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cobra woman
Saturday, April 23, 2:00 p. m.
1944, 117 mins. 35mm print source: Universal Pictures.
Directed by Robert Siodmak. Written by Gene Lewis and Richard Brooks. Based on a story by Scott Darling. Produced by George Waggner. Photographed by W. Howard Greene and George Robinson. Edited by Charles Maynard. Art direction by Alexander Golitzen and John B. Goodman. Costume design by Vera West. Music by Edward Ward. Principal cast: Maria Montez (Tollea/Naja), Jon Hall (Ramu), Sabu (Kado), Lon Chaney Jr. (Hava), Edgar Barrier (Martok).
Review by Veronica Dominiak:

Dominican-born actress Maria Montez was the shining star of Universal’s first Technicolor movies. Despite her questionable acting talent, she was signed to the studio in 1940 on the grounds of her exotic beauty and aggressive self-promotion. Her ability to self-publicize was highlighted in her campaign “Montez for Stardom” which involved camping out in the studio portrait gallery until fans and exhibitors alike demanded that she receive more substantial roles. The actress made her first ‘colorful’ Universal Pictures appearance as Scheherazade in Arabian Nights (1942), followed by other ‘exotic’ leading roles including White Savage (1943), Ali Baba and the 40 Thieves (1944) and Robert Siodmak’s Cobra Woman (1944).

Cobra Woman is a trashy, camp adventure.  The New York Times acknowledged this on its release, claiming that ‘the intelligence level of the whole thing is that of a chimpanzee’.  Montez is cast in a dual role: as Tollea of the South Seas, and as her evil twin Naja who rules the forbidden Cobra Island. Tollea is kidnapped and finds herself on the island where her mission to rescue the Cobra People from the unrighteous torments of her sister’s despotic reign begins. 

In this split role as the virtuous sister and the wicked priestess of Cobra Island, Montez stuns with costumes created by Vera West, one of the chief designers at Universal Pictures during the 1940s. The former fashion designer trained under Lady Duff Gordon (aka Lucile), and was known as the virtuoso of horror and monster costume design in the 1930s and ‘40s.

While the ‘good’ Tollea sports soft, delicate fabrics in fine pastel colors, her evil sister Naja dons decidedly more gaudy creations. Universal exploited Technicolor techniques to their full advantage in showcasing the two characters through their opposing color palettes, whilst the use of the same actress for both roles allowed for confusion and misidentification throughout the plot.

Cobra Woman forms part of the tradition of celebrating the exotic: a recurrent theme in Hollywood cinema. Dance scenes featuring Montez feature in most of the ‘exotic’ movies the Latina beauty starred in; in Arabian Nights she even took inspiration from what is perhaps the ultimate in exotic dance—Salomé’s Dance of the Seven Veils.

The excessive costumes in Cobra Woman reach their pinnacle in the Cobra Dance of Death, arguably Montez’s most memorable scene. Her outlandish outfit begins with a blood-red cape adorned with black feathers. This is removed to a ritualistic drumming of gongs to reveal a glittering skin-tight sequined ‘shell’. As Montez imitates the sacred cobra her costume turns—literally—deadly, her sinuous and suggestive moves breaking at times into venom-spitting outbursts as she orders her prey for sacrifice.
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