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Sarah Louise Smyth
““I do not know that I find myself anywhere’: The British Heritage Film and
Spaces of Intersectionality in Amma Asante’s Belle (2014)”

In a key moment in Amma Asante’s British heritage film, Belle (2014), the
Chief Justice Lord Mansfield (Tom Wilkinson) asks his great-niece Dido Elizabeth
Belle (Gugu Mbatha-Raw), a wealthy multiracial woman born to a black African
slave mother and a white British naval officer father in eighteenth-century England,
about the book she is reading. She replies that it is A Gentleman Named Thomas Day
who “speaks of a slave who agrees to marry an English lady; a voice for people,
people like my mother, who do not have one.” When Lord Mansfield asks whether
she finds herself in such writing, Dido replies: “I do not know that I find myself
anywhere.” In this chapter, | investigate this issue of placelessness. Narratively
foregrounding the complexity of Dido’s identity, Belle offers a significant opportunity
for an intersectional analysis of race, class and gender representations in British
heritage cinema.? Moreover, the first British heritage film with a multiracial woman
as its lead protagonist, Belle enables an explicit interrogation of the British heritage
film’s whiteness.® As | will demonstrate, within heritage film studies, little work has
been done to interrogate the ubiquity of white representations, or the presence — or
absence — of people of color, particularly black and multiracial people, within British
heritage cinema. Centering my analysis on Belle’s representation of the country house
— a symbol of white, patriarchal authority — I examine how Asante stages her wealthy
multiracial protagonist. Arguing that the film’s use of this space paradoxically
upholds and challenges the hegemonic whiteness of the genre, | argue that Belle
provides a complex representation of a woman of color’s subjectivity in a genre that

so often marginalizes, ignores or erases her existence.



Race and the British Heritage Film

In film studies, the British heritage film has often been conceived of as a
quality historical and/or romantic costume drama (often a literary adaptation) which
reproduces nostalgic and reductive images of national history and identity. Andrew
Higson canonized the term in academic studies, where he links a cycle of films to the
cultural-industrial moment of Margaret Thatcher’s government (1979-90). The films,
he argues, articulate a nostalgic and conservative pastiche of the values and lifestyles
of imperialist upper-class Britain both through their textual visual display and their
links to the heritage industry, where the past becomes a commodity for consumption.*
Since then, academics have complicated and broadened the term, suggesting that the
heritage film is a flexible critical category connected to a network of cultural and
industrial practices that relate to the construction of collective memory, often using
the term synonymously with period drama, costume drama or historical film.> In this
chapter, | take up the term heritage film deliberately to question whose history is
being remembered; or, to quote Stuart Hall, “who is Heritage for?”®

For Hall, the answer in Britain is clear: heritage “is intended for those who
‘belong’ — a society which is imagined as, in broad terms, culturally homogeneous
and unified.”” As John Corner and Sylvia Harvey argue: “Working behind every use
of *heritage’... there is necessarily a sense of an inheritance which is rhetorically
projected as ‘common’ whilst at the same time it is implicitly or contextually closed
down around particular characteristics of, for instance, social class, gender and
ethnicity.”® For Hall, British heritage is deeply intertwined with histories of
colonization, slavery and Empire. However, these histories are subject to selective

amnesia and disavowal, and represented as an “external appendage” to British history



and culture.® If heritage is constructed along racialized, gendered and classed lines,
and continues to marginalize histories of colonialism within the dominant national
narrative, then certain groups are left out of the sense of national belonging, including
but not limited to: people of color, particularly women of color; transgender, non-
binary, genderqueer and gender non-conforming people; disabled people; queer
people; people from Britain’s former or current colonies; members of the working-
class.

Scholars have made various attempts to interrogate on-screen representations
of British heritage in terms of race, gender, class and sexuality.*® Much has been
written about in terms of (white) women’s representation for, as Claire Monk
observes, heritage films often exhibit an overt concern with sexuality and gender.!
Likewise, Richard Dyer has demonstrated how heritage films provide fertile ground
for representations of queer histories.'? Little has been done, however, to investigate
the presence — or absence — of people of color, particularly black or multiracial
people, within British heritage cinema.'® Of the small work done, Stephen Bourne
provides a survey of black representation, arguing that the black British presence is
invisible to the extent that “whiteness [is] a specific generic trait of British period
films.”*# Black British actors such as David Oyelowo repeatedly complain about
Britain’s “obsession” with the production and consumption of heritage films to the
exclusion and detriment of black British narratives and talent.*> However, recently a
number of British heritage films have emerged which investigate non-white stories
within narratives about colonial histories, including A United Kingdom (Asante 2017),
Victoria & Abdul (Frears 2017) and Viceroy’s House (Chadha 2017), or which cast
black actors in roles conventionally offered to white actors, such as Wuthering

Heights (Arnold 2012) and Lady Macbeth (Oldroyd 2017). This cultural and



industrial trend offers a new opportunity with which to interrogate what we mean by
British heritage. Belle provides a unique example as the first and currently only
British heritage film to have a multiracial woman as its lead protagonist, opening up

new possibilities of intersectional analysis in British heritage cinema studies.

The Country House: Visibilities and Invisibilities

In this chapter, | examine one central space of the heritage film: the country
house. As Madge Dresser and Andrew Hann argue: “The British country house, that
symbol of refinement, connoisseurship and civility, has long been regarded not only
as the jewel in the nation’s heritage crown, but as an iconic signifier of national
identity.”® The country house often links the heritage film and heritage industry as
both the place where films are set and shot and as key tourist attractions run by the
National Trust or English Heritage. However, in this chapter, | move away from an
analysis of what Amy Sargeant identifies as “the marketing and consumption of
Britain’s cultural heritage as a tourist attraction” to investigate the textual
representation of the country house in Belle, considering how this mediates the
representation of classed, racialized and gendered bodies in the film.!" | follow
Julianne Pidduck’s argument that the country house is a contentious place for
(middle-class white) women in heritage cinema, particularly Austen adaptations: as a
representational space of women’s limited agency; as a contested site of subjecthood
through property ownership, inheritance and marriage; and as a place symbolizing
romantic heterosexual desire and longing.'® Asante’s staging of her wealthy
multiracial female protagonist in the country house centralizes issues of nation, race

and class as they intersect with gender, both suggesting the limits of Pidduck’s



argument and opening up new maps of enquiry within the spatial configurations of
heritage cinema.

When Belle first reveals the country house — Kenwood House in Hampstead
Village (how Hampstead Heath, north London) — the idyll of the white stately home,
nestled into the picturesque pastoral landscape, is emphasized by glorious sunshine
and a swelling orchestral score. Higson, rather reductively, argues that the heritage
film constructs a nostalgic gaze that resists visual ironies, social critiques and political
tensions, and instead, turns images and objects, including the country house, into an
excessive spectacle to be admired.*® In Belle, the first shot of Kenwood House — a
panning shot from an objective and omniscient point of view — certainly encourages
the pleasures of looking through the emotive music and beautiful landscape,
contrasting sharply with, for example, the audience’s first look of Mansfield Park in
Patricia Rozema’s post-colonial reworking of Austen’s novel in her 1999
adaptation.?’ However, although the film situates us within the familiar generic milieu
of the heritage film, Asante also destabilizes the images through both oblique and
direct references to colonialism and slavery.

<Fig 1 about here>

In the preceding scene, Captain Sir John Lindsay (Matthew Goode), a white
British naval officer, arrives at a port to collect young Dido (Lauren Julien-Box), his
daughter born to a black slave mother who has since died. The opening frame —a long
shot of an English port — shows the hustle and bustle of seafaring life, with rows of
ships lined up in the foreground and background of the shot. The ship, Pidduck
argues, represents the “spectre of colonial space” just outside of the frame of heritage
films, particularly Austen adaptations.?! Asante explicitly situates us in this historical

colonial context through the film’s opening title card which reads “The year is 1769.



Britain is a colonial empire and a slave trading capital.” However, Asante also
explicitly made an “Austenesque” film.?? Therefore, although the film attempts to
interrogate the financial underpinnings of this society, following Austen’s narratives,
slaves are not visible. If spatiality is “a powerful tool of cinema that can reveal
aesthetic, political, social and historical meanings of the cinematographic image,” the
extent of what is made visible or invisible becomes significant.?® Dido’s mother, for
example, is never seen, although the film identifies “Belle” as Dido’s mother’s name,
indicating her important structural (if not visible) presence. Moreover, Belle elides
any ethical questioning of the relationship between Captain Lindsay and Belle, or the
terms under which Dido was conceived, even cutting a line from Lord Mansfield who
describes Captain Lindsay’s relationship with Belle as “sheer lack of ‘self-control’.”2*
Some aspects of slavery and colonialism, it seems, are “too much” to reveal in a
heritage film, particularly one imitating an Austenesque romance.

Following a brief exchange at the port, Captain Lindsay takes Dido to his
carriage to begin their journey to Kenwood House. If colonialism constitutes “a
shadowy yet essential aspect of an audiovisual economy of restraint and movement,”
then this journey from one part of England to another marks the absent (or
“shadowy”) journey of wider transatlantic journeys and exchanges through which
Dido was conceived and brought to England.?® Asante frames Captain Lindsay and
Dido’s arrival at the house from the perspective of Dido’s young white cousin,
Elizabeth (played as a child by Cara Jenkins, and as an adult by Sarah Gadon); an
over-the-shoulder shot with Elizabeth in the extreme foreground of the frame shows
the carriage pulling up and Dido being lifted out, before Asante cuts to a medium
close-up shot of Elizabeth’s quizzical look at Dido. Framing this moment through

Elizabeth’s gaze, Asante emphasizes the “strangeness” of this arrival for the white



inter- and extra-textual onlooker. The film may situate us in the familiar iconography
of the county house, with an Austenesque gesture to the history of colonialism and
slavery that is just out of frame, but Asante also makes clear that this is also a
perspective of history and heritage with which we are unfamiliar: the perspective of

an aristocratic woman of color.

The Country House: Longing and Belonging

Like the feminist critiques of white patriarchal property ownership by Sally
Potter, by way of Virginia Woolf, in Orlando (Potter 1993) and Emma Thompson, by
way of Austen, in Sense and Sensibility (Lee 1995), Asante also uses the country
house to focalize Dido’s intersecting axes of privilege and oppression, and the
conflicting notions of “belonging” they reflect. Lady Mansfield (Emily Watson)
makes clear that Dido is not to marry because “any gentleman of good breeding
would be unlikely to form a serious attachment to Dido, and a man without would
lower her position in society.” Indeed, rather than being offered the limited social
agency afforded to middle-class married women, Dido is given the keys to take over
the household duties at Kenwood — a symbol not of property ownership, but a
reminder of her low social and domestic position.

Moreover, just as the interiors of country houses in heritage films evoke, as
Pidduck argues, “the claustrophobic weight of history, oppressive patriarchal laws of
inheritance, and the strict codes of comportment,” which goes beyond their
representations as what Higson calls “museum pleasures,” Asante demonstrates how
they further destabilize Dido’s sense of belonging.?® At several moments in the film,
Dido gazes at paintings around the house depicting black servants and their white

masters — a tacit reminder of Dido’s racialized position, and the histories of



colonialism and slavery on which the wealth of her ancestors was built.?” Later in the
film, Dido is to be painted, offering her a representative “place” within the house. The
actual painting, upon which this moment is based, suggests the significance of Dido’s
subjectivity, which inspired Asante to make the film: “[The painting] said: | am here.
I’m relevant. I’'m a lady. I’m brown.”?® The painting and the film indicate both the
importance of reexamining material history through an intersectional, racialized lens —
the paintings, after all, function more than Pidduck’s gendered assertion that interiors
evoke oppressive patriarchal laws of inheritance — and pose broader questions of
(national) belonging, both inside the country house and outside of it.?°

However, the portrait is not enough. Once the painting is shown to her, Dido
continues to wonder where her “place” is, leading Lord Mansfield to ask Dido: “What
do you want?” Pidduck argues that female desire is encapsulated by the trope of the
woman looking out of the window in heritage cinema as she longs for romance,
heterosexual courtship and marriage, which is inextricable from the question of
historical property relationships: “In this sense, the gaze from the window may also
be read as a retrospective yearning for middle-class entitlements of citizenship denied
Austen’s female protagonists by accident of sex.”? Despite being told she will not
marry, Dido does secure a match in Oliver Ashford (James Norton), a second-born
son in a high-ranking family, whose attraction to her inheritance outweighs the
potential shame her race would bring to him and his family. His brother, James
Ashford (Tom Felton), however, disapproves of the match, and assaults Dido while
accusing her of destroying “the entire order of our family.” In the scene following this
incident, Dido looks out of the window, with the camera cutting from a long-shot of
her silhouette in the window frame to a close-up shot of her contemplative face — a

suggestion of her interiority. Dido’s look out of the window refracts Pidduck’s



affective female longing through the further intersection of race and class, offering a
potent reminder that the yearnings for “entitlements of citizenship” means something
very different to Dido than to analogous white women.

Pidduck suggests what is at stake for people of color’s subjecthood in heritage
films, particularly Austen adaptations, via Toni Morrison’s reading of the
interdependence of slavery and freedom in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn: “To
tease out the contemporary yearnings afoot in the Austen adaptations is to bring
forward the supporting characters of servants and countryfolk — and to consider the
structuring absences of colonial peoples and places just outside the frame.”%! In other
words, the middle-class white woman’s yearnings for personhood, social mobility and
corporeal and sexual freedoms are always in relation to other social groups who do
not have any, such as slaves. In another scene, Dido gazes out of the window again,
and this follows both a romantic development (this time a genuine moment of desire
with Mr. Davinier (Sam Reid), the man Dido eventually marries, as he touches her
hand affectionately), and a moment of political awakening for Dido. Dido compels
Mr. Davinier, who is working with Lord Mansfield as he prepares to rule on the Zong
case, to tell her what he believes happened on the Zong ship. As he outlines the details
of the case — that slaves were deliberately thrown overboard as they were diseased
and therefore “worth more as dead insured merchandise than as alive spoiled goods” —
Dido’s eyes fill with tears. The cut to the next scene, where Dido looks out of the
window, brings forth the gendered, racialized and classed structures of feeling. Dido
is a financially privileged woman, but she is one intimately imbricated in the history
of slavery, colonialism and the Zong trial. The window, then, becomes a place where

Dido contemplates her complex position as a wealthy woman of color who desires



heterosexual love and marriage, and a claim to citizenship — a longing for belonging —

not afforded to her due to her status as a multiracial woman born to a slave mother.

The Dining Table

In this way, Asante inverts Pidduck’s claim that heritage film’s pervasive
trajectory of female becoming is constructed “against [emphasis added] fraught
backgrounds of class and colonial struggle” by demonstrating how Dido’s strive for
subjectivity plays out within these struggles.®? Asante centralizes the trope of the
dining table both to make explicit Dido’s position within the house and wider social
structures, and to mount an intersectional feminist critique against this positioning.
When the Mansfields receive guests, Dido is told she will not dine with the family,
prompting her to ask Lord Mansfield, “Papa, how may I be too high a rank to dine
with the servants and too low to dine with my family?” The dining table here
functions as a class and race marker which prevents Dido from integrating in upper-
class social life and finding a potential romantic suitor.

In another scene, after being served breakfast by Mabel (Bethan Mary-James),
the Mansfield’s black servant, Dido asks the family whether Mabel is a slave. After
Lord Mansfield informs her that Mabel is “free and under our protection,” Dido curtly
responds, “oh, like me,” before further antagonizing her uncle by asking how the
Zong trial is going, which she calls a “fraud appeal.” Through her challenge to Lord
Mansfield’s white patriarchal rule, Dido (and, by extension, Asante) function here as
Sara Ahmed’s intersectional figure of the feminist killjoy.>® Seated around the family
table, Ahmed’s feminist killjoy becomes tense as the conversation turns to something
she finds problematic yet cannot challenge without disrupting the apparent happiness

of this family image. Asante transmutes Dido’s moments of affective longing at the
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window into the willful act of exposing and, therefore, posing a problem at the table.
The table symbolizes and enacts intersectional feminism as an “object of feeling” — as
a way of relating to and making sense of the world — which allows us to see what the
picture at the table does not and will not reflect.>* Although Lady Mansfield attempts
to restore the happy family image by telling Dido to desist discussing the “vulgar
subject,” which, in turn, vocalizes the broader silencing of slavery and race relations
in Austen’s work and heritage cinema, Dido/Asante’s challenge turns them into
willful subjects: “a refusal to look away from what has already been looked over
[emphasis in original],” whether this be Lord Mansfield’s refusal to consider the
racial politics at play at home and work, or British heritage cinema’s broader
marginalization of slavery and the history of people of color. *°

<Fig. 2 about here>

But to assume a feminist is a killjoy at the table is to assume, of course, that
she has a place at the table in the first place. Dido is not always welcome at the dining
table but Mabel, as a black servant, is not welcome at the table at all. Although Asante
suggests that Mabel and Dido are, to some extent, comparable in their blackness —
race, after all, is what compels Dido to compare herself to Mabel and to become a
killjoy in this moment — Dido’s status as an heiress to a fortune gained through
colonialism offers her a tenuous privilege never afforded to Mabel. Yet, the film also
offers a moment of affinity between Mabel and Dido at another table — the dressing
table — when Dido struggles to brush her hair and Mabel, taking pity on her, shows
her how to do it. Although still performing labor for Dido (and indeed, Mabel would
not be welcome to sit at the dressing table either), Asante presents this as a moment of
black female solidarity by framing them looking at each other in the mirror

(Elizabeth, standing in the background, is tellingly out of focus). As well as gesturing
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to the symbolic significances of hair to black and multiracial women’s identities,
this moment enacts what bell hooks calls the “process of mirrored recognition’ and the
‘shared gaze of...solidarity’ between women of color in the struggle to represent
black women’s subjectivity.®” Also inserting the maternal figure (Mabel tells Dido
that her “mam” taught her how to brush her hair), Asante locates this moment of
black female subject formation across a generational and class struggle, even if this is

constrained by class positionings that cannot be overcome.

Beyond the Country House

Ultimately, Asante/Dido’s literal and figurative spatial challenge within the
house is limited. To stake her claim as a full legal subject, Dido furthers her
involvement in the Zong case by stealing evidence from Lord Mansfield’s study and
giving them to Mr. Davinier to make them known in a court of law; her spatial
transgressions can only (literally) go so far. The film culminates in Lord Mansfield’s
ruling in the Zong case (that the slaves were purposefully thrown overboard, and
should be considered human beings, not cargo), and Dido and Mr. Davinier’s
declaration of love for one another. The romantic conclusions of heritage films,
particularly Austen adaptations, have frequently been read as indicative of the
postfeminist moment where feminine subjectivity is linked to romance and
consumption.® Indeed, Dido’s confirmation into this white world via marriage could
be read as the postfeminist and post-racial demand for the multiracial subject to
“transcend” their blackness in order to arrive at a state of success — a figure in
opposition yet related to the “tragic mulatto”.3® However, in Belle, multiracial female

subjecthood depends on more than a depoliticized heterosexual marriage script.
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As Lord Mansfield presides over court, Asante cuts between shots of him
reading his verdict with shots of Dido sneaking out of the house and breaking into the
public gallery, overlaying the latter with Lord Mansfield’s speech in voiceover.
Linking these moments, Asante positions Dido as a woman of color for whom the
verdict will have enormous ramifications for her own freedom. This is not to suggest
that Dido’s journey, personal autonomy and freedoms are the same as the slaves.
Rather, this rebellious and transgressive journey is the culmination of Asante’s
challenge to heritage cinema and a statement on the importance of Dido’s subjecthood
in order for her to marry Mr. Davinier as his “equal.” So Mayer argues that Belle
reconfigures the courtroom as a place of celebration and marriage as a route to
freedom. Citing Kara Keeling’s delineation of the doubled meaning of the word
“representation” (meaning both “depicted,” for example as a visual or embodied
representation, and “empowered to speak for,” such as in legal proceedings), Mayer
observes that both meanings are at stake in Belle.** For just as the film centralizes
Dido’s position within a wider eighteenth-century society through the legal
implications of Lord Mansfield’s deliberation and eventual ruling over the Zong case,
so it also begins to correct cinematic representation’s staggering lack of people of
color, particularly in heritage cinema.

Asante’s challenge to heritage cinema can be situated within a broader history
of transnational women’s filmmaking that reexamines national history and memory
through race and colonialism, such as Jane Campion’s The Piano (1993) and Julie
Dash’s Daughters of the Dust (1991). This also includes the British women-authored
films already mentioned such as Mansfield Park, Sense and Sensibility, Orlando,
Viceroy’s House, A United Kingdom and Wuthering Heights. The growing number of

these films perhaps suggests that the whiteness of (British) heritage films is being
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interrogated, and that women’s filmmaking presents an acute example of what Stuart
Hall calls “rewrit[ing] the margins into the centre.”*! This spatial metaphor is apt for
my analysis of Belle. | have argued in this chapter that the country house is a key
feature in heritage cinema, both for the familiar generic milieu it offers, and for the
image of upper-class, patriarchal whiteness it maintains. However, in Belle, Asante
foregrounds the house as a place where a challenge against this authority can be
mounted, and a space in which a woman of color’s intersectional subjectivity can be
explored and negotiated. Doing so within the “familiar” framework of the heritage
film, particularly an Austenesque film, Asante interrogates the genre’s role in the
formation of British history and cultural memory. After Dido’s concern that “I do not
know that I find myself anywhere,” Asante’s intervention in the constructions and
histories of multiracial womanhood opens up new spaces for explorations of race,

gender and class in heritage cinema and beyond.
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