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1. Introduction

The Company of Wolves, directed by Neil Jordan and released in 1984, is ostensibly
based on a short story of the same name by Angela Carter, published in 1979 as one of a
collection of allegorical fairy tales entitled 7he Bloody Chamber. It concerns the rites
of passage of a young girl, Rosaleen, and explores the psychosexual under-currents of
the classic “Little Red Riding Hood” fairy tale. The action takes place almost entirely in
the troubled dreams of the menarcheic Rosaleen, and transports the viewer into an
erotically charged realm of fantasy and myth. This British film transcends the generic
boundaries by which mainstream Hollywood film is normally defined, and can be seen
as a combination of many different genres — as horror, for example, as fantasy, coming

of age, expressionism or film noir.

Among other things, The Company of Wolves is an exercise in structuralism and
semiotics. It is highly “interpretative”, and must be deconstructed both through the
many signifiers that exist in its internal structure, and also through its potential
meanings within the collective culture and individual contexts of its viewers. The
multi-layered structure of the film is strongly influenced by Surrealism, a style in which
both Carter and Jordan have engaged in other areas of their work, in their writings,

novels and short stories.

The interpretative and surrealistic nature of 7he Company of Wolves ensures that it is
difficult to gain access to any complete, logical or coherent meaning. Indeed it has been
suggested that this is not a “rational” film at all, and it is nof rational if we expect every
little thread to unravel smoothly to yield up its individual and coherent significance. As
in any Surrealistic work, each object or thread is partly dependent for its meaning on the
objects or threads surrounding it, and in 7he Company of Wolves these are so numerous
as to make the ultimate meaning virtually indecipherable. This thesis will argue,
however, that the film becomes more rational as the level of understanding of its themes

and origins increases; the whole can only makes sense if we examine the fofality of the

fabric.






Despite this interpretative approach, however, the over-determination of many of the
scenes in The Company of Wolves leaves little doubt about the subject matter the
authors want us to consider, and auteurial meaning comes through much more clearly in
the film than it did in Carter’s original text. The thickly-textured fabric of the narrative
of The Company of Wolves contains many threads that pose questions about the Western

European culture and civilisation of the late 1970s and early ’80s.

There are grounds for asserting that Carter and Jordan decided during their collaboration
that their agenda should be wider than simply the production of a straight adaptation of
Carter’s original short story. It will be argued in this thesis that the film is not
singularly based on The Company of Wolves story as a separate entity, but on the whole
body of Carter’s work, including excerpts from other elements of 7he Bloody Chamber.
Moreover, since Carter’s story was itself a fictional illustration of concepts in her non-
fiction work, The Sadeian Woman, it will be asserted that it was ultimately the

“content” of The Sadeian Women that Carter and Jordan wished to promulgate.

It will be argued that The Company of Wolves is a demonstration of woman’s
historically negative and passive role in society, and a denunciation of the oppressive
nature of the singular orthodoxy of patriarchal and/or colonial societies, as
conceptualised in the term “monism”. The film declares and establishes the Carter
agenda of how these historical and social structures, with their inherent myths, have
been seriously detrimental to the lives of women living within their “given” confines.
Most importantly, however, it draws on Carter’s ideas about the work of the Marquis de
Sade, as outlined in The Sadeian Woman, showing the folly of either complete
(feminine) virtue and submission on the one hand, or a (masculine) dominating,
predatory nature on the other. It sets out to demonstrate that the “whole” character
must consist of aspects of both extremes, feminine and masculine, and that only by
uniting the two aspects will a full sense of oneself, and consequently a meaningful role

in the world and a place in history, be achieved.

In arguing this, it is not intended to ignore the major contribution to the film by the
director Neil Jordan, and it will be asserted that his role in expanding the scenes “just
hinted at by Carter”(Taylor & Jenkins, 1984, p.266) has firmly established in the film the feminist

content of Carter’s considerable body of work.






In summary, it is suggested that the whole narrative of the film 7he Company of Wolves

is neatly summed up, not in Angela Carter’s original story, but in the words of Emma

Goldman included as a postscript to 7he Sadeian Woman:
History tells us that every oppressed class gained true liberation from its masters through its own
efforts. It is necessary that woman learn that lesson, that she realise that her freedom will reach as far
as her power to achieve her freedom reaches. It is therefore far more important for her to begin with
her inner regeneration, to cut loose from the weight of prejudices, traditions, and customs. The
demand for equal rights in every vocation in life is just and fair; but after all the most vital right is to
love and be loved. Indeed, if partial emancipation is to become a complete and true emancipation of
women, it will have to do away with the ridiculous notion that to be loved, to be a sweetheart and
mother, is synonymous with being a slave or subordinate. It will have to do away with the absurd

notion of the dualism of the sexes, or that man and woman represent two antagonistic worlds (Carter,
1979, p.151).

2. Angela Carter and the Sadeian Connection

2.1 Thought Processes and Ideologies

During the sexual revolution of the 1960s Angela Carter became aware, as she puts it
herself, “How that social fiction of my ‘femininity’ was created, by means outside my
control, and palmed off on me as the real thing”(sic) (Carter, 1997,38). She also became
acutely aware of other “myths” and “lies” (Carter, 1997, pp38-41) that were the hallmark of a
patriarchal society — a culture that automatically defined anyone or anything that was
not male, white and Caucasian, as the other. She was opposed to any convergence
towards a single orthodoxy in any sphere, but particularly in attitudes to women, and
saw such orthodoxies, and the monistic institutions they spawned, as structures invented
to serve the needs of man. Christianity, imperialism, the Hollywood scene, Modernism
itself and even the concept of the omnipotent author/god, could, in Carter’s view, all be

seen as such.

Viewing life in these terms, Carter became determined to break down the myths that
had evolved in the traditions of a history which had been written down and controlled

by men and where women had been allowed to play no positive, contributory role for
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which they could receive credit. She talked of freedom to “loot and rummage in an
official past, specifically a literary past . . . and painting, sculptures, movies, folklore
and heresies t00” (Carter, 1997, p.41). “The past,” she wrote, . . . is a vast repository of
outmoded lies, where you can check out what lies used to be a la mode, and find the old

lies on which the new lies have been based”(bia).

“This investigation of the social fictions that regulate our lives,” Carter explains,’ . . .
is what I’ve concerned myself with consciously since that time. I realise now, I must
have always sensed that something was badly wrong with the versions of reality I was
offered that took certain aspects of my being as a woman for granted” (Carter, 1997..38).
Most of the rest of her life was devoted to redressing the balance of women’s place and
reputation within society, and to attempting to destroy the “myths” associated with
womanhood, motherhood and femininity. Myths and magic, she maintained, are of our

own contriving — our myths are in our own heads.?

2.2. Carter the Writer

Carter believed strongly that women’s experience of the world was different from that
of men’s; she believed that women writers should write fiction in the hope of
decolonialising” (sic) (Carter, 1997,p.42) the language, and so effect change by shifting
ingrained ideas. She saw women writers as having the function of creating . . . a means
of expression for an infinitely greater variety of experience than has been possible

heretofore, to say things for which no language previously existed” (Carter, 1997, p.42).

In her later writings, however, Carter reflected on a freer social structure with more
autonomy for women, both economic and sexual, than had ever existed before. As she
matured, she became happy to be living in the 20th century and in western European
culture. She felt that she had virtually limitless freedom as a woman, as a “voluntarily
sterile but sexually active being” (carter, 1997,p.41). The possibility of writing fiction as a
sexually active woman, she argued, would not have been possible for her in any other

historical era because she would not have had the necessary control over her own






fertility to make this possible; she maintained that today’s woman is “a new kind of
being” (Carter, 1997, pp.40,41). She now described a pluralist society which held a strong

belief in the individual.

The structure of Angela Carter’s fiction is always complex and deliberately
interpretative. She wholeheartedly believed in “the death of the author”, believing that
once a work was finished it was up to the reader to interpret it in his or her own way. In
this she was greatly influenced by the ideas of Roland Barthes, who maintained that as
soon as a “fact” is narrated it becomes intrinsically ambiguous, and susceptible to
various interpretations (Barthes, 1981, pp.208 -213). Her work is also multi-voiced: the conveyor
of the message changes continually as she speaks at times through the narrator, and then
through one character after the other. And it always has a precise objective, and is
meant to “work” —to convey a message (Carter, 1997, pp.35. 36,37). In this it is almost

theatrical, making her work particularly suitable for conversion to the film medium.

In 1977 Carter wrote The Passion of New Eve, an anti-mythic novel about the social
creation of femininity. Two years later she published two related works which would
use the misogynistic ideas of the 18th century pornographer, the Marquis de Sade, to
further her cause. The first of these, a non-fiction work entitled 7he Sadeian Women,
published in 1979, argued the case against the social and historical “given” of
femininity. Later the same year she wrote The Bloody Chamber — a collection of short
stories of which The Company of Wolves is one — exploring the same themes,

exploding the same myths, and didactically pointing the way ahead.

2.3 The Sadeian Influence

Angela Carter saw de Sade as being “unusual in his period for claiming the rights of

free sexuality for women, and in installing women as beings of power in his imaginary
worlds” (Carter, 1979, 36). In The Sadeian Woman she says that women could read de Sade
and “see themselves as they have been,”(carter, 1979, p.36) as willing, powerless victims led

to the slaughter, and could compare this with what they might be. “Sade,” she says,






“remains a monstrous and daunting cultural edifice: yet I would like to think that he put
pornography in the service of women, or, perhaps, allowed it to be invaded by an
ideology not inimical to women” (carter, 1979,p.37). And she goes on to quote de Sade:
“Charming sex, you will be free: just as men are. You shall enjoy the pleasures that
Nature makes your duty, do not withhold yourselves from one. Must the more divine
half of mankind be kept in chains by the others? Ah, break those bonds: nature wills

it”(ibid).

It could be argued, of course, that de Sade’s comments about the freedom of women
were prompted more by his own wish for the freedom to satisfy his own desires without
the inconveniences of a woman’s conscience or any resulting children, than by a desire
for female “liberation”. Carter, however, sees in his writings the beginnings of ideas
which separate sexual pleasure from the chains of procreation. She shows, first of all,
how de Sade, in the characters of Justine and Juliette, has constructed his female
stereotypes entirely in the image of male fantasies: on the one hand he portrays the
submissive woman whose nature was to serve man, and on the other the dominant, cruel
female who likes to cause pain of the kind that sometimes seems to heighten sexual
desire in men. Carter argues, paradoxically, that the liberated woman should be a

synthesis of the two extremes.

Carter saw de Sade’s Justine as the epitome of a female martyr, accepting what has been
imposed upon her by a society whose institutions are organised by males. She blames
the patriarchal Christian Church for inculcating such views in both men and women
down through the ages, holding the Virgin Mary up as a role model, and continually
comparing the actions of ordinary women with the actions of a goddess — one who is

universally revered and placed in a position above the saints and next to God.

Justine, being virtuous as was required of her, refused to satisfy men’s desires because
she aspired, Virgin-like, to being the “ideal woman”. She has been taught, Carter tells
us, that her virtue, sited in her sexuality, is the only positive part of her “self”, and that
she must refuse men what they desire or she will be lost. This “ideal woman” believes
that if she is forced to submit her body, she will remain virtuous if she retains purity in
her soul; for this reason she must never enjoy what she is forced to give, but must

endure it without pleasure. In this way she can remain virginal and virtuous, and feel






superior to her persecutors. Virtue is therefore based on a negative, any positive

enjoyment of her body being seen as wrong.

Justine implicitly accepts this analysis. She is poor, but refuses to rob or steal, and
unable to see her worth in the market-place, refuses even to sell honestly what is in
demand and what is hers to sell — herself. And as Carter points out: “In a world where
women are commodities, a woman who refuses to sell herself will have the thing she
refuses to sell taken away from her by force” (Carter, 1979,p.55).  Moreover, because she is
poor, Justine is not protected by society, and is therefore vulnerable to the needs and
desires of the strong in that society — and almost everyone is stronger than Justine.
“The piety, the gentleness, the honesty, the sensitivity, all the qualities she has learned
to admire in herself, are invitations to violence; all her life she has been groomed for the

slaughterhouse” (ibid).

As Carter saw it, in refusing pleasure to herself, Justine denies her ‘subject’ and
therefore remains an “object”. In denying her sense of “self” she denies the
assimilation of the “T” with the “me”. Justine’s “self” is a negative; in accepting the
“given” that her “virtue lies in her genitals” (Carter, 1979,p.47). she negates the validity of
any other part of her “being”. Her attitude of single-minded virtue allows her to occupy
the moral high ground: “The victim is always morally superior to the master; that is the
victim’s ambivalent triumph” Carter, 1979, p.56). But this moral high ground is barren; it

never yields reward.

Carter, however, is equally harsh in her assessment of de Sade’s other character — the
dominant, cruel, sadistic Juliette, who is the very antithesis of the virtuous Justine.
“Juliette,” she writes, “never pretends to be blameless (Carter, 1979, 101). On the contrary,
she glorifies her crimes, especially in their gratuitous nature, and eschews guilt as if it
were her victims who should be guilty at their stupidity in falling into her clutches.
“Since she specialises in realpolitik, it is not surprising that she is more like a real

woman than Justine could ever be” (Carter, 1979, p.101).

Juliette is aware of her value in society, and has used the advantages nature has given

her to climb the ladder of success. In a sense, as Carter puts it: “Juliette stands for the






good old virtues of self-reliance and self-help”(carter, 1979.p.101). She is predatory, and
“her sexual encounters are engaged in either for profit or fun. . . She is single-mindedly
destructive and. . . plays to win . . . Her femininity is part of the armoury of self-
interest” (Carter, 1979, pp.102,103).  She is, as it were, an entrepreneur, who knows her value in

the marketplace and sells herself to the highest bidder.

But Juliette commits unimaginably horrid crimes in order to please those who could be
of advantage to her. She realises, as Carter puts it, that “In a country where the
hangman rules, only the hangman escapes punishment” (Carter, 1979.p.99). Juliette has
developed the tyrannical “masculine” side of her nature, negating her womanhood in

every possible sense, even to the point of killing her babies (carter, 1979, p. 105).

“The sisters” Carter says, “exist in a complex dialectic with one another; the experience
of one makes plain the experience of the other . . . Justine is the holy virgin, Juliette the
profane whore” (Carter, 1979, pp.101,103).  She points out that neither extreme, Justine nor
Juliette, is truly a “whole” woman. She sees these extremes as two potential sides of the
same coin, and each individually as objects of de Sade’s terrible imagination, portraying
them as products of patriarchal societies. She advocates an amalgamation or synthesis

27 <C

of the two extremes as necessary for the development of a “whole”, “unified”,
“positive” female individual. Carfer’s “ideal woman” has some attributes normally
associated with the masculine character — she is rational, assertive, fearless, self-
reliant, capable of being economically independent, and sexually active; but she does

not deny the opposite, gentler, emotional, intuitive, “female” part of her “self” (carter, 1979,

passim).

Carter’s second book of 1979, The Bloody Chamber, can be seen as continuing, in the
fiction genre, her exploration of the Sadeian philosophies begun in The Sadeian

Woman. In the story The Company of Wolves in particular, she sets out to highlight, and
then demolish, the outrageous figments of de Sade’s extreme imagination, especially the
myth, the Sadeian image, of the martyred, saintly Justine. She also contradicts de Sade’s
notions of the absolutes of good and evil, where he insists that these are immutable
values existing separately in different human beings (de sade, 1996, pp.41-44; Carter, 1979, pp.128-129).
Carter tries to show how good and evil can reside simultaneously in any individual, and

as the narrative unfolds, we see the main female protagonist transformed from a
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confused pubertal adolescent, contemplating both extremes of her nature, into the
confident unified “self” of a mature young woman. As in other stories comprising 7he
Bloody Chamber it is this synthesis of the “self”, a unification of both sides of the

“being” that Carter is preaching in this allegorical tale.

These Sadeian elements could be described as the central core of meaning in 7he
Company of Wolves film, and de Sade’s themes of domination, humiliation and
destruction of the weak come out very strongly. Carter gave her fictional characters the
Sadeian roles of either victims or predators — lambs or tigers, as it were.® She
explored the weakness of virtue and the power of vice in the same way as de Sade had
done in the case of Justine and Juliette, but by demonstrating the ultimate fate of each
type of character she hoped to inculcate a sense of self-preservation and self-reliance
into her female readers. “The strong abuse, exploit and meatify the weak,” says Carter
of de Sade’s philosophy: “They must and will devour their natural prey. The primal
condition of man cannot be modified in any way; it is eat or be eaten” (Carter,1979, p.140).
Carter desperately wanted to teach the lambs to run with the tigers, rather than to lie

down with them and be eaten.*

Carter’s use of de Sade’s writings, which preached a doctrine suited to his pornographic
purposes, made her at the time the butt of severe criticism from her fellow feminists.
She herself, however, believed that, as a woman writer, she was using the pornographer
against himself and his beliefs, by using /is characters as Aer allies in the
deconstruction of mythical femininity (Carter, 1979, pp.16-37). She believed in moral
pornography (Carter, 1979,p.19) — that which uses some of the techniques of pornography in
order to demonstrate the subjugation of women — and by writing in this way she sought
to highlight the socialization of young girls into the “negatives” of passive femininity
and suffering motherhood, identifying these practices as the obscenities they were; by

destroying them, she saw herself as demolishing the Sadeian philosophy.

A constant theme of Carter’s, also, is her exploration of the plural and diverse origins of
power — the notion that power in any situation does not emanate from one single

monistic source, but from many individual sources, either successively or
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simultaneously. In this context she liked to explore dualities — good versus evil, male
versus female, etc. And it is in dualities of this kind that we perceive much of the
tension apparent in The Bloody Chamber and in the film The Company of Wolves; both,
it can be argued, are partly about the mutability that is inherent in nature, with

destruction occurring in order that the cycle of new life, and therefore death, can recur.

3. Neil Jordan and the Collaborative Process

3.1 The Work of Jordan

One must assume that Jordan’s approach to Carter to use her story as the basis for a film
indicated considerable interest in the content of her work In contrast to Carter’s agenda,
however, Jordan’s own work tends to highlight “realities” as they are differently
experienced by each individual. He has frequently explored, in both his writings and
his films, Lacanian philosophies, those of Freud and Kristeva, and their concepts of the
“subject”, “object” and “abject”, through many scenes with psychoanalytical content.
It could be said that most of his films and much of his writing focus on and highlight
each person’s thoughts and feelings in a way that isolates him or her from others; he
seems interested in the loneliness and alienation of the human individual and the fact
that we live this life ultimately on our own, even if surrounded by people. He goes so
far at times as to imply that we each live our lives in our own heads, and frequently
makes use of devices that play with reality and Surreality, involving memory and
dreams which are eminently suitable for adaption to the medium he employs —the

flickering, moving, ever-changing, illusory image on the screen.
Like Carter, Jordan gives the individual a constantly changing reality, both in terms of

external social structures and the ever-changing, internal, emotional and physical reality

of the “organism” of the individual himself. But whereas Carter would “use” a
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character to construct an allegorical, didactic and moralistic tale to further the more
general feminist agenda, Jordan sees The Company of Wolves, for example, as being
about “the lyricism of a young girl’s emotional life” (Meliroy, 1989, p.115). It is typical of
their slightly differing approaches that while Carter is ready to analyse the concept of
patriarchy, and to criticise the Church, imperialism, and even art and literature in
general, Jordan seems mainly to look at the “effect” of those structures on the individual
organism; he looks at the “human condition” itself, and how external structures affect

the individual who tries to fit into his social and cultural environment.

Jordan, like Carter, frequently puts his characters in either “predatory” or “victim” roles,
and also like Carter, shows them as either remaining “negative” by inaction or
becoming “positive” by action. Suffering, virtuous, motherly females appear from time
to time in Jordan’s work, for example, and are portrayed almost always as sacrificial
victims, having no sense of “self” and having been totally socialised into, and by, an
authoritarian society; Mary, the suicidal woman at the farm in Ange/ (1982), for
example, is such a woman. Like Mary, and similar characters portrayed by Carter, many
of Jordan’s females have lived their lives compliantly — for their men, through their
men, and from within their men; they are totally passive, having never, one infers,
performed a single action for themselves alone. In the past, they have been the pillars of
the Catholic Church in Ireland, often perhaps, hereditary supporters of deValera and his
isolationist policies, and as such, conditioned advocates of their own unfreedom and

consequent intellectual and spiritual demise.

But if some of Jordan’s females are passive and abused, some also, especially when
they are of a sexually active age, are cold and hard, and ready to use their wiles to trap
the male protagonist. And the female child or adolescent is often seen, in both Jordan’s
films and his writings, to be developing a coldness, a hardness, and to be acquiring the
predatory devices she will use in adulthood, Mathilde, in the novella The Dream of a
Beast, is a typical example, and Rosaleen, as we will see, is also developing these

predatory traits.
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Jordan also portrays men, like women, as having been socialised into behaving in
particular ways, obliged to fit into a society that expects them not only to be strong,
protective and good providers, but also — and confusingly — soft, sensitive individuals
as well.> His writing style is lyrical and poetic, and, like Carter’s, is interpretative,
calling on the reader to play an active and collaborative role in the production of
meaning. Indeed he manipulates the reader, as he does the viewer in his films, by the
deliberate use of defamiliarising strategies. He may structure the narrative, for
instance, so that it is ambiguous and he frequently indulges in what seems to be a
deliberate overuse of the personal pronoun, forcing the reader back over text already
read in order to understand the progress of a story. This latter technique is similar to the

“layering” he uses in some of his films.

Unlike Carter the writer, however, who is monomanically obsessed with getting her
point across, Jordan the director appears to be motivated more by a deep need to create
aesthetically beautiful films. His work is constructed out of a definite aesthetic, all his
films being strong in sensuality, seductiveness, colour, and music. He does not appear to
feel the need, as Carter does, to convey his own intellectual ideas; he is not didactic
and, as such, perhaps, focuses meaning in the spectator more faithfully. All his energy is
directed towards his aesthetic vision of the final film, and the story is just another

element of his varied palette.

3.2 Influences on Jordan

Jordan’s way of dealing with many of the issues raised in 7he Company of Wolves can
be directly traced to filmic sources. Although the number of these sources are most
likely to be legion, it may by interesting to look briefly at the work of Michael Powell
and Emeric Pressburger, the British director-writer team who worked together from

about 1939 to 1956 (Thomas, 1991, p. 662).
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First of all, the willingness of Jordan to collaborate in many of his films invites
comparison with Powell and Pressburger. Both he and they frequently seemed to use a
story simply as a means to an end, as part of a wider palette that included everything
necessary for the making of a successful film. For this reason the conventional fairy-

tale was a perfect vehicle for engagement in the larger issues being debated at the time.

In addition, the filmic structures of Powell and Pressburger (and later Powell alone)
although essentially narrative in form, often fought against the contemporary tide of
British “realism” by creating a world of fantasy, and by adopting surrealistic techniques
(Thomas, 1990, p. 662). In Black Narcissus (1947) semi-madness or vacancy of mind is
portrayed by Ayah, the caretaker, when she dances around the ancient, empty
brothel/palace to discordant choral music, with the breeze blowing slowly but
persistently through the building. Likewise, in The Red Shoes (1948), cinematic
techniques are used to create illusions that are only possible in that medium. The scene,
for example, where Vicky dances The Red Shoes ballet in the middle of that film has a
dream-like quality; her pink shoes are transformed into red shoes in an instantaneously
magical manner that could never be accomplished in the theatre or in ballet itself —
only in the cinema. Similar techniques are used by Jordan, for whom reality is never a
simple or straightforward matter, in 7he Company of Wolves. The portrayal of the
wind, for example, which we subconsciously perceive as an active and uncontrollable
force, evokes ominous feelings in us in the scenes where Rosaleen is dreaming in her
bedroom, and is also symbolic of change when Rosaleen has climbed the big tree and

has actively embraced the masculine side of her “self”.

Black Narcissus, like The Company of Wolves, is difficult to place in any genre, but it
could, perhaps, be best described as an expressionistic, fantasy film which deals with
dualities. The directors try to resolve the problems created by the dichotomies of reason
and irrationality, Christianity and paganism, religion and eroticism, knowledge and
ignorance, predator and victim, all of which culminate in a final battle between good
and evil (Thomas, 1990, p. 665). Sister Clodagh, being Sister Ruth’s alter ego, can also be seen
as analogous to the Sadeian themes of Justine and Juliette. Perhaps this is another

source that may have suggested to Jordan, or confirmed him in, the worthwhile nature
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of an examination of this theme through the sisters Alice and Rosaleen in The Company

of Wolves.®

Both of these Powell and Pressburger films, and later Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960),
engaged in themes that included, among other things, discourses on the cinema itself,
photography, and voyeurism. Indeed it could be asserted that Peeping Tom is another
film that has strongly influenced Jordan’s conscious handling of The Company of
Wolves, notably the voyeuristic scenes. But perhaps the over-riding concern of the
Powell and Pressburger films is gender, and the difficult choices that must be made by
women between “career” and “love and marriage”, one part of their essence always
being negated by whichever choice they make. It seems possible that Jordan’s frequent

exploration and treatment of these themes was influenced by the older films.

Further echoes of Powell and Pressburger in Jordan’s work are to be found in the sound-
tracks of many of the latter’s films. The strong and often discordant music’ in The Red
Shoes and Black Narcissus, seems to transcend the plot and the characters. Likewise,
music is always a strong element in Jordan’s films: 7he Company of Wolves, Angel,
and later The Crying Game (1992) and Interview with a Vampire (1994) use music as a
form of communication which, like the visuals, has an immediate effect on the senses of

the audience.

The expressionistic use of strong, lush, sensual colour throughout all Jordan’s work is
also reminiscent of the Powell/Pressburger films, and arguably influenced by them. The
theatrical lighting used in both 7he Red Shoes and Black Narcissus, which helps to
create surrealistic sequences and sinister shadows, is very evident, and indeed brought
to an extreme, in The Company of Wolves. We can see that the colour, line and lighting
of the sky in the ballet sequence in The Red Shoes is almost identical to that of the scene
through Rosaleen’s bedroom in 7he Company of Wolves, for instance, and also to that
through the window of Granny’s house when Rosaleen stays the night. And to take
another example, Black Narcissus is about nuns in white mantles, the colour being
symbolic of virtuous virginity; in The Company of Wolves the red mantle is donned by

Rosaleen as a symbol of her menarche and possibly of her sexual maturity.
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3.3 The Collaborative Process

Jordan says that he was drawn to Angela Carter’s work because her writing was
“4conoclastic, dramatic”, “graphic”, and “strong in terms of imagery” (Jenkins and Taylor, 1984,
p.265-6). But the same, indeed, could be said of Jordan’s own work: his novels and stories
are rich in evocative mises-en-scene, described with a clarity that almost “directs” the
reader towards his preconceived image. Moreover, Jordan’s interpretative approach,
with its many intertextual references, open questions, and multiplicity of signifiers, is so
similar to Carter’s that it is no surprise that he was drawn to her work and saw it as the

basis for a film.

According to a Jordan interview in the September 1984 issue of The Monthly Film
Bulletin, Carter and Jordan wrote the first script of the film, which he described as
“quite a direct transposition of the story”, in a relatively short period of about two or
three weeks” (Jenkins and Taylor, 1984, p.265-6). They appear to have built up the film script in
an “associative” way, echoing the psychoanalytical techniques of Freud. It would seem

that although Carter’s input dictated the specific content, Jordan made the necessary

authorial decisions about what was, or was not, technically possible in film.

This emphasis on Carter’s content, at first sight, might appear to support Catherine
Neale’s suggestion (Neale, 199, p.99) that The Company of Wolves “remains” a mere
adaption of Angela Carter’s short story. This view, however, negates Neil Jordan’s very
considerable visual input, particularly his handling of the formal elements of the film,
and there is ample evidence to assert that the film stands on its own as an artwork.
Although a large body of meaning from Carter’s original story is imported, we will see
in the fextual analysis of the film, that the use of Jordan’s non-verbal signifiers or
visuals which establish Carter’s themes, the immediacy of the music and colour on the
senses of the audience, the industrial nature of film production and the fact that the
script was a collaboration, have all resulted in added meaning. The Company of Wolves
transformed into a film has become an individual work with a new identity not least

because the eleven-page story was expanded considerably, with, as Jordan put it
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himself, “. . .the atmospheres and tiny bits of description and the references . . .” in

Carter’s work being extended to whole sequences in the film”(Taylor & Jenkins, 1984, p.266).

There are numerous individual, identifiable strands of source material present in the
final filmic product. It is evident that some material has been taken directly from
Carter’s work, some (albeit very little) from Jordan’s own stories, and some seems to
have been created specifically for 7he Company of Wolves film. Thus, for example, the
story of the werewolf marrying the village girl and leaving home on the wedding night,
the sequence of the hunter trapping the wolf and cutting off its forepaws, and the
episode of the pregnant woman at the wedding, are all present in the original Carter text.
Some of the imagery, on the other hand, comes directly from Jordan’s work: he tells us
that the babies hatching out of the eggs in the nest at the top of the tree was a concept
taken from The Dream of a Beast, his novella written in 1979 (Taylor & Jenkins, 1984, p.266).
And finally, Alice’s death and funeral, together with all the church scenes and the walks
in the forest, were additional material which seems to have been created specifically for
the film. Carter and Jordan agreed in collaboration, that the story of the girl dreaming
would be used as a “portmanteau” device to contain the narrative, and this is also new in

the film, having no precedent in any texts of either author (ia).

Jordan says he intended the meaning in 7he Company of Wolves to emerge from the
pleasure of following the many associations within the film, rather than being contained
in a straight-forward narrative. Each set was intended to be familiar, in the sense that
fairy tales are quickly recognisable, but simultaneously unfamiliar in the way that
dreams invariably are strange. He wanted the audience to be able to take sensual
pleasure in just watching, citing the scene of Rosaleen running through the forest as one
where the audience could “just sit back and eat it up.” “With a lot of the sequences,”
he says, “we were just trying to wring the sensual pleasure out of them” (Taylor & Jenkins,
1984, p.266). And again: “I wanted to play games with the audience in the sense that you
are led through one sequence, and think you are home, and then someone tells a story
and you go into another world, and so on. I wanted it to be like a puzzle which people

would enjoy in the way that they enjoy unravelling a thriller” (sia).
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4. The Sadeian Content of The Company of Wolves

4.1 Introducing the Characters

Rosaleen, the main female protagonist, and her sister Alice, are portrayed as two sides
of the Sadeian dichotomy Justine and Juliette, and as such will be discussed more fully
later. However, an understanding of the other individual characters in the film, and the
stereotypical groups to which many of them belong, is crucial to the establishment of

meaning in The Company of Wolves.

The wolves, like Rosaleen and Alice, are ‘Sadeian’ characterisations, and are equally
complex and interesting. They are outsiders, and are alienated from, and by, a
civilisation which repels Nature in the need to curb the desires of its own citizens —
their “ids” or “beasts within”. In such societies, any individual who does not abide by
the status quo, who will not curb his “beast”, is considered to be a danger to the rest and
is mythologised as a monster? The wolves are such monsters in 7he Company of
Wolves. They are, moreover, the epitome of the predatory, tyrannical and evil Sadeian
libertines, described by Carter in The Sadeian Woman — individuals who, in
furtherance of their own gratification, refuse to obey the laws of civilisation. The wolf-
libertines, “carnivores incarnate”, according to Carter (Carter, 1996, p212),_devour their flesh
in a frenzy and eat at the same table, but their “. . . pleasure is an entirely inward
experience” (Carter, 1979, p.144-6). She tells us “The libertine’s sovereign orgasm is not
shared with his fellow libertines; it simply occurs at the same time” (Carter, 1979, p.144).
Although they are seen to hunt in packs, their companions are not friends: they are . .
fellow-conspirators” whose togetherness . . . does not alleviate the solitude of the

libertine; rather, it enhances it” (Carter, 1979, p.144).

These characteristics are demonstrated in several scenes in the film. They are evident,
for example, in the scene where Alice succumbs in the woods to her inevitable fate, in
that which shows the wolves keeping vigil outside the house in Granny’s “village
wedding” story, and near the end of the film when we see Rosaleen as potential prey for

the huntsman-werewolf.
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Libertines see Nature as cruel and so justify their acts as natural (De Sade, 199, p.44). Their
carnivorous love of flesh — a Sadeian synonym for sex * — sees them continually on
the hunt for new victims who, once trapped, are subjugated, pitifully tortured, and
humiliated. Libertines both need pain, and cause pain, as a necessary stimulus for
orgasm, and they become increasingly masochistic in their hunt for it. They will not
allow any pleasure in their partners, since any pleasure given, they feel, reduces the

pleasure they retain.

The achievement of his quest becomes, for the libertine, more and more difficult each
time, and eventually imprisons him. Instead of being a freedom, his sexuality becomes,
as Carter sees it, “a cage that traps him”(Carter, 1979.p.149). The beginning of this process is
shown graphically in The Company of Wolves when the “son of the priest” in Granny’s
churchyard story accepts the metaphorical “ointment” from the devil, who advises him
to “waste not, want not”." The ointment immediately makes him ‘wolf-like’ and he is
trapped; the pain of entrapment, and the realisation of it, are both evident as he howls
and screams to free himself from the symbolic bind-weed that ties him to his inevitable
fate. He is condemned, as a wolf-libertine, to a life of subservience to his own nature

which will never be completely satisfied.

There are several other moments in the film which point to this masochistic need for
pain to achieve orgasm. We see it, for example, when the werewolf husband, having
stood on the prickly hedgehog, leaves his wife on their wedding night, propelled by his
response to pain to answer what he ambiguously terms “the call of nature”; we see it
when the huntsman grabs the hot poker wielded by Granny and is stimulated to eventual
gratification; and it is also evident at the end, when, shot by Rosaleen, the huntsman
shows that he now needs an extremely painful stimulus indeed before he can achieve

the level of pain necessary for his lonely and violent, orgasmic convulsion.

The other individual characters in the film all contribute to meaning as the tale unfolds.
Granny, the old wife, for example, signifies both the superstitious and the moralistic
side of society and demonstrates the acceptance of the sfafus quo in a system run both
by and for men. Her stories show that she preaches sexual abstinence outside marriage,

and within marriage the traditional norm of a woman’s primary duty to her husband and
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her family. She demonstrates the oral tradition in action, the way in which women have
been educated into compliant acceptance of their lowly position in society. But
Granny’s values are later shown to be of no substance when the wolf chops off her
head, and it is seen, significantly, to be made of hollow porcelain. This contrasts with,
in the same scene, the huntsman-wolf, the pioneer of sexual freedom, who is shown to

be of substance, being composed of flesh and blood.

In contrast to the wolves-libertines, the father of the family is a typical “civilised” male
who has been socialised to believe that he, as the possessor of Reason, is the centre of
the universe. He is proud of his rationality, which is confined to humans and which,
therefore, elevates him above all “others”. He regards it, moreover, as very much a
masculine trait. Females, by contrast, he sees as having a capacity only for emotion,
which is perceived in his society as being rooted in parts of the anatomy other than the
logical mind — the heart for example. Women, therefore, cannot by his reckoning be

possessors of Reason, and consequently cannot be thought of as fully rational beings."

We see later that Rosaleen does not accept her father’s masculine definition of
rationality. When he comes back from the hunt after having shot what he thought was
the wolf and discovered his mistake, he declares: “When I killed it, it was a wolf; it
turned into a man — seeing is believing.” Rosaleen replies, “Is it? What about
touching?” Here she implies that masculine logic does not, of itself, add up to true
Reason; total “enlightenment” and rationality require that one also possess an inner
sight that is born partly of emotion — a traditionally feminine trait. Rosaleen’s views
are further emphasised when later, on the path, the wolf-huntsman shows her his
compass and while describing its unusual properties says: “Seeing is believing!” “I

don’t believe it even though I see it,” she replies.

The mother is the least “acted” of all the supporting characters.” She is a woman who
has insight, and is trying her best to straddle the gap between the old society and the
new. She wants her daughter to be able to fit into the community into which she was
born, but conscious of her own lack of fulfilment, does not want Rosaleen to cling to the
past. She sees the inequalities in the social structure of their society, and, wanting more

for Rosaleen, tries to give her a “modern”, independent approach to life; if she is not to
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be a “lamb, a “victim”, Rosaleen must cultivate aspects of a masculine, predatory nature
— she must be able to eat “Sadeian meat”. The mother sees more clearly than the
bespectacled Granny (whose glasses have been shown to be opaque at times), and tries
to minimise the effect of Granny’s reactionary teaching * by giving her daughter the
weaponry, symbolised by the knife, that will help her to cope with the wicked ways of a

very dangerous world.

4.2 The Emerging SadeianThemes and Their Signifiers

The opening sequence of a film, whether classic Hollywood narrative, or British as in
the case of The Company of Wolves, often defines for the viewer what sort of film he or
she is about to watch. In this work, the synthetic, unearthly music in the dismal,
threatening woods, the baby doll lying, forgotten, beside the tree stump, the many fairy-
tale symbols in the shape of birds and animals, and the fantastic gates of the house, all
announce that this will be a surrealistic film where generic and other boundaries will be
pushed to the limit. We are immediately aware that this will be a work of nightmarish
fantasy, and there are strong signals to indicate that gender matters will play a very
important part. Above all, perhaps, the multiplicity of symbols, each vying for
dominance of meaning, makes it clear that the film intends to be “interpretative”,

focusing the attention on the viewer in true Barthesian style.

The first thing we become aware of is the central phallic symbol in the opening scenes.
The disembodied phallus stands erect and assertive, incongruous at the centre of the
forest which it dominates by its very presence. The phallus is attached to a deep, dark
void which is round in shape and which we hardly notice at this point because of its
passive quality. Later the entire “erection” is used as a central point in the village, as if

it were a monument, and the female cavity is now seen to be, in fact, a man-made well "

The monument is mechanically driven, and in its extreme simplicity of “form”

resembles pornographic graffiti — a three-dimensional variation, as it were, of the
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two-dimensional form of pornography that Carter has discussed at length in 7he
Sadeian Woman. Indeed, Carter has stressed the fact that form in pornography — that
of the “fringed hole” in graffiti, or the “two-dimensional story-line” in writing (the
simple narrative whose raison d’étre is a vehicle for the greatest possible number of
sexual encounters) — reduces a woman to the simplest possible elements of her
“being”, that of a Sadeian sexual machine<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>