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Telling Tales

“You [Dafoe] were an encyclopedia of suicidal fantasies.”

“You’re not so tough Brad, you just think you are, | cracked
you wide open and you know it.”

“I'm backed into a dark corner and | don’t know who's
hitting me.”

“Tell me [Max] what to do”

“You [Mark] walk about the house as if you haven’t paid the
rent.”
“l am my fathers son”

“Waiting, waiting for the gravy train” [Joe]
“1 [Joe] haven’t been keeping myself at all”

“I've [Gary] been utterly fed up of being a grown-up for a long
time now”

“I [Beverly] was hiding...... afraid you wouldn’t let me have

her
“Beverly, that’s a woman’s name”

“I'm [Pike] tired of being hunted”
“We all dream of being a child again”

“Baby [Frank] wants to fuck”

“If | ever saw a man holding a bull by the tail you're it”

“And every night | [Jeff] went to meet her how did | know
she’d ever show up? | didn’t. How big a chump can you get to
be?”

“1 [Scott] had become the hunted”

“Giant strength urging me [Scott] to the death struggle (with
the “immortal” spider)”






1 Mulvey (1975)1985: 810

2 Sam Spade (Bogart) Maltese Falcon
1941

3 “Where women are investigated, men
are tested.” (Neale 1983: 16) | class
Hitchcock'’s Suspicion as a notable
exception, we like “monkey face”, per-
ceive Johnny as an enigma - passive and
feminine.

4 Silverman 1979: 6
5 It is a sentiment stated thrice in the

film, firstly by Gavin Elster, then Pop
Liebl and finally Scottie.

Introduction

As classically epitomised by Sam Spade, the supermascu-
line problem-solving hero - he of the “more perfect, more
complete, more powerful ideal ego” '- doesn’t mind “a
certain amount of trouble “2 Problems exist precisely in
order to be overcome. Trouble, while it may render him
provisionally in a feminine position, paradoxically facili-
tates the emergence of an unchallengeable maleness with
its own particular sense of omnipotence. In other words,
the establishment of masculinity is predicated upon its
own self-questioning®. However if cast in what is regarded
as “culturally inadmissible”# (a feminine, pre-oedipal,
masochistic space,) and “trouble” is not overcome, the
privileged and sadistic condition of masculinity, is under-
mined. The focus of this paper is to examine the extent to
which the (male) “freedom power and excitement” cited
in Vertigo® is challenged within mainstream cinema.
Mulvey and others have argued that Classical Film is con-
structed with a male spectator in mind, and that the forms
of Classical Cinema are founded on the basis of a male
fantasy entirely detrimental to women: A Fantasy of sexual
difference that privileges masculinity. | wish to propose
that this fantasy is not complete, but that masculinity may

and is threatened.






6 Stephen King stating clearly the
existence of male-to-female identifica-
tion, cited Clover 1992: 4

7 Stated simply, Mulvey's thesis in a
Freudian mode is the by-product of a
phallocentric system, where “woman is
(passive) raw material for the (active)
gaze of the man.” (1975: 815) As signi-
fier for lack, the female forces the male
to re-experience the castration crisis
(unpleasure); this he resolves through
voyeurism in which a woman’s guilt is
established in order to facilitate her cas-
tration - power is returned to the male,
he saves or punishes. Alternatively the
threat is negated through the substitu-
tion of a fetish object or treating of
woman as a fetish - overvaluation.
Rodowick in “The Difficulty of
Difference” has pointed out that
Mulvey’s failure to regard fetishism as
“passive” constitutes a blind spot moti-
vated by the political charge of her
argument.

8 Bergstrom “Alternation,
Segmentation, Hypnosis: Interview with
Raymond Bellour,” Camera Obscura
nos. 3-4 Summer 1979: 97.

“Carrie’s revenge is something any student who has ever had
his gym shorts pulled down or his glasses rubbed could
approve of.”

Mulvey holds that it is always the male, the (sadistic) bear-
er of the look, the object the woman, with whom we iden-
tify.” The female spectator is emasculated or according to
Bellour masochistic: “I think that a woman can love,
accept and give a positive value to film only from her own
masochism and from a certain sadism that she can exer-
cise in return on the masculine subject, within a system
loaded with traps”.® This | reject on a number of levels,
failing as it does to consider the possibility of: inherent bi-
sexuality, a female gaze, identification with the victim,
fetishistic scopophilia as masochistic, a fluid, multiple suc-
cession or simultaneous often contradictory identificatory
positions, and presupposes the omnipotence of the male
protagonist. These shall be discussed separately. Firstly to
facilitate greater understanding, a brief consideration

(Freudian) of masculinity follows.






9 Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams
The Pelican Freud library vol.4 Pelican
Books Harmondsworth 1976: 363-4

10 Freud'’s reading of Oedipus Rex is
selective. If taken in the context of
Sophocle’s trilogy we see it is no longer
incest that is the primary motivation
(the marriage to the mother is sec-
ondary - a symbol of victory) but a con-
flict between matriarchal equality and
patriarchal dictatorship. The latter,
although victorious, has “its principles
morally defeated in the Debacle of
Creon [with the recognition] that he has
achieved nothing but death.” Fromm
1982: 27-38

11 Krutnik 1991: 75

12 The symbolic describes the patriar-
chal order proper to which the male
child aspires. Successful entry is
predicated on the repudiation of the
imaginary - the other pole of Lacanian
thought.

13 Freud,”Group Psychology and the
Analysis of the Ego” 1921 Civilization,
Society and Religion The Pelican Freud
library vol.12 Pelican Books
Harmondsworth 1976: 363-4

14 ibid.

15 Freud, “The Ego and the Id” On
Metapsychology, the Theory of
Psychoanalysis The Pelican Freud library
vol.11 Pelican Books Harmondsworth
1984: 371. Cf. also Freud’s paper “The
Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex”
(1924) On Sexuality The Pelican Freud
library vol.7 Pelican Books
Harmondsworth 1977: 318

16 Krutnik 1991: 78

The Oedipus Complex
“The lesson ... [he] should learn from the (Oedipus Rex)
tragedy is submission to the divine will (patriarchy) and real-

ization of his impotence. "

The Oedipus Complex, albeit a misnomer,™ is the “critical
moment”" in the structuring of the child’s sexual identity,
according to the established norms of patriarchal culture.
This is a culture of binary oppositions, with masculinity
and femininity based on notions of hierarchical difference,
the former embodying primary (positive) qualities, the lat-
ter secondary. Essentially the Oedipus Complex describes
the sexual desire of the male child (four or five years)
towards his mother and ensuing hostility/fear, towards his
castrating-rival father, the resolution of which involves dis-
identification with the mother and identification with the
father, accommodating entry into the symbolic.'? The
moral of the scenario is to accept one’s place under patri-

archal law or risk retribution, i.e. castration.

According to Freud, contemporaneous with or following
male identification with the father, who is regarded as an
“ego-ideal”,” the mother is constituted as primary
“object-Cathexis”."* Just as in intrauterine life, she is all,
the father nothing, he is not an object of desire but sub-
ject of identification. It is towards her (and the self - prima-
ry narcissism) that libidinal charge is directed. The rela-
tionship between (a) identification with the father, and (b)
desire for the mother, is uneasy. The boy child desires
what the father “owns”. A further problem is that the
male child is the marked inferior to the father who is
“symbolically-sanctioned”'® with the authority to castrate.
Hence the child has to choose between the mother, (cas-
tration, regression to the pre-oedipal condition, ergo
adopt a feminine position,) and an intensification of his
identification with the father (trajectory to “normal” mas-
culinity, the castrating power of the father internalised as

the “super ego”).

“The Oedipal moment serves to effect the polarisation of
heterosexual identity.”** The (father’s) possession of the

penis becomes the matrix of (his) authority - the physical






17 Juliet Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and
feminism Pelican Books
Harmondsworth 1975: 404. Lee Comer
notes in Wedlocked Women Feminist
Press Leeds 1974: 13, “girls can cross
the boundary to enter, for a short while
the company of boys.” She continues,
“a boy may not join ranks with his inferi-
ors” - he may not be permitted to do so
by the establishment. However the
motivation of this dissertation is to the
contrary: to establish the one-way sys-
tem as a myth - a myth understood in
terms of male hysteria.

18 Ryan, “The Roots of Masculinity”
The Sexuality of Men Eds. Metcalf &
Humphries Pluto Press London 1985: 26

19 Krutnik 1991: 82

20 Freud, “Analysis of a phobia in a five-
year-old boy” Standard Edition vol. 10
p.8 Although Freud recognised birth as
castration, he confines the term ‘castra-
tion complex’ to “those excitations and
consequences which are bound up with
the (potential) loss of the penis.”

signifier of masculinity. The mother, once source of pleni-
tude, is now seen as lack (read: castrated), hence the
male child regards his possession of the organ as a condi-
tional privilege which on transgression of the law of the
father will be abrogated. Therefore although integration
into the symbolic isn’t a matter of anatomy per se
(Lacan’s distinction of the penis and the phallus), the
female is manifestly excluded. Mitchell writes, “both
(female/male) want to take the father’s place, and only

the boy will one day be allowed to do so.”"”

Whilst Freud believed that the male, with the primary
love object (the mother) positioned hetrosexually, was
privileged, the process of dis-identification, argues Ryan,
implicates masculinity as the weaker gender construct
with fear and repression central to the development of
male sexuality. He writes “Masculinity can be viewed as a
defensive construction developed ... out of the need to
emphasise a difference, a separateness from the
mother”."® Freud himself has noted that such a schema-
tised overview of sexual development fails to negotiate
the inherent bisexuality of all - identification is never sim-
ply mother/daughter, father/son. Thus gender identity
isn’t fixed but exists in a hegemonic state, in which con-
flicting desires are held in place (potentially transgressive
desire is not waived but repressed, “subjected to a
process of recathecting or anticathexis”*) by (the threat
of) patriarchal authority. Ergo the mother in the pre-
oedipal realm, superior/external to the phallic order is

positioned ambivalently.

The relationship between the fe/male and her/his mother
is circumscribed by (the child’s) lack - symbolic castration
i.e. losses/separations incurred by the child from the
moment of birth, “the prototype of all castration”,®
through to the loss of the breast, and the faeces (per-
ceived as extensions of self). This therefore precedes the
Oedipus complex. The concept of symbolic castration is
particularly pertinent to the formation of the ego
described by Lacan’s mirror phase as recognition and
misrecognition. It is the instant of the constitution of the

subject as a distinct entity, occurring (between six and






21 Lacan,”Of the Gaze as Object petit
a” The Four Fundamental Concepts of
Psychoanalysis Norton & Co. New York

1981:153

22 Mary Jacobus, Reading Women:
Essays in Feminist Criticism Columbia
University Press New York 1986:60

23 Language is a process that involves
lack/separation. On the child’s realisa-
tion of an utterance he sees himself as a
separate individual distinct from the
mother, further there is lack in the
vocabulary. Therefore silence can be
linked to narcissism, to the construction
of the ideal ego.

24 Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: the
Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and
Cinema Indiana University Press
Bloomington and Indianapolis 1988: 14

eighteen months) only at the price of the subject seeing
itself as other, an image of independence and separate-
ness. Important in the triangular process is the (m)/Other’s
look, the look from without, which grants the image of
self, thus facilitating primary narcissism: “what fundamen-
tally determines me in the visible is the look from out-
side”?'. However Kristeva contends that it is not the moth-
er’s look that is central but her looking away, similarly
Jacobus writes “the child chooses narcissism as a defence
against, and as a way of maintaining, the necessary space
of ‘vide’ which enable it to enter into the realm of images
(Lacan’s ‘imaginary’) and ultimately into the symbolic

realm.”?

In summary: subjectivity is realised by lack, (separation
from the mother’s womb/breast, loss of faeces, division in
the semiotic, misrecognition in the mirror phase and divi-
sion of subject in language?®). At this pre-Oedipal juncture
the mother is all, her equation with lack is only a “sec-

ondary construction, one which covers earlier sacrifices.”?






% See video

25 Freudian term used to describe the
infants unorganised/(bi-) sexual state.

26 This lack in her discussion provided
the basis for The Female Gaze: Women
as Viewers of Popular Culture.
Although Gamman and Marshment
must be commended for their
recognition of various looks which
hadn’t been considered by Mulvey, the
end result is an over-simplification: iden-
tification equates with “fancying” the
person. Also they failed to tackle male
passivity.

27 Freud, Femininity, vol 22 of The
Complete Psychological Works,
Standard Edition Hogarth Press London
1951

28 De Lauretis, Alice Doesn't:
Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema. Indiana
University Press, Bloomington 1984:
143

29 Mulvey , “Afterthoughts” 1990: 35

30 Peary, Cult Movies 2. Dell New
York 1983

31 Schoell, Stay Out of the Shower:
Twenty-five Years of Shocker Films
Beginning with Psycho. Dembner New
York 1985: 55

Polymorphous perversity*

Mulvey in “Afterthoughts on ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema’ inspired by Duel in the Sun” while not rescinding
her 1975 thesis explores the nature of female sexuality,
moreover bisexuality, thereby accommodating woman's
active desire - looking at men or other women as objects

of heterosexual/ lesbian desire* (Morocco, Desperately

Seeking Susan,) which her original argument did not.*

Like Wood, Mulvey draws on Freud’s notion of femininity,
which may be regarded as an oscillation between passive
femininity and regressive masculinity. “Regressions to the
pre-oedipal phase very frequently occur....there is a
repeated alternation between periods in which femininity
and masculinity gain the upper hand.”? To support the
concept of bisexuality Freud cites a female patient who
tore her dress with one hand, (identifying with the male),
and brought it to her body with the other, (identifying
with the female). The pre-oedipal phase (characterized by
narcissism) is as Mulvey notes perceived as active (read:
phallic). Fearing castration the male child throws over
(pre-oedipal) narcissistic omnipotence in favour of the tra-
jectory to normal masculinity - channelling desire towards
a female within a couple, whilst the female is required to
repudiate all, thereby rendered passive. However as the
primacy of the castration threat is not present for the
female to the same degree as the male, her active fantasies
are never entirely repressed. De Lauretis also writes of dou-
ble desire - of active and passive aims, “desire for the
other and desire to be desired by the other”#. Hence the
female is capable of both cross-gender/sexual identifica-
tion even if as Mulvey suggests, “shift[ing] restlessly in its

borrowed transvestite clothes”.?

Despite Peary’s® insistence on male to male identification
only, which | feel points to a masochistic drive - in
Rape/Revenge movies, the rapists (or men as a corporate
body) are severely punished. If identification is total then
the male leaves the cinema literally dead, chopped to

pieces or as in Zarchi’s | Spit on Your Grave 1977,

deprived of his “offending weapon”. While Schoell’' notes

that males cheer on the misogynous outbursts, it is equally






32 Clover 1992: 46 As is social and age
groupings.

33 Oakley, Sex Gender and Society
Temple Smith Melbourne 1972: 158.
Also Sex is no object if you write the

function right and play the part with
conviction” Clover 1992: 232

34 Potter as quoted in Glaessner “Fire
and Ice” Sight and Sound BFI London
vol 2 issue 4 August 1992: 14

35 De Palma cited by Schoell, Stay Out
of the Shower Dembner New York

1985: 41

36 Silverman 1979: 5

10

noted that it is his death at the hands of the heroine that
receives loudest applause. Similarly in Vertigo, if identifica-
tion is with Scottie who in turn identifies with Madeleine
identifying with Carlotta, consequently our ultimate point
of reference is woman/death.* Peary’s idea that men iden-
tify with the rapist is supported through sex alone and as
Clover points out “gender is less a wall than a permeable
membrane.”* Consider King’s reading of Carrie, cited in
the opening of the dissertation in which the audience con-
strued as male identifies with the female - Carrie. Oakley
states that to be male or female is “as much a function of
dress, gesture, occupation, social network and personality,
as it is of possessing a particular set of genitals."*

Particularly relevant here is Sally Potter’s Orlando, based

on Woolf's 1928 novel in which “gender is turned on its
head.”* The story is about Orlando who up until thirty
was a male, thereafter was a woman. She was not differ-
ent but just a different sex. Thus pleasure in identification
with the woman (marked as both gendered female - pas-
sive victim, and male - the final girl) is unquestionable. It is
clearly acknowledged by Sarno, director of pornographic
sexploitation films whose work is primarily concerned with
the female point of view, and by De Palma observing that
“women in peril work much better in the suspense genre,
you fear more for her than a husky man”.?* Barrowclough

in her review of Not a Love Story also places identification

with the female passive position, the opinion that pornog-
raphy is not used to celebrate omnipotent male sexuality
is echoed too in Soble’s Pornography. | contend that the
pleasure at stake in violence directed towards others may
be regarded as projection of the hurt within the spectator,
pain made visible; hence as Scott Carey in the Incredible
Shrinking Man becomes smaller and smaller he also
becomes ““more tyrannical, more monstrous in [his] domi-
nation of Louis”. In the same vein Silverman in
“Masochism and Subjectivity” writes, “the fascination of
the sadistic point of view is merely the best vantage point

from which to watch the masochistic story unfold”.*

Both sexes are free to identify with the opposite, however
the cross-over is made easier for the woman as the risks of

retribution are less for her. It is accepted that the female






1

(black/poor) regarded culturally as inferior, may join with
the superior (male/white/rich) but to reverse this would

upset the patriarchal regime.






37 Wood 1991: 387

38 The concept of masquerade original-
ly developed by Riviere in “Womanliness
as a Masquerade” describes the exag-
geration of certain qualities which are
marked feminine as a defence against
the patriarchal establishment. It was
introduced into film theory by Claire
Johnson (1975) who understood it in
terms of cross-dressing but since then
has been given more specific meanings.
It is Doane’s perception of the masquer-
ade that is relevant here. She argues
that femininity in excess creates distance
between the person and image and thus
destabilizes the image, therefore the
(male) Look must also be destabilized. If
a female can put on a mask, then per-
haps conversely she may take it off.

39 The denial of woman'’s power on
anything other than a sexual level is to
some degree regressive. Here it is
counterbalanced by Alex who like the
Final Girl is gendered androgynous /
active male.

The Female Gaze

Although the possibility of the female gaze founded on
the concept of constitutional bisexuality has received
much attention, it does not belong to the structuring
cinematic norms as summarized by Mulvey’s pioneering
text “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” or visualized
by Powell’s horror metafilm, Peeping Tom. If its presence
is not celebrated there is a tentative acknowledgement
that primary identification, (distinct from Freuds usage of
the term as primary emotional tie), though predominant-
ly male, is gender neutral (Metz); and Baudry, who
emphasizes the patriarchal matrix of the apparatus, does
not imply total exclusion of the female. Whilst the focus
of this paper is not with the female per se (either side of
the camera), the reality of her gaze is important here in
so much as it throws masculinity into question. Consider
in Vertigo the privileged moment of Judy’s letter* and
revelatory flashback in which Scottie is revealed as a
pawn in Elster’s plans. Tension is created because the
film continues to be shot from Scottie’s point of view,
that of ignorance, thus exposing the apparatus of male
anxiety. In short, male identification is “severely dis-

turbed, made problematic”.?’

It is interesting to note that in Rear Window the woman,
Lisa, possesses the final look, and it can be argued that
through her masquerade® (manifest in her reading mate-
rial - “Beyond The High Himalayas” under the law of the
father and “Harpers Bazaar” whilst unobserved) she
avoids patriarchal positioning and undermines its author-
ity. It creates a gap between the image and woman.*
Especially pertinent to a consideration of the masquerade
as a resistance to male domination/ knowledge is Black
Widow in which Catherine reduces the male to passive

and gullible.*

Intercutting into or ending the film with the female point
of view may, (as Hitchcock has suggested in relation to
Vertigo) go someway to figure the audience as little boy,
passive to the author(ity) of the woman. He writes that
the affect of Judy’s flashback leaves the spectator asking

“what comes next Mommy? .. what will he [Stewart] do






40 Truffaut Hitchcock Simon and
Schuster New York 1983: 243

13

when he finds out? “* Modleski argues a similar point
but emphasizes that her triumph is at the expense of her
life, citing as model the death of Judy (Vertigo). To this
may be added the voice-over of the dead Mrs.Bates
(Psycho). | suggest that Modleski’s fails to negotiate the
masquerade which although “containing” the woman

allows her to speak. Whilst the film Once Upon a Time in

the West, contrary to the symbolic laws of male inheri-

tance, is ultimately the story of the woman and
masochistic man. It is Jill and not the men/heroes that
assumes control in the new railroad town. The men are

dead or dying, literally or emotionally.

Women are not all like Mrs. Ruth Wilcox (Howard’s End)
who is “happy to leave discussion and action to men,”
instead they seek to challenge male authority if not

overtly (Thelma and Louis), within the structures that

bind them (Vertigo).







41 King Kong (Cooper & Shoedsack
1933) - Denham to Ann. Just as Ann is
forced to confront the monster so too is
the horror audience. Her reactions may
be understood as an instructive mirror
(which also heightens effect) for the
spectator. Ann'’s look is trapped, she is
held captivated; like the voyeur at the
primal scene it is a masochistic look.
Likewise the sign in the opening of The
Silence of the Lambs “hurt, agony, pain
- love it” is directed at the spectator as
much as those on the assault course.
Clover contends that moreover it is the
reactive/introjective position, feminine
and painful, that the horror genre
invests in, not the assaultive position.
1992: esp 212.

42 Comiskey and Bryant, “Factors
Involved in Generating Suspense”
Human Communication Research 9
1982: 57/8. See also Carroll “Towards a
Theory of Film Suspense” Persistence of
Vision 1 1984: 65-89

43 Wood 1991: 306

44 Hitchcock appreciated this,
especially in relation to Grace Kelly (Rear
Window) See Truffaut Hitchcock Simon
and Schuster New York 1983: 73

45 Such projection facilitates centrifu-
gal/narcissistic identification. At the sim-
plest level identification is seen in terms
of narcissism and phantasy. However
according to Laplanche and Pontalis,
narcissistic identification may be further
classified into heteopathic/centripetal
and idiopathic/centrifugal. The former
involves the spectator identifying with
the other, the screen hero (what Mulvey
refers to as ideal ego), the latter is pro-
jective in which the other is identified
with self. The illusion of forcing the
screen object to become more like one-
self is best seen in The Incredible

Identification with Victim
“Now you look higher. You're amazed. Your eyes open wider.
It’s horrible, but you can’t look away...You're helpless, help-

less. ™

“The audience evidently ‘gets involved with’ and anxious
about a hero it can like”* and according to Comiskey and
Bryant attraction is motivated by goodness, moreover a
vulnerability or weakness within the character. Similarly
Wood notes that “there is a ‘natural’ (read: endemic to
our culture) tendency to identify with the character who is
threatened,”#* and where danger is extreme, as in the
roof scene in Vertigo, identification is immediate. When
the subject is attractive (female), identification is intensi-
fied.# Clover in Men Women and Chain Saws, a study of
gender in modern horror, proposed that victim identifica-
tion is central to the female victim-hero scenario
(Rape/Revenge plots). Involvement in her revenge and
subsequent hero status is dependent on an earlier identifi-

cation with her as victim.

Even when identification is encouraged with the killer via

point of view shot, sympathies may align with the victim.

In support | draw on Halloween, The Silence of the Lambs
and The Birds. In the first two cases we see through the
subjective camera of Michael Myers/Buffalo Bill. It is how-
ever a deviant vision - it does not see well, it lacks mastery.
If we must stumble we do so with those we fear for - pro-
jecting ourselves onto the external object® “forcing [the
object] to grow like oneself.”* We see what the killer sees
to help us (help the victim) escape. The aerial shot in The

Birds is less complicated but more masochistic: it is the

Shrinking Man: Scott has given up hope
of ever crossing the canyon which sepa-
rates him from the only food supply, pri-
mary identification with the camera
reveals to us a stick, a substitute bridge
that is unobserved by Scott. It is we who
point it out, we who project our superi-
or knowledge onto Scott, we who help
him to cross.*

46 Fenichel, “The Scoptophilic Instinct
and Identification” (first published in
Int. Z. Psa. vol.21 1926: 309-325)
republished in Collected Papers of
Otto Fenichel First Series 373-397.

privileged position from which to witness our own

destruction.*

Further to identification with the victim which implicates
the audience negatively is the (feminine) receptacle condi-
tion of spectatorship. Hence even when masculinity per se
(i.e. within the cinematic frame, the film’s narrative) isn’t
under question, extradiegetically the male, within the
womb like form of the auditorium, itself a signifier of total

regression, is. Hitchcock like De Palma plays on the






47 Hitchcock, interview in Movie 6
cited Wood 1992: 142

48 Hitchcock quoted by Spoto, The
Dark Side of Genius: The Life of Alfred
Hitchcock Ballantine New York 1983:
431

49 Metz "The Passion for Perceiving”
(1975) 1992: 745

50 Mulvey (1975) 1985: 816

51 Within the patriarchal establishment
masochism deemed “culturally inadmis-
sible” (Silverman 1979: 6) has been
surrounded in silence - the strongest
argument in support of its subversive
nature. Silence/denial is evident not only
here but in the majority of critics' failure
to bring them to task. (Exceptions
include Clover, Rodowick, Bergstrom,
Studlar, Silverman.) Of note too is the
neglect that the writings of Masoch
have suffered when measured against
those of de Sade.

52 Rodowick, “The Difficulty of
Difference” Wide Angle 15 (1982): 7

53 Studlar, In the Realm of Pleasure:
Von Sternberg, Dietrich, and the
Masochistic Aesthetic University of
lllinois Press Urbana 1988 esp. chapters
2&38

masochistic pleasures of the audience, literally taking them
“through the haunted house at the fair ground”#. His
description of Psycho’s shower scene - “The Slashing. An
impression of a knife slashing, as if tearing at the very
screen ripping the film”# - perhaps epitomises best the

relationship of Hitchcock as sadist to spectator as victim.

The concept of spectatorship (read: voyeurism) as non
privileged (read: masochistic) runs counter to the main-
stream cinematic theories - Mulvey and Metz are exem-
plary. Metz understands voyeurism as essentially a sadistic
process with urge towards mastery: (not threat of castra-
tion) “for the spectator the film unfolds in that simultane-
ously very close and definitively inaccessible ‘elsewhere’ in
which the child sees the amorous play of the parental cou-
ple, who are similarly ignorant of it and leave it alone, a
pure onlooker whose participation is inconceivable.”*
While Mulvey writes “the two looks materially present in
time and space are obsessively subordinated to the neu-
rotic needs of the male ego.”*® However | suggest that
both Mulvey and Metz are party/victim to patriarchy’s
repressions;* ergo masochism, which makes problematic
the relationship of the male subject to the phallic estab-
lishment, is rendered invisible - repressed: a two way sys-

tem construed as one.

Of “the two looks” which Mulvey speaks of, voyeurism
and fetishistic scopophilia, it is the latter which is incon-
gruous to her argument. Like Freuds writing on the
Fort/Da incident the support/example is contrary to the
thesis. In contrast to the former, fetishistic scopophilia
does not concern itself with the appropriation of guilt and
assertion of power but with an over-investment in the
object thus dissolving distance and denoting absence (of
the phallus). But absence asserts presence/existence.
Rodowick, with reference to Freud has observed that
fetishism “is one of the fundamental sources of authority
defined as passive submission to the object: in sum,
masochism."s Likewise Studlar’s conception of fetishism,
which however is redefined in relation to the pre-oedipal
realm, of the loss of the mother.** Non distance negates

the possibility as onlooker, threatening as it does to over-
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power the subject and hence drive the spectator into con-
summation of the object; the subject and the object are
no longer distinguishable. Fetishism in short equates with
narcissism - characteristic of the pre-oedipal stage. If locat-
ed in the pre-oedipal moment, (I don’t propose it is) then
union is not with self but with the mother (read: death).
Silverman casts doubt on Mulvey’s assimilation of the cas-
tration threat, proposing that the crisis is not induced by
the mother’s lack but by identification with her. It is one
(an identification) that our culture tries to deny, and there-
fore establishes the woman'’s guilt in order to differentiate
the sexes. Fetishism facilitates identification but a reversal

of same; my mother is like me, not | am like my mother.*

Vision, according to Metz, has a double structure, consist-
ing of projective ‘(the “sweeping” searchlight)'** and intro-
jective '(consciousness as a sensitive recording
surface/screen)’* movement. But just as Mulvey, no doubt
motivated by the political charge of her argument, had
failed to acknowledge the passive gaze so too does Metz.
Despite his description of our perception as “soft wax”*
and our condition as “the sensitive surface duplicating the
screen,”® Metz collapses both movements into that of the
camera, thereby negating the strength of the introjective

as passive.

| would also argue with Metzian understanding of the
child’s position within the primal scene. Silverman per-
ceives the spectator as trapped, held captive and “far from
controlling the sounds and images...the child...is con-
trolled - indeed overwhelmed by them.”* Support is
found in Laplanche’s study of the infant, Tantalus, who is
compelled to witness the parent’s active desire. He is
regarded passive not only in his own inaction but “in rela-
tion to the adult fantasy intruding within him.”¢* Perhaps
this is more clearly expressed on a textual level: Masoch'’s
recollection of a childhood memory in which he witnessed
the union of his aunt and her lover. Although not of full
understanding his “heart began to pound, for [he] was
acutely aware of [his] situation.”¢' Discovered, he is
whipped: “while [he] writhed under [his] aunt’s cruel

blows, [he] experienced acute pleasure” .52 Another parallel
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is Lynch’s postmodern tongue in cheek sexual comedy
road map, Blue Velvet. The “detective or pervert” effery
hidden in the wardrobe assaulted by the primal scene, is
passive, helpless and risks punishment from Frank - his
substitute father. The assaulted spectator equals the hys-

terical spectator equals the masochistic spectator.

Baudry’s “The Apparatus”, drawing an analogy between
spectator and dreamer, whose screen is the mothers
breast (the dream screen),®® questions the notion of the
audience as privileged. Like the dreamer situated in a
darkened room, the spectator’s movement and his ability
to engage in reality testing are inhibited. On screen, the
images presented mirror the hyper-realistic quality of
dreams, the larger than life experience (note in particular

Terence Davies’s The Long Day Closes®). Psychoanalytical

theory holds hyper-realism (of dreams, by extension film)
as indicative of regression to the narcissistic phase (pre-
oedipal). Carroll challenges Baudry’s “The Apparatus” in
its entirety and while | concede that his argument is less
impressionistic (perhaps he is too literal) and agree that
the superimposition of the two worlds is not a true
register,* | would go along with Baudry’s description of
the spectator as essentially passive. If Jefferies (Rear
Window) epitomises the spectator, it is a position of
enforced inactivity; similarly placed is Mark (Peeping
Tom) whose spectatorship is driven by the desire to unite
with the position of screen victim.** Cowie notes that
fantasy the mise-en-scene of desire which exists in
dreams, is also evident in film considered as a public fan-
tasy, a public dream.®’ This is validated by Sandy (Blue
Velvet) who tells Jeffrey that his (the film’s) plot is a good

daydream.*®

According to Truffaut suspense, the dramatization of the
narrative is the spectacle,® ergo the narrative - hence
spectatorship and “narrativity” are gendered feminine
“in that they place the spectator in a passive position and
in a submissive relation to the text.””° For Reik suspense
along with display is central to masochism with fantasies
marked by identification with victim-to-be, simultaneous-

ly fearing and desiring the pain/pleasure fate that while
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ordained may be delayed / prolonged. Hence films with
multivictims. In the case of the single victim, victims are
supplied via media footage as reference points. Their func-
tion is not merely to instruct but heighten affect. Although
the masochistic climax (death) is embraced in Peeping
Tom,* generally it is not, the victim-to-be emerges as the
hero, he becomes the sole survivor. It is a fantasy which
Ellis notes is characteristically male. Endings are generically
overdetermined. Film in order to keep the patriarchal sta-
tus quo in place, substitutes in the eleventh hour the sadis-
tic point of view for the masochistic. The Incredible
Shrinking Man provides an interesting variant in that it
fails to synchronize the two climaxes, instead Scott loses
the death struggle and becomes the hero only to fade into
nothing, and acceptance of same.* To summarize, narra-
tives which are predicated on suspense, are masochistical-
ly orientated. As Carroll writes, the “locus of our
(masochistic) gratification is not the monster as such but

the whole narrative structure.””

Playing contrapuntally alongside this is the concept of
Wiederholungswang - the compulsion to repeat.
Laplanche and Pontalis explain Wiederholungswang as an
uncontrollable unconscious urge to repeat a disturbing
but forgotten instance.”? Based in unpleasure - historical
suffering, a sexualised lack, it is epitomised by the fort/da
game, a continuous cycle of the throwing away and
reclaiming of an object. The Freudian interpretation that it
is @ means towards mastery, however ignores that the first
part, the casting away, a metaphor of maternal separation
was enacted with greater frequency and effect. The birth
trauma is not the only incident replayed, but the proto-
type can be multiple, situated in one or all of the child’s

developmental stages.”

Britton in “Blissing Out” has noted the “highly ritualised
and formulaic character”’* of mainstream generic cinema,
and observes that pleasure arises from its predictability.
Like Freud’s grandson “the only occasion for disappoint-
ment [is a] modulation of the formula.””s Although most
clearly evident in the archetypal form of horror, especially

in its subgeneric level,” it resides in all genres.
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“Norman the gentle” in The White Room forms a mirror

to our compulsive (read: masochistic) condition of specta-
torship: “he tried not to come back...(he does)...night
after night; after night.”* Positioned likewise is Mark
(Peeping Tom) who as Mrs. Stevenson says, “every night
you turn on this film machine.” Compulsive repetition, the
replay of history, is invoked in Vertigo’s Judy / Madeleine /
Carlotta scenario and obliquely in Qut Of The Past” or
Liam Nesson'’s loop-like Irish short. Consider too the unre-
solved ending of The Birds - are the birds gathering for
another attack? or Basic Instinct - is there to be another

ice-pick murder?

Film located in the whys, whats and wherefores, plays on
the spectators desire to see, to know, by implication to
possess, in short, is located in curiosity, a condition which
Mulvey proffers “as particularly but not exclusively femi-
nine as fetishism is masculine.””® For Jentsch, intellectual
uncertainty (consequently curiosity), is the prerequisite of
all horror,” this claim is supported by: the androgynous
Final Girl;* the “play of pronoun function”: this describes
the condition in which we are often placed in the first per-
son, without knowledge of our identity,* | refer to films

like, Dressed to Kill, Cruising, Psycho; the gender identity

game: here the protagonist questions the notion of gen-
der as predicated upon ones sex, moreover it is explored

through cross-dressing consider Victor/Victoria, Switch,

Some Like it Hot. Similarly the fantastic may be translated

as joy in the uncertainty: The Most Dangerous Game,®'

sadistic (read: assaultive) in its iconography (the door
knocker) and hero-as-hunted equation, is a symphony of
doors. As signifiers of activity, but an activity hidden (the
primal scene?) curiosity is aroused. Here, to open one
door is to face another and as the spectator is “forever
blocked or rather held off,”%? knowledge is never entire.
Consequently as the viewer can never possess the film,
satisfaction is incomplete - the primary wish: to master

and possess what is seen (Metz and Baudry) is frustrated.®*

Finally in relation to the audience | would like to quote
Silverman’s thoughts on suture - “a constant fluctuation

between the imaginary plenitude of the shot and loss of
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the shot and the loss of that plenitude through the agency
of the cut.”®* She concludes that the spectator is always
masochistic. The audience throughout the film, identifying
with the overwhelming presence on screen, more often
than not regressing into the pre-oedipal realm, is placed
on the negative side of the binary opposites (i.e.
passive/masochistic as opposed to active/sadistic). We
derive pleasure in our inferior position: identification with
the victim, uncertainty in vision/identity, suspense, com-
pulsive repetition, only because we are “confident we shall
return (to the patriarchal status quo of the films opening)

satisfied and unharmed.”®*
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An Unstable Identificatory Position
“primal fantasies are characterized by the absence of subjec-

tivity "¢

Identification in the cinema is not simple. On the contrary
it is highly complex, involving for a multiple succession or
simultaneous, often contradictory positions. Laplanche
and Pontalis write that the spectator “cannot be assigned
any fixed place...although always present in the fantasy,
may be so in a desubjectivized form that is to say, in the
very syntax of the sequence in question.”® For Cowie too,
fantasy has several points of entry. This dispersal of the
subject may be seen in Freuds patient’s fantasy “a child is
being beaten”.®® The scenes described are as follows: (a)
“My father is beating the child” (b) “I am being beaten by
my father” (c) “I am probably looking on”. Parallel to this
is the fantasy of seduction, here the patient identifies with
the father seducing, the daughter seduced, and the term
seduces.®” Such scenarios clearly illustrate the possibility of
the patient/viewer identifying with subject, object, the

scene as a whole, or utterance itself.”

Identification is not as fluid as | have made it seem. Neale
reminds us, “there is a constant work to channel and regu-
late identification in relation to sexual division, orders of
gender, sexuality and authority marking patriarchal soci-
ety.”?' This is not to say it is always successful, it is my pur-
pose to expose the failings of the “bachelor machine”??
making visible male hysteria and feminine masochism®.
Another restriction to layered multi-placed identification,
and what gives weight to Mulvey’s theory, is the promi-
nence of castration in films. (Barthes sees all stories as
treating of Oedipus®) Creed believes that male and female
spectators must identify differently with regard to the cas-
tration fantasy as it is concerned with the origins of sexual

difference.

I will now treat the shower scene in Psycho as a study of
shifting empathies.* Although in the shower it is we, iden-
tifying with Marion, who washs our guilt away, pleasure
exists simultaneously in our sexually intrusive gaze, our

desire to possess a woman that we already have seen
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undress.** Superior knowledge of her vulnerability (our
awareness of the murders presence) makes for tension,
making problematic our earlier split; in our urge to pos-
sess we wield the knife, but prior identification, our pas-
sivity, camera angles, all presume us as the body pene-
trated. We are also the “scene”. On the killers exit, aban-
doned, we become the blood, the water, are swallowed
and swallow. From this abyss we reemerge as a non

gaze. Dead.

Reviews of the film ascribe the new identificatory position
to Norman, this is realized to the full in Hitchcock’s sub-
jectivized camera work - his hands are our hands. | pro-
pose that our identification with him is not motivated by
pity as proffered, but a sense that he represents a “more
complete, more powerful ideal ego,”* - his control clear-
ly evident in the clean up.* As “saviour” to both Marion
and his mother, there is a sense in which we (as murder-
er) too need Norman. In this regard parallel to Lecter

(Silence of the Lambs) can be drawn. On registration of

Marion’s (our) death, Hitchcock through a framing
device associated with voyeurism desubjectizes it, thus
enabling a slide from the masochistic to the sadistic, the
assaultive gaze recalling as it does our former desire to
possess her. We now “possess” her. We are the murder.
However as the camera pans the room, and focuses on
the money (we stole) it returns us to identification with
Marion.””* Essentially the spectator in Psycho is schizo-
phrenic having not one point of entry to the fantasy but
several. Just as Dora takes up both masculine and femi-
nine roles, she “must suck and be sucked,”*® we too are

all. In Psycho all characters are one.
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Hysteria in the Male

“ A man’s presence is dependent upon the promise of power
which he embodies...his presence may be fabricated in the
sense that he pretends to be capable of what he is not. But
the pretence is always towards a power which he exercises

over others”*

In this section | will explore the fabrications of masculini-
ty that Berger speaks of and note the failure, moreover

the impossibility, of ever living up to the phallus.

A woman occupies “a central place only to the extent
that it’s a place assigned to her by the logic of masculine
desire.”'® In contrast to male power the female is weak -
male security rests on the repression of the feminine.™
Alternatively difference may be denied, thus locating
femininity as a narcissistic mirror. She may be hard, soft,
masculine, feminine, but always a signifier of male anxi-
ety or want, women “aren’t rounded characters, they are
the walking, talking, glistening, projections of male fears
and desires.”'*? Like Madeleine (Vertigo) occupying a
dreamlike space, they “seem merely to be stimulating

human action.”"

Woman for man is ambiguous, all powerful, yet situated
in the symbolic nothing. Her terrifying aspect for man is
not that she represents “lack” but that she signifies sym-
bolic castration, difference, moreover a possibility of
extra, literally so in the “fabulously rare” Claire Niveau,
the ultimate generative archaic mother (Dead Ringers).
To equate woman with “lack” is a comforting wishful
fantasy, a secondary construct that fails to accommodate
the notion of interiority which the pre-eighteenth centu-
ry one-sex model did, if not successfully. Described by
Laqueur, this system of analogues, is as Clover notes
especially pertinent in the reading of fantasy, facilitating
as it does slippage and fungability of the sexes.’™
Constituted as Otherness, she is regarded as something
alien even ahuman, understood as the epitome of nature
in all its contradictions, both benefactress and depraver -
the maternal waters where living is begotten and

through Eve returned. As difference, her point of refer-
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ence is not the Symbolic, ergo the male perceives the
“black hole” as giving birth to the monstrous (consider
Lynch’s Eraser Head, more recently Alien 3) or as all
devouring. This monstrous aspect, threatening to muti-
late and transform the vulnerable male, allows Williams in
“When the Woman Looks” to draw a parallel between the
monster/freak and woman. Rose (note via her name, her
alignment to nature) in Cronenberg’s Rabid is the ulti-
mate vampire as woman. Therefore connection between

the woman and the grotesque signals male hysteria.

If Horror juxtaposes female and unnatural,'® Science
Fiction, along with the Slasher, with characters gendered
androgynous denies difference. To negate her sexuality is

to refuse her power - Stephen King’s Carrie only gains

access to the supernatural via her maturation to woman-
hood. The Final Girl despite her anatomical femaleness, is
by virtue of her repressed/undiscovered sexuality, her
name, (Ripley, Laurie, Marti)'* her initiative, technical
competence and fearlessness, essentially a parody of mas-
culinity. At the end of Rear Window it is an elaborate
denial of difference, the little boy’s fantasy, that allays
Jefferies phallic panic. As already noted, difficulties pro-

ceed from refusal made visible.

| would closely relate fetishism to the fantasy of dismem-
berment which is enacted and evoked in Rear Window
(Mrs. Thorwald and Misses Torso and Lonelyhearts
respectively). Contemporaneous with auto-erotism, it is
located in the mirror phase, the moment of subjectivity.
According to Lacan, pleasure in identification with the
mirror object as a whole ideal entity is predicated on a
fantasy of other as mutilated, deformed.'” Just as the
female bears “through endless renarrativization of the
castration crisis”'*® the mark of castration in the form of
the wound (lack), she in order to persuade the male of his
own completeness, must be dismembered - “the injury to
a body that wants itself whole is repaired through aboli-

tion of the other.”'*”

The power the male exercises over the female is a measure

of his masculinity. Possession of her, through marriage,
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resolution of the Proppian tale, facilitates entry proper to
the symbolic. If he can’t own her, the promise of male
inheritance is undermined. In short he does not exist. He is

nothing, literally so in North By Northwest and Blue

Velvet, (the “O” of Roger O. Thornhill and “Jeffery
Nothing”. It is very often through name that crisis of iden-
tity is suggested, Beverly in Dead Ringers has a girls name,
Scottie in Vertigo is addressed by a multiple, Rupert

Pupkin (King of Comedy) carries Jerry’s monogram. To

have one name is to have one identity). Ergo it is crucial
for Scottie (Vertigo) to assure Madeleine of her sanity in

order for him to retain his, just as it is for Deckard (Blade
Runner) to convince Rachael of her history."°

To refuse the woman, a choice permitted by the Western,
is to regress to pre-oedipal omnipotent narcissism. Non-
resolution of the Oedipus complex results in death. For me

Jerry (King of Comedy) is not dethroned by the agency of

his “son” alone, but by his failure to accept the princess,
Masha, who promises: “I’'m gonna love you like | never
have loved before” perhaps this is incestuous, motherly

love. Refusal of his trophy amounts to an abdication.

Overt obsession with the woman is a double - motif
variation on the theme. Perceiving the woman as key to
his destiny, she becomes an obstacle, something to be
mastered. Fearing rejection and non-admission to the
symbolic, he lives according to its signifier (penis/gun),

thus love is perverted to destruction /death (Laura, Bad

Timing, The Dark Corner). Violence against the female
may equally be interpreted as male resistance, repression,
against the feminine aspect of his character. Showalter
notes in relation to the male hysteric that the “quarrels
with the feminine element in their own psyches became
externalised as quarrels with women”."" The (hysterical)
man, signifies death for woman but woman, for
(masochistic) man is death.'? Romantic love, based in nar-
cissistic desire - to find one self in the (m)other, results in
death. This primal desire - re-incorporation with the
(m)other, a return to dual unity and complete symbiosis,
cannot by its very nature be realised. Ergo the ultimate

fantasy becomes death. In Dead Ringers Claire Niveau is
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understood by Beverly as maternal, her presence inspires
the need for separation with (self) Elliot, and reunion
with the mother. Following the operation, Elly dead, Bev
rings Claire. However on realising he too is dead, he fails
to announce himself and instead joins Elly in (narcissistic)
death. Her love for Bev alone frustrates the masochistic
fantasy, this is noted by Elliot. She cannot be site for a
reenactment of the original state - a three-way symbiotic
union.* Contrary to Mulvey’s perceptions of Vertigo, |
regard Scottie’s affair (his desire to merge is invoked in
the fetishistic camera-work'**) with Madeleine as indica-
tive of a masochistic urge which is celebrated in his
dream of looking and falling down into an empty grave.

He dies Madeleine’s death.

Just as the female body-in-excess (Rita Hayworth) is a
manifestation of male crisis, so too is the male body.
While the woman threatens, the man, as living phallus,
tells of the living phallus(y) and its impossible demands.
In order to keep the boundaries of binary oppositions
well defined, he is a negative sterotype, where the physi-
cal/visible is all (the probability of the hard exterior con-
cealing a frightened boy is explored to some extent by
Akira' and Robo Cop). Intelligence is equated with
impotence, conceiving of stratagems is dismissed as
time-consuming moreover futile, the men are regarded
as soft, wimpish cowards, “who toddle safely home and

die - in bed”"s (Laura and Heartbreak Ridge). It is ironic

that intelligence is primary to the patriarchal law. To be a
“man” is to be active. To be a man is to rely on violence.
Stallone’s “Rambo” “capable of feats that would make
Superman envious,” " situated in the maelstrom of emo-
tionless, mindless, brutal violence, for me epitomises best
masculinity-in-excess, his popularity indicating male hys-
teria at large (likewise Cobra and Clint Eastwood’s Harry

Callahan).

The Occult although apparently concerned with the
female story, is at a subtextual level a study in machismo

as negative. In the Witchboard, Linda'’s finance Jim,

rejecting the masculine trajectory (leaves medical school,

cannot marry/confess love) in favour of its signifiers (he
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works on a building site, drinks, fights) is figured not
unlike a Schwarzenegger character. After all he has as
Brandon perceives “ice in his veins.” Rehabilitation, so as
not to lay bare the male crisis, cannot be direct; thus trou-
ble is projected onto the female. In order for Jim to
opened up, for acknowledgement of his femininity to be
legitimised, Linda must go a step further - be opened to
the point of entry and be possessed. For her to remained
unmoved is to blow the male cover. It is important to note
that the female despite a temporary aberration is relatively
unchanged, (a-b-a) while the male trajectory is linear (a-b-
). In short the genre (the occult) calling for a new man is
a critique of patriarchal-informed oppositions: a telling
sign is that it is uninterested in the castration crisis but in
the concept of woman'’s interiority and slippage of the

sexes between the masculine and the feminine.

Similarly in the “woman’s weepie” and suspense thriller
male crisis in contrast to female hysteria is realised through

the psychological not the physical. (Random Harvest 1942

and Spellbound 1945)."” To speak through the body is
the ultimate admission to failure, an acknowledgement
that all the avenues of expression are closed off. Carrie’s
strength is lessened by the fact her power exists outside
the symbolic. Therefore the male’s loss of memory does

not reflect as negatively as the woman'’s disfigurement.

Another form of male hysteria is that of the man as moth-
er, which | see as a product of the one sex system. Albeit
an essentially male construction in that it privileges visibili-
ty over invisibility, (“the visibility of the phallus predomi-
nates over the black hole of the female genitals”'*®) heat
over coolness/dampness, by its nature - a system of ana-
logues allows for slippage/cross-over of the sexes. The fan-
tasy of femaleness (I include cross-dressing) disrupts the
phallic-centred system and interest in such fantasies
waxed when psychoanalysis entered the phallocentric
phase proper.'® Although most prevalent in Science

Fiction, (Frankenstein, The Fly, Blade Runner, [here transla-

tion is literal - they produce an offspring] Dead Ringers,
Coma [within the medical profession their God-like pow-

ers are mediated, they help to create life but are not the
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physical/only mothers]) it is evoked in other genres (All
that Heaven Allows). The patriarchal reading is: for man to
learn and control "the secrets of Heaven”'? “the hidden
laws of nature”'? (creation) is to realise himself as a God.
This idea is shattered if one considers the (majority of) film

endings. Both readings point to hysteria.

I have described male aggression against the woman as
symptomatic of the repression of his femininity which as
Easthope notes can never be suppressed. Similarly | argue
homophobia as a projection of (male) fear and tendency
towards homosexuality. The homosocial, a requisite of
masculinity in its hegemonic forms, though legitimating
the bonding of men with other men, also signifies, in
accordance with innate bisexuality, the potential of
latent/repressed homosexuality. To replace the female as
love object/possession throws the concept of binary oppo-
sitions and therefore the essence of masculinity as a rela-
tional term into question, scuttling the notions of inferior
and superior as these are coded gender-wise. According to
the Oedipal scenario it is the possession of the woman
(not a man) that signifies a successful resolution of the

complex. Films such as Witchboard,* Point Blank, Blue

Velvet,* Performance,* Out of the Past, all play to a greater

or lesser extent the homosocial/sexual game. Through the
juxtaposition of Chas, representative of the unquestioned
male - hard, macho, aggressively heterosexual and Turner,
the bisexual product of counter (read: subversive) culture,
Roeg’s Performance becomes a study of masculinity, a
study reflected in the film’s structural divisions. A study
which upsets the patriarchal status quo. Chas, like the
hyper-masculine hero, “knows who [he is]”. However his
obsession with his personal appearance goes beyond nar-
cissism and is a materialisation of a subconscious anxiety
over his identity.* His violent attitude towards Joey, an ex-
friend, “the ponce” is a manifestation of his fear and
hatred of his homosexual tendencies which he seeks to
repress. His preference for the skinny boyish Lucy if not
homoerotic is hetrosexually feminine.'?? By the end of the
film, the line that distinguishes masculinity and femininity

is deconstructed. The stronger maleness is the weaker.
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Performance and Dead Ringers are exceptional: in general,

the challenging of the male is not overt but, as | have
pointed out in relation to Witchboard exists as underside
to, but also as the reason behind the female story. Equally
it is she we gaze at: our (real) desire directed towards the
male is contained by its deflection towards the female. But
what happens if there is a distinct absence of women, in
for example the Western? How then is the gaze “rendered
innocent”'? and disavowed - or is it? Firstly with reference
to Willemen | will establish that contemplation of the male
body is a source of pleasure for the male spectator.
Considering that scopophilia is primarily auto-erotic, tak-
ing as object its own body, a male body;'* it follows that
the screen hero facilitates immediate gratification (where-
as the body of the woman needs translation). In the
Western, like the Musical, the gaze is uncoded, thus open-
ing “a space for the male as privileged object of the

look.”'

The male is precariously placed by the patriarchal order.
Although he is privileged, rendered God-like, it is a privi-
lege that relies on a denial of a two-way system: a denial
epitomised by Mulvey’s refusal to present fetishism, the
opposite of voyeurism as masochistic, or Metz’s under-
standing of vision as fundamentally sadistic despite his
observation that all vision constitutes of a double move-
ment - active and passive. For the bachelor machine to
work, the feminine must be refused thus the bisexual self
and the Other(female) as active are repressed. However
repression is never complete, “what is repressed is never
annihilated: it survives in the unconscious as a constant
potential threat,”'® thus the foundations of masculinity are

not secure.
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Case Studies
The four films chosen which | offer as representative of the
different genres (film noir, western, fantasy, science-fic-

tion/horror) are as follows:

Sunset Boulevard 1950 Billy Wilder

Once Upon a time in the West 1968 Sergio Leone
Eraserhead 1978 David Lynch

Videodrome 1982 David Cronenberg

These will be considered only to the extent that they illus-

trate some of the forms masculinity in crisis takes.
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Sunset Boulevard

“One of those rare movies which are so full of exactness, clev-
erness, mastery, pleasure, and arguable and unarguable
choice and judgement, that can be talked about almost shot

for shot and line for line for hours on end.” ¥

Sunset Boulevard, a reversal of the Echo [Joe Gillis] and

Narcissus [Norma Desmond] myth, is ultimately the story
of masculinity in crisis, of passive man (Max as servant, Joe
as employee, gigolo) in relation to castrating woman. A
narrative in which the male transcends only via the cine-
matic. | refer to the disembodied voice-over that promises
“the whole truth” ergo facilitating a shift in emphasis from
image to sound, the latter interpreted first. However the
closer our anti-hero comes to the diegesis; this is first sig-
naled in the voice-over’s assumption of the first person -
Joe Gillis whose masculinity is questioned (his car and job -
signifiers of the symbolic are under threat'*) and ultimate-
ly undermined (on New Year’s Eve he accepts gigolo sta-
tus, this is marked feminine) the less in control he is.
Thereby the story returns to the Medusa. A similar struc-

ture is found in Laura.'®

Even prior to this, the sense of who controls the narrative
is unclear: “I (Gillis) dropped the hook and she fell for it,”
sits uncomfortable beside the fact that Max had earlier
(i.e. before the bait) prepared his room<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>