
Jeremy Einbinder 

Research And Criticism 

Dr. Andrew Repasky McElhinney 

Movie Essay 

3/3/2016 

 “A feeling of the whole”  

Watching Douglas Sirk’s The Tarnished Angels and Written on the Wind, it’s difficult to 

place precisely who the “main” protagonist is supposed to be, and that’s by design. These films, 

starring Rock Hudson and Robert Stack in each, could easily identify both or either of them as 

lead actors. However, this style of storytelling speaks to perception of gravitas that an actor 

carries when he emerges as a “star.” At this point in his career, Rock Hudson had established 

himself as one of the most sought after actors in the category of romantic movies, but as Stack 

explained in an interview, Sirk “didn’t look at it as if somebody was the star and somebody was 

the supporting actor. He took what he thought was important and gave it as much time, effort and 

energy,” as anyone who was top billing, which Stack acknowledged was rare.  This is to say that 

Sirk say filmmaking and storytelling in general as a complicated and nuanced exercise involving 

subtle attention to detail.  According to producer of both films Albert Zugsmith, Sirk is “not 

afraid to ask for help if he thinks the other person can give him help.”  Hudson also mentioned 

that it took very little communication for him and Sirk to work together, saying that one of them 

would often say to the other, “I know what you mean” 

(http://www.fictionfactoryfilm.de/2008/05/acting-for-douglas-sirk-written-on-the-wind-and-the-

tarnished-angels-remembered/).  Given also Sirk’s repeated usage of Rock Hudson and Robert 

Stack, as well as lead actress in both films Dorothy Malone, it’s clear that establishing a rapport 

with his collaborators is vital to his filmmaking style. The thematic similarities in both films- 

forbidden amorous feelings complicating established and expected relationships- shows that Sirk 

recognized Hudson, Stack and Malone could be trusted in playing to their strengths.  Therefore, 
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not only is it clear that the Sirk saw the importance of focusing on all actors, but he did not place 

the status of “director” as above that of the actors that were a part of his vision. 

 The loyalty to a small group of actors reinforces the intimate nature of Sirk’s storytelling. 

The differences between The Tarnished Angels and Written On the Wind are those of plot details 

and character portrayal, with Hudson portraying a more timid character, one in love with his 

childhood friend who is married, as opposed to his take on an ambitious and passionate reporter 

explicitly in pursuit of the wife of a veteran pilot on whom he is writing a human interest piece. 

Film critic Scott Nye’s description of The Tarnished Angels as “an explicit melodrama and yet a 

deeply felt examination of repression,” is a description that can easily apply to Written on the 

Wind as well. The conflicts in the films are those of an inconvenient desire thought to be able to 

resolve internal insecurities. What further demonstrates the prospect that the film hinges on its 

presentation is the fact Pylon, that the novel on which the film is based relegates the reporter 

Hudson is portraying to a nameless and quiet alcoholic. This is as a result of Sirk’s loyalty to 

Hudson, who Nye describes as “the very paragon of almost comically exaggerated masculinity.” 

Even as Sirk intended to stay as true to the source material as he could, it is evident that Hudson 

and his status as a sought-after Hollywood star influences the dramatization of the film 

(http://criterioncast.com/reviews/blu-ray-reviews/scott-reviews-douglas-sirks-the-tarnished-

angels-masters-of-cinema-blu-ray-review).    Robert Stack’s portrayal as decorated war hero 

Roger Schuman was more wrought with melodrama for which Sirk had become known. His 

character’s storyline is subtle, but important, and his performance could have set the tone of the 

film in a number of directions. Hudson’s existence in the film is the reason the plot is able to 

happen, he is not the reason the story moves forward. Sirk’s insistence that Hudson was the 

protagonist of the film yet not the hero is an observation which relies on thematic framing, but 
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Nye observed that Hudson’s marketability as the ostensible protagonist and the subtle 

questioning it may raise out of the viewer allowed for Hudson’s Devlin Burke to showcase the 

character’s delusions of grandeur. This further demonstrates that the personal relationship that 

Sirk had with the actors he worked with on a recurrent basis influenced the film’s tone. Stack’s 

assertion that he blurs lines between leading and supporting actor is correct, and illustrated in 

Sirk’s referral to Delvin as the protagonist, albeit Roger as the “hero.” 

The merging of character focus continues in Written on the Wind as Stack’s character Kyle 

Hadley is the catalyst for the film’s existence. However, contrasting with The Tarnished Angels, 

it is instead Hudson’s character, Mitch Wayne trying to resolve the most internal conflict. His 

conflict is a trope now so often repeated to the point of becoming self-parody, the romantic 

pursuit of Malone’s MaryLee Hadley who “loves him like a brother.” The situation is further 

escalated as Kyle’s sister, portrayed as a nymphomaniac, also pursues Mitch.  The archetype of 

the “love triangle” is as self-aware in its cartoonish melodrama as it is a criticism of such 

conduct. Also present in The Tarnished Angels was this archetype with the genders inverted, 

Robert Middleton’s Matt Ord was in pursuit of Malone’s Laverne Schuman, as Hudson’s Devlin 

Burke is the character portrayed to be in love with her. Complicated to the point of absurdity and 

at times glorifying the pursuit of raw desires, the given circumstances of each character 

interspersed with intense focus on performance. This is yet another reason the focus of the story 

as a whole is hard to place. The messages are delivered in such a way that their intention is 

unclear. Critic Tag Gallagher describes proponents of Sirk’s storytelling thusly: “Sirk’s films 

were tacky melodrama, but as metaphor for smugness and decay. Actually, [Sirk’s proponents] 

argued, Sirk’s films were subverting the middle-class values they seemed to be endorsing” 

(http://sensesofcinema.com/2005/feature-articles/sirk-2/).   
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 The subversion in what is, or may be acceptable social behavior is just one way Sirk’s 

style of storytelling runs across these two films. Robert Stack’s recalling, in his interview that 

Sirk adhered to Michael Checkov’s technique of “the feeling of the whole” is clear in 

performance, presentation and thematic framing simultaneously. Not only is the focus and 

grandiose of the character’s plotlines intensified (once again blurring the clarity of the main 

“hero”), but the very core message is ambiguous in its portrayal. Namely, the sense that the 

character’s behavior is an endorsement or condemnation, as told by Sirk, remains an unanswered 

question whose answer could conceivably be “both.” In Franc Chamberlain’s book on Checkov, 

she observed that, “If we take all the actions we, or our character, make and try to see how they 

connect to the whole, or entire performance, then we are working with the feeling of the whole” 

(Chamberlain 71). So, the ambiguous question of with whom the viewer is supposed to identify 

seems to have been Sirk’s way of telling his loyal family of actors the high degree of their 

importance.     

The internal motivations, themes and conflicts of all main characters clearly intersect 

with each other in both films. The ambiguity of focus is a symptom of its intensity and Sirk’s 

deliberate subscription to this principle of intense focus on each character’s relation to one 

another could be evident that his melodramatic style is a byproduct of actor-centric texts. That is, 

allowing the characters to take control also allows the actors to highlight both individual 

performance and performance in relation to each other. Whether the melodramatic intensity was 

ironic or sincere, the style of Douglas Sirk was one which allowed the actors to be spread, 

intersected and with the capacity to determine a story’s framing. 


