishing a limp hankie (such as Ashley Wilkes), 

stood center on the curvaceous iteration?  To complicate matters was the hybrid stair; that 

is, one composed of a blend of the curved and the straight.  What was that trying to say, 

especially when it was in the house of a single man who was publicly dating women 

while also heading out furtively at night to the other side of town to engage in 
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“unmentionable activities of unusual disgust”?  While seemingly farfetched, the 

intimations are not unreasonable, as the following case studies suggest—especially when 

one considers the convergence of narrative, set architecture, and the watchful eye of the 

Production Code Administration. 

 

The Case Studies 

The Old Dark House, Gone With the Wind, Rebecca, The Picture of Dorian Gray, and 
Queen Bee 
 
The five case study films discussed below all include a telling iteration of the T-shape 

staircase.  In each of these movies, the stair is an important indicator of sexual power.  In 

three, the staircase assists in creating a suggestion of homosexuality in at least one of the 

protagonists, and in another two (at least), it implies emasculation.  Each of these 

staircases is central to the effectiveness of its respective film’s plotline. 

 

The Old Dark House (1932) 

The Old Dark House, based on the 1928 novel of the same name by John Boynton (J.B.) 

Priestly, is a lighthearted horror movie that takes place in a shabby stone house out in the 

Welsh countryside over the course of a dark, very stormy night.  The movie begins when 

a car of travelers—Philip and Margaret Waverton and their bachelor buddy, Penderel—

stops at the stone house to seek refuge after the torrential rain washes out part of the road.  

They find themselves in a wacky abode, the home of effete, jumpy, old bachelor Horace 

Femm; his butch, ultra-religious, spinster sister Rebecca; their crazy, pyromaniac brother 

Saul; and their bedridden 102-year-old father, who looks every bit like a 102-year-old 
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mother.  The Femm family is tended to by a hulking, mute, Frankenstein monster-like 

butler who becomes violent after drinking too much…which he of course does this 

particular night.  Joining the group are the similarly stranded Sir William Porterhouse and 

his chorus girl lady friend, Gladys.  The expected antics begin immediately, and extend 

until the morning, when, the storm having abated, all the visitors depart to continue on 

their respective journeys.   

 James Whale, who was openly gay, directed the move.  Sir William (a portly man 

cutely named) was played by Charles Laughton, who was also openly gay.  And Horace 

Femm—whose last name by 1932 had assumed the current connotation of an effeminate 

man306—was portrayed by a third openly gay cast member, Ernest Thesiger.  Adding to 

this rather unusual sexual symbiosis was Whale’s insinuation that the Sir William 

character also was gay (Gladys to Penderel explaining her availability:  “You probably 

won’t believe me…but…Bill doesn’t—he doesn’t expect anything.  Do you know what I 

mean by anything?”307) and author Priestly’s unsubtle hint that Rebecca is lesbian 

(Margaret to Philip after Rebecca has touched her chest:  “She makes me feel sick.  I 

don’t want to go near her.”  It’s not what she’s done, “it’s just what she is”308).  Unlike 

Priestly’s book (which only includes the lesbian Rebecca character), Whale’s movie has a 

decidedly gay subtext that seems to be his inside joke on the whole story.  Even one of 

the carved figures atop a newel post on the staircase—a “see-no-evil” monkey covering 

its eyes—seems to be in on the spoof.  Presumably, the sum total of the above is what led 

Vito Russo, in his book, The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Movies (1981), to 

categorize the movie as “a gay horror film.”309  
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 Art director Charles D. Hall’s set is virtually limited to the two-story hall of the 

house, which is completely dominated by an eccentric Jacobethan staircase that rises in 

an off-center straight flight, and then breaks to the left toward the upper floor bedrooms, 

and to the right to a balcony leading toward another flight that goes who-knows-where 

(Figure 122).   Perhaps Whale chose the style as a pun on the customary noblesse it 

tended to represent, or perhaps as his version of horror-film Gothic (introduced the year 

before in Dracula), but in any case, it certainly did not fit with the exterior of the house, 

which was shown to be a simple, two story stone box.  The action in the film occurs on, 

under, or in front of this staircase; there is no escaping its presence. 

 To author Priestly, the staircase represented a passage to the afterlife, the place on 

which old people would pass Death every night, as well as to the place “somewhere 

upstairs, invisible and ungetatable” where the ancient father lay, “rather like God.”310  To 

Whale, it seems to represent the pathway to and from the haunted unknown above, an 

effect enhanced by Hall’s striking use of light and shadow that would become hallmarks 

of the classic horror genre.  It is where we first see Horace, timidly and cautiously 

coming down to greet his unexpected guests, and where we similarly meet his coarse and 

abrupt sister, who, descending from the opposite side, seems much more comfortable and 

in control on this rather masculine set piece than her decidedly more delicate brother 

(Figure 123).  In material, tone, and configuration, the stair and the hall that constitute the 

set are, as even Sir Beresford Hope might have it, indicative of masculine presence, 

which makes the resulting contrasts between the jittery frailty of the brother and the 
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aggressive butchness of the sister all the more evident, thus helping to define the two 

characters for the audience.  

 Whale’s intention with his production of The Old Dark House was clearly to tell 

the story to two different audiences, while dodging a third.  As with many films, at its 

simplest it was designed to provide a light comic entertainment within a rather absurd 

rendering of a horror movie.  The Gothic set, shadowy lighting, and endless cobwebs 

support this reading.  But it was also a bit of a campy, wink-of-the-eye cartoon that would 

delight gay filmgoers who could avoid admitting they were watching a gay movie.  The 

witty narrative and obvious juxtaposition of architectural type against character type 

provided a key element to Whale’s subtle messaging that managed to fly totally over the 

heads of the censors; Joe Breen’s office only picked up on the reference to an oddly 

sexless Sir William, merrily missing all of the director’s other little clues (Figure 124).  

 Hall’s staircase provided an ambiguous backdrop and platform for teasing out 

these messages.  It served as a foil for Horace Femm, and as a sympathetic colleague of 

his masculine sister. It was also where the brute of a butler strangely broke into tears 

while holding the pyromaniac brother, a degree of affection that seemed beyond the 

norm.  And lastly, it was on, above, around, and below this staircase that Whale chose to 

have his double entendre of a farce take place.  It is interesting that the Whale decided to 

use a T-shape form of stair over other options.  The choice could have been for simple 

staging reasons; however, it does seem to follow a pattern of use reflected in subsequent 

movies of similar theme, as will be seen, and thus appears to be part and parcel of the 

director’s scheme of discrete messaging. 
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Gone With the Wind (1939) 

We return to David Selznick’s mythical epic about the fall of the Old South, and more 

importantly, to that symbol of all that really never was, Twelve Oaks.  A grand, 

whitewashed (literally and figuratively) Palladian country house, Twelve Oaks was the 

counterpoint to Tara.  In it, production designer William Cameron Menzies and art 

director Lyle Wheeler created the physical embodiment of everything Depression-era 

movie audiences had ever dreamed of as being the elegant, genteel, and magnolia-scented 

utopia General Sherman and his troops had so rudely brought to an end.  Twelve Oaks, 

much more than Tara, captured the fabled, if fantastical, essence of the antebellum South 

and its soft-edged loveliness:  “You love Twelve Oaks as I do,” impassions Ashley to 

Melanie.  “Yes, Ashley—I love it as more than a house,” she responds.  “It’s a whole 

world that wants only to be graceful and beautiful.”311  But it was the stair—this 

impossibly enormous, sweeping, curving, columned, paneled, draped, chandeliered, 

theatrical amalgam of borrowed historical details hinting of 1930s modernism and 

swathed in make-believe, fairytale imagery—that was the true star and gem of this 

wistful, symbolic mansion (Figure 125).  The exterior of the house was barely shown, 

and the few other rooms made but cameo appearances.  In the end, Twelve Oaks 

provided the excuse for creating the staircase that was the true stand-in for the Old South 

of storybook and legend.  Tara was pretty, but this was it.  Audiences ate it up. 

 Such was not exactly what author Margaret Mitchell had in mind.  Responding to 

a letter from chronicler Susan Myrick shortly before the film debuted, Mitchell had the 

following to say about Selznick’s interpretation of the Wilkes family’s homestead: 
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I had feared, of course, that it would end up looking like the Grand Central 

Station, and your description confirms my worst apprehensions.  I do not 

know whether to laugh or to throw up at the two staircases. …God help 

me when the reporters get me after I’ve seen the picture.  I will have to tell 

the truth, and if … Twelve Oaks is such an elegant affair I will have to say 

that nothing like that was ever seen in Clayton County, or, for that matter, 

on land or sea.  …  When I think of the healthy, hardy, country and 

somewhat crude civilization I depicted and then of the elegance that is to 

be presented, I cannot help yelping with laughter…312   

 

While the people at Selznick International realized that the staircase and its enclosing hall 

were ridiculous from a historical perspective, they really didn’t care.  “After all,” 

Selznick told his historical advisor, Wilbur Kurtz, “the Atlanta and Clayton County 

audiences [who would know better] are a very small percentage.”313  The filmmakers 

were intent on telling the story the way they wanted to tell it, and this staircase was an 

important part of the narrative, at least until the Yankees sent it up in flames. 

 But Mitchell did want Twelve Oaks to stand in contrast to the rugged masculinity 

of Tara.  It “had a stately beauty, a mellowed dignity,” she wrote.  It was a “beautiful 

white-columned house that crowned the hill like a Greek temple…Tall of columns, wide 

of verandas, flat of roof, beautiful as a woman is beautiful who is so sure of her charm 

that she can be generous and gracious to all.”314  This was a house in the Colonial style, a 

style that was associated with the feminine qualities of delicacy and refinement, not to 

mention sometimes idleness.  Further, and recalling the assignations of Vitruvius, 

production designer Menzies originally wanted to build the exterior using the womanly 



 

   200 

Ionic order, only to be talked into masculine Doric by historical advisor Kurtz.315  

Clearly, then, Mitchell to some degree and Selznick to a great extent wanted to highlight 

the differences between the O’Haras and the Wilkes architecturally.  Selznick drove the 

contrast home through the simple vehicle of the staircases. 

 Mitchell went out of her way to describe the Wilkes men, and especially Ashley, 

as unusual in Clayton County.   

 

“Our people and the Wilkes are different,” he [Gerald O’Hara speaking to 

Scarlett] went on slowly … “They are queer folk, and it’s best that they 

marry their cousins and keep their queerness to themselves.” … “Look at 

the way they go tearing up to New York and Boston to hear operas and see 

oil paintings.  And ordering French and German books by the crate from 

the Yankees!  And there they sit reading and dreaming…when they’d be 

better spending their time hunting and playing poker as proper men 

should. … ’Tis moonstruck they all are, all the Wilkes.”316  

 

Of the object of Scarlett’s obsession, Mitchell wrote that “Ashley was born of a line of 

men who used their leisure for thinking, not doing, for spinning brightly colored dreams 

that had in them no touch of reality.  He moved in an inner world that was more beautiful 

than Georgia and came back to reality with reluctance.”317  While the word “queer” in 

literature of the 1930s more likely than not meant “peculiar,” it had at least since the 

nineteen-teens been used as a synonym for homosexual. 318   Mitchell appears to 

acknowledge the interpretation—exacerbated by the rather mincing description of the 

Wilkes men—when she notes that Scarlett retorts her father that she is “furious at the slur 

of effeminacy flung on Ashley.”319  Selznick and his creative team gladly jumped on the 
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insinuation.  In the January 24, 1939 shooting script, writer Sidney Howard played to the 

stereotype: 

 

Close up—Ashley—(on stairs): —as he reaches the lower step—a filmy 

scarf in his hand.  He looks up at sound of Scarlett’s voice.  Ashley: 

“Scarlett, my dear!”320 

 

An unnamed draftsman captured this image in a preliminary sketch for the Twelve Oaks 

staircase.  Ashley was not Rhett (Figure 126). 

 The grand whoosh of a staircase, set beneath an impossibly high ceiling of a 

breadth that would require a steel support structure unheard of, and frankly impossible, in 

1861 rural Georgia, establishes the mise-en-scène for the first half of the movie (Figure 

127).   Interestingly, Mitchell does not describe the stair in her novel, only noting that it 

has a delicate (of course) handrail.321  Thus, it was up to Selznick and his crew to decide 

the form it should take.  Early on, it appears from concept paintings that Menzies and 

Wheeler were tending toward an open well, rectangular shape—in one instance, a more 

masculine and historically plausible version; in another, a grander iteration with delicate 

Adams-esque details and feminine, attenuated paired columns (Figure 128).  But the 

approach quickly changed to curving layouts.  Throughout much of 1938, the focus 

seems to have been on a single, semi-circular flight twenty-eight feet in diameter (Figure 

129).  By 1939, this scheme had been replaced by the final three-run configuration, which 

measured more than forty-two feet across (Figure 130).  It was arguably the greatest 
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domestic interior scalalogical flourish in motion picture history, exquisitely designed and 

detailed by Selznick’s team of well-trained architects and draftsmen. 

 The Wilkes’s staircase is called into action early, when Scarlett arrives at the 

plantation for the Wilkes’s afternoon barbeque extravaganza.  As she walks through the 

front door, we see spread before us the great stair, buzzing with the activity of belles in 

hoopskirts walking up and down for what reason it doesn’t matter (Figure 131).  The hall 

is bustling with guests, every bit the grand central station Mitchell feared it would be.  

Yet it is on this staircase that virtually everything that sets the stage for the rest of the 

film happens.  As the movie’s technical advisor, Richard Harwell, described it, 

 

The grand, wide, beautifully curving stairway of the Wilkes home 

represents all that was gracious in the Old South.  The passage is sparkling 

white, airy, full of the ebb and flow of refined society.  There Rhett first 

spies Scarlett [Figure 132].  There Scarlett ensnares various of her 

admirers.  The stairwell area is the meeting place of bowing servants and 

their supposed betters.  There Melanie displays her Christian charity in 

defending Scarlett’s designs; there too Ashley Wilkes encounters the 

flirtatious O’Hara.  One widely-used publicity still pictures the stairs full 

of belles descending to meet awaiting gentlemen.322 (Figure 133) 

 

He might have added that there Scarlett agrees to marry Charles Hamilton to spite 

Ashley, there she spies on the men in the house and eavesdrops on the women, and there 

she stands when the shouts of Georgia entering the war are first heard (Figure 134).  Even 

though it is not her house, it is her territory, her stage, and her tactical weapon.  And 

although he lives there, poor Ashley seems distinctly out of place and unfitting on the 



 

   203 

staircase; he is most comfortable away from it on the ground floor.  It is important to note 

that very little of the flirtatious activity that happens on this stair occurs there in the 

novel; this connection between Scarlett’s mating dance and the staircase was the movie’s 

creation.  

 Selznick, in review, employed the stair at Twelve Oaks to do a number of things.  

In its exuberance he exceeded his audiences’ expectations about the Old South, 

reinforcing the myth of fragile elegance, handsome men in pressed uniforms, beautiful 

women in taffeta hoopskirts, and happy slaves serving cool juleps in silver cups to their 

magnanimous masters.  It was an unashamed sign of sumptuous wealth.  He also used the 

stair to signify the end of all this: the last the audience sees of Twelve Oaks is the charred 

ruins of the Wilkes’s graceful staircase as Scarlet returns home from the devastation in 

Atlanta (Figure 135).  What Selznick did not do with the Twelve Oaks stair, however, 

was tie it in any way to racial hierarchies within the Wilkes household.  Viewers did see 

the occasional (African-American) servant on its treads, but only in an incidental and 

almost unnoticeable way.  As with Tara and Butler Hall, the great staircase at Twelve 

Oaks had nothing to do with domestic help and minor extras and everything to do with 

the stars.  The staff needed to stay out of the way. 

 Selznick drew on this stair to do more than just cater to viewer fantasies and 

screen the movement of servants.  The swirly grandeur of the thing, with its bevy of 

lovely young maidens parading on its steps, speaks of a voluptuous architectural 

sensuality.  This, one could argue, is a sexual if not sexist set, a sanctum whose feminine 

barriers only the macho Rhett can penetrate.  Rhett, as we subsequently learn, has his 
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constructed alter ego in the massive, thrusting straight flight at Butler Hall; his is the 

perfect Freudian complement to Ashley’s stair, the plan of which bears an uncanny 

resemblance to the diagram of the female reproductive system as opposed to Rhett’s 

obviously phallic layout.   

 Selznick thus called on this staircase to highlight not only the marked contrast 

between the man-of-the-earth Gerald O’Hara and the eww-it’s-dirty Wilkes clan, but also 

the more striking difference between the “mythic stud” Rhett and the effete Ashley, 

described humorously by Jeanine Basinger in 1993:   

 

Ashley Wilkes represents marriage, home, children, fidelity, and 

respectability.  Rhett Butler represents the opposite in all areas.  He is the 

supreme projection.  Is there any woman alive who would choose Howard 

over Gable?  Everyone knows this is the major flaw of Gone With the 

Wind.323 

  

Menzies and Wheeler evolved their stair design from a historically proper rectangular 

open well type—a masculine association—to a graceful single curve—a feminine 

association—and ultimately to the over-the-top double-curving T-shape iteration with a 

main flight that spills out onto the hall floor like the train of a wedding gown, all beneath 

delicate and sparkling crystal chandeliers.  The meaning is unclear, for it is a curvaceous 

reinterpretation of the customary rectilinear three-run staircase.  Was this Selznick’s way 

of implying what Gerald O’Hara suggested awkwardly to Scarlett—about the Wilkes 

being “different”—or what Ashley’s flaccid hankie similarly indicated (Figure 136)?  

These hints came from Mitchell’s book originally, penned by an author who would be 
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familiar with the Southern approach to anything socially uncomfortable: everyone may 

know it, but it goes away if no one talks about it.  That Ashley married Melanie is a 

minor detail; such was the expectation of every gentleman in this day and age. 

 Gone With the Wind was—and remains—a smash hit.  Twelve Oaks and its 

fabulous stair hall will forever be synonymous with the romanticized antebellum South.  

How much audiences picked up on whatever sexual nuance Selznick and his crew may 

have intended is unknown.  Breen’s group only objected to the overt depiction of Rhett’s 

good friend, brothel madam Belle, and to his famous last utterance before leaving Scarlett 

at the finale.  If it was indeed Selznick’s desire to send other more coded messages to his 

viewers through his extravagant set piece, the Production Code officials certainly missed 

them, even if, just perhaps, some moviegoers understood what he, and maybe even author 

Mitchell, seemed to be trying to say. 

 

Rebecca (1940) 

Few directors were as fond of employing the staircase to dramatic effect as Alfred 

Hitchcock.  The stair pervaded his films as a specific, significant location within the 

house, a site for ordeals, and an indicator of moral change or equivocation.324  His 

staircases were frequently places of crisis, and he used the perspectival advantages of 

their dynamic and spatially fragmented aspects to isolate and confine his characters.  A 

Hitchcock staircase functioned as the central spine of domestic space, which allowed it to 

be used as a stage for psychological tensions.  And it led to trouble, since his stair almost 

always accompanied what Steven Jacobs called the “cognitive hubris” of the 
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protagonists. Like the proverbial cat, inquisitiveness drove these characters upstairs or 

downstairs, with each step advancing but also delaying the dénouement.  Whether 

satisfaction brought it back to life again remained to be seen.325   

The director took full advantage of familiar behavioral psychology—such as the 

childhood fear of the unknown at the top of the stairs, or conversely the expected (and 

then inverted) notion of safety at the summit—to charge his ascents with violin-whining 

trepidation.326  Additionally, he infused the floors or levels in a house with separate, 

emotional meanings, and used the staircase as the metaphorical link between the 

divergent moralities they represented.  As Hitchcock historian Dennis Zirnite explained 

in 1986, each floor was defined by the traits of the primary characters with which the 

applicable level was associated.  The main (usually ground) level was generally 

characterized by “banality, complacency, and a shallow vigilance” and was an “earth-

bound” zone personified by those acting according to a “precarious sense of decency.”  

On the other hand, there was the upper level—for Hitchcock, definitely not the traditional 

heavenly oasis—which Zirnite described as the “oppressive dominion of a malignant 

force, of human destructiveness; the ‘overseeing’ catalyst of moral instability.”  An 

individual linked to this floor possessed a “deceptive charm, a repressed misogyny, and 

an exuding seductiveness,” for the place he or she occupied was “incarnated by those 

who unleash[ed] the darkest human impulses.”  The staircase in a Hitchcock movie was 

inevitably the site where the ethical spirits of the two floors came into conflict.327   

In Rebecca, Hitchcock added the three-run stair to his repertoire.  Returning to 

Manderley, we have already seen the director’s use of the tornado-like spiral to hint at the 
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trouble to come.  But that stair was located discretely in the east wing.  Central to the 

house—and the story—was the grand staircase that occupies one end of the great hall like 

an awe-inspiring and intimidating altar (Figure 137).  Manderley, as a Jacobethan work 

of architecture, followed English historical precedent quite well, from the rambling 

exterior that seems to reflect years of alterations and additions to the traditional great hall 

at its center.  The richly worked staircase, too, as an essential component of any country 

house from the seventeenth century-on, was equally accurate—almost (Figure 138).328  

Historically, the Elizabethan and Jacobean staircase each took the form of a square newel 

placed off the hall; an axially positioned T-shape stair of the likes seen in Rebecca was 

virtually unheard of.  Author du Maurier did not describe the stair at Manderley, other 

than to note it was “exquisite” and led to a minstrel’s gallery.329  This, then, was 

Hitchcock’s creation, a historical misfit designed for specific narrative and dramatic 

effect. 

Hitchcock created the great hall and staircase to impart a sense of ancient, 

aristocratic wealth and power.  But he also conjured up a sense of unease:  the vast, nave-

like emptiness of the hall rendered it disconcertedly uncomfortable (Figure 139).330    

Further, the sheer scale of the space and its various architectural elements provoked a 

feeling of disorientation, of human irrelevance in proportion to the surrounding 

environment.331  Add to this the general plan of the staircase that could call to mind 

autocratic control of the kind one would have witnessed on Louis XIV’s ambassador’s 

staircase, and the result was one very intimidating presence—obviously exactly what the 

director had in mind (Figure 140).  
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Art directors Lyle Wheeler and William Cameron Menzies appear to have well 

understood Hitchcock’s sense of architectural signification.  The style of the mansion 

harkens back to a period on the outer edge of Pugin- and Ruskin-esque architectural 

pedantry, when the Gothic and Tudor and their subsequent derivatives were argued as 

reflective of a good and ethical society.  But that is deceiving, for nothing of the sort 

would describe the activities that have and continue to transpire within the hallowed halls 

of the de Winter estate.  From the beginning, Manderley takes the role of a supporting 

actor, setting and continually reminds the viewer of the mood of tragedy and foreboding 

that is central to the story.332 

Hitchcock extended this irony to the activity on Manderley’s grand staircase.  

Customarily, a descente made on such a stair would be an act of personal glory, a lovely 

entrance to an appreciative audience.  In one of the most memorable scenes of the movie, 

the heroine, tricked by the treacherous Mrs. Danvers, arrives at the costume ball she is 

hosting unknowingly dressed in the same dress as her unseen rival, Rebecca, wore to her 

own party just a year before.  As “I” descends the staircase, she is met with the horrified 

glare of Maxim, who demands she leave immediately and change into something—

anything—else (Figure 141).  Thus, a triumphant entrance on the glorious staircase is 

transformed into a debilitating humiliation, the staircase becoming a conspiring accessory 

to Mrs. Danvers’ malevolent schemes.   It is what Thomas Elsaesser would label a 

“dramatic continuity,” in which, using the vertical axis of the staircase as a foil, 

Hitchcock lets emotions rise and then brings them down “with a thump.”333  The 
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theatricality, the power, and the poignancy of it all would not be possible but on these 

steps. 

Both Steven Jacobs and Robin Wood have argued that Manderley is a symbol of 

patriarchal order, the former seeing it as a place of oppression (presumably of the meek 

heroine), the latter as a locus of containment (of the uncontainable Rebecca). 334  

Conversely, Tania Modleski, in her 2005 essay about Alfred Hitchcock, describes the 

manor as the labyrinth in which Rebecca’s Ariadne traps Maxim’s Theseus by refusing to 

give him the thread of escape.  And John Orr, also writing about Hitchcock (in 1986) 

declares the place the site of a “sterile, entropic, dissipated” Eros—hardly the adjectives 

one would associate with a symbol of masculine dominance.335  So whose is it?  To 

whom does Manderley and its great three-run staircase “belong”?   

With a nod to Elsie de Wolfe, it can be argued that, while Maxim and his 

ancestors may have made the house, Rebecca went them one better and made of it hers.  

Manderley is nothing if not the very image of masculine power appropriated by an even 

more powerful female, one who still exerts control from her watery grave.  And, 

notwithstanding the preponderance of the letter “R” monogrammed on virtually 

everything, nowhere in the mansion is this dominance more clearly exhibited 

architecturally than in the grand staircase.  The stair connects the two wings of the house, 

yet serves as a chasm between them.  To approach the elaborate pair of doors leading to 

Rebecca’s sumptuous suite, one must ascend the stairs as though climbing to some 

heavenly realm, as in Buster Keaton’s Haunted House.  The heroine and Maxim live in 

the opposing east wing, separated from Rebecca’s nirvana by an entresol landing that 
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requires one to first descend before rising again as just described.  It is a coding and a 

forced ritual a Renaissance Italian duke would truly envy.  

The importance of this staircase is made evident in one of the earliest scenes, in 

which the newly-arrived heroine gazes in awe at it at the far end of the great hall.  It is 

bathed in an ethereal light, a radiance that suggests the glowing rays of divinity in 

sixteenth-century art (Figure 142).  The tall, leaded Gothic window at the landing 

suggests a cathedral, the whole composition a setting of religious ritual in which the holy 

priest(ess) may at any moment descend to the flock, and the meek mortal may crawl 

upward for alms.  Despite its masculine form and vocabulary, no male is ever seen on its 

treads during virtually the entire movie; it is a male province that has been usurped—no, 

conquered—by a female and her retinue.  The subject of all this symbolism is, of course, 

the goddess or the she-devil (depending on one’s perspective), Rebecca.  But there is 

more to this story that complicates the meaning of this staircase. 

Much has been written about Rebecca’s enigmatic character.  Rhona Berenstein’s 

concise description from 1992 seems to provide the best summary:   

 

Rebecca is monstrous, diseased, nonreproductive, destructive, unnatural, 

masculine, and a man hater.  She is also strikingly beautiful, powerful, and 

alluring enough to sustain the attentions of her housekeeper and her 

successor and to jeopardize the success of the film’s primary heterosexual 

union.336   

 

Is Rebecca gay or at least bisexual?  She wouldn’t be the first Hitchcock character to 

provoke such a question.  Hitchcock was, after all, interested in “perverse sexuality” of 
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all kinds, which he liked to use to increase dramatic tension.337  Du Maurier certainly 

implied a relationship between Rebecca and Mrs. Danvers, or at least an intense longing 

for, idolization of, and interest in Rebecca on Mrs. Danvers’s part.  “She simply adored 

Rebecca,” wrote the author, “Mrs. Danvers knew how she walked and how she spoke.  

Mrs. Danvers knew the colour of her eyes, her smile, the texture of her hair.”338  The 

script, borrowing from the novel, called for Mrs. Danvers to exclaim that Rebecca 

“despised all men,” that “love-making was a game with her…She told me so…She did it 

because it made her laugh.”339  (The Production Code reviewers objected to this sentence, 

warning that “there must be no suggestion whatever of a perverted relationship between 

Mrs. Danvers and Rebecca.”340)  Critics and other writers have discussed the implied 

lesbianism of the film for years, focusing particular attention on Mrs. Danvers, her 

masculine appearance, and the scene in which she pets her dead mistress’s 

undergarments.341  Hitchcock was characteristically silent on the matter, but one of his 

final shots in the movie, highlighted by Charles and Mirella Jona Affron, seems to 

capture his intent:  “Mrs. Danvers has set fire to the house.  We last see her in Rebecca’s 

room, still hieratic in her black dress...  The last image is an eroticized décor: Rebecca’s 

burning bed, then a close-up of her pillow and her negligee case, an R embroidered on it 

by Mrs. Danvers.”342   So what does this mean in terms of the grand stair at Manderley? 

Hitchcock created Manderley’s Jacobethan-style, Bramante-form stair to 

communicate to his audiences on a variety of planes.  In any sense of the word, it was 

grand—Hollywood-grand.  Viewers could identify with the heroine as she shrank from 

its imposing, awesome presence, a presence that bespoke ancient aristocratic wealth and 
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paternalistic power.  To American moviegoers, Manderley, its great hall, and its 

ponderous stair were the stuff of storybooks and legends.  As the story unfolds, however, 

the attentive viewer would notice that this is not an exceptional stage for the governing 

rituals of the resident lord, but a sign of his absolute emasculation by the unseen lady of 

the house, whose suite of rooms occupies the place of honor at the summit.  This lady—

Rebecca—and her erstwhile lady-in-waiting—Mrs. Danvers—preside over the manor 

using the stair as a weapon of intimidation to all who would dare tread upon it.  The lord 

of the castle has been banished from its steps, his presumptive new princess scorned and 

reduced to humiliation thereupon, too.  The stair—its monarchical form, its male 

architectural associations, and its historical linkages to male rituals—stands in marked 

contrast to the women who inhabit it, and makes its feminine usurpation that much more 

potent and tension-inducing.  Lastly, the stair as a defensive moat and as an offensive site 

of control—wielded visually by Mrs. Danvers and virtually by Rebecca—allowed for the 

protection of Rebecca’s extramarital activities, including quite possibly with Mrs. 

Danvers, which ultimately makes a mockery of the supposed moral rectitude of 

Manderley’s old English architecture.  Here, aberrant sex and castrating power provided 

the means for Hitchcock to evade much of Joseph Breen’s scornful pen.   

 

The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945) 

The staircase in Dorian Gray’s London townhouse is a scalalogical tour de force by 

Cedric Gibbons through his unit art director Hans Peters and his trained architect on the 

project, Lutah Maria Riggs (Figure 143).343  It is a structurally lithe rendering of a John 
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Soane-inspired Grecian Regency style that seems to have no specific precedent, either in 

the built environment or in the world of film.  Rising three floors, the stair is a 

meticulously designed and detailed work of architecture that is clearly intended not just 

for dramatic purposes, but for character definition as well.  The design team managed to 

slip past the Code and, through this artful set, reveal more of Oscar Wilde’s intent that 

was otherwise permissible.  It was brilliantly, if subtly, done. 

 The Picture of Dorian Gray was based on Oscar Wilde’s controversial novel of 

the same name.  The book more than the movie—thanks to the wary eye of Production 

Code sensors that forced screenwriters to use caution—told a Faustian story that included 

a thinly veiled subplot of homosexual intrigue.  Despite the efforts of Breen and his men, 

art director Gibbons and his team managed to weave the forbidden theme through the 

film—much, as will be seen shortly, to the dismay of the National Legion of Decency.   

 Oscar Wilde’s tale (as revised by director Albert Lewin) is about a wealthy young 

man—Dorian Gray—in London during the late Victorian era.  While having his portrait 

painted by an artist whose relationship with the subject might be more than professional, 

Dorian exclaims that he would sell his soul in exchange for eternal youth, remarking that 

he wishes the painting would age instead of him.  Clearly the spirits of the underworld 

are listening, for Dorian’s wish—as becomes evident soon enough—is granted.  The 

pliant Dorian then heeds the philosophical musings of his good friend, Lord Henry, who 

instills in the pretty young man a sense of hedonistic entitlement.  Taking full advantage 

of his youth and good looks, Dorian becomes a much whispered-about participant in the 

seamier pleasures of the night, a decadence that is reflected in the progressive 
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degeneration of his painted image.   In the end, and after causing much unhappiness as 

well as several deaths, the tormented Dorian inadvertently kills himself by proxy as he 

stabs his grotesque portrait in remorseful fury.  Sin, by the terms of the Code, must be 

punished. 

Dorian’s elegant staircase is an exuberant hybrid of an orthogonal three-run type 

and a quarter round curve, a formal inversion of that seen in Gilda (Figure 144).  It 

occupies most of the hall that contains it, and is prominently visible from both the 

rectangular drawing room and the circular outside terrace, the two other important spaces 

within the set (Figure 145).  It leads, via the initial straight flight, to Dorian’s bedroom 

and private study on the second floor, and further up, via the curved stair, to the locked 

door of his childhood playroom—the one-time Bachelard-ian attic of innocence and 

current reluctant container of guilt—behind which is the increasingly degrading painting 

that reveals the secret of his Faustian bargain (Figure 146).  The planimetric shapes—

rectangular and segmental—call to mind the ancient symbols of man and woman, just 

like they did in The Fountainhead.  But whereas in Ayn Rand’s movie, the juxtaposition 

of the two elemental forms signaled a conjoining of heterosexual fire and ice, in Lewin’s, 

the pairing seeming to indicate something very different.  One can reasonable ask if the 

composition were simply artistic, or if there was something else going on. 

 Lutah Maria Riggs kept a journal in which, among other things, she discussed her 

work on Dorian Gray.  In it, she notes that she has reread Wilde’s novel so she can 

compare it with the screenplay, and is disappointed, because the script omits the 

“important theme of our time,” homosexuality.   Interestingly, Riggs, who never married 
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and carried on a long term, intimate correspondence with friend Miriam Lyttle Davis, is 

not an advocate of Wilde’s views; instead, she sees the movie as an opportunity to 

prevent young boys from seeing such behavior as something to imitate: 

 

I read the script some time ago—then I got a copy of the book at a second 

hand store and read it.  It had been so many years since I read the book 

that I couldn’t tell how nearly the script followed the book.  It differs from 

the book in omitting entirely the unhealthy homo-sexual relationship 

between the artist who painted the portrait and Dorian.  I don’t know why 

that is omitted—as that is the important thing that the book is about—

unless it is too hot a subject to handle from the point of view of the Hays 

Office or something.  Oscar Wilde took such pains to write a powerful 

account of the disintegration of a human soul which had lost its own 

balance in fastening itself upon the image of Dorian’s beautiful face—and 

never could get itself back together again. … In making his account one of 

the workings of the human spirit—and one that started in an apparently 

innocent and high-minded way, he showed even more clearly than if he 

had made it an ordinary homo-sexual love affair of the body—that this 

danger is ever present for every human being, who has to guide his own 

body and soul in a self reliant manner, and be ever careful of leaning over-

much for support on others.344   

   

One can deduce that Riggs wanted the movie to address the subtext of homosexuality, but 

with the objective of using it as a vehicle of moral messaging, for she clearly linked 

Dorian’s homosexual relationships with his depravity of the soul.  But this subtext wasn’t 

totally erased.  Hurd Hatfield, the actor who played Dorian in the film (and who was 

himself gay—yet another possible subtlety) commented in an interview with film critic 
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Jim Lysaght shortly before his death in 1999 that the studio “had to get past the censors, 

which they very credibly did when the painter says to Dorian, ‘I hear the most terrible 

things about you…and Lord somebody’s son,’ who committed suicide because of Dorian.  

They slipped it in, you see…”  He continued, “If you’re very alert you can get it, the 

implication is there, but everything happens offstage.”345  Well, almost everything.  

Riggs, Peters, and Gibbons turned to their sets to communicate this important omission. 

 Clearly the airy, delicate, attenuated Greco-Roman forms of Dorian’s staircase do 

not convey a conventional sense of masculinity (Riggs even switched the supporting 

columns from a manly Doric to a more feminine Tower-of-the-Winds Corinthian over the 

course of her design development), and the lithe three-run stair itself suggests more a 

stage for a lady’s descente than a podium for a man of power (Figure 147).  This staircase 

is the polar opposite of the one associated with that paragon of virility—Rhett Butler—in 

his Atlanta mansion.  To further aid in the messaging, the set designers included a 

plethora of nude male classical torsos and busts throughout the set, in full and bas-relief, 

on pedestals, in niches, on walls, and even above Dorian’s bed—coded signs, by Wilde’s 

time, that were employed among gay men (Figure 148).346  As director Lewin explained, 

“I packed it [the set] full of symbols,” a strategy Lysaght also pointed out in his interview 

with Hatfield.347  Leila Loban and Richard Valley, writing in Scarlett Street in 2001, took 

full notice of Lewin’s efforts: 

 

He’s [Dorian] crammed his country home with horned masks and horned 

game trophies, along with artistic depictions of horns, swords, spears, and 

other obvious phallic imagery.  He also collects classical and neoclassical 
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art with homoerotic implications.  During a conversation with Gladys, a 

mirror reflects a reproduction of a nude, bronze “David” by the fifteenth 

century Italian artist, Verrocchio.  There’s another Italian nude, a copy of 

“David,” by Donatello, in the gentlemen’s club Dorian frequents.348 

 

In the circular courtyard, one such bust seems to proclaim its shock as Dorian and Basil 

Hallward (the artist of Dorian’s ill-fated portrait and special admirer of Dorian’s boyish 

good looks) carry on a conversation, with the stair and a naked male statue serving as 

background (Figure 149).  

 Oscar Wilde’s homosexuality was a very known fact in 1945; fifty years earlier 

the author had been rather infamously and notoriously convicted on charges of sodomy.  

Therefore, the Production Code office was on high alert when the script for Dorian Gray 

arrived for review.  In an early letter to MGM’s L. B. Mayer, Joseph Breen cautioned 

that, “for obvious reasons, it will be absolutely essential that there will be no possibility 

of any inference of sex perversion, anywhere in the story.  Otherwise, the finished picture 

could not be approved.” 349   A subsequent letter reiterated that stipulation, and 

additionally remarked that “we presume, of course, that none of the statues shown…in 

the picture…will be objectionable nudes.”350  MGM evidently satisfied Breen’s censors, 

for the film was released in early 1945.  However, that didn’t stop the Very Rev. 

Monsignor John J. McClafferty, Executive Secretary of the National Legion of Decency, 

from complaining to the Production Code Administration office that “there were portions 

in the picture which could be interpreted as conveying implications of homo-

sexuality.”351  As support for his assertion, McClafferty quoted a number of industry 
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reviews, of which the March 3, 1945 issue of The Product Digest of the Motion Picture 

Herald provided an amusing example: 

 

A second problem…concerns the suitability of the picture for the various 

kinds of audiences and communities.  The film is a finely, artistically and 

cunningly wrought study of the effects of the utter excesses of evil 

indulgence upon an individual, with no penalty but accidental death 

exacted of the evil-doer by way of indicating that he shouldn’t have done 

what he did, and with no evidence to show that his dissipation follows any 

of the staple lanes of sinning (it’s emphasized that he doesn’t go for wine 

or women, although he does have a fondness for song) generally known 

about and recognized as acceptable for dramatic presentation.  The corn 

belt and the deep South are areas, to name two that suggest themselves at 

once, where the customers could be expected to look up the theatre 

manager and ask him what, besides murder, the picture they’d just seen 

was all about – and to complain on behalf of their families if he told 

them…352 

 

Did Peters’s and Riggs’s fanciful staircase of mixed metaphors directly suggest Wilde’s 

homosexual subtext to audiences?  Probably not by itself.  But when combined with the 

rest of the set, it certainly did nothing to dispel Lewin’s admitted messaging and in fact 

likely reinforced it.   The suggestively feminized staircase was Dorian’s almost constant 

backdrop, just like those that similarly supported lead female characters in The Little 

Foxes, The Fountainhead, Harriet Craig, and (as will be seen), Queen Bee (Figure 150).  

In its complicated form, precious construction, and provocative destinations (Dorian’s 

bed with its male guardian and the locked room on the top floor), it helped describe 
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Dorian’s tantalizing, opaque character.  Was Lewin’s effort successful?  The New York 

Times argued to the negative, finding “the whole thing [the movie]…makes little or no 

sense…[and its] extravagant setting…pretentious in the extremes.”353  The New York 

Post, on the other hand, acknowledged the challenge Peters’s and Riggs’s designs tried to 

meet:  “It has to make a great fuss over its invisible vices.  If your mind immediately goes 

off, bucket-buckety, into the purlieus, subbasements and penthouses of unmentionable 

practices, well and good.  But if…you find the evidence of your senses overwhelming, 

the situation borders on the laughable.”354  In the end, the movie managed to ruffle 

enough feathers to suggest that, through a combination of narrative, set design, and 

staircase, Oscar Wilde’s important subtext did make its way out to viewers—even if not 

the Production Code censors—and certainly to the more finely attuned Legion of 

Decency. 

 

Queen Bee (1955) 

Based on Edna Lee’s 1949 novel, The Queen Bee, this Oscar-nominated movie tells the 

story of Eva Phillips, the beautiful, charming, and always flawlessly coiffed and coutured 

wife of the wealthy and alcoholic scion of an old Atlanta family, Avery Phillips.  The 

characters and plot develop through the naïve eyes of Jennifer, Eva’s niece who has come 

to stay for an indeterminate period of time.  Over the course of the film, we learn that Eva 

is not whom she first seems.  Rather, she is in fact a sexually manipulating, self-centered, 

duplicitous, controlling, and ultimately destructive individual who has driven her husband 

to drink and her sister-in-law, Carol, to suicide through her cunning manipulations and 
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clever deceits, all while ignoring her two young children and having indiscrete and 

vindictive affairs.  To make matters even more interesting, Jennifer falls in love with her 

abused uncle, which puts her in Eva’s cross hairs, thereby placing her at risk of being 

stung to death by the jealous queen bee that is her aunt.  In the end, Eva meets her end in 

a suicide-murder as her former lover (and husband-to-be of Carol) drives off a cliff with 

her at his side.  With all the unhappiness out of the picture, Jennifer and Avery are free to 

walk down the stair and out of the house to a new life together, leaving the ghost of Eva 

behind. 

 The staircase in the Phillips mansion is the uncredited star of the show.  It sits 

within an imposing Colonial Revival house, that style whose gentle and honorable 

meaning will be cruelly inverted as the movie progresses, just as in Harriet Craig.  We 

first see it upon Jennifer’s arrival at the house, as she enters the large, two-story entrance 

hall (Figure 151).  It is an extravagant stand-alone set piece that is the focus of her—and 

the audience’s—undivided attention.   Without even seeing the exterior of the house, we 

know by the stair alone that this is a substantial, awesome mansion: the family that lives 

here is rich.  One ascends this staircase via a steep, straight flight to a mid-floor landing 

overlooking the rear of the hall and the outside garden, and then continues to the bedroom 

level along either of a pair of quarter round segments.  The blend of the orthogonal and 

the curved is reminiscent of the staircase in Dorian Gray’s townhouse, except in this case 

(as will be seen) the meaning is different.  In appearance, the stair is light and delicate, 

with slender elegant pickets supporting a thin handrail.  Perhaps surprisingly, the 

undersides of the flights to the second floor seem serrated—an unusually sharp and 
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dissonant treatment compared to the rest of the ensemble; there is something disquieting 

and disturbing about this staircase, just as there is about Eva and the effect of her 

presence in the house—an impression the studio accentuated in a publicity photo (Figure 

152). What should not surprise us as the story develops is that this stair is the 

architectural embodiment of Eva.  There is something aggressively imposing about it.  It 

is a study in contrasts and dualities. It is simultaneously sharp and lithe, steeply angled 

and gently curved, and defiantly projecting and politely demure.  In short, it captures the 

equally contradictory characteristics of the softly elegant and icily calculating villain of 

the story. 

 We can’t ignore the staircase, just as we can’t ignore Eva.  It is her stage and her 

throne, her promenade and her observatory, and appears, in part or in whole, throughout 

the film, virtually always in some visible relationship to her—a continuation of an anthro-

formal relationship that appears to have begun with The Little Foxes and carried though 

to Harriet Craig and then on to Dorian Gray.  This is not accidental, for the juxtaposition 

figures in the movie’s conceptual storyboards, indicating a clear intent on director Ranald 

MacDougall’s part (Figure 153).  Further, the blend of the masculine straight and 

feminine curved forms serves as visible evidence that Eva has usurped the role of pater 

familias from her emasculated husband, whom we never see on its treads until the end 

when Eva’s minutes are numbered or expired; art director Ross Bellah has tossed out 

Hitchcock’s subtler unfolding of the same idea used earlier in Rebecca.  This staircase is 

MacDougall’s and Bellah’s creation, for it does not exist in this form nor is it drawn into 

the drama in the novel.  Actually, in Edna Lee’s book, the staircase is described simply as 
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“curving” and plays no meaningful role in the narrative.355  Thus, the creative team has 

taken the simple benign feminine form so associated with the South and given it dramatic 

rigor by reshaping it as the hybrid three-run we see on screen.  It has gone from being 

symbolic of her sex to representative of her soul, and is as inescapable a presence in the 

house as she is an inescapable tormentor of those around her. 

 The casual moviegoer would likely see Eva as a kind of heterosexual siren cum 

mantis, who preys sexually, emotionally, and mentally on men until they succumb to her 

designs, after which she either discards or devours them.  This is all true, of course.  

However, there is a subtext to the story that is more evident (for obvious reasons) in the 

novel than in the film.  It seems that niece Jennifer, while also harboring a post-

adolescent love for Avery, idolizes Eva in a way that is quite personal and intimate.  In 

the book, through good times and bad, Jennifer is constant in her adoration of Eva’s 

beauty—her hair, her face, her throat, and her “virginal breasts,” as well as the way she 

moves, laughs, and carries herself—an adoration Eva seems to encourage.  Jennifer 

watches as Eva undresses to nothing in front of her and even begs to be allowed to iron 

her “fragile underwear,” a peculiar desire that brings to mind Mrs. Danvers’s petting of 

Rebecca’s filmy nightgown.356  In the movie (as in the novel), we see Jennifer gaze 

adoringly at her aunt, and then say, breathlessly, “I was just thinking how beautiful you 

are.  How very beautiful.”  This to a woman who has just advised her niece that “you can 

get anything [and anyone] you want” (Figure 154).  Although less persistent than in Lee’s 

novel, the suggestion remains in the motion picture: there is a latent, perhaps 
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subconscious lesbian attraction on Jennifer’s part toward her aunt, an attraction that may 

or may not be purposely encouraged or even reciprocal. 

 The Production Code reviewers missed this implication, as they most always did 

(unless it was rather blatant or, as in Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, it was anticipated), 

responding instead with a visceral revulsion to Lee’s narrative in general.  “We feel that a 

story of this nature indulges in far too much corruption and wickedness, the sum total of 

which is an excessively low and immoral tone,” wrote reviewer Geoffrey M. Shurlock to 

Harry Cohn of Columbia Pictures.357  With such offense taken at Eva’s character, who 

had time to interpret the possible meanings of Jennifer’s effusions?  With but a few 

negligible revisions, the movie was approved a short time later. 

 Lastly, we return to the question of the intersection of race and the staircase in a 

movie situated in the South.  The time is contemporary—that is, somewhere close to 

1955—so we are presumably far removed from the suggestive shadows of slavery:  at 

least the servants do not appear to be in off the fields, although their proper command of 

English remains sketchy at best.  In Queen Bee, director MacDougal does the inverse of 

The Little Colonel: the front stair is allowed to the senior black female servant (rather 

than the senior black male), while the junior female domestics and all male help are 

relegated to an unseen back stair.  Thus, as in the Shirley Temple film of twenty years 

prior, the staircase discriminates by gender rather than by race.   

Eva Phillips’s staircase is ultimately a powerful sign system, its railing pickets 

suggesting both the inescapable prison of which Eva is the warden and the lovely 

slenderness of her perfect figure, its landing a voyeur’s clandestine hideout and a 
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seductive exhibitionist’s catwalk, and its hybrid form a representation of sex and power 

artfully wielded and conquest firmly made.  The duality of the straight form and the 

circular refer not to a lustful convergence, as between Howard Roark and Dominique 

Francon, nor necessarily (although quite possibly) to Dorian Gray’s hybridic sexuality, 

but to Eva’s complete emasculation of the males in her life.  The stair resembles a 

tornado at the nexus of the house, a vortex swirling demonically with Eva’s cunning 

schemes and guileful underhandedness.  By the end of the film, the audience should 

recognize Eva’s staircase as a mark of wealth abused and marriage gone wrong; this is no 

fairy-tale-wedding bridal stair.  It is with an indefinable sense of unease that we first face 

it at the beginning of the movie, and with a great sense of relief that we watch as Jennifer 

and Avery make their last descent toward the door (Figure 155).  It is an exit that recalls 

Rhett’s similar abandonment of all that was unpleasant to him. 

 

Conclusion 

The three-run, T-shape staircase was a time-proven, effective way of communicating 

wealth, status, and power.  If the historical associations of imperial grandeur failed to 

convince a viewer, then the almost embarrassing volume of space it consumed alone was 

enough to send the message.  In motion pictures, the three-run staircase couldn’t help but 

impress.  Its grand form and requisite symmetry ensured that it would assume a 

prominent, front-and-center role in the narrative.  As such, it was in an excellent position 

to help define the nature and status of the house and its occupants, suggest character, and 

contribute to dramatic tension.  It was a most didactic type of staircase. 
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 Perhaps because of its occasionally composite configuration, its other, more 

nuanced meanings were not always clear or consistent.  Unlike the straight and curved 

stairs, for instance, the gender affiliation of the T-shape was clouded.  With whom would 

a viewer associate the great stair at Manderley?  With all or none or some combination of 

“I,” Maxim, Rebecca, or Mrs. Danvers?  Similarly the remarkable stair in Queen Bee: 

part curve, part straight—about whom does it speak?  We’re not totally sure—initially, 

that is.  This raises the question of subtext proposed at the beginning of this chapter and 

argued through each of the five case study films.  In Hollywood at least, did the T-shape 

stair accommodate within its form the implications of emasculation and sexual ambiguity 

or orientation?   

The notion may seem absurd, but there is a certain consistent pattern within this 

set of motion pictures that is evident, however subtle it may be.  In The Old Dark House, 

the eccentric staircase functioned as an uncomfortable foil for the mincing Horace Femm 

and a confirming paradigm of masculinity for his equally solid and unfeminine sister. In 

Gone With the Wind, Scarlett commandeered Twelve Oaks’s extravagant bifurcated 

staircase, leaving poor Ashley to waive for attention with his delicate, wispy 

handkerchief.  Rebecca’s great Jacobethan stage that was the staircase at Manderley was 

so thoroughly usurped by the ghost of Rebecca and her doe-eyed handmaiden, Mrs. 

Danvers, that even Maxim de Winter, the great scion of the ancient manor, never dared 

set his foot on its treads, and Dorian Gray’s Regency confection pirouetted among a bevy 

of classical nudes in a pretentious display of erudite effeminacy.  Lastly, we saw Eva 

Phillips, the queen bee who took her husband’s homestead and made it her castle, the 
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staircase an ever-present reminder of her controlling sexuality that seems to have had no 

particular boundaries or restrictions.  Were these the intentions of the creative minds 

behind these films?  We will likely never know, for there appears to be no surviving 

documentation, and the admission by studio personnel of such objectives would have 

ensured the wrath of Joseph Breen’s editing pen.  But the possibility remains undeniably 

and tantalizingly up there on the screen. 
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Conclusion: The Cinematic Staircase and Architectural History 

 

Architecture is not simply a mechanical contrivance but an essay in the art 

of communication, a complex web of memories and messages.  

—J. Mordaunt Crook, The Dilemma of Style, 1987 358 

 

When he wrote these words, Crook was discussing the so-called architect’s dilemma of 

late nineteenth-century England.  This quandary is best described as the appropriate 

merger of functional engineering and artistic expression into a new architectural style. 359  

In this case of this dissertation, I have made a somewhat similar argument: that a 

convergence of narrative, psychology, form, and activity can result in another way of 

reading the history of architecture.  The medium has been the movies, the object the 

motion picture staircase, and the subject the filmmakers and their audiences. 

The approach to writing architectural history customarily involves formal analysis 

based on historical precedent and reference.  More recent methodologies add a quest for 

understanding grounded in symbolic and abstract representation, as well as social and 

political context.  This dissertation has contended that cinematic depiction allows us to 

read the built environment through a lens—quite literally—that presents reality in a 

different and poignant, yet very familiar manner.  By shifting the focus from the 

architectonic to the filmic, we are able to see how people and architecture interact with 

each other, and how shape, shade, dimension, history, psychology, symbolism, memory, 

and emotion come together in a complex and ever-changing pattern to lend richness to 
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the interpretation of the meanings of space and place, and the human contribution that 

activates them. 

A primary objective of this essay has been to demonstrate that the filmic 

staircase—and by reasonable extension, its non-celluloid, real life equivalent—was an 

effective essay in Crook’s art of communication; that its appearance, form, and 

interaction with humans constituted a messaging system that successfully stimulated 

certain understandings, assumptions, and reactions from viewers.  This has been an 

atypical study, for it relies less on the objective, documented evidence of conventional 

historiography than on the more subjective visual, associational, psychological, and 

behavioral characteristics of an observer’s cultural background and perceptual 

experiences. It recognizes the import of human participation with architecture, and its 

accompanying narrative, in the construction of the meaning of the built world around us. 

 The medium employed here was American film, and specifically a selection of 

movies drawn from a particularly well-developed slice of the Golden Age of Hollywood.  

And the method combined documentation, observation, and an explication of the ways 

through which those involved on both sides of the camera created and comprehended 

meaning—all with an eye toward a reasonable interpretation of the filmic stair.  The 

purpose of choosing motion pictures as the medium was not to explore the art of movie 

making but rather to take advantage of a creative lens, as it were, that allows us to look at 

architecture and, specifically, the staircase, more clearly and powerfully than we can in 

the actual constructed environment.   The motion picture exaggerates the animate and the 

inanimate and thereby enables the viewer to read meanings differently—to read them 
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more purposefully and, perhaps of extra importance, emotionally.  The filmic not only 

stands in for the architectonic, it elucidates and enriches it. 

Consider for a moment the Odessa (or Potemkin) Steps (Figure 39).  Upon 

objective and erudite examination, they make up a grand, very long, and imposing flight 

from city to seaport—an impressive nineteenth-century exercise in imperial forced 

perspective as well as a fabulous promenade on which to see and be seen.  But recast this 

same staircase in Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin, and an entirely different 

reading emerges, one that shows the potential for an architectural work to exert 

enormous, destructive, and literally life-changing power.  Together, these readings—the 

static and the active, the objective and the subjective, all rooted in historical and 

contextual interpretations—allow for a multifaceted explanation of this architectural 

element, a rendering that would be incomplete and less satisfying, one without the other.   

But there is more.  Movies allow us, in a very particular way that differs from real 

life, to read intentions from the dramatized representation of this architectural element.  

There is a concentrated focus in this, creating, as Hugo Münsterberg observed back in 

1916, an involuntary attention we cannot ignore.360  When we watch a movie, the camera 

directs our eye; it alone permits what we see.  The architecture and action in front of us 

are deliberately defined and constrained for us.  We, the viewers, find ourselves 

unintentional voyeurs, visually trapped.  We cannot look elsewhere.  We are 

consequently confronted with purposefully foregrounded nuances—meanings that are 

impossible to draw from the static, formal object itself.  In a remarkable way, this silent 

speech of sets is often just as powerful as the audible speech of actors.  
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Let me take this argument further.  The filmic staircase, as we have seen, was 

undoubtedly a metaphor for power and economic status.  But in an era of Production 

Code prudery, it was also assigned a role into which no other architectural element could 

be cast; that is, it became an indicator of sexuality and, more specifically, a three-

dimensional stage for the enactment of friendly—and unfriendly—sexual power plays.  

The Code outlawed just about everything the sensors could think of that might portray 

intimate relations, be they wanted or not.  Enter now the staircase.  Where else could 

directors situate actors and actresses in positions of dominance and submission, of top 

and bottom?  What other architectural element could, with requisite physical effort, lead 

from rest to climax?  Could the not-so-subtle suggestion of Scarlett’s ravishment by 

Rhett, initiated with a flirtation on the curvaceous steps in Twelve Oaks, have reached 

satisfaction anywhere other than the straight, thrusting staircase in Butler Hall?  This was, 

after all, Selznick’s proclaimed “most exciting sex moment” in the film.  Michelangelo’s 

famous ricetto stair is positively Victorian by comparison.  When one questions the 

plausibility of the staircase as a distinctively charged théâtre sexuel, with all its implicit 

connotations, a simple glimpse at comparatively unrestricted post-Code movies seems to 

provide an answer: did Last Tango in Paris feature or even need such a stair? 

In the period covered by this essay, Hollywood engaged in a carefully calculated 

construction and manipulation of set architecture and architectural elements as tools for 

the development of characters on the screen and the cultivation of desired responses from 

the audience in the seats—“those wonderful people out there in the dark,” to quote 

Norma Desmond.  There was intent in this: sets and their staircases were conceived as 
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communicative signs that supported and engaged the narrative, a purpose that relied on 

implicit or explicit assumptions about how audiences would read them.  Movies 

mimicked and often amplified what existed in life outside the theater, and moviegoers in 

turn often emulated in their own modes of living what they saw on the silver screen.  

This, then, was a kind of do-loop of the reel influencing the real and vice versa.   

 There are a number of conclusions one can draw from this study.  To begin with, 

it is a truism that formalistic first impressions matter.  When the individual—or a 

camera—enters a building and encounters a staircase, an immediate set of deductions is 

made about the people who occupy the place.  What is their economic status?  If they’re 

rich, is it “new” money or old?  What kind of people are they?  Are they good, evil, 

happy, miserable?  Who rules the roost?  Is it him or is it her?  Is there anything odd 

going on in this household?  These and a number of other questions pop to mind in a 

matter of seconds.   Naturally, these clues are not limited to the staircase alone, but the 

stair does condense such signs into one relatively compact and focused construct that 

allows for an economy of appreciation.  Cultural context and its multiple layers of 

meaning and influence are of consequence in the creation of these first impressions.  

Societal conventions that guide the expression of power relationships and rituals that 

unfold on the staircase, deeply-rooted associations with and understandings of the 

symbolic meanings of shapes and behaviors, and one’s own memories of past encounters 

and experiences with, on, or around the stair, to name but a few examples, serve as an 

embedded library that colors the interplay with this architectural element.   
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Second, despite sitting firmly in place on immovable foundations, architecture—

writ large and small—is performative.  It is the dynamic aspect of a building—the 

activity that happens within it and how that activity is perceived—that brings architecture 

to life.  A singular element such as the staircase can contribute significantly to this 

animation—actively as a performative stage, as in Gone With the Wind, and passively 

through omnipresence and the contribution of associative tension, as in The Picture of 

Dorian Gray and Harriet Craig.  It is a validation of Bernard Tschumi’s insistence that 

“there is no architecture without events, without actions or activity;” that “buildings 

respond to and intensify the activities that occur within them, and that events alter and 

creatively extend the structures that contain them.”361   

Third, an architectural form can reflect social hierarchies, but it does not 

discriminate per se.  In the Jim Crow era that was the Golden Age, the front staircase was 

typically the province of the masters of the house, while other, unseen staircases were 

reserved for servants, black and white.   This was an age-old understanding of society in 

general, and the screen simply reflected the realities of contemporary life.  The owner’s 

staircase was magnificent compared to that assigned to the servants, an architectural 

expression of both economy and social hierarchy—in real as in reel life.   

Fourth, architecture and architectural elements, as Sir Henry Wotton’s 

“Curtezane” and Louis Sullivan’s “manly man” demonstrated, can indeed be gendered.  

That a straight staircase is expressive of a strong male presence and a curving version of a 

confident female is overwhelmingly true, at least on the silver screen of the Golden Age.  

One could also imagine that it is often true in the real homes of the same era, as Edsel 
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Ford’s Grosse Point mansion and Mrs. Edward Inman’s Swan House in Atlanta so 

provocatively suggest (Figures 156 and 157).  That a T-shape stair is indicative or at least 

accommodating of sexual ambiguity is perhaps less obvious, but the cinematic evidence 

certainly appears to support the notion.  

Fifth, one can conclude that the staircase and sex and power—on and off the 

screen—are inextricably intertwined.  In life as in art, the interwoven dynamics of these 

two forces lay at the core of all human interactions—it is a fact of the species—and the 

staircase affords a most marvelous and persuasive setting for their enactment.  To again 

quote Foucault, “pleasure and power do not cancel or turn back against one another; they 

seek out, overlap, and reinforce one another.  They are linked together by complex 

mechanisms and devices of excitation and incitement.”362  The sensuality of three-

dimensional form, and the possibilities for movement, for exhibitionism, and for 

voyeurism, combine with the haptic, visual, and aural aspects of shape, material, and 

activity to render this object particularly ripe for erotic and assertive behavior all in one 

place.  Neither the boardroom nor the bedroom can by itself make such a claim. 

Lastly, we see that architectural history can be read in many different ways.  We 

see that people—the users and observers of architecture—can interpret the built 

environment through not just documented elucidations, but also through the lenses of 

their own observations, experiences, and backgrounds; from what they see and the 

emotions they feel.  These sentiments are assuredly subjective, and often speculative 

from an evidentiary standpoint.  But as with anything sentient they are often quite real for 
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both the spectator and participant, and fill a meaningful gap that exists between what we 

know factually and what we will never know.   

 
*     *     * 

 
This study began with a famous end.  But there is a twist to Norma Desmond’s stair: it 

was not actually a set, but a real staircase in a real house.  The mansion’s owner, Mrs. J. 

Paul Getty, leased the house to Paramount on the condition that the studio install a 

swimming pool.363  It was a perfectly serendipitous arrangement that gave Mrs. Getty a 

spot to swim and Joe Gillis a place from which to narrate his tragic tale.  The aging, 

curving staircase was already in place, however, waiting to help usher the fated silent 

screen star to her final fade-out.  Understanding this detail, one could ask how does the 

reel staircase differ from the real?  

The objective of this dissertation has been to demonstrate, using the cinematic 

staircase, the meanings inherent in a singular component of an architectural whole.  

Because the medium of analysis has been the motion picture, one might reasonably 

challenge the application of the proposed conclusions to real life stairs.  The question is 

fair.  In response, let us return to the provocative essay mentioned earlier about Adolf 

Loos’s design of a hôtel particulier for Josephine Baker.  Although the house was never 

built, author Farès el-Dahdah’s fantastical visit to the building via an imaginary tour 

through Loos’s very real drawings and model offers an extraordinarily spirited reading of 

a staircase and the ways in which its creator (Loos), its patron (Baker), and its audience (a 
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visitor), could very well have intended, experienced, and responded to the stair and Ms. 

Baker’s action upon it. 

 With the help of designer Stephen Atkinson’s digital reconstruction of the 

interiors of the house (Figure 158), el-Dahdah invites us to enter the maison with a visitor 

(the “spectator”) who, in the process of watching or imagining, is transformed into a 

voyeur: 

 

 [The] distribution of pleasure is evident as soon as one walks in the Baker 

House and confronts the large, overscaled stairs that could easily belong to 

the Folies Bérgères.  The cabaret audience, now reduced to a single 

spectator, stands looking up.  The stairs are so long that the anticipated 

approach of Josephine from the vestibule can, at first, only be heard.  Her 

head or coiffure soon appears and the rest of her body is gradually 

revealed, from top to bottom, just as in a striptease, lest we forget that the 

American dancer had been imagined stripped of all her clothes/ornaments.  

Josephine must now “wear” the stairs, much as she would a dress, in order 

to play the stripteaser’s subtle game of concealing and revealing.  In the 

vestibule above and down the stairs, she is imagined dancing forward and 

backward, teasing and manipulating the spectator below. … The stairs 

become a literal apparatus that depicts the dancer’s nude body in various 

points much as in Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending Staircase.   

 

By conjoining an eroticized Josephine and her staircase, the author concludes, the visitor 

“architecturalizes” the relationship between Baker, her house, and her dramatic stair. 364 

This is a good start.  But el-Dahdah misses several very important points.365   To 

begin with, note that Atkinson’s image reveals two staircases in the house.  There is the 
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long, straight stair that ascends from the ground floor entrance to the piano nobile 

between tightly enclosing walls, and the curving version that floats from the piano nobile 

to the top floor, where the swimming pool, dining room, and bedrooms are located (see 

floor plans, Figure 159).  Ms. Baker’s approach to her visitor should therefore begin not 

at the rear of the main floor, but at the top of the curving stair, from the more sexually 

charged locus of her boudoir.  Based on what we know about Baker, Loos, and the house 

design, let us reimagine Josephine’s descente. 

From above, she emerges at the top of the curving stair.  Mirroring Stella’s 

steamy advance toward Stanley in Streetcar, she descends slowly and seductively, with 

her eyes locked on those of her visitor below.   Once she reaches the piano nobile, she 

comes forward, provocatively, to the top of the straight stair, where the expectant (and 

obviously erudite) guest’s mind conjures up the ritual of the Renaissance duke.  How will 

she meet him (or her)?  Will she stay at the head of the stairs, or will she come part-way, 

or all the way down?  The visitor waits in nervous anticipation, for Josephine’s next 

move signals where he (or she) stands in Josephine’s personal hierarchy.  There is a 

divine sexuality in the sky-lit curving stair, and a controlling masculinity in the confined 

straight ramp, at the cramped foot of which—in the tight vestibule—the visitor looks up 

anxiously, and, as el-Dahdah might infer, hungrily.   

Through her entire engagement with the staircases and the viewer, Josephine is 

supremely in charge; power, sex, and architecture coalesce as one.  It is a moment of 

delicious tension custom-made for Hollywood, and a superb realization of Bernard 
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Tschumi’s assertion that meaning in architecture is made—indeed transformed—by the 

events that engage it.   

These impressions unfold from the experience of being in and observing this 

space, of absorbing the different forms and their spatial relationships, and of watching the 

hostess’s behavior within this architectural envelope.  As perceptions they are certainly 

subjective and speculative, but are they unreasonable?  Nothing about them appears to be 

accidental; indeed, they seem to be marvelously choreographed and even anticipated.  We 

could go so far as to wonder about the juxtaposition of the two stair types, a pair that 

seems to conjoin into a new, more intriguing composition.  Might, just might, this hybrid 

of the straight and the curved communicate something of Josephine’s sexual ambiguity à 

la Gilda or Dorian Gray (or even Queen Bee)?  After all, she was known to be attracted 

to both men and women, and was rumored to have had an affair with Frida Kahlo.366  The 

interpretive possibilities are indeed intriguing. 

Loos’s Baker house opens a fascinating window onto the ways in which the 

meanings of the scala effimera of the cinematic world can parallel those in the scala dura 

of the constructed world.  The staircase as we just imagined it—and as a consequence the 

entire house—can now be understood in a completely different light.  The composition 

takes on a new meaning that reflects the architect’s evident fascination with his client, his 

client’s erotic persona, the merging of this fascination and this persona in an architectural 

form, and, ultimately, the animation of the idea, personality, and architecture through a 

narrated descent that leads from the heavens on high to the earth down below.  The Baker 

house’s place in architectural history is now colored in a way that is beyond the more 
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limited explications of pertinent biographies, the formal aspects of Loos’s design and 

their antecedents, and the place of the whole within the context of early European 

modernism.   Using the staircase as a denominator, Loos’s creation invites not only 

Menzies’s Butler Hall, but Michelangelo’s ricetto, Le Brun’s Versailles, Garnier’s Opéra, 

and even Philip Trammel Schutze’s Swan House into a lively discourse about what one 

might call the semantic, narrative, and performative qualities of architecture, and how 

those qualities add a vital layer of meaning to our understanding of the built environment. 

The filmic stair indeed draws out and reinforces the thoughts and reactions to 

architecture that we already have, just as it contributes to the creation of those same 

thoughts and reactions as we encounter the real stair in the real world.  The associations, 

understandings, and emotional responses we have to the staircase are deeply embedded 

within us, and guide us in our comprehension, appreciation, and interaction with the 

architecture that is around us, whether or not it is constructed only of contrasts of light 

and shadow projected on a screen.   

There are different ways to read space and place.  One can find meaning in 

architecture and in an architectural element such as the staircase through subjective 

experience—through drawing on those factors that have conditioned us to think and react 

in the ways we do.  Such an approach adds to and indeed enriches our understanding of 

the history of architecture.  We may even, after considering these pages just completed, 

come to respect the staircase in new and different ways, just as did monsieur Georges 

Clemenceau, who expressed his appreciation of our subject as only the French can do: 

  
“Le meilleur moment de l’amour, c’est quand on monte l’escalier.” 367
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Appendix:  A Glossary of Staircase Terms 

 

Arm A single flight of a staircase.368   

 

Balusters The individual upright members supporting a handrail.369  

 

Baluster post or 
Beginner See newel. 

 

Barley-sugar 
Baluster A spiral baluster in the shape of a Solomonic column.370  

 

Balustrade A series of balusters together with a handrail.371   

 

Banister See balustrade. 

 

Cage Essentially, the surrounding walls of a stair, especially one with a 

well.  In France, the form came about in the early 17th century 

when staircases began to be built around the four sides of an open 

square or rectangular cage of stone, forming a well.  Also a stair 

cage, stair house, or stairwell.372   

 

Cantilevered A term generally adopted (but technically inaccurate) to describe a 

stone (typically) staircase without outer external support or center 

newel.  It can be spiral or elliptical (geometric) or in straight flights 

with landings or winders.  Also called flying; hanging; pencheck 

(Scotland).373   
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Closed vs. open 
Stairwell Closed: a staircase, such as that found in a Renaissance palazzo, in 

which each flight is separated from the other by a wall, sometimes 

called a newel wall.  Open: a staircase in which all the flights are 

enclosed by a single structure and are visible at the same time.374  

 

Cochlea A stair turret and/or a spiral stair.375   

 

Cockle-stairs Winding (or spiral) stairs with either a closed or open newel (or 

open well).376    

 

Curtail steps The curved and enlarged bottom steps where a flight meets the 

floor.377   

 

Dexiotropic/dextral A spiral stair that winds upward from left to right in a clockwise 

direction.  The opposite of sinistral.378     

 

Dock Also docken baluster.  A lathed, vase-shaped baluster that is much 

thicker than a traille and which consists of a lower “belly” and a 

narrower upper “sleeve.”379   

 

Dog-leg A staircase in two flights with a landing from which the second 

flight continues parallel to the first without an open well.  Also a 

switchback.380   

 

Eye Also stair eye. In essence, a hollow newel in a spiral stair; the open 

space in the center of which allows for air and light.  Similar to an 

open well.381 
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Flight A series of steps between floors or landings, or a combination of 

the two.  Also known as a run.382   

 

Geometric A poorly defined term, normally used to mean a spiral or elliptical 

cantilevered staircase with a continuous handrail, but the term is 

often used to describe any cantilevered staircase, and typically a 

curving version.383   

 

Going The depth of a stair tread from its leading edge to the vertical 

element between the treads (riser).384   

 

Hollow drum In a spiral stair, a hollow masonry newel.385   

 

Hollow newel The open center of a winding or spiral stair.386  

 

Imperial A staircase in an unencumbered space commencing with a single 

straight flight that rises to a wide landing from which two branches 

at either side return at 180˚.  Occasionally the reverse is seen, with 

the staircase starting with two flights and finishing with a single 

return.  See also passage stair.387   

 

Landing (1) A platform between flights.  A “half–landing” exists between 

flights in which the stair turns 180˚ and the subsequent flight 

continues parallel to the first.  A “quarter landing” exists when a 

stair turns 90˚ and continues at a right angle.  A quarter landing is 

usually square in plan.  (2) Where a flight reaches a principal floor 

the area immediately adjacent to the stair is also known as a 

landing.388   
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Leiotropic A spiral stair which, when ascending, turns in a counterclockwise 

direction, rising from right to left. 389   The opposite of 

dexiotropic/dextral.  See also sinistral.  

 

Newel (1) The central drum or pier of a spiral stair.  (2) The leading or 

end post (newel post) of a balustrade into which are set or fixed the 

handrail and the outer string.  Note that Mielke defines the leading 

post—typically highly ornamental—as a “beginner.”390   

 

Newel stair A stone staircase in which each tread and its adjoining newel 

segment are made out of a single piece of stone.391   

 

Nosing The leading edge of a tread, which projects and overhangs the riser 

below.  It may be rounded (bullnose) or square in shape.392   

 

Passage stair A three-run staircase in which one can walk through—or pass—

beneath the intermediate landing.393   

 

Perron 1.  An outdoor flight of steps, usually symmetrical, leading to a 

terrace, platform, or doorway of a large building.394 2.  In medieval 

French structures, a large stone step, typically of marble, at the foot 

of the staircase, from which a guest would be greeted before being 

led upstairs to the great hall.395  

 

Ramp A straight (typically), uninterrupted flight of stairs.396   

 

Ramp(ed) A handrail that suddenly steepens drastically in pitch at a landing 

to turn and ascend the next flight.  If it does so in a continuous 

curve it is called a swan’s neck.397   
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Rise The vertical distance between treads.398   

 

Riser The vertical element between two treads, or between floor and/or 

landing level and the first tread at the start of a flight, or the final 

tread and floor or landing level at the end of a flight.399   

 

Run A flight of stairs.400  

 

Sinistral A spiral stair that, when ascending, turns in a counterclockwise 

direction, rising from right to left.401  See also leiotropic.  

 

Soffit The underside of a stair flight.  May be plastered, boarded or left 

open.402   

 

Spindle A term used to describe a turned baluster. Also a term 

interchangeable with the newel in a spiral stair.403   

 

Spiral A circular, helical or elliptical staircase.  Other synonymous terms 

in general usage include vice, vis (French), winding, geometrical 

(when cantilevered), cockle.404   

 

Stair house The same as a stairwell or a stair cage.405   

 

Stair cage The stairwell, or area containing the staircase.406   

 

Staircase The whole ensemble, including flights, balustrades and supporting 

newels, framework and any other integral structure.407  

 

Step  The combination of tread and riser.408  
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Step-end The decorative, and often triangular, end pieces that finish the 

sides of steps in an open string.409   

 

String The inclined side of a stair, usually composed of a board that 

supports the treads and risers. A closed-string will rise at the same 

angle and parallel to the handrail and hides the ends of the treads 

and risers.  An open- or cut-string is notched to expose the tread 

and riser ends, and requires balusters of differing heights per 

tread.410   

 

Switchback Two parallel flights of straight stairs joined by a landing that 

requires a 180-degree turn in the walk line.  Essentially a U-shaped 

staircase or dog-leg.411 

 

Trailles Also traille balusters.  French for an attenuated, goose-neck-

shaped baluster.  A slender version of a dock.412   

 

Tread The flat or horizontal surface of a step.413   

 

Vis / vice French / English for a spiral staircase.414   

 

Well The central void or area enclosed by a staircase.  It can be “solid” 

or “open.”415   A well also refers to the space that encloses a 

staircase proper. 

 

Winder Also “wheel step.”  A step, more or less wedge- or pie-shaped, in a 

spiral stair.416   
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Figure 1.  Sections of two different “story houses,” drawn by author ca. 1974. 
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Figure 2.  Sunset Boulevard (1950).  Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson) makes her 
final descente as Salomé (Whitlock, Designs on Film, 124). 
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Figure 3.  Le Corbusier. (Top) Villa Savoye, Poissy, 1929-1931; (Bottom) 
Appartement Beistegui, Paris, 1929-1931 (Colomina “The Split Wall,” 99, 108).  



 280 

 

 

 
  

Figure 4.  Gilda (1946).  Johnny (Glenn Ford) runs up the stairs to greet Ballin 
(George Macready), who awaits him at the top (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 5.  Tomorrow is Forever (1945).  The awkward moment when Elizabeth 
(Claudette Colbert) descends the stairs to meet John (Orson Welles), the War-maimed 
engineer, employed by her husband, who is actually her pre-War spouse she thought 
was killed (Core Production Files, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 6.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Full scale drawing by Lutah Maria 
Riggs for a mantelpiece in Dorian’s London townhouse (Drawing File 489 IV.C 1943, 
Lutah Maria Riggs Collection, UCSB AD&D Museum). 
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Figure 7.  Top to bottom:  
window for a man of feeling, 
window for a man of 
imagination, window for a man 
of intellect (John Ruskin, Poetry 
of Architecture, in Hersey, High 
Victorian Gothic, 28-29). 
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Figure 8.  The Strange Love of Martha Ivers (1946).  (Top) Young Martha (Janis 
Wilson) and Walter (Mickey Kuhn) after the death of Martha’s aunt (Judith Anderson) 
(screen shot by author); (Bottom) Martha (Barbara Stanwyck) and Sam (Van Heflin) 
after Walter (Kirk Douglas) takes a nasty fall (Core Collections, Margaret Herrick 
Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 9.  The Uninvited (1944).  The Fitzgeralds (Ray Milland and Ruth Hussey) and 
Dr. Scott (Alan Napier) investigate the dusty contents of the attic at the haunted 
Windward House (Brunas, “The Uninvited,” 34). 
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Figure 10.  Suspicion (1941).  Johnnie (Cary Grant) carries a glass of suspicious milk 
upstairs to his wife, Lina (Joan Fontaine) 
(www.diariodepontevedra.es/articulo/sociedad/el-ano-en-que-los-astros-dieron-una-
fiesta/20160502090615300098.html, accessed 7 May 2018). 
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Figure 11.  La descente: the great stair of the first class dining salon of the French 
Line Normandie as depicted by Paul Iribe, S.S.  Foucart et al, Normandie: Queen of 
the Seas, 92-93. 
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Figure 12.  Cécil Sorel making her famous descente in the live revue, Vive Paris, 
1933 (Screen shot by author) 
(CinecittaLuce, "Parigi.  Cecile Sorel ha abbandonato le scene della Comèdie 
Française per debuttare quale vendetta,” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yVGtMSHoUQY, accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 13.  Jean-Léon Gérôme, Réception du Grand Condé à Versailles, 1878.  
Original at the Musée d’Orsay, Paris 
(Wikimedia Commons, Accession number RF 2004 15, public domain:  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Réception_du_Grand_Condé_à_Versailles_
(Jean-Léon_Gérôme,_1878).png), accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 14.  Drawing of composite symbol of male figure and square in enameled 
bronze, from the Bergen University History Museum (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 
Dictionary of Symbols, 913). 
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Figure 15.  Top to bottom:  François Mansart, Château Maisons-Laffitte (1642-51); 
and J.-A. Meissonier, project for a fountain (1740) (Hersey, High Victorian Gothic, 3). 
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Figure 16.  Staircase at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, by architect Josef 
Paul Kleihues (inexhibit.com, photo by Steven Hall, © Hedrich Blessing, 
https://www.inexhibit.com/mymuseum/museum-of-contemporary-art-chicago/, 
accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 17.  Dracula (1931).  Count Dracula (Béla Lugosi) and his intended victim 
Mina (Helen Chandler) at Castle Dracula (Whitlock, Designs on Film, 81.) 
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Figure 18.  Angel (1937).  Art director Hans Drier examines the set model for the 
great hall of the English country house of diplomat Sir Frederick Barker (Herbert 
Marshall) and his neglected wife, Lady Maria Barker (Marlene Dietrich) (Naumburg, 
We Make the Movies, 84). 
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Figure 19.  The Women (1939).  The living room of Mrs. Stephen (Mary) Haines’ 
(Norma Shearer) country house in New York (celebrity homeforsale.blogspot.com:  
http://celebrityhomeforsale.blogspot.com/2011/09/mary-haines-house-in-women.html, 
accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 20. (Top) Gone With the Wind (1939), Butler Hall; (Bottom) The Magnificent 
Ambersons (1942), the Amberson Mansion  
(http://thefilmexperience.net/blog/2017/7/10/the-furniture-the-magnificent-amberson-
mansion.html, accessed 16 May 2018; Daniel Walber, "The Furniture: The 
Magnificent Amberson Mansion," posted July 10, 2017, thefilmexperience.net--
http://thefilmexperience.net/blog/2017/7/10/the-furniture-the-magnificent-amberson-
mansion.html, accessed 16 May 2018). 
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Figure 21.  Psycho (1960).  The Bates House 
(https://jonmwessel.wordpress.com/2012/06/30/we-all-go-a-little-mad-sometimes-
alfred-hitchcock-and-the-making-of-psycho/normn-bates-psycho-house-hitchcock/, 
accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 22.  It’s Love I’m After (1937).  The stair hall of the William West country 
house (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 23.  Topper (1937).  The apartment of Marion (Constance Bennett) and George 
Kerby (Cary Grant) 
(http://letsnottalkaboutmovies.blogspot.com/2012/06/topper-1937.html, accessed 13 
November 2017). 
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Figure 24.  The four stair types.  (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, Stair, 1934-1935; 
curving: Frazer, William Lawrence Bottomley, 141.) 
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Figure 25.  The straight stair: two alternatives.  (Top) the straight, direct flight; 
(Bottom) the switchback (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, Stair, 1394). 



 302 

 
 

 

Figure 26.  (Top) Ramon Llull, “Ladder of Being” or “Scala Intellectus,” ca. 1512 
engraving (Noel Blanco Mourelle, “Stairway to Heaven,” 
http://laic.columbia.edu/blog/stairway-heaven/, accessed 29 November 2017); 
(Bottom) Buster Keaton ascends the stairway to Heaven in The Haunted House (1921) 
(screen shot by author).  
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Figure 27.  Vittore Carpaccio, Presentazione della vergine al tempio, ca. 1504-8.  
Original at the Pinacoteca de Brera, Milan (Wikimedia Commons, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vittore_carpaccio,_scuola_degli_albanesi,_
presentazione_della_vergine_al_tempio_01.jpg, accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 28.  Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Carceri d’invenzione (1745-1750), Tav. XIV 
(Italianways.com: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vittore_carpaccio,_scuola_degli_albanesi,_
presentazione_della_vergine_al_tempio_01.jpg, accessed 13 November 2017). 
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Figure 29.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The staircase at Tara (Selznick Collection, 
Harry Ransom Center, Box 3968 Stills, File 3968.12, GWTW - Binder Int & Ext #4, 
20). 
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Figure 30.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Concept drawings for the staircase at Tara.  
Note the male figure at the head of the stairs, the female at the foot.  (Selznick 
Collection, Harry Ransom Center, Box 1187, Set Construction Drawings 1938-1939, 
GWTW, File #42). 
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Figure 31.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett (Vivien Leigh) on the stairs of Tara 
as the Yankee soldier (Paul Hurst) approaches.  Scarlett is concealing the pistol Rhett 
gave her behind her back (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 32.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The staircase at Butler Hall; Mammy (Hattie 
McDaniel) and Bonnie Blue (Cammie King) return to the mansion (screen shot by 
author). 
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Figure 33.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The ravishment scene.  (Top) Scarlett 
tentatively descends the staircase.  Note the scale of the handrail in relation to her 
hand.   (Bottom)  Rhett carries Scarlett up to her boudoir (screen shots by author). 
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Figure 34.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The fall / miscarriage scene.  (Top) Rhett 
questions the paternity of Scarlett’s pregnancy.  Note the ominous quality of the 
staircase in the background.   (Bottom) Scarlett tumbles down the stair (screen shots 
by author). 
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Figure 35.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  “Frankly my dear…”  Scarlett chases Rhett 
down the staircase as he leaves Butler Hall at the end of the film.  Note the illuminated 
stained glass window, the castle standing defiantly as she runs after her husband 
(screen shot by author). 
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Figure 36.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Concept renderings of staircase alternatives 
for Butler Hall.  The curving version (Top) was rejected in favor of a series of straight 
and switchback forms, one of which (Bottom) reflects the long, steep, single flight that 
would eventually be chosen (Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center, Concept 
Painting Flat Files, [Top] unmarked, with 'GWTW 58' on reverse of image; [Bottom] 
number 18 Dr.4A). 
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Figure 37.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Concept sketch of staircase for Butler Hall.  
Note that the set designer was exploring (consciously or not) the idea of a union of the 
circle and the rectangle, an ancient and sexually charged notion that nevertheless 
reflects the erotic tension between Scarlett and Rhett (Selznick Collection, Harry 
Ransom Center, Concept Painting Flat Files, GWTW #3 Staircase-Butler House 
(verso)). 
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Figure 38.  Intolerance (1916).  The great temple at Babylon (The Cinema Archives,  
http://thecinemaarchives.com/2017/02/07/intolerance-1916-
griffith/#iLightbox[gallery770]/0, accessed 14 November 2017). 



 315 

 

 
 
 

  

Figure 39.  Battleship Potemkin (1925).  Cossacks mow down the citizens on the 
Odessa steps (White City Cinema: A Film Blog with a Chicago Perspective, 
"Category Archives: Best Films of the 1920s" by michaelgloversmith,  
https://whitecitycinema.com/category/all-best-of-lists/best-films-of-the-1920s/, 
accessed 14 May 2017). 
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Figure 40.  Metropolis (1925).  Freder (Gustav Frölich) hallucinates that the control 
machine is transformed into Moloch, the child-eating god (screen shot by author). 



 317 

 
 

 
 

Figure 41.  The Haunted House (1921).  The trick stairs.  (Top) the young bank clerk 
(Buster Keaton) prepares to descend the staircase, and then (Bottom) falls prey to the 
collapsing steps, which transform the staircase into a slide (screen shots by author). 
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Figure 42.  Gaslight (1944).  Paula (Ingrid Bergman) and Gregory (Charles Boyer) 
open the door to Paula’s aunt’s London townhouse (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 43.  Gaslight (1944).  The narrow, confining hall of Paula’s London 
townhouse (Set plans for GASLIGHT: UCLA Special Collections, Metro-Goldwyn-
Mayer Architectural Set Plans 1917-1950, Collection #PASC 24, Box 275, Number 
1311, Folder 1 of 4). 
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Figure 44.  Gaslight (1944).  The final flight leading to the locked and barricaded 
door to the attic, where Paula’s aunt’s personal effects—and perhaps her jewels—are 
stored (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 45.  Gaslight (1944).  Gregory atop the staircase that is a tool in his torment of 
Paula (publicity photo, UCLA Special Collections, Performing Arts, Collection of 
Motion Picture Stills, Collection #195, Box 45, Folder 2380, 1 of 2). 
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Figure 46.  Gaslight (1944).  The inverted gaze: Gregory controls Paula from the foot 
of the staircase (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 47.  Gaslight (1944).  The ever-present staircase seemingly “peers” through 
the door, keeping constant watch over Paula (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 48.  Gaslight (1944).  Final humiliation: Gregory descends the staircase he 
used to dominate Paula on his way to the paddy wagon (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 49.  The Heiress (1949).  Catherine (Olivia de Havilland) ascends the staircase 
after turning the tables on Morris (Montgomery Clift) at the film’s conclusion (Core 
Collections, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences). 
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Figure 50.  The Heiress (1949).  The staircase leading to Catherine’s rooms on the 
third floor of the Sloper townhouse.  (Top) continuity sketch, (Bottom) screen shot 
(sketch: UCLA Special Collections, Performing Arts, William Wyler Papers, 1925-
1975, Collection #53, Box 24, Folder 12; photo: screen shot by author).  
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Figure 51.  The Heiress (1949).  The main hall of the Sloper townhouse.  Note that it 
is narrow and somewhat confining (like that in Gaslight) and thus reflective of 
Catherine’s confinement in the residence (UCLA Special Collections, Performing 
Arts, William Wyler Papers, 1925-1975, Collection #53, Box 24, Folder 12).  
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Figure 52.  The Heiress (1949).  Dr. Sloper (Ralph Richardson) with “his” staircase in 
the background (screen shot by author).  
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Figure 53.  The Heiress (1949).  Art director Horner’s metaphorical bird thinks she’s 
escaping her cage on the way to the fancy dress party; the bars of the railing pickets 
indicate otherwise.  (Top) continuity sketch, (Bottom) screen shot (sketch: UCLA 
Special Collections, Performing Arts, William Wyler Papers, 1925-1975, Collection 
#53, Box 24, Folder 12; photo: screen shot by author).  
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Figure 54.  The Heiress (1949).  Catherine eavesdrops on the conversation between 
Morris and Dr. Sloper.  (Top) continuity sketch, (Bottom) screen shot (sketch: UCLA 
Special Collections, Performing Arts, William Wyler Papers, 1925-1975, Collection 
#53, Box 24, Folder 12; photo: screen shot by author).  
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Figure 55.  The Heiress (1949).  Jilted by Morris, Catherine begins the long, bleak 
climb to her rooms (screen shots by author).  
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Figure 56.  The Heiress (1949).  Catherine at the moment she learns that Morris has 
returned.  As in Gaslight, the staircase lurks in the background (the mirror in this 
scene), here almost the ghost of Dr. Sloper reminding his daughter that he was right in 
his assessment of the young opportunist (screen shots by author).  
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Figure 57.  The Heiress (1949).  Advertisement for the movie, erroneously depicting a 
curving staircase (UCLA Special Collections, Performing Arts, William Wyler Papers, 
1925-1975, Collection #53, Box 24, Folder 6).  
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Figure 58.  The Little Colonel (1935).  (Top) Walker (Bill Robinson) starts his tap 
dance for little Lloyd (Shirley Temple).  (Bottom) Colonel Lloyd enters the hall, 
causing Walker and little Lloyd to flee, laughing, upstairs (screen shots by author). 
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Figure 59.  The spiral stair or vis.  (Top left) an open well, or “eye” spiral; top right: a 
solid newel spiral; (Bottom) a hollow drum spiral (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, 
Stair, 1394-1395). 
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Figure 60.  Cross section through the stair adjacent to the rue de Grenelle at the Halle 
au Blé (from the foreword to Le Camus de Mézières, The Genius of Architecture, 60).  
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Figure 61.  Men Must Fight (1933).  The staircase (with elevator in the newel core) at 
the Seward townhouse in Manhattan (Photograph Inventories, Special Collections, 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer set reference photographs, Men Must Fight—Feature b&w 
photographic prints, production number 656, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences).  
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Figure 62.  Men Must Fight (1933).  Inside the Seward townhouse in New York 
(Photograph Inventories, Special Collections, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer set reference 
photographs, Men Must Fight—Feature b&w photographic prints, production number 
656, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences).  
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Figure 63.  Our Modern Maidens (1929).  Automobile manufacturing heiress Billie 
Brown dances for her audience in her father’s mansion (Barsacq, Caligari’s Cabinet, 
58). 
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Figure 64.  The Black Cat (1934).  The spiral staircase to the crypt beneath Engineer 
Poelzig’s (Boris Karloff) mansion atop the ruins of Fort Marmorus (Steinbrenner and 
Goldblatt, Cinema of the Fantastic, 83). 
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Figure 65.  The Black Cat (1934).  Poelzig’s face casts an eerie specter from beneath 
the spiral staircase  (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 66.  The Haunted House (1921).  Buster Keaton slides down a spiral ramp to 
the feet of Satan (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 67.  Metropolis (1927).  The mad scientist Rotwang (Rudolf Klein-Rogge) in 
his laboratory, in front of the spiral stair that descends into the catacombs beneath 
Metropolis (screen shot by author). 
 



 344 

 
 

 
  

Figure 68.  Rebecca (1940).  Mrs. Danvers (Judith Anderson) shows “I” (Joan 
Fontaine) her rooms.  Note the vortex of the spiral staircase to the right of Mrs. 
Danvers  (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 69.  Rebecca (1940).  Plan and elevation of the spiral staircase outside of “I”’s 
bedroom at Manderley (Plan: File #1195.19; Elevation: File #1195.20—Selznick 
Collection, Harry Ransom Library). 
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Figure 70.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” leaves her room, followed by Mrs. Danvers, the 
spiral staircase suggesting trouble to come (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 71.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  The great winding staircase in the 
Amberson mansion (UCLA Special Collections Theater Arts Library [Young Library], 
John Mansbridge Collection, Collection 208, Box 21, Circulation: N, File 18 Entrance 
Halls, Stair Halls & Stairs, A: Entrance Halls 3 of 3, Items: 27, #21.2). 
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Figure 72.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  Isabel and Eugene (Dolores Costello 
and Joseph Cotton) dance while George and Lucy (Tim Holt and Anne Baxter) watch 
from the foot of the staircase (RKO Collection, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 73.  The Magnificent 
Ambersons (1942).  Fanny (Agnes 
Moorehead) and George confront 
each other on the staircase (RKO 
Collection, Margaret Herrick 
Library, Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences). 

Figure 74.  The Magnificent 
Ambersons (1942).  Fanny and 
George on the staircase  (Whitlock, 
Designs on Film, 118). 
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Figure 75.  The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).  The camera observes from the 
staircase of the Amberson mansion (RKO Collection, Margaret Herrick Library, 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 76.  The Spiral Staircase (1946).  Prof. Warren and Helen (George Brent and 
Dorothy McGuire) in front of the main staircase in the Warren mansion (RKO 
Collection, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 77.  The Spiral Staircase (1946).  Helen on the rear spiral staircase of the 
Warren mansion (RKO Collection, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 78.  The Spiral Staircase (1946).  George meets his end on the spiral staircase. 
("FAVORITE CLASSIC MOVIE DAY: NATIONAL CLASSIC MOVIE DAY: THE 
SPIRAL STAIRCASE (1946)" https://crystalkalyana.wordpress.com/2015/05/15/the-
spiral-staircase-1946-2/, accessed 16 November 2017). 
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Figure 79.  The curving staircase (Frazer, William Lawrence Bottomley, 141 and 149).  
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Figure 80.  A Streetcar Named Desire (1951).  The steamy “Hey Stella!” scene.  
Stella (Kim Hunter) slowly and provocatively descends to Stanley, who awaits at the 
bottom (screen shot by author).  
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Figure 81.  William Blake, “Jacob’s Ladder” or “Jacob’s Dream,” 1805.  Original at 
the British Museum, London.  (artble.com: https://www.artble.com/artists/ 
jusepe_de_ribera/paintings/jacob%27s_dream, accessed 16 November 2017). 
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Figure 82.  Sir Edward Burne-Jones, “The Golden Stairs,” 1880.  Original at the Tate 
Gallery, London (Wikimedia Commons: https://commons.wikimedia.org/ 
wiki/File:Sir_Edward_Burne-Jones_-_The_golden_stairs_-_1880.jpeg), accessed 16 
November 2017). 
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Figure 83.  Marcel Duchamp, “Nu descendant l’escalier,” 1911.  Original at the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art (Frédéric Haudegond, "Marcel Duchamp et son <Nu 
descendant l'escalier no. 2>, published Dec. 13, 2013: 
https://frederichaudegond.wordpress.com/2013/12/13/marcel-duchamp-et-son-nu-
descendant-lesclaier-n2/, accessed 16 November 2017). 
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Figure 84.  Way Down East (1920).  The heroine (Lillian Gish) arrives at her aunt’s 
Back Bay mansion (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 85.  Cytherea (1924).  Savina Grove (Alma Rubens) meets Lee Randon (Lewis 
Stone) in the foyer of her grand New York townhouse (Hambley and Downing, The 
Art of Hollywood, 22.) 
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Figure 86.  The Royal Family of Broadway (1930).  The stars of the show—the 
Cavendish family (Mary Brian, Henrietta Crosman, Fredric March, and Ina Claire)—
on the curving staircase of the Cavendish women’s duplex in Manhattan 
(https://i.pinimg.com/736x/76/dc/ee/76dcee40b541c7314b494c71b31b89b2--fredric-
march-hollywood-stars.jpg, accessed 15 September 2017). 
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Figure 87.  Trouble in Paradise (1932).  Mme. Colet (Kay Francis) on the stair of her 
Paris hôtel particulier (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 88.  Trouble in Paradise (1932).  Gaston (Herbert Marshall) runs up the stairs 
to Mme. Colet’s boudoir (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 89.  Trouble in Paradise (1932).  A statue of Venus provides a suggestion of 
the reason for Gaston’s flight up the stairs to Mme. Colet’s boudoir (screen shot by 
author). 
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Figure 90.  Female (1933).  Alison Drake (Ruth Chatterton) enters the stair hall of her 
Detroit mansion (theredlist.com:  http://theredlist.com/wiki-2-17-513-1444-view-
topics-4-profile-stairs-2.html, accessed 2 May 2016). 
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Figure 91.  Holiday (1938).  Etching of Chesterfield House, London, the obvious 
source for the great stair hall at the Seton mansion (Walford, Old and New London 
Illustrated, 1878, from gettyimages.com:  http://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-
photo/the-grand-staircase-chesterfield-house-mayfair-westminster-news-
photo/533384676?esource=SEO_GIS_CDN_Redirect#the-grand-staircase-
chesterfield-house-mayfair-westminster-london-picture-id533384676  ETCHING 
FROM Edward Walford, Old and New London Illustrated, Vol. IV (London, Paris and 
New York: Cassell Petter & Galpin, 1878).  (E-image accessed 8-7-17)). 
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Figure 92.  Holiday (1938).  Johnny Case (Cary Grant) arrives in the great hall of the 
Seton Mansion in Manhattan (Photograph Inventories, Core Collection Production 
Files, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 93.  Holiday (1938).  The side staircase in the Seton Mansion (Photograph 
Inventories, Core Collection Production Files, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 94.  It Started with Eve (1941).  Anne (Deanna Durbin) and Jonathan (Robert 
Cummings) contemplate their dilemma on the stairs of Jonathan’s father’s Manhattan 
mansion (Barsacq, Caligari’s Cabinet, 174). 
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Figure 95.  Holiday (1938).  Linda Seton (Katharine Hepburn) and Julia Seton (Doris 
Nolan) share a sororal moment on the side staircase (Katharine Hepburn Papers, 
Holiday—Scenes, photographs from dismantled photo album; Margaret Herrick 
Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 96.  Holiday (1938).  Linda Seton descends the side staircase at the Seton 
mansion (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 97.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina (Bette Davis) looks the other way while 
her husband Horace (Herbert Marshall) dies on the staircase behind her (“David 
Bordwell's website on cinema,"  
http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2015/01/05/problems-problems-wylers-
workaround/, accessed 20 November 2017). 
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Figure 98.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina and her niece, Alexandra (Teresa Wright) 
confront each other on the staircase ("David Bordwell's website on cinema"  
http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2015/01/05/problems-problems-wylers-
workaround/, accessed 20 November 2017).  
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Figure 99.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina in her position of supreme control at the 
top of the staircase 
(http://tracycorrecaminos.blogspot.com/2012_10_01_archive.html, accessed 18 March 
2017). 
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Figure 100.  Regina discusses her family’s proposed business deal 
(https://quetzalattack.wordpress.com/2013/10/11/the-little-foxes-william-wyler-1941/, 
accessed 11-20-17). 
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Figure 101.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina and her family entertain their business 
guest from Chicago (Continuity sketch by illustrator Roger McDonald, Roger 
McDonald papers, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences). 
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Figure 102.  The Little Foxes (1941).  Regina stands over her brothers and nephew 
(https://quetzalattack.wordpress.com/2013/10/11/the-little-foxes-william-wyler-1941/, 
accessed 20 November 2017). 
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Figure 103.  The Fountainhead (1949).  The penthouse apartment at the Enright 
Building (Nelson, “Mr. Roark goes to Hollywood,” 110). 
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Figure 104.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Dominique Francon (Patricia Neal) descends 
the staircase in the Enright Building penthouse (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 105.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Howard Roark (Gary Cooper) ascends to the 
party at the Enright Building penthouse (screen shot by author). 



 381 

 

 
 
 

  

Figure 106.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Dominique Francon and Howard Roark meet 
in the Enright Building penthouse, this time formally (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 107.  Gustav Klimt, Der Kuss (The Kiss), 1908.  Original at the 
Österreichische Galere Belvedere Museum, Vienna  
(http://www.klimt.com/en/gallery/women.html), accessed 20 November 2017). 
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Figure 108.  The Fountainhead (1949).  Dominique Francon enters an outdoor terrace 
at the Enright Building penthouse apartment (screen shot by author). 



 384 

 
 

 
  

Figure 109.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Having chased everyone from her house, Harriet 
(Joan Crawford) makes her way upstairs, alone, at the end of the film (screen shot by 
author). 
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Figure 110.  Craig’s Wife (1936).  Rosalind Russell in the 1936 version of the movie, 
with the precedent-setting staircase by art director Stephen Goosson (screen shot by 
author). 
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Figure 111.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Harriet on the bottom step of her staircase (Core 
Production Files, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences). 
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Figure 112.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Walter Craig (Wendell Corey) in Harriet’s living 
room (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 113.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Harriet at the end of the movie, the staircase 
transformed into a haunting cage (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 114.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Publicity piece for the movie (Core Production 
Files, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 115.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Walter returns cautiously home (screen shot by 
author). 
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Figure 116.  Harriet Craig (1950).  Harriet and Walter begin their final encounter 
(screen shot by author). 
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Figure 117.  The three-run staircase.  (Top) the T-shape version; (Bottom) the 
“imperial” version (Koolhaas, Trüby, and Mielke, Stair, 1394). 
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Figure 118.  Leonardo da Vinci (artble.com). From “Eight planimetries of farmhouse 
placed on slope,” Codex Atlanticus, 1503-04 or 1506-07. Copyright Veneranda 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana (http://www.gettyimages.com/detail/photo/eight-planimetries-
of-farmhouse-placed-on-high-res-stock-photography/103727630, accessed 20 
November 2017.) 



 394 

 

 
 
 

  

Figure 119.  The “imperial staircase” at the Escorial.  Colección de las vistas...de san 
Lorenzo, 7 (http://act.art.queensu.ca/details_dual.php?i=3271&j=807, accessed 20 
November 2017). 
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Figure 120.  First class lobby of the Paris, ca. 1920 (Brinnin and Gaulin, Grand Luxe: 
The Transatlantic Style, 104). 
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Figure 121.  Dixiana (1930).  Dixiana (Bebe Daniels) entering the party at her 
parents’ southern mansion (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 122.  The Old Dark House (1932).  Concept sketch of primary set, likely by 
Charles D. Hall (Hambley and Downing, The Art of Hollywood: A Thames Television 
Exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 76). 
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Figure 123.  The Old Dark House (1932).  (Top) Horace Femme (Ernest Thesiger) 
descends the staircase from the upper left, while (Bottom) his sister Rebecca (Eva 
Moore) descends from the right (screen shots by author).   
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Figure 124.  The Old Dark House (1932).  The monster-like butler Morgan (Boris 
Karloff) emerges at the top of the staircase.  To his left is the hand of Saul Femme, for 
whom Morgan will demonstrate an unusual fondness (Academy of Motion Picture 
Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 125.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  The grand staircase at Twelve Oaks.  
(Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center, Box 3968 Stills, File 3968.11, GWTW - 
Binder Int & Ext #3, 20). 
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Figure 126.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Caricature of Ashley Wilkes on the 
staircase of Twelve Oaks, presumably by draftsman Chris Choate (preliminary interior 
elevations of the staircase dated 17 December 1938, Box 1177, Set Construction 
Drawings 1938-1939, GWTW, File #12, Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Library). 
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Figure 127.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett descending the stair to eavesdrop 
on the men during naptime (screenshot by author). 
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Figure 128.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Preliminary schemes for the staircase at 
Twelve Oaks (Top: Whitlock, Designs on Film, 17; Bottom, Concept Painting Flat 
File 19 Dr.3B GWTW, Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Library). 
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Figure 129.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Preliminary plan for the ground floor of 
Twelve Oaks, December 1938 (Box 1178, Set Construction Drawings 1938-1939, 
GWTW, File #12, Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
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Figure 130.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Working drawing for the ground floor of 
Twelve Oaks, dated 2-23-39 (Box 1177, Set Construction Drawings 1938-1939, 
GWTW, File #23, Selznick Collection, Harry Ransom Center). 
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Figure 131.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett enters the hall of Twelve Oaks at 
the beginning of the barbeque scene (screen shot by author). 
 
 



 407 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 132.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Rhett first gazes at Scarlett, who stands 
above him on the staircase at Twelve Oaks (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 133.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Publicity photo of Scarlett and Charles 
Hamilton (Rand Brooks) on the stairs at Twelve Oaks (Barsacq, Caligari’s Cabinet, 
168). 
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Figure 134.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett eavesdrops on other women at the 
barbecue from beneath the staircase at Twelve Oaks (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 135.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Scarlett visits the ruins on Twelve Oaks on 
her return to Tara (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 136.  Gone With the Wind (1939).  Ashley greets Scarlett on the landing, 
hankie in hand (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 137.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” entering the great hall at Manderley, with butler in 
foreground (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 138.  Rebecca (1940).  
(Top) Section through the 
staircase at Manderley, August 
8, 1939 (File #1196.3, Selznick 
Collection, Harry Ransom 
Library). 
 
Figure 139.  Rebecca (1940).  
(Left) Plan of the great hall at 
Manderley (File #1196.3, 
Selznick Collection, Harry 
Ransom Library). 
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Figure 140.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” on the main landing of the staircase at Manderley, 
gazing hesitantly at the door to Rebecca’s suite (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 141.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” flees back up the staircase after her humiliating 
descente to the costume ball (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 142.  Rebecca (1940).  “I” gazes at the staircase in the great hall at Manderley 
(http://hookedonhouses.net/2010/04/11/rebecca-going-back-to-manderley-again/, 
accessed 7 August 2017). 
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Figure 143.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Dorian stands in the foreground of 
his grand staircase (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 144.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Elevation of the staircase in 
Dorian’s London townhouse (Drawing File 489 IV.C 1943, Lutah Maria Riggs 
Collection, UCSB AD&D Museum). 
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Figure 145.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Set plan of the first floor of 
Dorian’s London townhouse (Hans Peters, October 7, 1943) (Drawing File 489 IV.C 
1943, Lutah Maria Riggs Collection, UCSB AD&D Museum). 
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Figure 146.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  View to the third floor of Dorian’s 
London townhouse (screen shot by author). 
 



 421 

 

 
 

  

Figure 147.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Section of staircase in Dorian’s 
London townhouse (Drawing File 489 IV.C 1943, Lutah Maria Riggs Collection, 
UCSB AD&D Museum). 
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Figure 148.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Homoerotic artwork in Dorian’s 
townhouse. (Top) screen shot by author; (Bottom) MGM Set Reference Collection, 
Production #1319, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences). 
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Figure 149.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Dorian and artist/admirer Basil 
Hallward in courtyard of Dorian’s London townhouse (MGM Collection, Margaret 
Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 150.  The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945).  Dorian and Basil in the Dorian’s 
townhouse (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 151.  Queen Bee (1955).  Jennifer’s (Lucy Marlow) first view of the staircase 
in the Phillips mansion (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 152.  Queen Bee (1955).  Eva Phillips (Joan Crawford) on her staircase (Core 
Production, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 153.  Queen Bee (1955).  Continuity sketches.  (Top) Eva atop her staircase; 
(Bottom) Eva entering the dining room with her staircase as backdrop (Production Art 
Database, Box 9-OS, f.165 and f.167, File 438_165 and _167, Margaret Herrick 
Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences). 
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Figure 154.  Queen Bee (1955).  “You can get anything [and anyone] you want.”  
Eva’s staircase is carefully illuminated in the background (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 155.  Queen Bee (1955).  Avery Phillips (Barry Sullivan) and Jennifer descend 
the staircase and leave the house for good after Eva’s death (screen shot by author). 
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Figure 156.  Stair hall, the Edsel Ford House, Grosse Pointe Shores, Michigan 
(completed 1929), by architect Albert Kahn.  (Ann E. Berman, “The Edsel Eleanor 
Ford House: The Automaker’s Surprising Aesthetic Legacy in Michigan.”  Photo by 
Tony Soluri.  (https://www.architecturaldigest.com/gallery/edsel-slideshow-
072991/all, accessed 2 November 2017.  Article posted June 20, 2001.) 
 
It is believed that Ford acquired the staircase from the early seventeenth-century 
English manor, Lyveden House, in settlement of a gambling debt.  (See Bridenstine, 
Edsel & Eleanor Ford House, 20; and https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lyveden-new-
bield/features/lyveden-manor-house, accessed 29 November 2017.) 
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Figure 157.  The Swan House, Atlanta, 1928 (Dowling, American Classicist, 100).  
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Figure 158.  Adolf Loos, house for Josephine Baker, Paris, 1928.  Reconstruction by 
Stephen Atkinson of view upward from entrance (El-Dahdah, “The Josephine Baker 
House,” 82). 
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Figure 159.  Adolf Loos, house for Josephine Baker, Paris, 1928 
(http://cargocollective.com/adolfloos/Josephine-Baker-House-Unbuilt, accessed 29 
May 2018).  
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