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The enigmatic Laura Hunt has been murdered. 
new York Detective Mark McPherson quietly 
investigates lead suspects including Laura’s 
“godfather” the notorious newspaper 
columnist Waldo Lydecker, socialite and 
flighty fiancée Shelby Carpenter, and his 
infatuated patroness Laura’s aunt Mrs. Ann 
Treadwell. McPherson’s inquiries draw him 
deeply into Laura. He repeatedly returns to 
her silent apartment, obsessively reads her 
journals and letters, visits her cottage, and 
slips into a scotch-induced restless sleep 
under her romantically painted portrait to 
which his affections are uncannily drawn. But 
Laura is alive, and it is through her that we 
shall witness the return of the repressed.

Laura, a 1942 psychological murder mystery 
penned by American writer Vera Caspary, 
was adapted to film in 1944 by 20th Century 
Fox to become an early example of film 
noir. Film noir, as described by post-war 
film theorists (André Bazin and others), 
collapses documentary realism with early 
twentieth-century German Expressionist 
cinematography typified by directors such 
as Fritz Lang. its characteristics include 
excessively luxurious, intimate, and sexualized 
mise-en-scènes bathed in dramatic lighting, 
shot using unsettling camera angles, and 
punctuated by nostalgic voice-overs and 
recurring musical interludes. Hollywood film 
noir alludes to the dark underbelly of modern 
post-war American culture through themes of 
alienation and corruption as articulated by the 
contradictory and often violent relationship 
between the protagonist and society.1

The making of Laura, like the story itself, 
was a site of power struggles and intrigue. 
in the film’s latter stages, original director 
Rouben Mamoulian and cinematographer 
Lucien Ballard were unceremoniously 
removed from the set by the studio and 
replaced by director Otto Preminger and 
Oscar-winning cameraman Joseph LaShelle.2 
Since Alexandre Astruc’s 1948 essay “Birth 
of a new Avant-Garde: la camera-stylo” 
film criticism, and particularly that of film 
noir, has been dominated by the personal 
and essayistic role of the auteur.3 in 1954 
Francois Truffaut’s article “Une certaine 
tendance du cinema francais” in Cahiers du 
Cinema challenged psychological realism and 
also tied film criticism to the identification of 
the individual will of the director.4 

The personal relationship between author 
and artwork is clearly seen in the translations 
of Laura from book to film to installation.  

in each, Laura’s character is reinterpreted to 
reflect the author’s vision of the construction 
of social difference. in Caspary’s book, female 
subjectivity is central and strongly expressed 
through Laura. Laura’s character is closely 
modeled on Caspary’s own experiences as 
a writer and ad executive who struggled to 
balance career, romance and independence 
during the war years. Literary and film 
theorist Liahna Babener describes Laura’s 
character as “proto-feminist,” reflective of 
the ambiguous and often conflicted state of 
mid-century American sexual politics.5 

Under Preminger’s directorial control, 
Caspary’s lead female character (Gene 
Tierney) is stripped of her power. The film 
Laura highlights instead the post-war crisis 
of masculinity partially triggered by the 
assertive and expanded social roles many 
women occupied during WWi and WWii.6 
The auteur stands in for masculine power 
and objectification, and as feminist film 
theorist Constance Penley observes “cinema 
reduces femininity to the narcissistic mirroring 
of masculinity.”7 Shelby Carpenter (Vincent 
Price) is beautiful but broke, a serious 
liability to any woman he might choose to 
woo. Lydecker (Clifton Webb) excitedly pegs 
Detective McPherson (Dana Andrews) as the 
damaged hero, a hypermasculine “earthy” 
character who is forever lesser because 
of his “silver shinbone.” The older, effete 
Lydecker puts on airs of the consummate 
collector of “priceless” American and British 
glassware through which he struggles 
to make himself whole. He extends the 
realm of his possessions to Laura who 
he suggests is “shaped” by his taste as 
much as his walking stick and white lapel 
carnation. Her silence is golden. Consistently 
artworks represent the object of desire. 
This is particularly true of Laura who, in her 
absence, is represented repeatedly by her 
large romantic portrait above the living room 
mantle, which “embodies the male gaze of 
the infatuated artist” more than the subject 
herself.8 importantly for Eric Metcalfe’s mise-
en-scène, Laura’s portrait, clock, screen, 
and vases become possessions in contention 
between the film’s two main desirous rivals, 
Lydecker and McPherson.

Consistent with his oeuvre, Metcalfe 
worked collaboratively with a large team 
of well-known artists to produce Laura, an 
installation and publication in the form of 
a production notebook. in Laura Metcalfe 
returns to a film he first saw when he 
was five9 to reveal how the narrative and 
institutional apparatus by which meanings 
are produced and reproduced structure our 
ways of seeing and our social relations. 
Through a process of doubling, Metcalfe 
appropriates Laura’s key narrative devices 
to interrogate the modern role of the auteur 
and the apparent narcissism and alienation 
inherent to artistic identity.

Laura extends Metcalfe’s ongoing analysis of 
popular forms including comics, jazz and, of 
course, film noir through which he traces his 
preoccupation with repression and violence.10 
The installation taps noir’s transgressive 

potential to explode stable subject positions 
and critique the construction of social 
difference. Decentering the subject was also 
key to Metcalfe’s signature parodic alter ego 
Dr. Brute and his outrageous performance 
activities with Lady Brute (the late Kate 
Craig) within the conceptual framework of 
Brutopia from 1969 – 1975. This “love affair/
despair between image and self-image” 
that according to Laura Mulvey “has found 
such intensity of expression in film” also 
permeates his anti-narrative videos Steel and 
Flesh (1980) and Sax Island (with Hank Bull 

1984), which openly mock artistic genius 
and the cult of celebrity through a process of 
self-mythologizing.11 

For the spectator, the installation’s mise-en-
scène is a spectacle, an image rendered in 
forced perspective and framed by lush red 
theatre curtains that hang in a storefront 
window. But Metcalfe focuses our attention 
through a series of successively tighter 
frames; Laura is at once storefront gallery, 
studio, and artwork. His construction pays 
particular attention to how noir uses art 
and artists as narrative motifs and objects 
of desire. inside, the character of the space 
begins to show itself in detail. Metcalfe strips 
film noir’s baroque bare to reveal a masculine 
space of mahogany objects wrapped in 
Hunter Green walls. Sculptor Rick Ross’ 
singular prop, an American 18th-century-
model grandfather clock with an encased, 
but clearly visible shotgun, symbolizes the 
repressed violence and the impending 
self-destruction triggered by obsession. A 
hanging venetian blind/screen casts a formal 
pattern of light and shadow on the green 
walls to redirect our gaze. Two empty “neo-
Brute” decorative ceramic vessels by Gillian 
McMillan cap the domestic mantelpiece and 
suggest possessive desire. A lone abstract 
painting by Metcalfe again signals the artist’s 
presence through his oeuvre. Both squarely 
situate Metcalfe’s ongoing critique of 
connoisseurship and the commodification of 
the art object at the centre of our attention. 

in the movie, Laura, in her absence, is also 
represented by a leitmotif or idée fixe, a sign 
of obsession that repeats in one’s mind. For 
the installation, Vancouver avant-garde jazz 
pianist Paul Plimley revisits David Raksin’s 
famous theme to improvise an overture 
that parenthetically embraces a 14:40 
looping soundtrack. in it a series of musical 
arabesques intermingle with sound designer 
Peter Courtemanche’s anachronistic Foley 
effects — a gunshot, a ticking clock and 
rain — to punctuate a narrative voice-over 
edited by Michael Turner and read by writer 
nancy Shaw. 

Typically a film’s musical score and  
voice-over narration are non-diegetic, or 
reflect a time and space external to the 
mise-en-scène. in film noir, the director often 
uses these conventions reflexively to break 
the narrative flow and shatter the cinematic 
illusion. The viewer’s presence triggers the 
installation’s soundscape, which combines 
diegetic (within narrative space) and non-
diegetic (outside narrative space) conventions. 
in a somewhat detached tone, Shaw reads a 
series of poetic letters to Laura that collide 
multiple narratives, and conflate present with 
past, biography with autobiography, and fact 
with fiction. Her reading enacts a form of 
subjective criticism that provides external 
and contextual evidence to accompany the 
viewer’s experience of the mise-en-scène. 
Once again the viewer is asked to contrast 
the narrative with his/her own experience 
and this creates ambiguity resulting in a 
dissociative, uncanny effect.  

Evocations of the uncanny also hover above 
the mantelpiece in the form of a framed 
oversized silhouette of a woman. This 
silhouette replaces Laura’s portrait from the 
movie, which represented the object of desire 
and the obsessional gaze. Unlike a portrait, 
the silhouette is an indexical sign; it is a true 
trace of an individual who has been there.12 
it is fragmented, flattened and emptied of 
associations. it is reduced to an icon open 
to impersonation and misidentification. in the 
context of Metcalfe’s mise-en-scène, this 
silhouette could also be an ironic reference to 
the movie cameo; a momentary déjà vu when 
one encounters the uncanny appearance 
of the director. Undoubtedly it references 
the centrality of the image to the formation 
of identity and self-awareness in Lacan’s 
mirror stage. This determined void becomes 
a surface ready to receive our projections; 
a space where to know the subject is 
to first recognize ourselves. it is here we 
must face the potential (Hitchcockian) horror 
of confronting what film theorist Susan 
Felleman cites is “the loss of self involved in 
identification.”13

A similar uncanny effect occurs when viewers 
enter the set, and are doubled by their 
shadows. Suddenly, the modern cinematic 
apparatus, which is framed by two klieg 
lights, and its role in the construction of 
the gaze are made visible. Viewers become 
participants, and they are simultaneously 
aware of being looked at while looking. 
They are caught in the circularity of the 
gaze. This play of subject/object relations 

subverts what Laura Mulvey describes as 
“the position of the spectators in the cinema 
[which] is blatantly one of repression of the 
exhibitionism and projection of the repressed 
desire onto the performer.”14 Here the work, 
as text, is framed as the object of desire.

Unlike the critic Waldo Lydecker who, because 
of the fixity of his position, is destroyed 
by his obsession, Metcalfe tempers the 
auteur’s impulse to control meaning through 
collaboration and an awareness of aesthetic 
excess. Through Laura he makes visible his 
own subject construction — middle-class, 
middle-aged, Anglo-Saxon, heterosexual 
male artist — while simultaneously 
attempting to destabilize it through criticism. 
Laura, is at once part of and free from the 
auteur. As an interpretive schema, Laura 
is primarily concerned with the effects of 
narrative discourse and the pleasure of the 
text. 

p.s.: Many thanks to Laura for allowing 
me the pleasure to play both critic and 
detective.

–Diana Sherlock
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Biographies:
Eric Metcalfe was born in 1940 in Vancouver. 
He has exhibited at the University of British 
Columbia Fine Arts Gallery in 1967, Victoria 
Art Gallery in 1968 and was included in the 
1970 Whitney Museum exhibition new York 
Correspondence School and Morris/Trasov’s 
image Bank Postcard Show in 1971. in 
1969 Metcalfe married artist Kate Craig, 
collaborating as Dr. Brute and Lady Brute. 
Metcalfe’s Leopard Reality research led to 
exhibitions at the Vancouver Art Gallery, 
collaborations with Mr. Peanut, Marcel 
Dot, General idea, and Hank Bull and a 
performance at the 1974 Decca Dance in Los 
Angeles. Metcalfe also extensively produced 
and performed in film and video from 1972; 
in 1973 co-founding the Western Front artist 
run centre in Vancouver and curating its 
performance programme between 1979 
– 2000.

More recently, Metcalfe’s Attic Project was 
exhibited at Kamloops Art Gallery, Southern 
Alberta Art Gallery, Charles H. Scott Gallery, 
Kitchener-Waterloo Art Gallery and at 
Maltwood Museum, University of Victoria. 
Metcalfe was awarded The Audain Foundation 
Award for lifetime achievement in 2006 and 
was the Visiting Artist to the Undergraduate/
Graduate Program at the University of British 
Columbia’s Fine Art Program. The exhibition 
Laura is on tour to Open Space (Victoria), The 
Stride Gallery (Calgary) and The Dunlop Art 
Gallery in co-production with Curtain Razors 
(Regina).

Diana Sherlock is an independent 
contemporary art curator and freelance visual 
arts writer from Calgary.
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Text by Diana Sherlock

Laura: The Object of his Desire
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