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Abstract

Problem Statement: The iconological approach is a scholarly method used to interpret
visual artworks. It involves a meticulous examination of the content and form of the
artworks. Erwin Panofsky, a prominent figure in the study of Middle Ages and Renaissance
artworks, pioneered this method. According to Panofsky, the meaning of an artwork is
produced through three stages: pre-iconography, iconography, and interpretation. Pre-
iconography focuses on the basic understanding of the visual representation of an icon.
Iconography investigates the symbolic relationship between the icon’s appearance and
its conventional attributes. Interpretation delves into the cultural and social factors that
shaped the icon’s meaning, considering the symbolic values of society. While primarily
used for analyzing visual artworks, the iconology approach can also be applied to
cinematic works, as long as certain requirements are met. By examining the recurring
elements of the film noir genre, particularly its portrayal of women, it becomes possible
to analyze films within this genre using the iconology approach. However, despite the
recognition of genre characteristics in film noir research, there is a noticeable absence of
scholarly examination specifically focused on the recurring female characters, which play
a crucial role in this genre.

Objective: This study aims to address the factors contributing to the formation of the
recurrent female character in Hollywood film noirs. By substantiating the existence of
this character and exploring the reasons behind its formation and repetition, the research
seeks to enhance our understanding of film noir and its impact on global cinemas.
Additionally, this investigation can pave the way for employing the iconology approach in
the analysis of the female icon in cinema and broader gender studies within this artistic
domain. The research focuses on investigating the factors behind the recurrent female



characters in film-noir works of the 1940s. The
article introduces the iconology approach briefly
and proceeds with an iconological analysis of
five notable film noir works, emphasizing the
female characters in these films. Due to the
significance and influence of films in this genre,
the study concentrates on five exemplary works,
scrutinizing the leading female characters in
chronological order of production: 1) The Falcon
of Malta — recognized as the first film noir; 2)
The Big Sleep — notable for the presence of Philip
Marlowe and directed by Howard Hawks; 3)
Double Indemnity — significant for establishing
basic noir characteristics; 4) A Lady from
Shanghai — important due to the presence of Rita
Hayworth; and 5) From the Heart of the Past —
acknowledged as a stabilizing film in the film
noir genre.

Research QuestionThe central question driving
this research is the elucidation of the factors
contributing to the recurrent female character in
1940s film noirs.

Research Method: The research commences by
describing the image of the female character in
film noir, focusing on five specific and genre-
defining cases. This initial description aligns
with the first stage of the iconology approach, pre-
iconography. Subsequently, in the iconography
stage, a reevaluation of established conventions for
this icon is conducted through the reexamination
of other texts. The final stage involves an analysis
of the social and economic conditions between
the world wars, asserting that, in addition to
economic crises and unemployment leading up
to the Second World War, women’s evolving roles
in society influenced the visual representation of
their characters.

Conclusion:The question that this research sought
to answer was the influence of masculine identity
on the formation of the recurring female character
in 1940s film noir (1940 AD/1320 SH). In this
regard, a description of the female character in
film noir was initially presented, focusing on five
specific and influential cases. The first stage,
pre-iconography, examined the description of
the female character in these five films from
an iconological perspective. In iconography, the
reinterpretation and analysis of other texts were
carried out to identify the established conventions
for this icon, leading to the conclusion that the

icon of the woman is the result of visual and
narrative traditions of its time. In the final stage
of the iconological approach, the analysis focused
on the social and economic conditions during
the period between the World Wars, arguing that
besides the economic crises and unemployment
in the years leading up to World War II, the
changing role of women in society also influenced
the visual representation of women. Additionally,
the importance of exploring the concepts of genre
and studio system productions in Hollywood
was addressed, highlighting that audience
influence on films during this period shaped
their preferred images in those films more than
in other periods. Furthermore, in addition to all
the aforementioned discussions, interpretations
of this character based on Christian ideologies
were also introduced and analyzed, suggesting
that this icon serves as a defensive mechanism
that reinforces the dominant masculine identity
in American society.

Keywords: [conology, Erwin Panofsky, Film-noir,
Cinema, Woman Character.
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Image 5: Jane Greer in Out of Past
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Image 7: Mary Astor in The Maltese Falcon
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Image 8: Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep
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