
c h a r a c t e r s were with few except ions just
mu l c h . Walter (Wendell Corey), t h e
m o r o n i c a l ly good-guy, wronged husband of
H a r r i e t , is the wo r s t . N e ve r t h e l e s s , I  fe l t
an unease with respect to my fe e l i n g s
about Har r iet?   W hy is she l ike that, I
a s ked mysel f?   Am I  l ike that?   Harr i e t
C ra ig of fe r s to some the thr i l l  of a  sudden
and disquieting identi fi c a t i o n .

H a r r iet does ter r i ble things, to her ser-
v a n t s , her family, and especia l ly her hus-
b a n d . But Harr i e t ’s actions are secondar y
to her affe c t , a tyrannous miasma of punc-
t i l io and order. She enforces an ethic of
host i l ity toward ordinar y expressions of
w a rm t h . A neighbor ing widow ’s g if t of a
b a s ket of the fi r st roses of summer is dis-
missed by Harr iet as the stratagem of a
conniv ing woman determined to introduce
this f lor al vir us into the Craig house .
S h e ’s a para n o i d , but not a passive para-
n o i d , c owe r ing in the shadows whi le wait-
ing for the wo r st to come .

When a Woman Ascends the Stairs

W h a t ’s wrong with Harr iet Craig?  What is
her tr i p ?

H a r r iet Cra ig (1950) is a melodrama star r i n g
Joan Craw ford in the t itle role . H a r r iet i s a
woman who leaves a successful   (unnamed)
career to enjoy domest ic bl iss with electr i c a l
engineer Walter Cra ig in c ircumstances of
p o s t w a r, h i g h - b o u r g e o i s , p r o t o - E i s e n h ove r i a n
p l e n i t u d e . S h e ’s one of those women who is
going to “ h ave it al l”--but in her own specia l
w ay, regardless of an outward appearance of
s t r ict  adherence to conve n t i o n . H a r r iet wil l
f a i l . She has a tragic--or at least pathet ic--
f l aw. Obsessed to the point of mania with
household management and, by extension,
controll ing other people’s l ive s , H a r r i e t
d e s t r oys her seeming ly perfect l i fe .

The camp account of Joan Craw ford contains
the above narra t i ve with a lmost a larm i n g
e a s e . As we al l know from Faye Dunaw ay ’s
p o r t rayal  of Joan in “Mommie Dearest”
( 1 9 8 1 ) , Joan Craw ford was a lunatic of
c lean liness who battered her children to
pulps in the pur su it of her deranged needs.
Th is i s the Joan of No-Wire-Hanger s - E ve r.
But with metaleptic irony, the fi lm implies
that perhaps Chr ist ina Craw ford s imply
watched al l of her mother’s old movies and
made up her stor y out of that .
Disregarding the obv ious camp value of the
m ov i e , I  found myself  taking Harr i e t ’s d i lem-
mas ser i o u s ly. S h e , the vi l lainess , I
e m p a t h i zed with, i n t e n s e ly. The other 
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cover: Still from Harriet Craig (1950), a film starring Joan Crawford
and Wendell Corey, directed by Vincent Sherman.
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“Harriet Craig”



Our last close-up image of Joan shows a
s h a ken (a few tear s dampen her face) ye t
resi l ient Harr i e t . She straightens her back
and ascends the grand staircase which has
loomed throughout the movie as a presid-
ing symbol : a  fanfare of wealth and
g ra n d e u r, o bv i o u s ly, but also a spiral of
f u t i l i t y. The futi l ity of love and tr ust and
rea l estate and paint ings. She cl imbs the
s t a i r s accompanied by her lengthening
s h a d ow. What happens to her when she
reaches the head of the stair s?  She’s got
the house . A py r rhic victor y?  Th is could
f u rnish mater ia l for another stor y, a n o t h e r
m ov i e .
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hood trauma is at the root : She walks in on
a ph ilander ing father with l iquor on his
breath and a cheap vu lgar blond in his lap.
He abandons Harr iet and her mother to a
l i fe of dru d g e r y and desperate str u g g l e .
“ We a lmost star ve d .” (This is , by the way,
the standard Joan Craw ford narra t i ve in  fi c-
t ion and in l i fe : an unshakable dr i ve to claw
h e r self out of pove r ty and anony m i t y ; t h e
d r i ve to find her sel f ensconced on Flamingo
Road.)  The almost comical ly obtuse hus-
band sees his wi fe c lear ly for the fi r st t ime:

“I  believe what you say about your father,
and I feel sorr y for yo u . You hated yo u r
father and you hate me . You hate and dis-
t r ust eve r y b o d y. Yo u ’re at war with the
whole wo r l d .”

o r i e n t a l i a , g i ven the fetishist ic value she
i nvests in the Ming vase fi l led with r i c e , t h e
vase that accord ing to legend Chinese wive s
fi l led with r ice from their wedding feasts as
magical  protection for their homes. Or the
Tang hor semen rewired as lamps. L av i s h
d ra p e r i e s , lacquered screens. I am also ve r y
c u r ious about the ar t in the Craig  house-
h o l d : a Mar ie Laurencin of a gi r l  with a
m a n d o l i n , and one of the ve r y most saccha-
r ine of Renoir ’s l i tt le-gir l paint ings.
L a u r e n c i n ’s innocent gi r l  recur s in  seve ra l
s c e n e s : s t a r ing out of the picture , s h e ’s a
mute witness to domestic i ty as terr o r.

H a rr iet is a  pure example of the divided
s e l f . She wants something, she can achieve
i t , and yet through some defo rmat ion of her
c h a racter she is compelled to annihi late it .
M aybe she secretly hates it al l any w ay.
F a s s b i n d e r, in his essay on Douglas S ir k ,
w r i t e s : “As a v iewer I ’m with Douglas Si rk
on the tra i l of human despair. In W r it ten on
the Wind eve r ything good and ‘ n o rm a l ’ a n d
‘ b e a u t i f u l ’ is alw ays ve r y disgust ing, a n d
e ve r ything evi l , we a k , and confused make s
you feel sympathy.” Could something s imilar
be at wo rk in Harr iet Cra i g ?

The mov i e ’s per ipeteia disc loses the sources
of Harr i e t ’s madness, and predictably child-

She takes act ion. Was it not a common-
place of the youth of the s ixties to asser t
that paranoia i s s imply heightened aw a r e-
ness?  One discove r s the most unlike ly
a f f i l i a t i o n s . T h e r e ’s a cer ta in ra d i c a l i s m
s u n ken inside Harr iet--an opaque refusal .

Just as much as Harr iet Craig  i s a mov i e
about marr iage and indiv idual  psy-
c h o p a t h o l o g y, i t is also profo u n d ly one
about inter ior decora t i o n . The ar t di rec-
t ion cannot be faul ted. The decor of the
house is itself  a major char a c t e r, e v i n c i n g
its own cra z i n e s s . C e r tain vi stas and
objets are haunted. The chatelaine has no
doubt substantial ly remade the Craig fami-
ly manse--oh, retaining many fine old
p i e c e s , of cour s e , but enr iching it  with
examples of her own taste . I imagine that
H a r r iet is lar g e ly responsible for the 
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