HOW DO GENRE AND NARRATIVE CREATE MEANING AND AUDIENCE RESPONSE IN THE RAPE AND TRUCK SEQUENCES OF THELMA AND LOUISE?

Genre is an important aspect of this film as it doesn’t confine itself to just one, it’s a mixture of both western and road movie.

Firstly westerns, an important idea in Thelma and Louise (1991, Ridley Scott) is that of a couple of people fighting for their freedom and dispensing justice.  This is very much like that of a western, for example Butch Cassidy and The Sundance Kid (1969, George Roy Hill).  Thelma and Louise, however, aren’t fighting against a gang or a sheriff, they are fighting against the patriarchy of the mid west.  This is displayed in the two scenes by the truck driver and Harlan.  Both dress in dark, dirty clothing to reflect their personality and the camera work used by the director shows the power they hold as men.  The shot where the truck driver is shown in low angle from inside his truck while the women are shown from a high angle shows how he is above them, he is dominant while they are vulnerable and weak.  Basically, these shots show what the women are being forced to fight against, they are immediately shown as weak and divided.  This is what they are trying to fight against and prove they are as powerful as men.

A fact that shows the western influence over the film are the ‘showdown’ scenes.  These are the rape and truck scenes where the two women come up face to face with their enemy, men.  This is especially evident in the truck scene from the shot where Thelma and Louise are in the foreground with the guns sitting in the back of their trousers.  The driver walks towards them from out of the background in a dusky setting.  This is exactly like one of the classic showdowns from movies such as Gunfight At The OK Corral (1957, John Sturges).

Thelma and Louise conforms to many conventions of the road movie genre also.  The road movie’s basic outline is that a group of friends leave behind the repressions of society to go out on the road and seek freedom.  On their travels they meet characters who help them to evolve as people and mature.  For example, Harlan lets the two know what men can be like and how they are going to be treated.  He is an important character as he justifies the female’s action later in the film; this is because he symbolises the typical male and his actions therefore reflect on the entire male populous of the film.

The characters in these scenes do not conform to any western conventions, although they take a little from the road movie genre.  One huge convention of westerns is that the main characters are male.  The fact that Thelma and Louise are both female is a deviation from the rules.  The impact this has on the story is huge.  During the film the two characters become more and more masculine in their clothing and actions, this obviously wouldn’t happen if they were male.  This deviation from the generic convention completely changes the plot and takes it away from being a typical western.  

The setting itself and the costumes in the truck are really reminiscent of western movies also.  The sequence which best displays this is the opening shots of the truck scene.  The opening shot pans across an extreme long shot of the desert before settling in a mid shot of the two women listening to typical country and western music wearing sleeveless tops, hats and jeans.  This is a great contrast to the rape scene which conforms more to the road movie genre than anything else with its industrial and repressive surroundings.

Their treatment of men changes a lot between the scenes also. In the rape scene the two women were literally separated by Harlan, keeping the two apart.  In the truck scene, however, there is a shot where the driver is in the background, entrapped between the two women, smaller than they are, this is the complete opposite of earlier in the film where the two women were entrapped by man made objects and industry.  The shot where the truck driver is in the background with the ladies in the foreground is a great example of how the characters evolve between the two scenes as the driver is now literally smaller than them, this represents the power that two women have achieved and how they have grown as characters.
Their treatment of men also shows how much the characters have matured between the two scenes, this is shown particularly well in the fact that they don’t shoot the driver in the truck scene.  They humiliate him instead, destroying his masculinity by blowing up the phallic symbol of the truck.  Instead of leaving the man in a position of power, like Harlan was, going out swearing and disrespectful until the end, they leave the driver in the background on his knees with his truck, representing his manhood aflame.  This shows how the women have grown mentally through the film.
So how well does it conform to the boundaries within the two aforementioned scenes?  The opening shot of the truck scene which shows an open road, with nothing for miles except a train is a very important illustration of the pair’s desire for freedom.  Also when compared to the industrial, artificially lit setting in the rape scene, it is a huge contrast and shows how they have almost escaped.

Finally, in many road movies the main characters are a minority group who are escaping repression, for example homosexuals as in My Own Private Idaho (1991, Gus Van Sant).  In this setting of the mid west the women are a minority group and therefore the film conforms to this convention also and is shaped greatly by it.  Women are shown as a minority group because apart form the waitress they are virtually the only female characters in the film.  If the women weren’t a minority then they wouldn’t be mistreated and they would never have ended up on a journey to Mexico.

The main narrative points from the film are evident in these two scenes in particular. For example the recurring themes which pop up throughout the film are clearly shown in both the rape scene and the truck scene.  One main one being unpopular male characters.  Both Harlan and the driver are extremely dislikeable characters.  They are dressed alike and are both disrespectful towards women.  These are the sort of characters that the women meet throughout the film and which spur them into rebellion.  Their complete disrespect is shown by the actions of Harlan when he is told by Louise to ‘let her go’.  He completely ignores this and also says ‘fuck Louise’.  This total disrespect creates a dislike of male characters by the audience and justifies Thelma and Louise’s actions. 

The most important narrative in this film is the evolution of characters.  This is shown particularly clearly in the truck and rape scene.  The two women have evolved and matured a remarkable amount by the latter sequence.  This is shown by a number of shots as well as the women’s actions.  The first shot of both scenes are incredibly alike in their camera work and thus provide an obvious contrast.  In the rape scene the camera establishes the scene by panning across a number of cars and then settling in a mid shot on Thelma, the only lighting in the scene is artificial, man made.  In the truck scene the camera moves in almost exactly the same way, except this time it pans across an open, free landscape with natural lighting.  These two shots show how the two women have escaped from the industrial world to a new free land.

Thelma, in particular evolves a lot between the two scenes.  During the rape scene there is a shot where Thelma is in the background, out of focus, behind Louise.  This echoes how Louise is in control, the more powerful and important of the two.  This is also reflected in the fact that it is her with the gun and it is her who is calm during the scene.  However, in the truck scene the two are filmed together.  Both are in a mid shot, both in the foreground.  Also, they both fire guns in the truck scene and are both calm throughout.  This reflects how Thelma has grown up and matured between the two scenes and become an equal with Louise.

Finally, the evolution of the characters is shown by their appearance.  In the rape scene Thelma is wearing a white dress, white representing her innocence and naiveté.  She is also wearing make-up, as is Louise.  By the truck scene, however, the two are wearing jeans, hats, sleeveless tops and no make up.  This basically shows how the two characters have evolved to become more masculine and therefore in the context of this film, more powerful.  This also conforms to the western generic conventions.

Basically these two scenes are extremely important in illustrating the generic conventions and narrative within the film.  Their very placing within the film, at the start and the end are not only important because they mark the start and end of their journey together, but also because they provide direct comparisons between the two characters at the start and end of the movie.  The two scenes are very alike in their structure and their idea, with Thelma and Louise being forced to have a showdown with a dominant male figure.  Therefore by looking at the females responses to a similar situation before and after their journey is a perfect chance to see how they have matured over the course of the film.
