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A century before Babygirl, Pauline Frederick plays a female executive in love with a younger 

male employee in Clarence Brown’s sophisticated, and remarkably modern, Universal drama 

Smouldering Fires. Frederick plays Jane Vale, the fortysomething boss of a large textile 

factory, who embarks on an affair with a much younger man who works there, Robert Elliott 

(Malcolm McGregor). When Jane’s younger sister Dorothy (Laura La Plante) arrives home 

from college, the scene is set for heartbreak, and self-sacrifice. 

A plaque hanging in Jane’s office declares, “Let No Man Be Necessary to You”, 

supposedly her professional motto, and her late father’s, which was also used as the film’s 

promotional tagline. Flyers bearing those words were distributed by young women in Pierrot 

costumes on New York’s Broadway, and the director and Frederick were photographed 

together with the plaque. Further promotional activities included the distribution of leaflets 

containing fire prevention tips, “Smouldering fires always result from carelessness” and 

5,000 postcards sent to “professional women” – defined by Motion Picture News as 

“milliners, public stenographers, manicurists” – who might like to see themselves 

represented on screen.  

 

Frederick was by this time a veteran actress of the stage and screen, having taken 

leading roles in films such as Madame X (Frank Lloyd, 1920) and Ernst Lubitsch’s Three 

Women (1924). However, she suffered terrible stagefright on set, even though the role had 

apparently been written for her, by screenwriters Sada Cowan and Howard Higgen, dab 

hands with films about marriage and infidelity. Brown recalled, “the first two days on this 

one, I thought she was going to give up. But she was a great artist and pulled through 

bravely.” No trace of fear remains in her performance. Her nuanced portrayal of 

 



 
vulnerability, and her sharp, knowing smile, just an inch away from a smirk, offset the early 

scenes of her brusque, domineering boardroom manner. 

McGregor, playing the film’s handsome love-interest, was newer to the business, 

having made his debut in Rex Ingram’s The Prisoner of Zenda (1922). La Plante, as younger 

sister Dorothy, was a talented comedienne, who appeared in such favourites as 

horror-comedy The Cat and the Canary (Paul Leni, 1927) (HippFest 2019), and the comic 

caper Skinner’s Dress Suit (William A. Seiter, 1926), also playing in this year’s Festival. But 

here she plays it straight. Familiar character actor Tully Marshall appears as Jane’s righthand 

man Scotty. He had a talent for grotesques, as in Queen Kelly (Erich von Stroheim, 1932), but 

here presents a softer, more paternal figure.  

Smouldering Fires benefits hugely from the careful direction of Clarence Brown, a 

man Katharine Hepburn would describe as “by nature highly romantic, by education an 

engineer”. Brown has been at risk of being overlooked among his peers in movie history, 

despite a sterling directorial career running from the 1920s to the 1950s, including such hits 

as Anna Christie (1930) and National Velvet (1944). He was nominated five times for an 

Oscar, but like Hitchcock he never converted those chances into wins. A former engineer and 

a fighter pilot in WWI, Brown started out in film as an assistant to French-born director 

Maurice Tourneur, and his first directorial credits were shared with the older man, notably 

The Last of the Mohicans (1920) (HippFest 2018). Tourneur’s pictorial style, as seen in such 

titles as The Blue Bird (1918) (HippFest 2024) and The Pride of the Clan (1917) which screens 

this year, remained a strong influence on Brown’s work. In Smouldering Fires it is fascinating 

to see how Brown transfers a touch of that elegant aesthetic on to the clean, modern spaces 

 



 
of the factory and Jane’s expensive home. In this he is ably assisted by Jackson Rose’s 

cinematography, and a generous budget, which facilitated filming in Yosemite National Park. 

While there, Brown was irked by a tree that ruined his favoured composition. Frederick 

volunteered, successfully, to use her star power to charm the hunky park ranger into 

allowing its destruction. 

When it comes to his 1920s career, Brown is best known now for his string of 

collaborations with Greta Garbo, and in a similar vein, The Eagle (1925) (HippFest at Home 

2021), starring Rudolf Valentino. This is, however, part of a loosely linked pair of outliers. 

Also in 1925, Brown directed another tragic drama about an older woman in a very different 

milieu: Louise Dresser played a reclusive, impoverished alcoholic who tells tall tales about a 

murder in The Goose Woman (HippFest 2013). 

Smouldering Fires tells a contemporary story with a touching sensitivity, and an 

awareness of the persistent sexual double-standards. Thanks in particular to some witty 

edits and Dwinelle Benthall’s snappy intertitles, it also has a wry sense of humour. It is a film 

of its era, all right, not least because the studio cut Brown’s final scene, with its hint of a 

happy ending – of sorts. Its plot was loosely repeated in 1933’s Female, a racy Pre-Code film 

starring Ruth Chatterton, and if the film were remade again now, further changes still would 

be required. Still, Smouldering Fires is a film ripe for rediscovery, a work of humanity and 

humour, with an indelible protagonist, played superbly by Pauline Frederick. 
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