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Abstract

The thesis examines the nature of the "real" in the cinema; I overview the
theories that are historically used, and offer some alternative models. First, I
survey how the "real" has been traditionally theorized in film theory. The
realist/anti-realist debate is addressed; the psycholinguistic theory of Jacques
Lacan and Jean Baudrillard’s postmodern model of the hyperreal are reexamined
in light of their profound effect on film theory's model of the cinematic "real."
I argue against these theories as models of spectatorship and the "real” because
of their hermetic nature.

I then consider Walter Benjamin's Passagen—-Werk and the "dialectical image"
as an alternative approach to the problems of the "real." Benjamin's model takes
into consideration both the epistemological nature of the image and the
problematics of cultural context. In conclusion, I analyze the problem of

mediation in any model of the cinematic "real.”
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Résumé

Cette thése interroge la nature du "reéel" dans le cinéma; je survole les
théories du "réel”" utilisées le plus souvent dans les éludes cinématographiques,
et j'y offre des alternatives. Dans un premier temps, j'examine comment le "réel”
a été construit dans la théorie du film. Le débat réaliste/contre-rdéaliste sc met
en cause; la théorie psycholinguistique de Jacques Lacan cb la modeéle
postmoderne du "hyperréel” de Jean Baudrillard se font reinterroger a cause de
l'effet profond que ces discours ont eu sur le modéle du "réel” cinématique
élaboré dans la théorie du film. Je souléve des objections contre ces conceplions
du "réel” et de la nature du spectateur cinématographigques en ce qui concerne
leur hermétisme,

Dans un second temps, je considére le Passagen—-Werk de Benjamin ainsi que
"Pimage dialectique” comme un méthode alternatif d’aborder les probliémes du
"réel." Le modéle de Benjamin tient comple de la nabure épistémologique de
I'image aussi bien que la problématique du cratexte culturel. En conclusion,

j'analyse le probléme de la médiation dans tout modcéle du "réel” cinématique,
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If we shadows have offended,
Think but this and all is mended,
That, you have but slumb’red here
While these visions did appear.
And this weak and idle theme,

No more yielding but a dream,
Gentles, do not reprehend.

If you pardon, we will mend.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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INTRODUCTION

THE CADAVER’S PULSE: Film Theory’s Construction of The Viewer and The Real

The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation
among people, mediated by images.

Guy Debord, Society of The Spectacle

I love going to the movies, the only thing that bothers me is the
image on the screen.

S

Theodor W. Adorno, "Transparencies On Film"

Television is like eating potato chips--garbage is garbage.

Anthony Berman, Captured Visions
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Two Historical Anecdotes

Part I. Two Historical Anecdotes

There are numerous storvies surrounding the response the first paying
audiences had to the moving picture. Legend has 1t that when the lumiere
Brothers screened their first film, L’Arrivee d’un train (1895) on December 28,
1895, viewers ran from the Paris screening room, fearing that the train on the
screen would momentarily crash throrugh the wall and crush them to death,!

The central concern of this thesis arose from the aforementioned dilemma,
From this first screening onward, people have presumed that the cinema, far
more so than the fine and piastic arts preceding 1t, had the uncanny abihty to
mimic reality. Since the Lumiéres’ screening, the paradov between artifice and
reality has played a la“ge part in theories of the cinema and the spectator,
Indeed, this paradox was mocked as early as 1902 n Edward S. Porter's Uncle
Josh at the Moving Picture Show, a film that parodied Lhe reaction of the Lumiere
brother’s audience. The concern of the cinema audience, then, was nol that the
image was equal to the real world, but that the similarities between the reai
world and cinematic representation were vncanny,

This paradox has also informed the formal, structural, teatual, and political
concerns of many filmmakers, producing a wide variety of films. "Classical
Hollywood cinema,” neorealismo italiano, la nouvelle vague, New American Cinema,
the avant-garde, and experimental femimist cinema have all shown concern over
the cinema’s ability to minmic the "real.” One can sec this In works as diverse
as Robert Montgomery’s The Lady in The Lake (1946), Frederico Fellint’s Laberto
D (1952), Jean-Luc Godard’s Deus ou trois choses que je sais of’etle (1966), Stan
Brakhage’s The Act of Seeing with one’s own Fyes (1971), and Yvonne Raner’s
The Man "Vho Envied Women (1985). Because of the camera’s mimelic abilities,
both realist and anti-realist cinematic styles are nextricably tied to concerns
about the "real." Indeed, the radical anti-realism of Brakhage, Rainer, Godard,

and Laura Mulvey al. developed, in part, as a response to the realism of the

! See Roy Armes, Film and Reality: A Historical Survey (London: Penguin,
1974): 22-29.
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The Cadaver’s Pulse

Hollywood cinema.?

This thesis addresses how the spectator comes to terms with the "real" in

1

the cinema, and how this differs from the manner in which the "real" has been
historically theorized. To undertake this study, the first half of the thesis
examines models concerned with the relationship between the cinema, the
spectator, and the "real" that I suggest are inadequate; the second half attempts
to suggest how the "real” in the cinema can be theorized more profitably.

While 1t 18 understood that the cinema 1s, first and foremost, artifice--a
representational construction on the part of the filmmaker--the intuition that the
image somehow represents reality remains a concern of audiences. The first aim
of this thesis is to reevaluate the models that have been tiraditionally used to
define the "real" In the cinema. The second aim i1s to offer some new avenues
of inquiry that could shed more light on the relationship between the cinema’s
mimetic representation and the viewer's belief in the illusion that what she sees
on the screen has a direct relationship to the real world.

From the cinema’s inception, the "real"” has hovered behind the viewer's
notion of the cinematic 1mage. The "knowledge" that the viewer derives from
newsreels, decuaramas, documentary and ethnographic films is based largely on
the filmmaker's claims about the reality of their representations, even if this
reality was itself an illusion. If the viewer did not believe, 1n some sense, in the
reality of these mmages, there would be no veason for her to walch these movies;
a point that is brought to hght 1n films such as Napolean Chagnon and Timothy
Asch’s The Ave-Fight (1975) and Michael Rubbo’s Waiting For Fidel (1975).
Narrative cinema, while telling fictional stories, also made claims about the realism
of its 1mages. Hollywood cinema adopted vealist models of representation to
engage in verisimmilitude, allowing the viewer to equate realism with the "real."”

For different theorists, the term 'real” has radically different meanings.

Therefore, each chapter looks at a different facet of the "real"; psychological,

‘ See Stan Brakhage, Brakhage Scrapbook (New Paltz: Documentext, 1982):
235-240; Yvonne Rainer, "Some Ruminations around Cinematic Antidotes to the
Oedipal Net(les) while Playing with De Lauraedipus Mulvey, or, He May Be Off
Screen, but . . . " The Independent 1 (1986): 22-25; and Laura Mulvey, "Visual
Pleasute and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16.3 (1975}): 6-18,

3




Two Historical Anecdotes

textual, and cultural versions are all considered. There is an underlying motif
throughout the different theoretical models of the "real”; all three areas of
inquiry are, in different ways, concerned with the relationship between mages
and the real world,

Thne psychological, cultural, textual, and conventional background of the
audience all come into play when addressing questions of the "real" in the
cinema. The cinema sets up expectations on all these levels, as can be seen In
the following example. Almost twenty years after the Lumiere Brothers’ first
screening, Windsor McCay premiered his animated film Gertie the Dinosaur
(1914).3 Designed for his Vaudeville show, McCay structured the film so that
Gertie could catch an apple in her mouth when he threw it at her. The audience
was reportedly amazed by this feat, wondering how it could be accomplished,
similar to the way one attempts to figure out a magician’s légére de main, What
fascinated the audience was {he blending rr the "real" and representation, and
how this trick-film blurred the lines between the two. The audicnce knew Gertie
was not there, but it seemcd like she was. This effect arose from her realistic
action {"catching” an apple), not the realism of her screen presence. The central
point of this anecdote is thal the audience did not run away, fearing that
dinosaurs again ruled the earth. Instead, they wanted to know how and why the
artifice worked in such a convincing way.

As the cinema added sound with The Jazz Singer (1927), two-strip
technicolour with On With the Show (1928) and three-strip technicolour with Wait
Disney's animated short Flowers and Trees (1932), the sense Lhe audience
developed of the reality of the representations became stronger and stronger,
The addition of sound and colour did not make the cinema seem more like reality,
but it did make the artifice and the mimesis more "real," more life-like. The
McCay example points to how quickly the audience understood the technical
properties of the cinema. | am not arguing that the cinemalic speclator was
deluded into believing that the images on the screen were real world events, that

flowers and trees really came to life in the eponymous Disney short. Instead, Lhe

3 See Donald Crafton, Before Mickey: The Animated Film 1898~-1928

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982): 110-113.
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The Cadaver's Pulse

argument, is that as the cinema, through technological advancement, mimicked the
"real" more and more, the film spectator was placed in a quandary between
"artifice" and "reality." The tension between "artifice" and the "real" is at the
centre of the viewer's understanding of the cinema, and also at the centre of
this thesis,

To undertake this study of the cinematic "real," three areas are explored
in depth: psychoanalytic and phenomenological models of psychology and their
connection with mind-dependent and mind-independent models of the "real"; the
difference between inferences about the reality based on the "real" in cinema and
on simulation; and the function and structure of cultural history and cultural
artifacts as signposts of the "real." In exploring these questions, the primary
models of contemporary film theory are re-examined: Freudian and Lacanian
psychoanalysis; postmodern notions of the simulacra; and the dialectical
materialism emerging from the Frankfurt school. The relative values and
limitations of these models are considered, and new approaches to the questions
of the "real" in cinema are proposed as areas of further research. Finally, an
attempt is made to point to the potential intersections between these contrasting
theories. In doing so, it will be seen if it is possible to raise new questions
about the "real" in the cinema that take into consideration both the nature of
cinematic mediation and the problematics of cultural contexts.

The chapters themselves function as three separate areas of inquiry, but
certain themes recur throughout: the role of surrealism as a textual strategy; the
differing approaches to the "real" adopted by realist and anti-realist texts; the
nolions of '"secret," repressed or oppositional histories; and the various
definitions of the '"real," ranging from the empirical to the realist to the
simulacra of the postmodernist. The conclusion draws these strands together,
and attempts to schematize the nature of the cinematic image’s relationship to the

"real.”
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The Real and The Reel

Part II. The Real and The Reel

Many film theorists have argued that Lhe film image is a "construct,”
mediating between the viewer and the external, real world. On a theoretical
level, film theory's concern with the dichotomy between the presence embodied
by the cinemati~ image and its’ simultaneous evocation of absence points toward
this. This debate focuses on the inherent mediation of the cinematic 1mage as a
representational system which mirrors anc reconstructs reahty; the cinema
becomes the spectator’s window onto the world, which then reflects back onto the
viewer. The increasing realization that what we take to be "real" is not
necessarily a reference to reality, but instead a reference to what we construe
to be reality through the mediation of the cinematic text, has not led to a greater
understanding of how audiences relate and respond to visual images. 1f
anything, both popular and theoretical discourses now dismiss any claim about
reality as the referent of the image.? This works well as a rhetorical strategy,
but it does not explain the faith we still have in images in everyday life; our
intellectual and emotive responses to images now seem more split than ever. The
present work begins with this problem, and tries to understand how there are
some images within the cinema which, in spite of the theoretical claims we make
about the nature of fictional and subiective discourse, strike us with an
immediacy that can onlv be explained in terms of the "real." Films as diverse
as Alain Resnais' Nuit et brouillard (1955), Stan Brakhage's Window Water Baby
Moving (1959), Pier Paolo Pasolini's Sald o le 120 giornate di1 Sodoma (1975), and
Rainer Werner Fassbinder's In einem Jahr mit dreizehn Monden (1978) fall into
this category.

The use of the term "real"” is fraught with problems. Its use here, unless
otherwise stated, is not to be taken in the sense of either Lacan or Baudrillard,
and its evocation in many ways stands in opposition to their theoretical models
of the "real." For both of the above theorists, although in different ways, the

"real" is a phantasm the subject embellishes with meaning. Despite its use by

4 See Christian Metz, Language and Cinema (The Hague: Mouton, 1974): 22-49,
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other theorists, I cannot forsake the term; the word implies too much in everyday
language. When we, as theoreticians or "regular' film viewers, make the claim
that whal we are viewing is '"real,” I argue that we are not making an
ontological claim about the world. Also, we are not speaking of the power of the
text to 'replicate” the "real" through verisimilitude. Instead, I suggest that we
take the cinematic 1mage to be "real" when the conventional signals that
mediation is taking place seem to break down. The presence of what we deem
as "real" startles us, because of its emergence from a constructed, fictional text,
Yet, we are able to view the text as "real"” because we gimultaneously know it is
a representation. The "real" in film, I argue, strikes us with an emotional and
intellectual presence, but in our role as viewers, we acknowledge absence and the
fundamental gap between representation and reality. This keeps us aware that
film is only a fleeting image, a phantasm,

Yet, there is still the recurring feeling that what we have seen cannot be
easily categorized or shunted aside. This swing between presence and absence
guides our responses to many horrific and disturbing images. For example, the
obsessive documentation of concentration camps by the Nazis and our subsequent
fascination with these images points to a tenuous relationship between knowledge,
understanding, and the cinematic image. The Holocaust is a historiral fact one
can attempt to analyze and explain through psychological and socio-political
motivations, but to distil this knowledge into a set of images that show
incomprehensible horror does not "explain" the event in any traditional sense.
We can confront the images, but we cannot come to terms with why these images
were generated in the first place. This attempt to "understand" can be seen in
the incremental length of ftilms attempting to "explain" the Holocaust, such as
Marce! Ophuls’ four hour and twenty minute Sorrow and the Pity (1970) and four
hour and twenty-seven minute Hotel Terminus: The Life and Times of Klaus Barbie
(1987); Hans-Jiirgen Syberberg’s seven hour Hitler, ein Film aus Deutschland
(1977); and Claude Lanzmann'’s eight hour and twenty-eight minute Shoah (1985).
In an attempt to include "everything," these films try desperately to "tell the
whole story." The gap between the production of the Holocaust footage and the

current meaning of these images precludes this possibility. The cinematic text,

,
§
%
i
{
&

B -




s 4

The Real and The Reel

no matter how much it shows the viewer, cannot stand in for the historical
events, or for the real world, and any explanation it gives must be partial, 1In
this sense, the "real" works in a fundamentally diffcrent manner from "reality"
or the "real world." The "real," in my view, arises from the cimnema'’s mimetic
ability, the viewer’s belief in the referent of the cinematic 1mage, and the belief
systems of the viewer herself. These beliefs provide the viewer with background
knowledge, as inadequate as it may be, as to the feeling of the reality of the
representation.

The theorics that have attempted to address these problems of the "real"
all fall short. Empirical models, such as the ones proposed by Noél Carroll,
Kendall Walton, and Gregory Currie, do not, on their own, answer all the
questions aboutl the relationship between reality and photographic and cinemalic
representation: these models do not address culture, intuition, or meaning in any
strong sense. Here, the viewer only has to correctly identify the "object" shown

in the image to discern the "real."®

The models of the "real" extrapolated from
Lacan and Baudrillard are nowhere near adequate, either. Of course, the
meanings ascribed to the "real” by lLacan, Baudrillard, and the film theorists
which followed them are of importance to this question; these versions of the
"real” are intensely metaphysical, and will be dealt with 1in turn.

While arguments addressing questions of the '"real” are central in the
theoretical concerns of most film theory, the arguments put forth in this thesis
will, for the most part, side-step film theory; instead 1 will return to the primary
theoretical texts from which much of contemporary film theory arose. There are
two reasons for this. First of all, this thesis is not a critique of film Lheory as
it presently exists per se; I only wish to readdress the problems of the "rcal”
in a manner that does not lead to the same dead-ends much of film theory has
now reached. In most cases, film theory has loocked at the cinema in one of two
ways. Film is either a text like all others, waiting to be read, or a psychological

phantasm that replicates certain psychical functions. The question of mediation

5 See Noél Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror (New York: Routledge, 1990): 60~
96; Kendall Walton, "Transparent Pictures,"” Critical Inquiry 11.2 (1984): 246-277;
and Gregory Currie, "Photography, Painting and Perception," The Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 49.1 (1991): 23-29,

8
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and the "real" is abandoned, as both the cinema and the real world become
relativistic texts where meaning is arbitrary. Christian Metz writes that "[t]he
cinema is the '‘phenomenclogical’ art par excellence, the signifier 1s coextensive
with the whole of the significate, the spectacle of its own signification, thus
short-circuiting the sign itself" (Metz, 1974b: 43). If this is true, then, the
cinema is a hermetic phantasm. The argument about the relationship between the
cinema and the "real" then goes something like this: if the image is not
synonymous with the real world (meaning that no mediation takes place and that
the viewer has direct access), it then stands to reason that films are solely
fictional texts consisting of either sign systems {or, in the psychoanalytic
argument, exlernalized mental processes), I argue that our relationship with
images 1s far more complex than this, and furthermore, that events of the "real"
can come through the fictional text.

In Jean-Luc Godard'’s Weekend (1967), this negotiation between the "real"
and the fictional comes to the forefront when Corinne (Mirielle Darc) and Roland
(Jean Yanne), during their road trip, join the cannibal-terrorist group. When a
pig is sacrificed, the conventions of fictionality fall away. The death of the pig
transgresses the narrative and juxtaposes the fictional text with the real world.
The effect can be quite jarring. I still find this image disturbing, after seeing
the film five or six times, because of the presence of what I take to be an actual
animal corpse. In effect, it does not really matter whether this particular scene
is created through an amazing feat of prosthetics, as the image convinces me that
the sacrificing of the pig is a real event in the real world, and not a cinematic
illusion. The "death of the pig" scene in Weekend points to an interesting
reversal in the viewer’s usual comprehension of the cinema: when a viewer
watches George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968), she continues to believe
that. no matter how graphic, gory, and realistic the film seems, the images are
cinematic illusions, ingenious constructions on the part of the filmmaker. Seeing
the "pig scene" in Godard’s film, the viewer believes that the event really
happened, and no level of reassurance that this is only a film is going to change
the viewer’s mind. But the power of the image, and the way in which it disturbs

the viewer, goes beyond this.
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In Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now' (1979), there is a similar scene
of animal sacrifice. Yet, within Coppola’s film the sacrifice is far less disturbing,
as the action fits within the fictional diegesis of the film; the viewer is not
pulled away from the fictional, cinematic world.? Similarly, the butchering of the
cow in the penultimate sequence in Sergei Eisenstein's Strike (1924), is far less
"real," because of its use as juxtapositional metaphor. In Fisenstein’s film, the
slaughter has a metaphorical and dialectical function that reflects the brutality
of the Czarist regime. The juxtaposition of the butcher and the soldiers evokes
the brutalization of the proletariat; the sympathy of the audience goes with the
revolutionaries, not with the animal. Because of his Brechtian strategies,
Godard’s animal sacrifice stands apart from the narrative of the film (as do many
other scenes, such as the Algerian garbage collectors passage). This, as much as
the sacrificial act itself, convinces the viewer that what Lthey are seeing is "real."

Pauline Kael picks up on the narrative transgression present in Weekend.
She writes:

[ ... 1 Godard shoves at our unwilling eyes the throat-cutting of
a pig and the decapitation of a goose. Now, when people are killed
in a movie, even when the killing is not stylized, it's generally 0.K,,
because we know it's fake, but when animals are slaughtered, we are
watching a life being taken away. No doubt Codard intends Lhis Lo
shock us out of our intended responses [ . . . ] but I think he
miscalculates. I look away from scenes like this, as | assume many
others do. Is he forcing us to confront the knowledge that there
are things we don’t want to look at? But we knew that. (Kael, 1968b:
141)

The point that Kael misses is that while there are things that we do not want to
look at, perhaps we need to question what exactly we are looking at when we go
to the cinema in the first place. Godard undertakes this critique in 2 number
of ways. Earlier in Weekend, when the couple arrive at Roland’s mother-in-law’s
farm, the viewer sees a skinned rabbit., Godard shows "blood" running around

the rabbit, supposedly from the mother-in-Law, whom the couple just murdered.

6 Yet, this same scene turns up ‘n Fax Bahr and George Hickenlooper's
documentary Hearts of Darkness: The Making of Apocalypse Now! (1991}, and here,
because of documentary conventions, the scene has the same effect as the death
of the pig in Godard’s film. In this case, the referent, then, is less important
than the conventions which are embodied within the cinematic text.

10
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As in many of Godard’s films, the "blood" is obviously red paint, yet this
intrusion of artifice on the rabbit corpse only makes the image more "real,”
hence horrific; by pointing to the usual level cf construction used in the
depiction of death, Godard makes the dead rabbit all the more disturbing. Here,
the paradoxical nature of the cinematic image comes to the forafront. We may
already know that we do not want to look at these images, but what does it Lell
us aboul the relationship between the viewer and the "real"? 1 argue that it is
not. that the spectato~ does not believe film can represent the reality; the
spectator just believes that usually, film does not. As such, the "real" in the
cinema is a powerful tool that affects the way the viewer watches all film. This
is one example; there are conceivably countless others which override what the
viewer believes to be the fictional nature of the text,

The second reason [ circumnavigate film theory is that swhile I have
reservations concerning the way film theorists have arbitrarily appropriated many
theoretical models, this does not discount the primary models themselves a priori.
Indeed, a large part of this thesis is a re-evaluation of the value of the dominant
models appropriated by film theory: psychoanalysis, postmodernism, and dialectical
materialism. Apart from the brief overview in the Introduction, relevant film
theory, and its relationship with, or opposition to, my arguments can be found
in the footnotes.

Part IT of the Introduction contextualizes the historical concerns of realism,
anti-realism, and the "real" within film theory. This section can be used as a
reference point to see where this thesis stands apart from the arguments of
traditional film theory. This will also give the basic framework of psychoanalytic
and Mavxist derived contemporary film theory.

Chapter 1 re-addresses the problems of the 'real” through a return to
psychoanalysas. The traditional model is briefly recapitulated and other
psychological avenues are explored. Using Freud’s theory of Otherness, derived
from his model of identification during the oral stage and Lacan’s notion of objet
petit a, we will see if identification and the "gaze" can, in a metaphoric sense,
be of use in analyzing the relationship between the viewer, fictional aspects of

the cinematic text, and the "real." Does the viewer believe in, and identify with,

11
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the images on the screen while concurrently knowing that they are fictional
representations?

The use of Lacan’s writings in film theory has been myopically selective,
predominantly drawing from "Le stade du mirroir" and "La Signification du
Phallus."" Concentrating on the second of Lacan'’s Les quatre concepts
fondamentaux de la psychanalyse, we will see if a more nuanced version of
psychoanalysis, which argues for both metaphoric identification and distanciation,
can explain the viewer's relationship to film and the concept of the "real."?

Chapter 2 explores the postmodern model of the "real” established by Jean
Baudrillard, Baudrillard’s theory that the image has taken over the "real,"
leaving simulation in its wake, will be criticized. The American political thriller,
specifically Oliver Stone’s film JFK (1991), is considered in light of Baudrillard's
claims about simulation. Baudriliard’s statement that America 1s, amongst other
things, like Disney World and has fallen into the simulation of the "real” will be
scrutinized,

In chapter 3, the notion of cultural history and the "real” is explored. In
this model, the historical and the cinematic "real” are connected through Lheir
mutual status as cultural artifacts. Central to this chapter 1s Susan Buck-Morss'
reconstruction of Walter Benjamin’s Passagen—Wm'k.g Her reworking of
Benjamin’s theories of culture and history raise pertinent questions about the
relationship between seeing, history, identification, and mass culture. Also, Lhe
relevance of political theory in the discussion of mass culture, of which the
cinema is no doubt a part, is addressed in light of Benjamin's marxisl aesthetics.

The notion of the historical Ur-text is considered. The concepts of Trauerarbeit

T See Jacques Lacan, Ecrits (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1966); the FEnglish
versions of these essays can be found in Ecrits: A Selection tregns., Alan Sheridan
(New York: Norton, 1977).

8 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire de Jacques Lacan, Livre XI, "lLes quatre
concepts fondamentaux de la psychanalyse" (Paris: Editions de Seuil, 1973);
English translation, see The Four Fundamentals of Psychoanalysis trans. Alan
Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1978): 67-105.

® Susan Buck~Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Waller Benjamin and The
Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989).
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and Vergangenheitsbewdaltigung in New German Cinema are examined in light of

'

Benjamin's theory of the "dialectical image.” Finally, the relationship between the
historical and the "real" is questioned in light of Benjamin’s spatio-temporal
theories of history and culture.

After exploring these three intellectual traditions and their validity as
theoretical models of film theory and the "real," we will examine the effects of
the "real" on the way in which we view films. Do we take the paradox of what
we experience as the "real" in the cinema to be the point of identification

between the cinema and the real world?
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Part III. A Short History of Film Theory

On anr evolutionary scale, to paraphrase Basil Fawlty, film theory is barely
out of the trees. It is a very young discipline. Unlike most other forms of art
and culture, the theoretical study of film and the movie itself emerged at roughly
the same time. As early as 1916, treatises on the effectual relationship between
the cinema and the spectator were omm'gmg.m Sonie early film theorists were
concerned with film's ability to replicate reality. This 18 of interest, as this
pursuit was diametrically opposed to the theoretical and aesthetic developments
in virtually all the other arts at that time, as will be scen.

Despite the large volume of material written on the subject, the cinema
remains very much an enigma. Film has an amorphous quality to it as it runs
through the gate at 24 frames-per-second. Film cannot be quoted with the same
facility as the printed word; this brings the interpretive process used to analyze
the cinema to the forefront. The cinema 1s constituted by a series of flecting
instances, unlike other textual artifacts such as painting, photography, or the
printed word. In an attempt to come to terms with the cinema’s elusive and
illusive form, film theory has attempted to pigeon-hole and cod:fy these moments
through different epistemological models of knowledge and comprehension. The
most recent example of this is the neoformahst method that aros» 1n the early
1980’s, which undertook frame-by-frame analysis as a method of understanding
the cinema through its smallest possible vomponent.” Yet, this example 1s just
an extreme version of the film theorist’'s attempt to understand and codify film.

From today's revisionary standpoint, film theory is usually broken down
into two cromponents. The first consists of the work done, broadly speaking, up
until the 1950’s, and is primarily concerned with the realist/anti-reelist debate,

The key theoreticians 1n this debate are, on the side of the so-called "realists,”

10 The prime example of this is Hugo Munsterberg, The Film: A Psychological
Study, The Silent Photoplay i1n 1916 (New York: Dover, 1970),

11 The most well known proponent of this methodology 1s Kristin Thompson.
See her Breaking The Glass Armor: Neoformalist Film Analysis (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton UP, 1988).
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André Bazin, Béla Balazs, and Siegfried Kracauer, and on the side of the "anti-
realists," those who argue for the plasticity of the cinema, Sergei Eisenstein and

Vsevolod Pudovkin.!?

The central epistemic question of both these movements
is: what is the nature of the relationship between the viewer and the cinematic
image? There 1s no doubt in either camp’s mind as to the fact that the cinematic
image is an illusion; what 1s al stake 1s the relationship between formal strategies
and the viewer’s belief in the cinematic image as "real." The underlying
concerns of both the realists and anti-realists are not only of an epistemological
nature, but also a political one. Eisenstein, and others in favour of ntellectual
montage, argued that the construction of cinematic meaning, produced through
the juxtaposition of shots and the resulting distillation of that juxtaposition's
representation, 1mage, and theme, lead from stasis to pathos, and then on to
political action.!®  For Eisenstein, film's ability, through dialectical juxtaposition,
to create mental, metaphoric images was of utmost importance. "Knowledge" is
not embedded within the images, but in their juxtaposition. For Eisenstein, film
is structured dialectically in order to generate meaning for the spectator;
meaning 1s not embedded in the text itself, but through the collision of images
through the process of montage. An apt example of this process is the sequence
from his film Strike, mentioned above, In this scene, Eisenstein juxtaposes the
death of bundreds of proletarians with a butcher slaughtering a cow; the
dialectical structure of this sequence demonstrates how Eisenstein felt montage
could create meaning. Indeed, Eisenstein thought that cinematic images
themselves carried no meaning outside of their function to create a more

generalized theme stretching throughout the cinematic work. Eisenstein outlined

12 Gee André Bazin, Que-est-ce que le Cinéma? (Paris: Editions de Cerf,

1970); Siegfried Kracauer, From Caligari To Hitler: A Psychological History of The
German Film (New York: Princeton UP, 1947) and Theory of The Film: The
Redemption of Physical Reality (New York: Oxford UP, 1965); and Béla Baldzs,
Theory of The Film: Character and Growth of a New Art (New Ycrk: Dover, 1970),
As for the anti-realists, see Sergei Eisenstein, The Film Sense (New York:
Harcourt, 1947) and Film Form: Essays in Film Theory (New York: Harcourt, 1949);
and Vsevolod Pudovkin, Film Technique and Acting (New York: Grove Press, 1960).

13 See Eisenstein, The Film Sense (New York: Harcourt, 1947): 3-32.
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this process as follows:

What is essentially involved in [ . . . ] an understanding of

montage” In such a case, each piece exists no longer as something

unrelated, but as a given particular representation of the general
theme that in equal measure penetrates all the shot-pieces, the
juxtaposition of these partial details 1n a given montage construction

calls to life and forces into hght that general quality in which binds

together all the details into a whole, namely, into thal gencrahzed

image, wherein the reator, followed by the spectator, esperiences

the theme, (Eisenstemn, 1917: 11)

Eisenstein’s theory of montage posited that the cinematic image itself was of no
value as a sign related to a rveferent in the real worid; for him tLhe cimema only
signified through the juxtaposition of one mage to the next. The viewer could
picture what the image on the screen was in the real world, but the meaning of
that image could only be derived from the larger, cinematic whole,

The problem with this theory 1s a question of caltural context, Eisenstein
believed that juxtapositional montage, by creating dialectically-powered images in
the spectator’s mind, would spur the viewer on to political action. The argument
that the plasticity of the cinema detcerministicallv provoked the viewer toward
social change is demonstrably untrue, as can be seen by the reception the films
received outside the U.S.S.R. In the States, the early films were applauded for
their formal structuring, while 1n the U.S.S.R., the formal stracture of the films
was applauded 1n terms of their 1deological effects,  This 1s nol to say that
Eisenstein’s films do not promote anv sort of pohitical awareness, but instead thal
the response to intellectual montage 1s primarily intellectual, not emotional.  This
is relevant to the question of the "real” in cinema, as Eisenstemn argued for
cinematic anti-realism, and that the formal differences 1n the representation of
the real world in the cinema would change the viewer's view of, and relathwnship
to, reality. This obviously did nnt take place: there was no  proletarian
revolution in the United States. Therefore, a different formulation s needed of
one is to understand the relationship between the viewer and the cinematice
"real."

In contrast, realists such as Bazin, saw the films of Charhie Chaphn, D.W,
Griffith, the French cinema of the 1930’s, and movements such as neorealismo

italiano as a way to represent in a reflective manner the reality of everyday life,
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Indeed, if there was a problem with the realist model, it was their frequent use
of the terms "reality" and "realism" in a virtually interchangeable manner. For
Bazin, the possibility of the "ontological reality" of cinematic representation, as
seen in films by Vittorio De Sica, Roberto Rossellini, and Luchino Visconti, led to
his theory that socilo-cultural change could be reached through an essentially
acsthetic strategy based on the realist notion. Bazin often blurred the
distinction between mimesis and ontology, leading to a somewhat foggy view of

14

the role and function of recalism. For example, in writing on the relationship

between the film mmage and the object, Bazin wrote that:

Only a photographic lens can give us the kind of image of the
obyect that is capable of satisfying the deep need man has to
substitute for 1. something more than a mere approximation, a kind
of decal or transfer., The photographic image is the object itself,
the object freed from the conditions of time and space that govern
it { ... . ] The photograph as such and the object in itself share
a common being, after the fashion of a fingerprint. Wherefore,
photography actually contributes something to the order of natural
creation instead of providing a substitute for it. (Bazin, 1967: 14-15)

Bazin's work stands 1n opposition to that of Christian Metz; Bazin believes the
cinemalic 1mage and the phenomenal object are intrinsically part of each other.
This also leads to a reductive, and to my mind wrongheaded, view of the
relationship between the cinema and the "real," as the viewer must have access
to the real world through the image. Despite this, Bazin pointed to the cinema’s
power of verisimilitude and its implications, such as the cinema's ability to reflect
onto a culture what 1. believes to be an image of itself.

In the late 1960's and early 1970°s, young film scholars adopted new critical
paradigms coming from Paris, in an attempt to analyze film from a socio-

15

ideological point of view. Psycheoanalysis, as refurbished by Jacques Lacan,

14 Bazin shifts back and forth between ontology and mimesis. For an example
of his equating the cinematic image with the real, see André Bazin, "The Ontology
of The Photographic Image,” in What 1s Cinema? vol.1 (Berkeley: U California P,
1970); 1-8.

'* The work done in the film journals Cahiers du cinéma (1968-1974),
Cinethique (1969-1971), Screen (1972-1979), and Ciné-Tracts (1976-1981) are
probably the best examples of what could be considered contemporary film
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the Marxist~Leninist models of Louis Althusser, the linguistic models of Ferdinand
de Saussure, and the structural anthropological models of Claude Lévi~Strauss
were applied to a wide range of cultural artifacts. Models were adopted and
abandoned at an alarming rate. The shift from semiotics and structuralism to
post-structuralism took place in about three years; considering the intellectual
history of these movements, this was exceptionally quick.

The structuralist movement was preoccupiled by mapping the text, 1If the
theorist came up with the ideal map of the film, as Metz attempted with la grande
syntagmatique, it was argued that the model could then convey both the
structure and meaning of the cinema. Post-structuralism took this mapping

process to its logical extreme, where one could map "against the grain," negalting
dominant meanings, and reducing the hermetic text to relalivistic rubble. This
approach not only problematized fixed meaning, but nlso the viewer’s relationship
to it; if film was no longer a hermetically senled object, menanming could easily be
generated by the socio-historically placed viewer, herself a split suh_jo('t.”' The
screen image became a refracted image of Lhe viewer's psyche~-not representative
of anything in the real world, whether the film was documentary or fiction. The
post-structural approach in film theory successfully avoided questions of realism
by making them superfluous. If textual meaning and authority was in a stale of
perpetual shift, and meaning resided solely in Lhe hands of Lthe viewer, the text’s
claims about the "real” were irrelevant,

Like the more traditional film theorists, these young academics attempted

to address both epistemic and ecthical questions. They were successful in

opening up political debates within cinema studies. Questlions of class, race, and

theory. A retrospective analysis of the debates and political issues raised by
these journals can be fo '‘nd in Teresa DeLauretis, "Introduction: On The Cinema
Topic," PMLA 106.3 (1991): 412-418 and Ron Burnett, "These lmages Which Rain
Down Into The Imaginary," Canadian Journal of Film Studies 1.1 (1990): 1-14,

18 1n post-structural iiterary studies, see Roland Barthes, Le Plaisir du texte
(Paris: Kditions du Seuil, 1973) and "Death of The Author,"” in Image-Music-Texl
trans. Stephen Heath (London: Paladin, 1977): 145-149 and Michel Foucault,
"Qu'est-ce gu’un auteur?" Bulletin de la Société Frangaise de FPhilosophie 63,3
(1969): 73-104. TFor a good example of ciné-structuralism, see Stephen Healh,
"Film/Cinétext/Text," Screen 14.1/2 (1974): 102-128,
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gender came to the forefront, yet within the massive amount of theory that came
forth, at what seemed to be a euphoric rate, questions concerning these models’
methodologies seemed to slip between the cracks.!” While the debates within
the contemporary film theory paradigm were great (the split in the Screen
editorial board in 1976 over the value of psychoanalysis as a theoretical tool is
a good example), there were not many critiques from an exterior vantage point.

This thesis, then, re-examines the roots of contemporary film theory to see
if there is a way in which we can come to terms with the reality of the
represenation we experience at the cinema. If there is a common assumption all
filmgoers have, it 18 that there is a relationship between what they are seeing
and the real world. The "real" we see when we go to a film is a construction,
but within that paradox between the '"reel"” and the "real" lies the seedbed for

the fascination the cinema holds for all of us.

17 Many critiques have been written about so-called contemporary film
theory. See Noé€l Carroll, "Address To The Heathen," in October 23 (1982): 89-163
and Mystifying Movies: Fads and Fallacies in Contemporary Film Theory (New
York: Columbia UP, 1988), David Bordweli’s Making Meaning: Inference and
Rhetoric in the Interpretation of Cinema (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1989)
proposes an cognitive model as a counter-strategy to contemporary film theory;
other critiques can be found in Paisley Livingston’s "Disciplining Film: Code and
Specificity," Cinema Cunada 97 (1983): 47-57, and "Film and The New Psychology,"
Poetics (forthcoming, 1992). A summary of the arguments against contemporary
fil'n theory put forth by Carroll and Bordwell can be found in Bart Testa’s "Qut
of Theory," Canadian Journal of Film Studies 1.2 (1991): 49-66.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE EXQUISITE CORPSE: The Psychological Real

Narcissus fell in love with his image, taking it to
be another.

Jack falls in love with Jill's image of Jack, Laking
it to be himself.
She must not die, because then he would lose himself.

He is jealous in case any one else’s image is reflected
in her mirror.

Jill is a distorting mirror to herself.
Jill has to distort herself to appear undistorted
to herself.

To undistort herself, she finds Jack to distort her
distorted image in his distorting mirror

She hopes that his distortion of her distortion may
undistort her image without her having to distorl

herself,

R.D. Laing, Knots

I am he as you are he and you are me and we are all
together,

John Lennon, "I am the Walrus"
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The effectiveness of Lacan's psychoanalytic model as a mode of textual

18 At this point, it is desirable to reconsider

analysis is open to question.
Lacanian notions of the "gaze" and identification as both a thematic motif within
textual diegesis, and as a model of the cinematic text's communicative properties.
The surrealist notions of textuality and their relation to the "real" aie
considered. Finally, T will argue that Lacan’s psychoanalytic paradigm has more
to offer film theory as a system of interpretive metaphors than as a psychological
model of the spectator. A consideration of Lacan's objet petit a is relevant to
this argument, as it functions as a metaphoric discourse on Otherness which
could possibly explicate film theory’s binary opposition between viewer and film,
traditionally re-enforced through the use of the psychoanalytic paradigm. This
metaphor of partial incorporation will be parallelled to the political attempts, and
subsequent failures of the surrealist movement through a reconsideration of the
relationship between textuality and the "real." Finally, after this reconsideration
of Lacan’s relationship to the surrealist movement, we will address whether or

not a metaphoric system helps us ascertain the potential relationship between the

viewer and the "real."

18 The classic debate around the value of Lacan’s version of psychoanalysis
as a model of textual comprehension can be found in his essay "Seminar on ‘The
Purloined Letter'," and the ensuing debates, involving Jacques Derrida, Barbara
Johnston, and Shoshana Felman, amongst others. For the complete picture, see
John P. Muller and William J. Richardson, The Purloined Poe (Baltimore, MD: Johns

Hopkins UP, 1988).
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Part I. Le¢con I: Freud et Film

The first two big events are when he hears his Mother calling him
and he hears the word "Tommy,” and he devotes a whole part of his
life to this one word. The second important part is when he se-ss
himself in a mirror, suddenly seeing himself for the first time: Ho
takes an immediate step back, bases his whole life around his own
image. The whole thing becomes incredibly introverted.

Pete Townshend, describing his mirror stage in Tommy.

So strong is the belief in life, in what is most fragile in life--real
life, I mean—--that in the end this belief is lost.

André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism

The writings of Jacques Lacan played a major role in the development of
contemporary film theory. Yel, the models developed using his psychoanalytic
theories have been arbitrarily selective. The use of "Le stade du mirromr” and
"La Signification du Phallus" in film theory has lead to a view of Lhe spectator
whereby the relationship between the viewer and the film takes one of two
schematic pafterns. One 1s metaphoric, the other incorporative. Both patterns
evade the complex viewing process existing between the spectator and the film.
This evasion arises through an attempt to schematize what goes on when a viewer
watches a film. This takes place, I argue, because of limited, "bad," or irrelevant
readings of the psychoanalytic models of identification proposed by Sigmund
Freud and reinterpreted by Lacan.

Traditionally, Lacan’s theory is applied to film as a model of spectatorship.
This argument is made in relation to both cinema’s form and content., It is
argued that the narratives of "Classical" Hollywood film follow Lthe same trajectory
as the psychoanalytic model of Lacan. That 1s, through the male’s anxiety over
difference, as symbolized by the female’s absent phallus and the ensuing fear of
castration, the male protagonist glosses over lack through the objectification of

the woman into either a castrating bitch or over-determined object of sexual
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9 pilms such as Alfred Hitchcock's Rear Window (1956) and Vertigo
(1958), and Joseph von Sternberg’s films with Marlene Dietrich, such as Der blaue

Engel (1930), Morocco (1930), and The Devil 1s a Woman (1935), perpetuate this

desire.

phallic narrative. The second part of this argument is that the male spectator,
taking cues from the male protagonist, also has control of the gaze, and through
this power, continues the objectification of women. 2?

There are a few immediate problems with this approach. First of all, most
applications of Lacan have amounted to no more than re-readings of cinematic
texts with Lacan superimposed much like an overhead transparency. Secondly,
most, of these re-readings dramatically change the content of the film under
qgquestion in order to make the point. Third, the leap from the textual existence
of Lacanian {or any other) psychoanalytic thematics to a model of spectatorship
a priori is not a viable theoretical move. Fourth, by setting up a psychoanalytic
model of identification between the spectator and the film, Lacanian film theory
presupposes that the cinematic text can be given the illusionary status of
subjectivity. This last point makes a reviewing of Lacan’s theory of the gaze
important, as if the cinema is given the status of illusionary subjecthood, then
questions of the 'real" in the cinema fall away, as the spectator, through her
own psychical processes, is deluded into believing that the cinematic experience
somehow recreates a past psychological identificatory experience.

Three questions are asked in the first part of this chapter. First, are the
cinematic models proposed by the ciné-psychoanalysts "true" to Lacan’s theory;

do ciné-psychoanalysts do the same to Lacan’s model as they do to their re-

19 This dichotomy is also argued from a non-psychoanalytic point of view
in Molly Haskell's "virgin/whore"” binary model. See Molly Haskell, From
Reverence To Rape: The Treatment of Women in The Movies (Middlesex: Penguin,
1974).

20 while this is obviously a summation of Laura Mulvey’s argument, it is the
theoretical underpinning of a large percentage of all the feminist scholarship
undertaken in film studies since 1975. See, for example, the works of Teresa
DeLauretis, Kaja Silverman, Tania Modleski, Mary Ann Doane, Constance Penley,
E. Ann Kaplan, and Patricia Mellencamp. So, while the above is somewhat
reductionist, it does point to the central precept that underlies most of film
theory'’s appropriation of Lacanian psychoanalysis.
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Freud et Film

readings of films? Secondly, where exactly does the value of the psychoanalytic
model lie when one is constructing a model of film spectatorship? Does it lie 1n
the analysis of the diegetic or thematic presence of psychoanalytic motifs, as in
Hitchcock's Spellbound (1945) or Bernardo Bertoluccei's fast Fangom Paris (1972),
or is it in the development of a psychological model of spectatorship? In other
words, is it a tool for criticism or thoory"“ Does the psychoanalytic model
give any insights into the viewer’s relationship to the cinematic test, or does it
solely present us with a set of metaphors related to the viewing process?
Thirdly, what type of insight, if any, does psychoanalysis give the viewer into
questions of the "real" in the cinema® 1f identification takes place as the ciné-
psychoanalysts claim, then do questions of the "real” become 1rrelevant? These
issues are explored in the following pages.

One of the premises implicit in the above comments is that it is fairly easy

to generate a Lacanian '

'reading” of a text. This is not because of any inherent
simplicity in Lacan’s work, bul because as crilics and theoreticians of film, one
is trained to generate readings. This said, in an attecmpt to supply a brief
outline of the Lacanian narrative typically applied in film theory, 1 have
generated a reading of my own. Despite the many clams made by ciné-
psychoanalysts about the preponderance of oedipal and mirror-oriented
discourses in society and in cultural texts, I am only able to come up with one
that both "mirrors" the Lacanian model and, as an analogy, helps explicate 1,
This is found in The Who's "rock-opera" Tommy.*? A brief summary of the
work is needed, not only to elucidate this point, but to schematize the narrative
usually given to Lacanian film theory.

As the "rock-opera" begins, Tomm}y’s father, Captain Walker, is shol. down

during World War 1II, just prior to Tommy’s birth. After his birth, his Mother

2! The distinction between the two has been usefully summarized by

Christian Metz. See Metz, Language and Cinema {(The Hague: Mouton, 1974): 70,
See also Paul Coates, "The Probiematic Status of The Film Critic," in The Story
of The Lost Reflection (London: Verso, 1985): 1-11.

22 gee Tommy (Decca DXSWT-205, re-issued as MCA2-10005, 1969); see also
Ken Russell's film Tommy (1975) and Jann Wenner's interview with Pete
Townshend, "Rolling Stone Interview: Pete Townshend,” Rolling Stone 14 Sept.
1968 and 28 Sept. 1968.
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takes on another lover. When Tommy is still a very young boy, Captain Walker
returns unexpectedly (they thought him dead), and is killed by the Mother’s
lover (I: the oedipal scenario). Tommy sees this transpire, and his Mother and
her lover admonish him thal he did not hear or see the event. As this happens,
Tommy sees Pis reflection in the mirror, becomes transfixed by the image, defines
himself as "Other"” from his Mother, who is also present, and psychosomatically
shuts off his sight, speech and hearing. Through introspection, Tommy sees he
is connected Lo all the world, no longer limited by his body (II: the realm of the
imaginary). For example, his cousin beats him, but he only experiences
"vibrations," not pain, supposedly because of his lack of cultural and social
context, As Tommy grows, his Mother attempts to find out what is the matter
with him. She takes him to a Doctor, who says that physiologically, there is
nothing wrong. The Mother, frustrated, then breaks the mirror, freeing Tommy.
He gains the power to speak, see, and hear--thus entering into the social and
linguistic system (IIT: the realm of the symbolic). Tommy then decides he is the
Messiah, and everyone should share his pseudo-theological experience, and so he
sets up "Tommy’s Holiday Camp." He blocks his disciples’ senses, making them,
like him, deaf, dumb, and blind. Tommy's methodology is not a success, as his
disciples have already entered the linguistic, and like it there; therefore they
can not return to Lhe ideal state (IV: the impossibility of returning to the
imaginary). Tommy accepts this failure, and realizing he is defined by Others
(V: through the slippage of signifiers within the linguistic/symbolic system; c.f.
"We're Not Going To Take It/See Me, Feel Me"), abandons his mission and resumes
a normal life,

While this is obviously a bit of a caricature, it is more or less the model
that ciné-psychoanalysts put in place when "reading" films. A brief perusal of
Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay would confirm that these are the metaphoric and
descriptive strategies of psychoanalytic film Lhem‘y.23 The cinema’s appeal
stems Trom the nostalgic replay of this founding scene and Mulvey contends that

the social and psychological aspects of the cinema make it conducive to the

23 5ee Laura Mulvey, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Screen 16.3

(1975); 6-18.
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replay of this foundational Lacanian event. Through this continual return to the

"mirror stage,"

the cinema perpetuates a system of "lack"” whereby the male is
in fear of metaphoric castration. This fear of loss 18 glossed over by the
scopaphilic drive, As Paul Coates points out, Mulvey arguecs that "manstream
film sexes the gaze as male and constitutes the female as victimized object of that
gaze, [the essay] finds in the dissemination of unpleasure the remedy for a
dispensation that grants textual pleasure exclusively to males” (Coates, 1991: 179),
This pleasure is critiqued in the films such as Penthesilea (1974) and Riddles of
The Sphinx (1876), both by Mulvey and Peter Wollen. Mulvey and Wollen attempt
to construct a cinematic discourse that metaphorically returns o the imaginary.
This attempt is self-defeating; unless the psyche is wiped clean, and a return Lo
the pre-linguistic arises——which happens to Henry Turner (Harrison Ford) in Mike
Nichols’ Regarding Henry (1991), a film thal posits the "bullet-in-the-head"
theory as a way to realign the psyche--the return to the mmaginary 1s impossible,

In psychoanalytic film theory, the above argument 1s used to explicate Lhe
process of identification. There is more to the theory of identification than this,
as Freud's work demonstrates. Freud’s notion of i1dentification during the oral

stage, outlined in his essay "Infantile Sexuality,"??

where the desired obygect is
tied to the subject’s desire to incorporate is also a central part of any
psychoanalytic definition of identification. Lacan's essay "Du regard comme objet
petit &" builds on Freud’'s model.?® Through an examination of these essays,
we consider the relationship between Lhe subject and the object and the
implications that these terms have in relation to the cinema.’® The boundaries
between the viewer and the cinema are ones that are continuously blurred when
psychoanalytic film analysis is undertaken, and this epistemological concern is

analyzed.

24 gee Sigmund Freud, (1905) "Infantile Sexuality," PFL VII: On Sexuality
(London: Penguin, 1962): 88-126.

25 gee Jacques Lacan, "Du regarde comme objet petit a," in Le Séminaire:
livre XI (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1963): 65-112,

26 For an astute analysis of the methodological constitution of the subject
and object see Theodor Adorno, "Subject and Object," in Arato (1988): 497-511.
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Part II. Lecon IT: lLacan et L’autre

The second of Jacaues lacan's Quatre concepts fondamentaux de la
psychanalyse addresses the gaze and the Other, two concepts that have been
fundamental to the theorization of the cinematic spectator. The models of film
theory that have addressed spectatorship are, for the most part. psvehoanalvtic
in orientation. Vet. in reading Tacan the notion of the ¢aze seems ill-suited to
address the spectator’s role in the cinema. Re-reading his essav. some of the
fundamental flaws of film theorv become apparent, l.acan's use in film theory is
interesting, as the models derived from his writings make claims about the
psychological realism of the cinema and its ability to replicate certain
psychological processes. Yet, Lacan (it seems arbitrarily} separates the
phenomenal world from the visual experience of realist images (Lacan, 1964: 101).
This means that the value of Lacan as a model of film spectatorship is not as
readily apparent as many film theorists make it to be.

Unlike the many contemporarvy film theorists who base their work on
Lacanian models, Lacan does not ascribe the gaze as an effect which is a priori
within the viewer. The world is a place where all is a part of the spectacle;
therefore the gaze is always elided, as "[t]he spectacle of the world, in this
sense, appears to us as all-seeing” (Lacan, 1964: 75). Lacan wrongly invokes
Maurice Merleau—-Ponty here as an example of a theorist who, through phenomenal
analysis, also sees the world as spectacle (Lacan, 1964: 107-108). This is a
misreading of Merleau-Pontv, as we will see later. Lacan’s misogvnist description
of the gaze eluding the subiect runs as follows: "this all-seeing asvect is to be
found in the satisfaction of a woman who knows that she is being looked at, on
condition that one does not show her that one knows that she knows" (Lacan,
1964: 75). Not onlv does this make the gaze distinct from the subiject’s vision,
a "sliding away'" he calls it, but it also stands in opvosition to the ciné-
psychoanalyst’s reading of the gaze'’s effect on women in Hollywood cinema.

Lacan’s notion of the Other is at the center of his concept of the gaze.

His conception of an Other does not function along the lines of the Other in
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Freud’s essay "The Uncanny,” which 1s the wav manv film theorists interoret
it.27 In Lacan's argument, the Other is determined thrangh and nraiected hv.
the self. This nroiectinn ic determined throuvh degire and miarecoenition {L,acan.
1964 84-85) Thia daea nat mean that the Other ia dinlagiciicallyv econgtituted
through linguistic and discursive strategies, as 1t 1s for Mikhail Bakhtin, where
the object of Otherness is both foreign to and constituted by the subiect, If
anvthing, l.acan’s model of the Other stands in direct ovposition {o this, as Lacan
argues that the self and the self’s relationshiv to the world are constituted bv
and through language. Once the subiect internalizes language. there is no
escape from it. {/nlike Bakhtin's model, language is deterministic; the self is not
radically changed through its exchanges with an Other. Bakhtin, on the other
hand, constitutes the relationship between the subject and the Other as follows:

As a living, socio-ideological concrete thing, as heteroglot opinion,
for the individual conscilousness, lies on Lhe borderline between
oneself and the other., The word in language is half someone else's,
It becomes "one’s own" only when the speaker populates it with his
own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word,
adapting it to his own sematic and expressive intention. Prior lo
this, moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral
and impersonal language [ . . . ] but rather it exists in other
people’s mouth’s, in other people’s contexts, serving other people's
intentions; it is from there one must take the word and make it
one’'s own. (Bakhtin, 1981: 293-294)

The difference between the models of Lacan and Bakhtin is 1n Lthe role language
plays for the subject. In Lacan, language alludes to the split subject, and to
how there is always a gap between the speaking "I" and the "I" spoken of; in
Bakhtin the difference only exists on the grounds of language appropriation. For
Lacan, language is internalized, and this internalization perpetuates the gap
within the subject. For Bakhtin, language is only partially internalized, as we

8

are always speaking in someone else’s tongue.2 For Lacan then, the Other

27 See Sigmund Freud, (1919) "The Uncanny," in PFL XIV: Art and Literature
(London: Penguin, 1985): 339-376.

28 gee M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination (Austin: U Texas P, 1981).
For an analysis of the relationship with and discrepancies between Bakhtin and
psychoanalysis, see Gerald Pirog, "The Bakhtinian Critic's Circle: From Positivism
To Hermeneutics,”" Poetics Today 8.3/4 (1987): 591-610. For an astute analysis of
the relationship between textual and authorial otherness, see James Nielson,
Authors as Others and Others as Au.ié)ors: Bakhtin’s FEarly Theories of The
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must linguistically emanate from the subject. If this is the case, then the "real"
in cinema, and the real world itself, must be constituted through a process of
projection on the part of the subject.

This holds true for lLacan’s definition of the Other., For Lacan, it pre-
exists as an object, but it 1s the investment that the subject puts into the object
which gives 1t this Otherness. While this otherness is determined, as much as
it can be, by the subject, the subject concurrently defines herself as separate
from and opposed to it. For Lacan, this split reinforces the linguistic split
within the divided subject.

This bind, between projection and Otherness, is central to the incorporative
argument used by film theorists to describe the relationship between the viewer
and the film.*® Here, the film theorists are partially right, as their reading of
Lacan’s notion of Otherness is correct. If one were to use this as an argument
about the "real" in the cinema, it would run as follows: Otherness, described by
Lacan as the objet petit a has its parallel in psychoanalytic film theory. In film
theory, the reason certain images, taken as "real," disturb the viewer so much,
even while she knows they are only 1mages, is tied to the fact of their "foreign"
quality, or their Otherness. This is related to the viewer’s belief in the image’s
status as object. These images seem disturbing precisely because they are
Other, not part of the self; this dis-ease emanates from the viewer. Yet, to
define images as Other, she musl also identify with the image on some level.
This identification, the argument goes, arises through the viewer's projection of
aspects of herself on to the cinematic text. Yet, in film theory, the notion of
both identification and projection are left largely undefined. The question which

remains is one of applicability,

Relationship Between The Author and The Hero, Unpublished Master’s thesis,
McGill University, 1985.

29 For an example of the incorporative medel of psychoanalytic film
spectatorship, see Tania Modleski, "Rituals of Defilement: Frenzy,”" in The Women
wWho Knew 7oo Much (New York: Methuen, 1988): 101-114.
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Lacan deliberately leaves the concept of objet petit a ambiguous.”®  He
describes it as an "algebraic equation” (lacan, 1964 83), implying a rigour to the
term, yet this rigour eludes the reader, and perhaps Lacan himself. The term
is tied to the casting off of parts of the self; a metaphoric self-mutiation where
the discarded object leaves the self and has the potentiahty to come under the
power of the gaze. The closest he comes Lo a defimtion of the term 1s the

following:

The obyet a is something from which the subject, in order to
constitute itself, has separated ilself off as organ. This serves a
symbol of the lack, thal is to say, of the phallus, not as such, but
in so far as it is lacking. It must be an object that firstly is,
separable and, secondly, that has some relation to the lack. At the
oral level, it is the nothing, in so far as that from which the subject
was weaned is no longer anything for him | . .. . I'he anal level is
the locus of metaphor--one object for another, give the facces in
place of the phallus., This shows you why the anal drive s the
domain [ . .. ] of the gift. At the scopic level we are no longer at
the level of demand, but of desire, of the desire of the Other.
(Lacan, 1964: 103-104)

The objet petit a puts in place a system of exchange between the subgect and
the object, although the object was at one point intrinsically a part of the
subject. To root this term in a stronger fashion, a related, but not paraliel
concern of Freud’s snould be addressed: the notion of incorporation during the
identification process. For Freud, it is not a process of the subjyect casting olf
an aspect of herself and then identifying with that displaced object; instead it
is a desire to internalize the world exterior to the body, a narcissistic process,
During the oral stage, Freud argues that incorporation is essential, He states:

The first { . . . stage] is the oral or, as . might be called,
cannibalistic pregenital sexual organization. Here sexual activity has
not yet been separated from Lhe ingestion of food; nor are the

3 In The Newly Born Woman (Minneapolis: U Minnesota P, 1986), Héléne

Cixous and Catherine Clément offer the following definition of the objyet petit w
In chronological, developmental terms, objet 4 would be the earliest
perceived instance of differentiation and lack (gap) that the child
experiences. The child’'s perception that it lacks the mother’s breast
prefigures but is not identical with the child’s later construction of
an ego through reflections of the Other (166).

Lacan leaves the definition far more vague., Also, he doesn’t root the objet petit

a firmly in the pre-Oedipal or the lmaginary.
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opposite currents within the activity differentiated. The object of
both activities 1s the same; the sexual aim consists in the
incorporation of the object—-the prototype of a process which, in the
form of identification, 1s later to play such an important
psychological part. (Frend, [1905] 1973-1986.7: 116-117)
Both Freud and lLacan’s models blur the distinctions between the subject and the
object, albeit in different. manners. In Freud’s model, the object given slight
otherness is incorporated and then discharged from the body; its otherness

13! In Lacan’s model,

comes from the external passing through the interna
slight. otherness is determined on a psychical and linguistic, not physical, level.
This blurs the distinctions all the more. Freud’'s model of incorporation posits
that both desire and repulsion are central to the identification process. Indeed,
it again ntroduces the possibility of an ambivalent, non-causal view of
identification. Freud writes that the act of ingestion is one that negates the
Other, while simultaneously incorporating it: "[ . . . ] we recognize the phase of
incorporating or devouring { . . . as] a type of love which is consistent with
abolishing the object’s separate existence and which can therefore be described
as ambivalent" (Freud, [1915a] 1973-1986: 136-137).

Objet petit a1s part of Lacan’s the model of the gaze. Unlike much of film
theory’s appropriation of Lacanian psychoanalysis, which positions the gaze and
identification firmly with the spectator, Lacan himself sees the visual world as
more complex. He states:

In our relation Lo things, in so far as this relation is constituted by
the way of vision, and ordered in the figures of representation,
something ships, passes, is transmitted, from stage to stage, and is
always to some degree alluded [sic] in it--that is what we call the
gaze. (Lacan, 1964: 73)

31 For an exploration of Freud’s theory of the incorporation and

identification process as a literary metaphor which is continuously regurgitated,
see Maggie Kilgour's From Communion To Cannibalism: An Anatomy of Metaphors
of Incorporation (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1990): 3-19 and 227-234. For a
model of the possible role played by metaphoric incorporation and identification
in film theory, see Tania Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too Much: Hitchcock and
Feminist Theory {New York: Methuen, 1989): 101-114. Films such as Hitchcock’s
Frenzy (1972) and Johnathan Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs (1991) are also
relevant to this discussion,
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This points to a more complex relationship between vision and the gaze. The
gaze is constituted by something which we are somewhat aware of, but, which we
always miss; it is what we do not see, bul desire to see when we look. In a leap
of wild speculation, Lacan argues that identification partially incorporates both
the subject and object; the gaze functions as the gap, the seam between the Lwo.
But this leap takes identification away from the subject, making it. a phenomenal
event apart from the subject. Lacan goes on to say:

In the scopic relation, the object on which depends the phantasy

from which the subject 1s suspended in an c¢ssential vacillation s

the gaze. 1Its privilege-—-and also that by which the subject for so

long has been misunderstood as being its dependence-—derives from

its very structure. {Lacan, 1964: 83)
This has interesting implications for film theory. If the role of the gaze
described above by Lacan is correct, then the theory that the (male) viewer is
in a position of control vis a vis the gaze in the cinema is 1ncorrect. The gaze,
as described by Lacan, is always slipping--therefore any feeling of control over
the inherent ambiguilies 1n the cinematic text on the part of the (male) viewer
is an illusion. The idea that the viewer can "control” the gaze (Mulvey, 1975: 6~
18, and 1981: 12-15; and Heath, 1981: 76-112) is a misrecognition of the
relationship between the subject and the screen. Where does thal leave the
viewer? In order to expand on this relationship, another passage from Lacan s
needed:

Let us schematize at once what we mean. From the moment that this
gaze appears, the subject tries to adapt himself to it, he becomes
that punctiform object, that point of vanishing being w..n1 which the
subject confuses his own failure. Furthermore, in all the objecls 1n
which the subject may recognize his dependence in Lhe register of
desire, the gaze is specified as unapprehensible, That 1s why it s,
more than any other object, misunderstood (mecorninu), and perhaps
for this reason, too, that the subjecl manages, fortunalely, to
symbolize his own vanishing and punctiform bar (trait) in the
illusion of the consciousness of seeing oneself as oneself, in which
the gaze is elided. (Lacan, 1964: 83)

The viewer would then attempt to gain control of the gaze and the power of
identification "[ . . . ] through the illusion of consciousness of secing oneself as
oneself' (Lacan, 1964: 83), bul cannot. This is unattainabhle. The subject is in

a bind, vacillating between her own misrecognition of the appropriation of the
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gaze and an awareness of the subject's position as exterior to, and apart from,
the image on the screen. The blurring between the control of the gaze and its
elusiveness raises questions about the viewer’s relationship to the "real,” and the
value of psychoanalysis in schematizing the relationship between the viewer and
the screen., If we are to believe this model, then the film viewer is positioned
both "inside" the image as projection, and "outside" the film image as subject,
occasionally confronted with the reality of the image through the misrecognized,
seif-conscious, self-recognition, This self-awareness, then, brought about
through the immediacy of an image which strikes the viewer as '"real"
synonymously puts her in a bind brought about through self-awareness as a
viewing subject (Lacan, 1964: 83). The feel of the real is lost through the
recognition that the subject is watching a film; this seems to make sense. But,
for Lacan, this recognition is always a misrecognition, so wlere, if anywhere,
does that leave the subject? This model does not answer this question. Perhaps
we should look at lacan’s theory of the visual arts for an answer,

Lacan’s model outlined above is applied by him directly to the visual field
of the real world. For Lacan, paintings take on a different function in the visual
field than the phenomenal world. The following passage outlines Lacan’s view of
the function of the picture and its relation to the gaze:

The function of the picture—-in relation to the person whom the
painter, literally, offers his painting to be seen--has a relation to
the gaze. The relation is not, as it might first seem, that of being
a trap for the gaze. It might be thought that, like the actor, the
painter wishes to be locked at. I do not think so. I think there is
a relation with the gaze of the spectator, but that it is more
complex. The painter gives something to the person who must stand
in front of his painting which, in part, at least, of the painting,
might be summed up thus—-You want to see? Well, take a look at
this! He gives something for the eye Lo feed on, but he invites the
person to whom this picture is presented to lay down his gaze there
as onc lays down one’s weapons. This is the pacifying, Apollonian
effect of painting, Something is given not sc¢ much to the gaze as
to the eye, something that involves the abandonment, the laying
down of the gaze. (Lacan, 1964: 101)

If this is the case, then the gaze within the cinema would also function in a
similar manner. Lacan, for his part, says that the above relationship applies to

paintings which conform to the Renaissance perspective, in other words, realist
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representation. Expressionism, for example, escapes the above claim, maintaining
the gaze, while Hans Holbein's The French Ambassadors {1533) falls within the
boundaries of this argument (Lacan, 1964: 101). Lacan's argument is that vealist
representation lets one lay down the gaze, as the subject can look at what she
wants. Does film lend itself to the same sort of analysis as Lhe painting? Much
of film asks the same guestion (film provides pleasure; it states "take a look at
this!"), and narrative cinema offers the same level of pacification; the same
adherence to realist representation, and this is what leads to the displacement

of the gaze.32

The mediation of painting is always apparent, even within the
tradition of Renaissance perspective. This holds true for the cinems; despite its
ability to emulate the '"real," the viewer is continucusly aware of the cinema's
status as textual artifact.

In Lacan’s psychoanalytic model, the place of both the gaze and the objyet
a become of extreme importance, as they point to the supposed gap belween the
subject and the visual field, If the gaze is lost to the representational image
can one speak about the cinematic experience in psychoanalytic terms” More to
the point, does it leave any value within the psychoanalytic endeavour in terms
of its applicability to film theory? Lacan’s response to this is to place lack
within the visual process itself:

Generally speaking, the relation between the gaze and what one

wishes to see involves a lure., The subject is presenled as other

than he is, and what one shows him is not what he wishes to see.

It is in this way that the eye may function as the objet a, that is

to say, at the level of the lack [ . . . |. (Lacan 1961: 104)
The visual process can then simulate the "small otherness” of representation.
The eye, seeing what is to be seen, but not what it is looking for, even though
the painting cries out to be looked at, becomes the lack, and therefore the gunze
remains intact. Bul how does this offer the theorist a viable model of the
cinematic "real” and its relationship to the spectator? To examine these

questions, cinematic examples are needed. But before we proceed, the

relationship between psychoanalysis as a theoretical and interpr :tive model, and

32 For an analysis of this displacement and its relationship to film theory
from a very different angle, see Kaja Silverman, "Lost Objects and Mistaken
Subjects: Film Theory’s Structuring of Lack," Wide Angle 7.1/2 (1985): 14-29.

34




The Cadaver’s Pulse

as a textual and aesthetic strategy is explored, in relation to surrealism. André
Breton attempts to present a theory that takes into account the "real" and its
relationship to, and perpetuation through, varying strategies of textuality.
Surrealism is tLhe aesthetic movement of the twentieth century closest to the
psychoanalytic movement. Both psychoanalysis and surrealism are concerned with
the unconscious mind and with the relationship between language and
psychological reality. In order to concretize the points raised above, Salvador
Dali and Luis Bufiuel's Un Chien andalou (1928) and Man Ray's L’Etoile de mer

(1928) are considered, to examine surrealism.
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Part III, Surrealism, or, And Now %Yor Something Complelely Different

As a political and theoretical imperative, surrcalism arose from Lhe
intellectual milieu of 1920's France. André Brelon, surrealism’s prominent
theoretician and defender, argued surrealism gave one the ability to step beyvond
the rationalist confines of the text, and to eaplore the mullitude of transgressive
possibilities standing outside the conrines of traditional representation (realism,
Renaissance perspective), and narrative (Fyodor Dostoevsky 1o Charles
Dickens).33 Beyond this, Breton felt that textual transgression d to the freeing
of the unconscious, and thus to the end of psychic repression. At his most
polemic, Breton argued that only through a (ransgressive Lexlual revolution can
there be a chance for revolution in the real world., According to Breton, infinite
possibilities are missed in culture through intrausigence. Society s limited by
the system used to represent ilself Lo itself, and this cuts off many of Lhe
possibilities of social and political change. Cullure ig therefore straight-jacheted
through the acceptance of 1its own self-imposed representational boundaries as
naturally given limits. Through the use of a textuahty which displays Lhe
ambiguities and the irrationdlities of the conscious and unconscious mind, Breton
argued that these "false" boundaries will fall away, opening up sociely Lo ils
polymorphous possibilities.

In the [first "Manifesto of Surrealism” (1921), Breton states that the
writings of Sigmund Freud had a significant effect on his thinking. This is no
doubt the case, as surrealism provides the twentieth century with an aesthetic
version of Freud’s then-developing psychological models. 'he ferocity
surrounding surrealist debates at the time, and the movement’s concurrent call

for revolution, are a testament to the idea of unleashing unconscious images to

33 In "Manifesto of Surrealism,” (1924) in Manifestnes of Surrealism {Ann
Arbor: U Michigan P, 1969). 1-48, Breton cites a tradition ranging from Sammt
Thomas Aquinas to Anatole France as examples of what he derisively calls
"rationalism.” Fyodor Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment (1866) is ciled as an
example of a text concerned wilh the descriplion, and not the caploration of a
sort of vision. Textually, Breton argues for a discourse which stands outside a
realist representation of the world, with Lthe hope thal this sort of transgression
can spill over into "real” life.
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alter conscious modes of perception. Despite the momentary fascination with the
idea, the surrealist movement proper only lasted about five years, although
Breion and Dali continued with it long after. The recuperation of psychoanalysis
and surrealism into mass culture can be explained in the same manner--once
these unconscious texts are made conscious, once they are given concrete
textuality, and once they can be easily rationalized by the conscious mind, they
are no longer threatening. The fact that surrealist aesthetics became de-
politicized so quickly after tneir emergence points to this fact. Yet, one of the
most interesting, if doomed, aspects of the surrealist movement is its attempt to
unite aesthetics with psychological models; even more than Eisenstein, the
surrealists thought that the aesthetic text could fundamentally change a viewer's
consciousness.

Freud was not well-known in Paris at the time, and knowledge of his work
was fragmentary. This left Freudian theory open to a wider range of
interpretation than accepted after Freud’s cultural canonization. David Macey
states: "When Breton began to study psychoanalysis towards the end of the First
World War, Freud’s work was in a state of flux and he was very much an
unknown quantity in France. The discrete corpus known as ‘Freud’ did not
exist" (Macey, 1988: 51). Freud's theories had certainly not entered the public
consciousness to the extent they would by ihe 1950’s.3* Breton's use of Freud
is therefore not theoretically rigorous. What is interesting about his
appropriation of psychoanalysis for surrealism is that he was conscious of many
of the debates surrounding the nature of the mind Freud was then exploring.

Unlike Freud, though, Breton was interested primarily in aesthetics, not human

psychology. The fact that he, and other founding members of the surrealist

3 The mass povularity of Freud’s work by the 1950's is seen in manv wavs.
First of all. his Introductorv lLectures and The Interpretation of Dreams were
both released as mass market pocket books. There was also a popular comic book
called Psvchoanalvsis (New York: E.C. Publications, 1955}, which offered case
studies from issue to issue. The diagnoses in these comics were the tvpical
"glamorous" Freudian ones--repression and Oedipal complexes. For a critique of
the use of psychoanalysis in this comic, and the psvchoanalvtic connection to
popular culture in general, see Leon Hunt's "E.C. on The Couch,” The Comics
Journal 133 (1989): 54-63.

37




s |

' Jr

Surrealism, or, And Now For Something Completely Different

movement, had previously studied medicine makes the reason for their aesthetic
concerns all the more apparent, as giving up "hard science" was part of the
move away from traditional cultural norms (Roudindsco, 1980: 5). Breton's
surrealism posited a textual aesthetics which had strong parallels with Freudian
theory, but he proposed a textual way to liberate the unconscious. For Freud,
the unconscious was unleashed through talking; for Breton, through surreahist
texts of the unconscious. Bul Breton'’s cliums were as much rhetorie as theory,
His polemic attempted to find a way to define "freedom” outside the confines of
the industrial-capitalist model, where freedom is respectively dictated by, and
confined through, economic forces and sesual repiression.

Because of its attempls to rethink not only Lextuality, but also the

psychological constraints of society, the surrealist movement raises many
questions about the relationship between the viewer and the "real”  Breton
theorized that surrealism was a "higher"” form of perception; not a distortion, as
surredlist images are used Loday, but an access route Lo a planc of consciousness
heretofore unknown. This could only be achieved through a liberation of the
mind, as Breton argued that Lhe imagination could be faced with the same
constraints one encounters i the real world, Breton writes that "amonyg all the
many misfortunes to vhich we are heir, it is only fair to admil we are allowed
the greatest degree of freedom of thought. It is up to us not to misuse it.
[ ...] Imagination alone offers us some intimation to what we can be" (Breton,
[1928] 1962: 5). Reality itself could then be changed through a sigmificant. change
in perception; if Lthe imagination s freed, there 1s the possibility for the mind
to find new ways to exist. Surrealism therefore is not the ultimate goal of
Breton; he sees surrealist representation as a portal Lo the untapped aspects of
the psyche. Once these areas are tapped, the possibility for cultural revolution
emerges.

However, one should consider how a political and textual aesthetic, which
supposedly lead to a new reality through the surreal, so quickly turned into a
self-conscious parody of dream images. Much of Salvador Dali's work, such as
The Persistence of Memory (1931), Soft Construction with Boiled Beans:
Premonition of Civil War {1936) and Max Ernst’s Europe After the Rain Fall (1340~

1942) can be accused of this sort of parody and appropriation. These paintings
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are otherworldly, evoking a different way of seeing; but one that is tied to an
artist’s "vision" and not a transgressive approach to the viewer's understanding
of the world. As David Macey points out "[als so often, revolt has been turned
into style" (Macey, 1988: 47). The dream sequence Dali filmed for Hitchcock’s
Spellbound (1945} is symptomatic of this type of cultural appropriation, because
of its self-conscious symbolism, far removed from the transgression and
impenetrability of Dali and Buhuel’s Un Chien andalou (1928). This is also the
case with the surrealist—derived symbolism of the "art-rock" movement of the
1970's, exemplified by works such as H to He Who am the Only One (1870), In the
Wake of Poseidon (1970), Acquiring the Taste (1971), and Ded Loser’s Journey to
the Center of the Farth (1990). Even further removed from the original
surrealist, imperative are the recent "postmodern surrealist" films such as Velcro
Ripper's I'm Happy, You're Happy, We’re All Happy, Happy, Happy, Happy (1991)
and J.P. Jeunet and Marc Caro's Delicatessen {1991), both of which use surrealist
images to solely aesthetic, and quite superficial, ends, The original movement,
however flawed, was about something substantially different. For Breton, realism
had limited culture’s ability to transgress its own perceptual limits; the
possibility for change was stagnar !,

Yel. Breton's theory suffers from precisely the same problems. The
problems of textual revolution point to the gap between representation and
reality, and how a change in one does not necessarily lead to a change in
another. The problem with Breton’s writings is that his radical shift in textuality
presupposes a similar shift within the real world. He does not provide a

transitional praxis to accomplish the desired changes.35 Yet, surrealism points

35 A colleague of mine pointed out this problem, not in the works of the
French surrealist, but in the work of Nicholas Breton, the Renaissance
pamphleteer. In Nielson's summation of Breton'’s pamphlet, A Post With a Mad
Packet of Letters (1602), he states:

Breton shows here his ability to write in different styles, and also

to create——-if only briefly-—a dramatic exchange, but the collection

demonstrates well what is most provocative and most frustrating

about Breton's prose: any meaning, any intrigue, any argument, is
short-lived, and rather than being articulated in a larger whole is

simply included (1892: 10).

This fits rather nicely with André Breton’s work, as it is the lack of contextual
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to an interesting moment in twentieth century history, where textuality and
psychology intermingled in a bizarre and interesting way, especially within the
cinema.

Lacanian psychoanalysis owes a debt to the French surrecalist movement of
the 1920’s and 1930’s. Surrealism was hardly a "hard science" or even a
programmatic approach to textuality; it meant to revolutionize these fields. The
same can be said for lLacan’'s psychoanalytic model of Lhe subject, Looking at
Lacan’s work, it is easy Lo see the influence Breton, Bataille, Dali, and the
Dadaists had on his theories of language and consciousness, Dall, the surrealist,
the dadaists and Lacan were all concerned with the nature of the relationship
between language, interprelive practices, be Lhey analytic or aesthelic, and Lhe
human psyche (Roudinesco, 1990: 110-113), More so than Freud, and certainly
more so than the other French psychoanalytic movement, the Société
psychanalytique de Paris, headed by Marie Bonaparte, Lacan saw psychoanalyvsis
primarily as a discursive, linguistic practice. The way he treated his patients
reflected this.>® For him, language was the key to both the conscious and
unconscious mind; indeed language was central to any concept of the world., The
fact that metaphor, word-play, and puns are central to Lacan’s work points to
that, despite his flirtation with science,:’7 his work, like thal of the surrcalists,
is most concerned with the relationship between the subject and language., As
such, his work falls prey to many on the same critiques levelled against Lhe
surrealists, such as the inability for a theoretical model based primarily on

language, text, and discourse to fundamentally change the real world, let alone

articulation that leaves the surrealist movement shackled to a revolution which
is solely textual,

36 For an overview of Lacan’s therapeutic practices and the critiques
levelled against them by the SPP, see Elizabeth Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan & Co.:
A History of Psychoanalysis in France 1925-1985 (Chicago: U Chicage P, 1990):
318-323 and 352-359.

37 See Lacan’s dissertation, De la psychose paranoiaque dans ses rapporls
avec la personnalité (Paris: Le Frangois, 1932); republished by Seuil (Paris, 1975).
See also Jacques Lacan, Séminaire XI: Les quatre concepts fondamentaux de la
psychanalyse (Paris: Seuil, 1973): 93-94,

40




The Cadaver’s Pulse

repatriate the unconscious. Because of its reliance on language, which meant its
discourses could easily become part of the conscious world, surrealism quickly
fell prey to the system of representation it criticized, and was then recuperated

38 To assess this claim, Salvador

by the textual tradition it sought to dismantle.
Dali and Luis Bunuel’s Un Chien andalou (1928) and Man Ray’s L’Etoile de mer
(1928) are considered as representative cinematic texts of the surrealist
movement.

Dali and Bufuel's Un Chien andalou is typically regarded as the
representative film emerging out of surrealist intellectual milieu of the 1920’s.
Its imagery is supposedly based not primarily on dreams, but instead on the
free-flowing consciousness of the two filmmakers., Significantly, this point is
often missed in the analysis of both the film and surrealism in general; the aim
of surrealism is not to mimic the dream-state, but instead to open up a possible
means of accessing the unconscious mind through the conscious one. This
process supposedly leads to liberation. This shift in textual strategies from the
realism of the nineteenth century to the crises in representation that took place
in the 1910’s and 1920's was a gradual process. In the early twentieth century,

a crisis in representation arose, following the nineteenth century challenges of

38 perhaps now, in the 1990’s, with the massive appropriation of "high art"
texts into popular cuiture, texts such as Un Chien andalou can be repoliticized,
although to different ends than the ones the surrealists espoused. Peter Brown,
in his recent pamphlet, Something Flse: Popular Music From 1977-1991--An
Imaginary Treatise on Punk Rock and Its Fallout (1991), writes:

This discursive appropriation or cultural piracy informs much

contemporary popular music, from Malcolm McLaren’s bastard hybrids

of hip-hop and Shakespeare to De La Soul's allusively over-

determined rap to the more "traditional” [ .. . ] garage rock of The

Fall or The Pixies. An example--The Pixies’ "The Debaser'--cultural

debasement as subject matter and aesthetic strategy. The classic

surrealist film Un Chien andalou serves Black Francis as both
pretext and target. Linguistically recast in the colloquial, the

"movie" is assaulted, beaten up in four-four time, by a crude

battery of guitars, bass, drums; The Pixies use the film as a tool--

one of many in their suburban garage/workshop--to construct a

home-made cultural artifact, a discourse of aesthetic degradation: "I

wanna grow/up to be/be a debaser." (Peter Brown, 1991: 1),

In this postmodern model then, recontextualization then becomes a political act
in itself.

ek |
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Impressionism. Language and representation vere significantly redefined through
texts such as Jdames Joyce's Ulysses {(1911); T.S. FEliot’s Prufroch and Other
Observations (1917) and his poem "The Wasteland” (1922); movements such as
Dadaism and the works of Joan Mird; the works of Marcel Duchamp, such as hs
"ready-made" urinal sculpture (1917), his paintings, such as Nude Descending a
Staircase no., 2 (1912), and later, his film Anacmic Cinema (1926); and Georges
Bataille’s "art-erotica" Histoire de I'oeil (1928). All these texts questioned the
real world by exploring language, textuality, realism, represeniation, and the
unconscious through stylistic transgression.

Stream-of-consciousness as a methodology, in regard I/n Chien andalou, is
supposedly applied to both the filmmaker's process of making the film and to the
viewer's themselves, As Bufiuel outlines 1n his autobilography, the inspiration for
the film came from two dreams, one of his and one of Dali's. Beyond this, the
script arose from an eminently rational approach to dreams and rraticaa' Ly.
Buniuel and Dali’s "pick and choose” method sclected images 1n a democratic, and
quite self-conscious, manner. As Buniuel writes:

Our only rule was very simple: No idea or mmage that might lend

itself to rational explanation of any kind would be accepied. We had

to open all the doors Lo the irrational and keep only those images

that surprised us, without trying to explain why. The amazing thing

is that we never hard the slightest disagreement; we spent a week of

total identification. (Bunuel, 1984: 104)

Dali and Buifiuel argued that if the viewers’ expectations were subverted al every
turn--whenever a narrative was about to appear--the unconscious mind could be
accessed through the cinematic image. This would lead to a view of the "real,”
a "real" dreamscape, that was fundamentally changed through this process of
access.

Underlying this argument is the notion that the phenomenal world changes
along with the psychological one. Differing mental states reflect different views
of "reality." Whether the means to access these different experiential levels hes
in the structure of the film itself; through the subversion of narrative; in the
sets of images, drawn from the free-flowing consciousness of the filmmakers; or
in the cinematic spectating process which, according to some, mirrors the dream-

state, is left unstated and undetermined.
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Dali and Bunuel's film functions in a different manner than the theoretical
arguments they and others put forth. In the opening, and infamous, set of
shols, narrative cinematic convention is followed perfectly, The viewer sees a
man (Buniuel) sharpening a straight-edge razor and a complacent woman sitting
nearby. He walks behind her; opens her eye, and lifts the knife towards it. The
film then cuts to a moon with a cloud slicing over it. Metaphorically, the cloud
stands in for the eye, and relief, through the presence of the metaphor, is felt
on the part of the viewer., The film then cuts back to the straight-edge slicing
through the eyeball, and then the film cuts to an inter-title: "huit ans aprés..."

Surprisingly, this opening scene unites to the narrative traditions of both
Bazin and Eisenstein, and functions as an example of juxtapositional montage
relying on metaphoric interpretation, roughly coinciding with Eisenstein’s work
on Strike (1924) and Battleship Potemkin {(1925), The spectator feels she is
spared the view of the knife cutting through the eyeball, then the film cuts back
in time to see the image of the knife slicing through. The fact that this opening
scene generates a visceral response even on repeated viewings (and still after
the viewer realizes that the eye 1s an animal’s) points to the precarious balance
between the "real" and the surreal. The strength of the image itself, the fact
that it is so different from the viewer’s normal perceptual experience, comes from
the surrealist act of transgressing expectations and cultural norms; in doing so,
the surrealists wished to open the possibility of cinematic images being
structured like unconscious thought. This is an interesting polemic, but one that
does not hold true, even 1if one firmly believes in the Freudian notion of the

139 Un Chien andalou is a

unconscious. Like Freud's case study of "Dora,
consciously restructured version of what Dali and Buniuel took to be unconscious
thought processes. Yet, in their retelling, the text becomes part of conscious
discourse, and not the unconscious world. In the end, even the most
transgressive aspects of this film are siylistic and methodological choices, not
new perceptual avenues. Yet, the images still hold a certain power. These are

not. everyday mnages, and the viewer is shocked by the fact that they are

3 gee Sigmund Freud, "Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria
‘Dora’)," in The Pelican Freud Library: vol. VIII, Case Histories I» 31-164.
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generated in the first place. But the fact that the visceral response is so strong
lies not in the surreal, but the "real," as the cutting of the eye no longer
functions solely as a visual metaphor; the image 1s so strong and disturbing, the
viewer's normal distanciation, caused by the meditative function of the cinematic
image which usually lets the viewer watch what she could not in the real world,
falls away. The slicing of the eye distanciates the viewer more it hberates her
textually, This negotiation between the surreal (a textual strategy) and Lhe
"real" (the viewer forgetting about fictionahity) is what gnes the mage 1ls
immediacy and its power. The eye-sheing cuts through the artitfice of the
cinema, no matter what sort of textual strategy is engaged.

Like Godard’s Weekend, Un Chien andalou has a profoundly ambivalent
relationship to voyeurism, as the viewer again wants to look and look away.
Voyeurism in these texts is far stronger than it i1s claimed to be in Hollywood
cinema, as the desire to see something Other is compounded by the desire to look
away, not be disturbed, to return to a state of cquihibrium. The tension makes
viewing a painful and pleasurable process, reinstating the quandary that lies at
the heart of the voyeuristic impulse; the relalionship between vision and power.
Un Chien andalou foregrounds this relationship, as the viewer can watch the
"unwatchable" and wish to look away, yet not be caught in the ethical question
of what one is viewing. This point is stripped away by most cinematic accounts
of voyeurism.

The rest of the film functions as an anti-chimatic twist on the opening
scene; one can have an amused, intellectual detachment from the other
"unconscious" imagery throughout the film, but it seems impossible to have that
type of response to the opening scene. In many ways, this film points to the
future incorporation of the surrealist aesthetic 1into mass and popular cullure,
The scenes that follow seem more self-conscious, such as the scene where a man
drags two priests, a piano, and two dead donkeys toward his obscure object of
desire. While interesting to watch, these scenes do not provoke the Lension in
the viewer that the opening scene does. It 1s as if the filmmakers were already
realizing that imagistically, the cinematic surrealist movement could never again
live up to its opening image; one which both gives and takes away vision.

To see where this shift from a violent, transgressive surreahsm, that blurs
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the boundaries between realism and the surreal, and a more intellectually cool,
but politically bankrupt surrealism takes place, one only has to look at Man Ray’s
L’Etoile de mer (1928). Ray's film, in the tradition of the American avant-garde,
proposes a different. way of looking, a new "metaphor of vision," to use
Brakhage’s term, but does not attempt to revolutionmize the way the viewer inter-
relates with the world or the self. Concerns with the cinematic "real" fall away.
In Bufiuel and Dali’s film, claims about the relationship between cinematic
representation and the "real" are implicit throughout the text, challenging the
viewer’s dosire to codify and narrativize, while simultaneously jarring the viewer
with images that could only could be taken as an assault on the "real" as
characterized by the conscious, rational mind. In Ray’s film, the problems of
surrealism as a solely aesthetic practice come to the forefront. On a stylistic
level, many of the same concerns are present in L’Ftoile de mer and Un Chien
andalow; both films are dream-like in Lheir imagery and contain non-conventicnal
narratives strategles. Yet, in Ray’s film, the focus is not on different
psychological views of the real world, but instead on different visual ones. P.
Adams Sitney describes the film’s "story" as followa:

Etoile de mer opens with the encounter of a man and a woman on

the road. They go to the woman’s apartment where she strips and

he mmmediately bids her adieu. Twice again in the course of this

elliptical and highly disjunctive film, the same man and woman

encounter each other at the same spot. The last meeting may even

be a dream, since it immediately follows a scene of her going to

sleep. (Sitney, 1979: 19)
The film's concern with repetition and dream-like imagery is no longer an assault
on the viewer’s presuppositions about the world; instead it functions as an
interesting, but ultimately trivial perceptual diversion. Unlike Un Chien andalou,
Etoile de mer leaves itself open to a variety of interpretations. This points to
the film’s reliance on fictionality as a guiding principle. Un Chien andalou loses
its strength when one attempts to apply a reading to the film; Ray’s film gains
interest. With Ray’s film, the desire is to narrativize; this strategy does not
come to mind when viewing Un Chien andalou, Sitney, for example, writes that
"the comic substitution of legs for teeth manifests a deeper allusion to the vagina

dentata, a mythic obsession which seems to motivate many of the images [ . . .
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1" (Sitney, 1978: xvii). This may be a very competent reading of the film, but
there are probably many others. This points to the interpretive drive toward
narralivization. Bunuel and Dal's film atltempled to avoid the possibility of
narrativization, whereas the Ray film is conforms to somewhat traditional cinematic
conventions, combined with aesthetic ambiguity. Because of this, il is not a text
that is profoundly concerned with the relationship between images and the "real”;
instead Etoile de mer is about a different way of seeing, a solely aesthetic ploy.
When aesthetics became the primary concern of the surrealist movement, the

movement as a socio-political entity died.

How does Lacan’s notion of the objet petit a, Freud’s concept. of Otherness,
and the surrealist’s radical aesthetics relate to the tbeoretical problems of the
"real" as posed by the cinema? TL c¢an be argued that, as metaphors, the
relationship between "real” images and the viewer can be understood based on
the concept of the objet petit a and on Freud’s theory of Otherness, and that
the models of identification and the gaze that have historically mmhabited film
theory provide a great service in the viewer’s understanding of the cinematie
"real." This would make the viewing process a fundamentally internalized,
passive process. Further, it can also be argued that the surrealist, movement
fundamentally questioned the way in which the subject perceives the aesthetic
object; if the object changes the subject, through the freeing of unconscious
discourse, then the 'real” changes along with it. Conversely, as empirical
models, it can also be argued that these theories can lead to reductio ad
absurdum versions of both psychology and the cinema.

Perhaps the role of the objet petit a and Otherness in filmn theory
functions most powerfully as an interpretive metaphor. This, by and large, is
already true in film theory’s use of psychoanalysis. The potential problem with
this approach is the extrapolation of a whole theory of the cinema based on a few
key, Hollywood films, The theoretical leap of faith usually made by ciné-
psychoanalysts is that they have noticed where a psychoanalytic metaphor is

present in films such as Hitchccck’s Psycho (1960), Orson Welles’ Touch of FEvil
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(1958}, and Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960). From this. the theorist
extrapolates a psychoanalvtic metaphor for the viewing process itself. This leads

to a totalizing model of film spectatorship derived from the reading of the

0

psychoanalvtic metaphor in a few films.} The essentialism of this model is

pointed out, somewhat sardonically, by Susan Moore:

[Wle cannot be satisfied with a theory premised on a unified
spectator sitting alone in the darkened cinema luxuriously free of
the constraints of race or class, history and other texts. This
idealization is attractive because we could so much more easily talk
about the Yemale gaze' as though it were an attribute of anatomy-—-
the rational retina, the iris free of ideoclogy .. . All men could then
be offered a choice of operations--straightforward castration or
removal of their phallic cataracts! (Gamman and Marshment. 1988: 50)

This passage (humorously) faults on the side of transposing the metavphor into
a biologistic statement the ciné-psychoanalvsts do not make themselves,
Nevertheless, Moore does point to one of the wpotential problems with the
psychoanalvtic model: its potential for essentialism. Christine Gledhill picks up
on this in aspect of the Lacanian model. The critiaue that lLacan offers and the
problems that critique entails, according to Gledhill. is as follows:

[Tihe recourse to Lacan seeks a 'materialist’ theorv of the subiect
in the discovery of the so-called primary processes that construct
the true subiect. The problem here is that the theoretical juncture
of Lacan and Althuseger in the de-centering of individuals from their
consciousness seems to remove them from much else as well, for
although the Lacanian subject accounts for different sexual locations
in the svmbolic order. it savs little about class: the constitutive
force of language, primary in both chronological and formative sense.
appears to disnlace the affectivitv of the forces and relations of
production in the social formation. (Mast and Cohen. 1985: 842)

10 5ee Laura Mulvev's reading of Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1957) in "Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Screen 16.3 (1975): 6-18; Raymond Bellour's
reading of Hitchcock’s Psveho (1960) in "Psvchosis, Neurosis, Perversion," Camera
Obscura 3/4 (1978); 105-129: Stephen Heath's reading of Orson Welles' Touch of
Evil (1957) in "Film and Svstem: Terms of Analvsis." Screen 16.1 (1975): 7-77 and
16.2 (1975): 91-113; and Kaija Silverman’s reading of Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom
(1960) in The Acroustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psvchoanalvsis and Cinema
(Bioomington: Indiana UP, 1988): 32-41. Tt is true that all these films embrace
psvchoanalvsis on a thematic level, vet this is not a strong enough reason to
extrapolate a priori a vsvchoanalvtic model of viewing these films., let alone all
so-called "classical Hollywood cinema."
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Because of the hermetic nature of the Lacanian model, its use as an interpretive
model seems much stronger than as an actual model of the psychic functioning
of the viewer. Yet, one must be careful when taking the interpretive approach,
s0 a8 not tn simply generated more readings of a specific film, or as a fmend of
mine put it, the theorist should aveoid "serv[ing] up more McReadings”" (Nielson,
1991: 4).

If one wishes to follow the model of identification as set out. by Freud, and
the model of the gaze by Lacan, then film theory’s concept of "passive
identification" (Mulvey, 1975: 6-18; Rose, in Heath and Delauvetis 1978: 172-186)
should be abandoned. By doing this, the film theorist loses the ability to easily
chart the relationship between the viewer and the screen through psychoanalysis.
This is a positive occurrence. Film theory’s position 15 that the relationship
between the viewer and the screen is one where many questions have already
been answered; I dc not think this is the case. By proposing a model of
spectatorship that is, in a sense, inter-subjective, one quickly loses the position
of authority that usually goes along with theory, reducing psychoanalytic
doctrines to speculative claims., [ thirk this is also a positive development, as
it forces the film theorist to reconsider her theoretical strategies. The ambiguity
of a model based on the interdependence between the viewer and the film is a
positive remedy to the increasingly programmatic approach taken by film
theorists of all critical persuasions. In terms of the cimematie "real,”
psychoanalysis can only be of use if one abandons the model of the gaze as an
actual psychical process. There are two reasons for this; firstly, Lacan's model
of the gaze'’s relationship to both phenomenal and visual representation does not.
work the way ciné-psychoanalysts claim, as demonstrated above. Seccondly, in
order to speak of the "real” in the cinema, to speak of the cinema as a system
of signs that are both part of culture and reflect culture, one has to escape the
model of passivity and determinism the theory of the gaze puts in place. Yet,
as an interpretive strategy, as was seen in the example of surrealism, the
psychoanalytic model can offer thematic and textual insights 1nto the motifs and
beliefs that occupy twentieth century culture; it can offer insights 1nto texts that

seem '"real,"” but are not.

48




The Cadaver’s Pulse

CHAPTER TWO

SIMULATION, DISTANCIATION, AND HYPERREALITY: The Textual Real

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

Hamlet, Act V, sc. i

Don't you love theory? It can justify anything for you!

Kathy Ward, correspondence, 1 June 1990.

I think we should look at the dark underbelly of this theory ., . .

Jeannie Matuk, The Alley, 1992.

I thought that the insects in Naked Lunch were real. The
cockroaches lived in my kitchen and in my heart.

Carrie Hintz, The Alley, later that same year.

49




Part I: Jean Baudrillard: America’s Jerry Lewis

In America, not the least charm [ .. . ] is that even outside the
cinemas the whole country is cinematographic. You cross the desert,
as if in a western; the metropolis is a continual screen of signs and
formulae. Life is a travelling shot, a kinetic, cinemalic,
cinematographic sweep.

Jean Baudrillard, The Evil Demon of Images

Is Jean Baudrillard our Jerry Lewis, or are we his? Given the
French genius for appreciating American popular culture, it is only
a matter of time before America itself--the Burger King K-Mart and
Eye-Witness News drive-in, the plastic parthenon, the whole
airbrushed "Have a Nice Day" theme park that we’ve grown to love
or ignore--would return to enchant us a la franqgaise,

J. Hoberman, Vulgar Modernism

While the psychoanalytic writings held sway in the late 1960’s as a model
for the analysis of cultural artifacts within the humanilies, in the 1970’s
postmodernism, influenced by the work of situationists such as Guy Debord,
began to gain critical currency in France. Psychoanalysis was embraced in part
to develop a critique of psychological determinacy, yet in the end these models
fell prey to the same problem. In the 1970's, postmodernism, as theorized by
Jean-Francois Lyotard and Jean Baudrillard, gained cultural currency because of
its supposedly radical critique of modernist culture. Lacanian psychoanalysis
attempted to destabilize psychological reality; in doing so, its appropriation in the
humanities attempted to posit that the real relationship belween subject and
textual artifact was based on unconscious, hnguistic forces thal lead to the
divided subject. With postmodernism, culture itself was addressed with radical
sceplicism--artifacts and subjects became interchangeable.

Throughout the 1980’s, Jean Baudrillard’s media theories of hyper-realily
held an i1maginative power for French and North American intellectuals in the
humanities. His theories, taking relativism to the extreme, posit Lthat the "real”

is either a lost, nostalgic dream, as in Simulations, or an illusion which never
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existed, as in The Evil Demon of Images.“ While Baudrillard's popularity was
relatively short in France, in America he became a cultural guru of the 1980’s.
There are many reasons for this; I think the main one is that Baudrillard let
American academics rewrite the U.S.A.’'s recent history. Noél Carroll, writing on
horror fiction, raises an interesting point about America’s fascination with post-
modernism, the recuperation of the Viet Nam War, and the dissolving Pax
Americana. He writes:

The present horror cycle and postmodernism correlate insofar as

both articulate an anxiety about cultural categories; both look to the

past, in many cases with pronounced nostalgia [ .. .. T}his cluster

of themes becomes intelligible when one realizes that both the

horror genre and the flap about postmodernism have emerged on the

heels of the evident collapse of Pax Americana [Horror and

postmodernism . . . ] arise at just that point in history when the

international order set in place at the end of the second world war

seems to have fallen into unnerving disarray. (Carroll, 1990: 212)
Much the same way First Blood (1982), Rambo: First Blood Part Two (1985), and
Top Gun (1986) let. American audiences "feel good" about the loss in Viet Nam,
Baudrillard lets American academics loosen up after the dismaying results of the
politicization of the campuses in the 1960’s and 1970's, the collapse of Pax
Americana, and the subsequent apathy 1in academic and mass culture, ¥
Baudrillard himself is more like director John Ford than movie character Rambo,
though. Baudrillard's critical evolution took him from the certitude of marxism
ta the radical sceplicism of postmodernism, all the while having his eye on
America. Like Ford's progression from moral certainty about the American value
system, in films like Stagecoach (1939), to the social critiques of The Grapes of
Wrath (1940) and Tobacco Road (1941), to the utter uncertainty of The Searchers
(1956) and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962}, Baudrillard always kept his

faith in America; he just lost faith in the cultural myths that, for him, constitute

il gee Jean Baudrillard, Seduction (Montréal: New World Perspectives, 1979);
Simulations (New York: Semiotext(e), 1983); and The Evil Demon of Images
(Sydney: Power Publications, 1987).

42 charles Taylor traces the history of this issue as a question of the crisis
of modernity. See Charles Taylor, The Malaise of Modernity (Concord, ON: Anansi,
1991).
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reality. Recently, Jean-Luc Godard stated that Jerry Lewis, hke all great artists,
has an amazing unconscious mind.*® Perhaps Jean Baudrillard’s unconscious
was America’s conscilousness for a short time, as he offered America something
that France seemingly did not nced--a dose of mtense scepticism,

This chapter explores the cultural and cinematic ramifications of
Baudrillard’s th~ories: how does the demal of the existence of Baudrillard's model
of the "real" help us understand the role playved by film and other media in
society? More to the point, is the denial of the "real” a theorctically sound
position to adopt? 1If the subject’s view of reality is supplanted by "the evil
demon of i1mages,” what exactly are we doing when we speak of the “real”?
Finally, 1s Baudrillard functioming as an agent provocatcur or s he an easily
dismissable metaphysical reductionist? These questions arve explored in Lhe
ensuing pages. The analysis begins with Baudrillard’s strong clam, stated in
The Evil Demon of Images, that the "real” never esisted, that it s an illusion,
and that human subjects are all floating within a world of simulacra.  Following
this is an exploration of his earher, more moderate, claim that the "real" which
once existed is now lost., Because of the pervasiveness of technological media,
and the proliferation of images, only "simulation” within the "hyperreal” now
exists.

To frame Baudrillard’s arguments, the films under consideration are ones
which seem symptomatic of the loss of the "real” Baudrillard points toward. In
Baudrillard’s mind, the political thriller is the political discourse of American
culture. Politics are replaced by poly-texts. The political is only addressed
through technologically reproduced mmages, so "real” politics are the simulation
of politics. Films such as Alan J. Pakula’s All The President’s Men (1976), James
Bridge’s The China Syndrome (1979), and Oliver Stone's JFA {(1991) present and
problematize the notion of "hyperreality" Baudrillard espouses. This 1s especially
true of JFK. Stone's film reconstructs both historical discourse and documentary
film and recreates the images of kennedy’s assassination--images which, up until
now, have "objectively" told the "official story." The underlying question 1s

whether postmodernism gives us a viable theory of the relationship between

3 The Montreal Gazette 11 June 1991: Cl.
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technologically-reproduced images, history and the "real." Political, social, and
textual elements are considered in light of the role Baudrillard says these types
of films play in culture.

One of Baudrillard's main descriptive paradigms of America--Disneyland--is
also considered. The ideclogy of "Disney”" is considered in light of Disney’s
desire to restructure the "real," to build an imaginary version of America that
is better than America itself, a desire manifested in both his films and his theme-
parks. While Baudrillard’s evocation of Disneyland as the epitome of America is
fraught with problems, Disney and Disneyland provide interesting paradoxes in
addressing questions of the "real."

To analyze Baudrillard’s claim  Lhat Disneyland is America, brief
consideration is given to Disney's vision of EPCOT (Experimental Prototype
Community of Tomorrow), the ultimate in hyperreal existence. Disney planned
EPCOT during the last months of his life as an artificially constructed
environment. where all the problems of the world would be eliminated, including
perhaps death., These plans, ohviously never realized, point to the similarity
between the utopian desires of Disney and the cultural prognosis of Baudrillard--
though unlihe Baudrillard, I will argue that EPCOT points to the failure of the
hyperreal as 4 theoretical model, and not to its existence and pervasiveness.

In The Evil Demon of Images, Baudrillard addresses what he considers to
be the "diabolical" problem of the "real’s" existence within technological images.
Baudnllard argues that the media theorist has traditionally looked for the
relationship between the image and the referent within the "real," or conversely,
the abscence of the image's phenomenal referent. Baudrillard argues that more
and more, technologically generated images exist without this referent; the image
precedes the referent, This referent has not absented itself, it has become an
effect of the simulated image. He explains the current situation as such:

A propos the cinema and images in general (media images,
technological images), I would like to conjure up the perversity of
the relation between the image and its referent, the supposed real;
the virtual and irreversible confusion of the sphere of images and
the sphere of a reality whose nature we are less and less able to
grasp. (Baudrillard, 1987: 13)

For Baudrillard, it is not the nature of technologically produced images that the
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theorist has to reconsider, but the "real" 1itself. This is "obvious,”" as mages
seem to overpower the 'real." This throws reahty itself into question. The
image's ability to recreate and refract the "real”--a recreation that is, no
question, an illusion-—questions the nature of reality itself, If the mage 18 a
construction and the image can overpower the "real,” it stands to "reason" Lhat
reality follows suil., This dilemma 1s explained in the following manner:

1t is precisely when it appears most truthful, most finthful, and maost
in conformily with reality Lthat the image is most diabohcal-—and our
technical mmages, whether they be from photography, cinema or
television, are in the cverwhelming majorty much more "figurative,”
"realist," than all the images from past cultures, U s in ts
resemblance, nol only analogical but technological, that the mmage is
most. immoral and most perverse, {Baudrillard, 1987: 13-1.4)
Images, in Baudrillard’s reality, are in no way neutral--they are ovil cultural
agents. Images go beyond either the reflection of reality or the reconstruction
of whal we take Lo be reality; instead mmages begin to "contaminate and model”
(Baudrillard, 1987: 16) reality--they take 1, over, Images then precede rveality;
they set the agenda for the direction reahty takes. Baudrillard states:

[ . .. Tlhe image is interesting not onlv in its role as reflection,
mirror, representation of, or counterpart to, the real, but also when
it begins to contaminate reality and to maodel 1t, when it onty
conforms to reality the better to distort it, or better stilll when it
appropriates reality for its own ends, when it anticipates 1t Lo the
point that the real no longer has time to be produced as such,
(Baudrillard, 1987: 16)
Baudrillard argues that the nuclear disaster at Harrisburg and The China
Syndrome, the war in Viel Nam and Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now!
(1979), Auschwitz and the American mimm-series Holocaust (1973)  are  all
fundamentally inter-changeable in our image-based society, as contagion is

fundamental to mass media’s relationship to the "real," [f the camera crew
(Michael Douglas and Jane Fonda) in The China Syndrome can effeet the outcome
of the potential nuclear meltdown within the film, why can't the film itself offect
the real Harrisburg incident? Baudrillard argues that it 1s not "causality” that
brings about the interrelationship between these images and events, bul an
"unspoken analogy which link the real, models, and simulacra { . . . ]"

{Baudrillard, 1987: 20). The intertextual 1s given primacy over both images and
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the real; textual similarities wipe out epistemological differences. Paisley
Livingston questions the critical textual practice of intertextuality, stating:
"Although 1t is no doubt true that we can take pleasure from juxtaposing
different. textual items in our minds, what is the cognitive importance of a critic’s
reports about such correspondances générales? It may be humorous, and even
rivtously transgressive, | . . . ] but what is learned from the juxtaposition?"
(Livingston, 1992b: 4).

Certainly, an intertextuality that treats realily as yet another intertext
raises many of the same concerns. If reality functions only as an illusionary
"text" that proceeds the media image, what can this juxtaposition tell us about
either textuality or reality and their construction? Baudrillard, in a
postmodernist leap of "fzaith” goes on to state:

It 1s only a further step, which we should briskly take, to reverse
our logical order and see The China Syndrome as the real event and
Harrisburg its simulacrum., For it is by the same logic that the
nuclear reality in the film follows from the television effect and
Harrisburg in "reality" follows from the cinema effect of The China
Syndrome. {(Baudrillard, 1987: 21)

t

Yet, in Baudrillard’s "reality,”" this is not the whole "truth," as he argues in
"reality," both The China Syndrome and Harrisburg are simulacra. In doing so,
Raudrillard glosses over important, and readily apparent, points. While it can be
argued that the media’s representation of Harrisburg and Three-Mile Island have
strong similarities to the China Syndrome--our understanding of both events
comes from a sel of media produced images--what is lost in his argument is the
effectual relalionship between the referents in the real world, the production of

the sels of images, and the 1mages’ contextual meaning. Baudrillard writes:

For some time now, i1n tLhe dialectical relation between reality and
images (that is, the relation that we wish to believe dialectical,
readable from the real to the image and vice versa), the image has
taken over and imposed its own immanent, ephemeral logic; an
immoral logic without depth, beyond good and evil, beyond truth and
falsity; a logic of the extermination of its own referent, a logic of
the implosion of meaning in which the message disappears on the
horizon of the medium. {(Baudrillard, 1987: 22-23)

While Baudrillard would argue that "meaning," in and of itself, is an illusion, it

would still be apparent that Harrisburg and The China Syndrome are different
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types of "illusion"--a different slight of hand would be at work in both texts.
Beyond this, the fundamental difference in Lhe images’ modes of production
undermine his illusionist claim. While 1t 1s obvious that The China Syvndrome and
the evening news are both constructions, the latter strikes the viewer as "real®
because of the sets of conventions which surround the production, dissenmnation
of the images, and an abstract belief 1n the event itself, Fyven if the images are
utterly falsified, their conteat gives them reabity’s "secal of approval.” No matter
how close The China Syndrome comes to the real event, its system  of
signification, its lack of a referent that the viewer would consider real and not
arlifice, whether this decision is arbitrary or not, prevents the film from
becoming "real." Films such as Michael Moore's Roger and Me (1990) and Stone's
JFK blur these lines quite a bit further than The China Syndrome. But as we
shall see, a fundamental difference belween the two tvpes of test remains,

Baudrillard argues that the cinema has wedged itself between the imaginary
and the real and, because of this, the nature of image as representation, an idea
that has had currency since the Renaissance, falls to the wavside., Tochnnlogical
images no longer offer the viewer "meaning" and "message”: instead thev
"telescope" reality, making existence itself seem mvstical: evervdav life now
invites the same fascination viewers once had for the stars of the silver screen.
Images multiply themselves and continuouslv refract the world to canfarm with
this new mvthologyv., Baudrillard tries to illustrate this point hv citiny films such
as Roman Polanski’s Chinatown (1974), Stanlev Kubrick's Barrv Lvrndon (1975) and
Peter Bogdanovich’s The last Picture Show (1471} films that embrace cinema of
the past and. for the viewer. become virtnallv interchangeahble with fitms stvies
of the period thev emulate, Polanski replicates film novr Kubrickh. the earlv
costume films of the 1930°s: and Rosdanowvich simulates Hallvwand films of the
past-—an amalgamation of denres. From this it is not a far qten ta a film like
lLLawrence Kasdan's Bodv Heat (1981}, a nastmadern Ffilm nosr which cites filma
that never exiated: the whole film seems tn he in acare aunates, Vet, this is
solelv a testnal bproclivitv. nat ane  whirh  imnlicates the "resl"  world.
Raudrillard’'s tendencv to eauate a nriori the textual with the real leads to
substantial flawe in hic thenrv,

RBaudrillard argues his model of hvperrealitv is based on a new logic. But
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what is this logic Baudrillard speaks about? Baudrillard is proposing an illogical
metaphysics of the real and the image, based on fundamentally irrational
principles.  He states thal his theories are based on Manichaeism, and his
metaphysical turn, 4 return to transcendentalism and negative theology, upholds
the view that signs now run Lhe umiverse; the subject is determined by them.
For Baudrillard, the world is constituted solely by signs, which are totally mind
dependent (Baudrillard, 1987: 44). He claims that his employment of any sort of
analysis 1s a strategic move, a role he must play to "uphold the reality of the
ilusion [ . . . ] to play upon this illusion itself and the power it exerts"
(Baudrillard, 1987: 15). His evocation of terms such as "meaning” or "logic”
becomes solely a gambit--signs disassociated from any "true meaning." It then

1

stands to "reason' that if the terms "disco” and "ejaculate" make his illusionary
"argumenl” work better, or are more provocative for the naive masses who still
believe in the "illusion” of "reality," he can :asily substitute them without
changing his "argument” in any "real” way. Yet, despite Baudrillard’s claim that
analysis is only "strategically necessary"” (Baudnllard, 1887: 40) and that he is
"compelled to produce meamng in the teaxt, and [ . . . ] produces this meaning
as Iif it arises from the system (even if in fact the system lacks meaning) in
order precisely to play that meaning against the system itself as one reaches the
end” (40-41), there is a flaw 1n the logic here. 1t probably still holds true, as
Livingston somewhat, caustically points out, that postmodernists "[ . . . ] no
doubt would complain vehemently should their royalty checks be paid out to
Monsieur LeTeate” (Livingston, 1992b: 6).

On a more serious level, Livingston's critique points to the flaw in
Baudmllard’s work, one which privileges the textual over all else. Baudrillard
addresses representations that are fictional constructs (like The China Syndrome)
and representations that supposedly stand in for reality (like the evening news),
but reality itself, subsumed by textuality, is left out of the equation. This makes
Baudrillard’s agenda of "the issuing a challenge to the ‘real™--the attempt to put
the real, quite simply, on the spot" (Baudrillard, 1987: 46) quite a bit easier, as
the principle of non-contradiction, at the base of all arguments concerning logic

and what Baudrillard would like to eliminate, is much easier to subvert textually
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than epistemologically.

A case in point can be made about two recent films which attempt to
exanmine the Montreal Massacre, where Marc Lépine shot 14 women dead at I’Ecole
Polytechniqgue of !"Université de Montreal on December 6, 1989, Around the
second anniversary of this tragedy, twe films were released. The first, Gerry
Rogers' After the Monlreal Massacre (1990), focuses on Sylvie Gagnon, a massacre
survivor. The film takes a feminist perspective, arguing that what happened al
Ecole Polytechnique was nol an isolated event, and that il is an extreme case of
the day-to-day brutalization of women. The film funclions as a feminist iract,
implicating patriarchal culture as part of the cause of the massacre.

The second film, Catherine Fol’s Au-dela du 6 Décembre (1991), co-produced
by the National Film Board, Lells the story of student Nathalie Provost, who yelled
at Lépine, "1 am not a feminist . . . " as he shot and killed women at Ecole
Polytechnique. The f{ilm explores the ramifications of Provost's statement, which
she continues to stand by, and how her life has progressed since the massacre.
After Baudrillard, it could be argued that bolh these [ilms, along with the
television coverage the massacre received, precede the c¢vent itself; the event is
determined by it. The politics, and therefore the texts, of these films contradict
each other. One is "feminist," the other "post-feminist." This places Lhe viewer

\]

in a quandary over what is "real.” These films then stand in for the c¢venl--
what we know of the event we know through these texts, and what we know is
ambiguous, contradictory, and artificial. This s patently ludicrous, While the
mediation of the images distances the subject from the event, the presence of
distance alone suggests that there is a difference between representation and
reality, 1f the "hyperreal” is a viable theory, then knowledge itself 1s utterly
relativistic; we would all digest the same 1rrelevant "facts" about any event.
Sitt:ng at home and watching reports from Viet Nam, of starvation in Africa, and
of the Montreal Massacre would be 1dentical to the event itself--patently a
falsehood. Ron Burnett describes Baudrillard's system of hyperrcal signification

in the following manner:

In the world of Jean Baudrillard the viewer of the film becomes the
screen as an effect of the screen itself. The driver of a car
becomes the effect of the car. Objects signify 1n order to
manipulate and overpower subjects. Signification creates a world
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beyond the control of those who, so to speak, bathe in its waters
[ + . . . | The world of simulation precedes the real, and thus
history, in a paradoxical and undialectical twist, has already been
written, It is as 1f the fulure has overpowered the present,
rendering all human activity, prass, into an overwhelming and

oppressive pattern of predictability. (Burnett, 1991: avi)

Baudrillard then, instead of placing technologically produced images within the
realm of realily, as socially and historically constructed texts, places them as the
determining effect of the "real." Signs and texts do not intermingle with the
real world; they precede and construct it.

There are obviously other problems with this view of the "real" and
textuality. PFirst of all, this theory does not acknowledge that films such as After
the Montreal Massacre and Au-dela du & Décembre are separate from the event
itself; try a. they might, they can not cc~opt or stand in for the event, no
matter what "reading” they give to it. Both films engage in politics under the
guise of "eaplanation.” On this level, despite the painful subject matter, these
films are coercive. They may recast the event, but they do not precede the
meaning the viewer has invested in the historical event itself. Finally,
Baudrillard’s theory does not address the impossibility of the cinema standing in
for, or even adequately explaining, an historical event such as the Montreal
Massacre; unhike the strategies attempted in films such as Alain Resnais’® Nuit et
brourllard (1955), Michael Rubbo’s Waiting For Fidel (1975), Michelle Citron's
Daughter-Rite (1978), Wim Wenders' Lightning Over Water/Nick’s Movie (1981), or
Trinh T. Minh-ha’s Reassemblage (1982), there is no self-consciousness about
their systems of representation. The above films, despite their varied successes
and weaknesses, point to the problems of textual mediation, and to the problems
of realist illusionism as a model of "knowiledge." These points-~the difficulty of
representing historical events through the cinema, and the cinema's inherent
subjectivity--point to the fact that there is a real, external, mind-independent
world, whi h escapes the cinema’s represcntational systems Baudrillard sees as
hegemonic. Baudrillard’s conceptions of both politics and representation are, in
this instance, far too reductionist to be of any use. As "texts," both films are
attempting to recast, politicize, and explain the Massacre; yet neither film

3{ precedes the event through simulation.
R
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Baudrillard’s "strong" model of the hyperreal in The Evil Demon of Images
is then indefensible on any grounds, and certainly not on his own. 7o employ
a notion of "logic" as a strategic ploy is a flagrant abuse and misuse of language
and rhetoric, as the terms are rendered meaningless., His argument 15, however,
simulated; while appropriating the argumentative form, it also points to the
absence of rhetorical and logical structures behind il. We now move on to
Baudrillard’s more moderate version of the hyperreal.

In Simulations, Baudrillard posits that with the advent of technologically
reproduced images, the "real,” as culture has historically defined it, becomes a
nostalgic dream society can no longer recuperate. "Simulacrum” negates
difference and binaries-—juxtaposition no longer works as a way to separate the
illusion from the "real." Baudrillard argues that "simulation" 1s different from
the concept of "dissimulation,” as the latter term implies a binary and presence--
"dissimulation” is a question of difference. Baudrillard writes:

To dissimulate is to feign not te have what one has., To simulate is
to feign to have what one hasn’t. One implies a presence, Lthe other
an absence. But the matter is more complhicated, since to simulate is
not simply to feign: ‘Someone who feigns an illness can simply go to
bed and make believe he is ill.  Somecne who simulales an illness
produces 1n himself some of the symptems.’ (Littre)., Thus feigning
or dissimulating leaves the reality principle intact: the difference is
always clear, only masked; whereas simulation threatens Lhe
difference between '"true" and '"false", between "real" and
"imaginary"”. Since the simulator produces "true" symploms, is he
ill or not? (Baudrillard, 1983b: 5)

Thus, simulation partly incorporates the false representation, and makes it its
own. The incorporation of the deception makes 1t "real.” Baudrillard argues that
in the field of images, simulation has replaced dissimulation; verisimilitude and
mimesis are no longer of any concern, as images have taken on Lhe role of
reality, and vice versa. The "precession of simulacra" points to the stages Lhe
image in culture have gone through. Baudrillard maps it out in the following
manner:

This would be the successive phases of the image:

—1it is the reflection of a basic reality

~-it masks and perverts a basic reality

--it masks the absence of a basic reality

--it bears no relation to any reslity whatever: it is its own pure
simulacrum.
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(Baudrillard, 1983b: 11)

Underlying this shift 1s a theological concern; Baudrillard equates the death of
God with the shift from image as reflection to image as free-standing simulacra.
Baudrillard’s argument is that the death of God led to an intense questioning of
the function that images held 1n Western culture; if God 1s not behind Christian
icons, then Christian signs are autonomous and arbitrary. This metaphysical
approach Lo the nature of signification, a metaphysics of absence, is fraught with
problems. Like the classic Marxist argument, Baudrillard argues that there is a
duphcity to religious 1conography’s representational strategies, but unlike
Marxism, Baudrillard argues that once the theological underpinning 1s stripped
away, the people do not sece reality clearly--instead reality falls away. Images
are produced in a panic, in an intense attempt to re-ascribe meaning to the
world, but to no avail. 1t seems that by affirming the death of God, Baudrillard
is also mourning God,

Baudrillard traces the history of the change from dissimulation to
simulation by citing historical cases where people were afraid of the power
images had to supplant what was considered "real." The iconoclasts are a case
in point. Baudrillard does not believe that the biblical basis for the iconoclast
movement is the reason that icons were feared. He cites the traditional reading:
"1 forbad any smmulacrum in the temples because the divinity that breathes life
into nature cannot be represented" (Baudrillard, 1983b: 7), and then argues that
the real fear was that the icons were all there was--that the simulacrum was the
God. Raudrillard writes:

Thelr rage to destroy 1mmages rose precisely because they sensed
this omnmipotence of simulacra, this facility they have in effacing God
from the consciousness of men, and the overwhelming, destructive
truth which they suggest: that ultimately there has never been any
God, that only the simulacrum exists [ . . . ]. Had they been able
to believe that 1mages only occulted [sic] or masked the Platonic
[dea of God, there would have been no reason to destroy them.
{Baudrillard, 1983b: 8)

Baudrillard argues that because of this revelation about the nature of images, the
iconoclasts were not the haters of images they were purported to be. Actually,

they understood the true power of the image and the simulacra. This points to
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the true power of the simulacra, that images are the "murderers of the real”
(Baudrillard, 1983b: 10). There is a sleight of hand taking place here, as
Baudrillard’s argument. relies on metaphysical claims, such as the (non-} existence
of God to substantiate his argument. | am willing to grant that God 1s about as
real as the simulacrum, but this adnmission does not substantiate Baudrillard’s
argument. Baudrillard’s claim that God 1s a societal construct is a viable, but not
terribly new, argument.

Friedrich Nietzsche, over whom Baudrillard waxes poetically in 'he Kvil
Demon of Images, pointed this out long ago. In The Anti-Christ, Nietzsche writes:
"If T understand anything of this great symbolist [Christ] it 1» that he took for
realities, for ‘truths’, only inner reahties--that he understood the rest,
everything pertaining to nature, time, space, history, onlv as signs, an occasion
for metaphor" (Nietzsche, 1888: 156). Nietzsche was vidiculing the tenets of
Christianity, but Baudrillard’s questioning of God 1s central to his argument, as
a mourning for, and return to, transcendental metaphysics hes at the work's
heart. He embraces what Nietzsche derides. Baudrillard 1s nostalgie for the
Christian view of the world that Nietzsche detested.  Yet, Baudrillard finds his
model not in Christianity itself, but in the vreligion’s entry into the simulacra,
His nostalgia for the past is a pming away for a cultural innocence, for a time
where society could, in an euistential leap of faith, beheve 1n s images.  This
loss, peaking with the advent of the technological reproduction of mmages, throws
Baudrillard into an abyss of representation; it i1s as 1f he is crying plaintively
that the '"real" is "a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying
nothing" (Shakespeare, Macbeth 5.5 [1606] 1974 1337).

Consumerism 1n the late-capitahst society also feeds the fire of simulation,
The "real" is no longer accessible, partly because of the series of chaces we
must make on a daily basis that give us the feeling we are choosing--that we
recognize difference. Baudrillard argues that we are limiting our reality, as the
artifacts we pick from are removed from reality; we can only make a roading of
the real through these obyects. This echoues Breton’s view of realism, although
Baudrillard also rejects surrealism as a subversive attach on simulation.
Baudrillard writes:

All is presented today in a spread-out series, or as part of a line
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of products, and this fact alone tests you already, because you are
obliged to make decisions. This approximates our general attitude
toward the world around us to that of a reading, and to a selective
deciphering.  We live less lhike users than readers and selectors,
reading cells. (Baudrillard, 1983b: 121)

Another discourse to arise concurrent to capitalism is the literary quest for

1 Baudrillard traces the process of mimesis as the gradual death of

realism,’
the "real.” As representational forms (writing, then stage, then photography,
then cinema, then television, and then wvideo) generated more and more realist
images, mmesis, and veristmilitude, reahty was threatened and began to fall away.
He writes: "[Tlhe collapse of reality into hyperrealism, [is] in the minute
duplication of the real, preferably on the basis of another reproductive medium
L . ... 1] From medium Lo medium the real is volatized [ .. . 1" {Baudmllard,
1983b: 141). The power of the reproductive medium is to appropriate reality and
then give the representation back to reality. Yet, the representation i1s no
longer of the rveal; it s instead its representational image. The real "[ . . . ]
becomes an allegory of death, but 1s reinforced by its very destruction; it
becomes the real for the real, fetish of the lost object--no longer object of
representation, but ecstasy of degeneration and of 1ts own ritual extermination:
the hyperreal” (142), Both realism and surrealism are implicated within the shift
from the real to the hyperreal: "The rhetoric of the real already meant that the
status of the latter had been gravely menaced [ . . . }J. Surrealism is still
sohdary with the realism 1t contests, but augments its intensity by setting it off
against the 1maginary” (142), This leads inexorably to the realm of the

hyperreal, "t . . . ] a much more advanced phase, in the sense that even this

contradiction between the real and the imaginary is effaced. The unreal is no

longer that of the dream or of fantasy, of a beyond or a within, it is that of a

s Ly pically argued that realism began with the advent of the novel,
exemplified by the works of Samuel Richardson, such as Pamela {1740), Clarissa
(1748), and Sir Charles Grandison (1754), and the work of Henry Fielding, such
as Shamela (1741}, Joseph Andrews (1742), and Tom Jones (1749). For
background, see Paul Coates, The Realist Fantasy: Fiction and Reality Since
Clarissa (London: Methuen, 1983): 23-149; and Roy Armes, Patters of Realism
‘ (LLondon: Tantivy Press, 1971): 17-22.
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hallucinatory resemblance of the real with itself' (142), This shift is profoundly
concerned with, and developed in response to, the advent of technologivally
reproduced images.

The fundaniental flaw in Baudrillard's argument, despite his indictment of
realism and surrealism, is his obstinate rehance on textuality. It scems that the
hyperreal is the realisl text with all the signifying conventions of fichionahty and
verisimilitude stripped awajy. Difference fades as the original referent is
obliterated by the image's power. There is an almost bibheal intensity Lo images
begetting images in this work.

Both textual self-ronsciousness and the signification of mediation are
obhliterated by Baudrillard’s model. Like Monty Python's "Emigration from
Surbiton to Hounslow" sketch (1972), all culture is relativised by its
transubstantiation through textuality., Yet cultural self-consciousness has been
present since the 1930’s, when Lwms Bunuel amalgamated othnographic
documentary with surrealism, a juxtaposition that James Chfford later
examines.”® The result was Bufiuel’s film Las Hurdes {1932).  The resultant
discord within this text is amazing, and has been described as follows: "The
film's primary technical device is that of setting ts appalling vistons aganst a
disengaged, anaesthetized voice—-over narration, and--hterally at the same Lime--
ageinsu the incongruocus accompaniment, romantie yet slately, of Brahms Fourth
Symphony" (Rubinstein, 1983: 3). The contrasting discourses in the film point
to the text's artifice, but also to the struggle of the Hurandos; pointing to the
destruction taking place in Spain, the film makes it obvicus that any "' nowledge™
the viewer gamns from the film 1s 1rrelevant to the plight of the indigenous
people. The film 1s an indictment of socilety, not a cry for help. This pomnts to
the distance between textuality and reahty, and not to reahty's utter falsification,
The self-consclousness that arises from the type of effort Bunuel engages in
should be intertwined with an emparical, realist notion of ethnography. George
E. Marcus and Michael M.J. Fischer present what they call the "experimental

moment" in ethnography as such:

45 gee Clifford, The Predicament of Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP,
1988): 117-151.
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The task [ . . . ] is not Lo escape the deeply suspicious and critical

nature of the ironic mode of writing, but to embrace it and utilize

it in combination with other strategies for producing realist

descriptions  of  society. The desirability of reconciling the

persistence of 1rony with other modes of representation derives in

turn from a recognition that because all perspectives and

representations are open to (ritical review, they must finally be left

as multiple and open-ended alternatives, (Marcus and Fischer, 1986:

11)

This does not lead to the type of relativism which Baudrillard espouses., [nstead,
it points to the problems of the classic realist text, both as documentary and as
faction, and attempts to solve the discursive problems of presenting the "real”
within the ethnographie test itself.  The amalgamation of ironic, self-reflexive,
self-conscious discourse with the traditional empiricism of the anthropological
endeavour enables the negotiation of meaning within the "real” in a manner that
Baudrillard fundamentally rejects. For Marcus and Fischer, the problem 1s not
that reality has become textual simulacra--it 1s a problem of enclosing reality
within the hmitations of a text.

Within Raudrillard’s argument, there is a trace of the "real" left, the "real”
that he vehemently denies. The "real” become the original object of desire; the
simulacra s the fetish.  This leads to the somewhat contradictory nature of
Baudrillard’s study. One of the underlying problems of Baudrillard’s theory of
simulation 1s the lack of historicity. For Baudrillard, the "real” that once existed
was atemporval, yet ¢phemerally tied to the past. This 1s a contradiction that
cannot. be ironed away through the evocation of "paradox." Unlike Walter
Benjamin, who radically reframes history, Baudrillard chooses to ignore 1it. If the
theory of simulation 1s accepted, then history itself becomes an illusion without
roots., Baudrillard can not have 1t both ways. To speak of the past in historical
terms (Baudwvillard, 1983b: 11) and to simultaneously deny history (1983b: 15),
without a model of history in place, is obviously insufficient., Like many of
Baudnrillard’s other claims, 1t points to the privileging of textualty over all else,
and shows a noticeable disvegard for the "real," even if the '"real” is pure
simulation.

This privileging of textuality is different from the radical scepticism of

Jacques Derrida, who relies on a notion of textual relativism derived from Martin
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Heidegger. The difference between the reliance on textuahty put forth by
Derrida, and the textual relalivism of Baudrillard iz important. Derrida, in spite
of his epistemological scepticism, still works within what he would call
logocentrism-the Western philosophical tradition, based on the principles of logic
and non-contradiction. As Christopher Norris points out:

[Dleconstruction is a rigorous attempt to thinh the Immits of that
principle of reason which has shaped the emervence of Western
philosophy, science and technology at large. 1t 1s rmigorous nsofar
as it acknowledges the need to engage with that principle in all its
effects and discursive manifestations. [hus, the acthivaty  of
deconstruclion is strictly inconcervable outside the tradition of
enlightened rational critique whose classic formulations are  still
found in kant. {Norris, 1987: 162)
Baudrillard, on the other hand, subsumes Lhe text and the real into the
simulacra, without questioning this move on theoretical, metaphysical, or
epistemological grounds. His profound doubt undermines any clam he can make
about the world, as to him, it 1s all an 1llusion. This sort of mind-dependent
theory, a retreat for any claim of "knowledge,” is problematic, As the various
psychological movements of the twentieth century have shown us, we know much
more about the external world than about our own psychological procegses, This
reversion of knowledge (a sceptical view of the material world, and not of the

psychological one) is the central flaw to many of the anti-realist models.
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Part II. From Walt Disney to Watergate, or, The Skeleton Dance

The Disneyland mmaginary is neither true nor false; it is
a deterrence machine set up in order to rejuvenate in
reverse the fiction of the real.

Jean Baudrillard, Simulations

For Jean Baudrillard, one of the ultimate metaphors for America is
Disneyland. This section examines two points that are fundamental to both
Baudrillard's argument and to any consideration of the "real" in film: the tenets
of realism and the gap between fiction, representation and the '"real."
Baudrillard’s fascination with Disneyland is central to this analysis for two
reasons. First, 1in his model of simulation, Disneyland functions as the 1llusionary
sign that conceals the fact that all of America is within the simulacra; Disneyland
is the "real.” This concept 1s analyzed in light of Walt Disney’s desire to built
KPCOT, which he felt would be the epitome of future American culture, and his
own safeguard against death. Disney's projection of America's future is
startlingly similar to Baudrillard's "hyperreal" America, and this interesting nexus
will be considered.

We then move on to the American political thriller, as Baudrillard sees this
genre standing in for real politics; like Disneyland, these films attempt to cover
up the simulation politics of the hyperreal. The political thriller that
"duplicates” events like the assassination of John F. Kennedy, Watergate, Viet
Nam, and Iran-Contra, become the "real” events themselves, especially since the
"actual" events are shrouded in mystery.

Baudrillard’s notion that Disneyland is America in its distilled form is a
problematic formulation. Again, textuality stands in for the "real," leading to
another "reading"” of the "text" called America. Of Disneyland and America,
Baudrillard writes:

The objective profile of America, then, may be traced throughout
Disneyland, even down to the morphology of individuals and the
crowd. All its values are exalted here, in miniature and comic strip
form. Fmbalmed and vacified. Whence the possibility of an
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ideological analvsis of Disneviand: digest of the American wav of life.
vanegvric to American values, idealized transposition of a
contradictorv realitv, To be sure. But this conceals something else,
and that ‘ideological’ blanket serves to cover a third-order
simulation: Disnevland is there to conceal the fact that it 1s the
‘real’ countrv, all of ‘real’ America. which is Disneviand. {Baudrillard,
1983b: 24-25)
Baudrillard’s distillation of the heterogeneous American landscape into the
homogeneous world of Disneviand again points to his privileging the testual,
There is a missing link in this analvsis: if Disnevland stands in for Amoerican
culture, 1n an attempt to preserve difference, even though it has dissipated into
the simulacra, the fundamental notion of difference still exists,  For Baudmllard,
this difference itself is an illusion, but one that has a currency precisely
because it keeps the notion of real difference ahive, 2lossing over the actualitv--
that there is no difference to speak of. The illusionary difference is not one of

profound signification, but of infantilism and naive 1ignovance. Baudriiard writes:

[ « .. Tlhe debility, the infantile degeneration of this imaginary, It

is meant to be an infantile world, in order to make us behieve the

adults are =lsewhere, in the "real" world, and to econceal the fact

that real childishness 1s everywhere, particularly amonagst those

adults who go there to act the child in order to foster ilusions as

to their real childishness., {Baudnrillard, 1983h: 25-26)
Disnevland creates a space of otherness that stands in for an wmaginary
childhood which never existed. The utopian aspect of this is clear, Disneviand
becomes the idealized world of childhood naiveté., the Garden of Eden recreated
and rediscovered for the adult. There 1s A certain truth to the thearv that
Disnevland functions as a childhood mvth. hut the argument falters when
Baudrillard posits that the 1illusionarv difference that Maneviand creates masks
its simulation of the real world. Msneviand mav refract a retrogressive,
conservative and fundamentallv reactionarv ideologv that is amntessentiallv
American. Yet if it functione 1n this manner then that distances it from sociely,
not on an illusionarv level, but in auite a material marner. The fact Lhat
Disnevland is an American illusion, but one that does not stand in for America
can be seen in Disnev’s desire to build the hvperreal citv. a desire which
ultimatelv failed. Disnev’s plans for Disnev World in Orlando. Lhe precursor to

EPCOT, contained the ultimate in hvperreality. The descrintion of hsnev World
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in Disney’s biography, The Real Walt Disney, points to this:

[O}ne of the features Walt had particularly wanted for Disney World
was a real jungle, not one of the kind vou have in Florida, not even
like the jungles of Africa and South America. where the same old
plants keep repeating themselves for mile after mile. He wanted a
really dramatic ijungle, full of sensational vlants [ . . . | from
Australia, Africa and Asia, all telescored into a few hundred vards
and giving more of an exotic jungle vision that you'd get in the real
location without travelling hundreds and hundreds of miles. (Mosley,
1985: 272)

Disney’s model of EPCOT, to be built adjacent to Walt Disney World, also projected
a hyperreal future, but here he went to a much further extent. With EPCOT,
Disney wanted to reconstruct the America of old through the use of new
technology:

EPCOT would be a metropolis which would control its own climate,
recycle its own waste, feed, preserve and nurture its citizens and
do so in conditions from which disease, hunger and nagging want
would be eliminated forever. It would be his masterpiece, the
culmination of his thinking. It would demonstrate that 1f people
would only learn from this example how to live properly in an
enlightened and sanitized environment, they would be able to cheat
not just war and disease but death as well, and enjoy, life, health
and happiness everlasting. (Mosley, 1985: 6)

Disney was pursuing utopla, but one that was peculiarly American. The vision
that through capital and technological progression, anything could be overcome-~
much like Disney’s animated films striving for realism in the face of
representation, and Disneyland embodying conservative American values and the
pioneering spirit--EPCOT was to prove that American know-how could pull the
U.S.A. out of its decline and restore to its former glory, solving all of the
world’s problems:

He had, for example, forecast not simply the longevity for EPCOT's
citizen’s, but maybe even ever-lasting life for those born and raised
in the city of the future'’s germ-free environment. It had even been
predicted that there could be a second chance at life-—a resurrection
from the dead, no less--for those who succumbed before the
processes for the achievement of mortality have been perfected.
Providing their bodies had been preserved, that is. Did Walt really
believe there was something to it? Could dead people be brought
back to life again? (Mosley, 1985: 7-8)
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This, of course, was not about to happen, F'hat Disney even believed in its
possibility is quite debatable,  What is mportant is that the plan was even
conceived of in the first place,  Wwalt Disney’s EPCOT and Jean Bauwdrillard's
"hyperreal” America are both attempts to make sense of a rapidly changing
world, where the values that once secemed so immgrained now quickly fall away,
This is why 1t 1s 1interesting that as the Paxy Americana dissolved, Disney wanted
to build the America of the fulure--a utopian world with dangerously fascist
undertones. At the same time, while Baudrillard's influence in Paris was himited,
he was a phenomenon 1in North \merican critical circles, becoming America’s Jerry
Lewis~-a profoundly cultural plenomena. This 1s seen 1n the appropriation of his
theories in mass market publications as diverse as The Globe and Maill, The New
York Times, and T'he Village Voice., Rodux versions of his theories appeared in
all these papers, as mass culture attempted to explain the populavity of
postmodernmism, as both a crtical discourse and an architectural and aesthetie
strategy. Out of the ashes of the decaying world power, Baudnmllard was
constructing a new, "real" America, one he argued had adlwavs been  there,
underneath the death and decay, for those who know how Lo look, This assertion
can be analyzed against films which address the dissolving Pav Americana--that
concurrently blur fiction, documentary, and realsm. In doing so, these films
attempt to address, and in some cases re-write, through both history and cinema,
the "real" America.

In Baudrillard’s model of simulation, media and politics become the same,
Both are illusions of knowledge and power. The ultimale amalgamation of these
areas was the Watergate scandal. Baudrillard argues that Watergate, like
Disneyland, is an tllusion. The scandal of Watergate covers up the fact that
scandal 1s the everyday way of life=-by highhghting Watergate, one deflects the
scandal of everyday existence., All systems of power function in the same
manner: "identical methods are employed by the C.LLA. and the hashington Post
journalists" (Baudrillard, 1983b: 27). This same, cold relativism 1s at work 1n the
fictional reconstruction of the Watergate "scandal.” Baudrillard describes the
death of cinema in the following way: "1 am thinking here of those exact,
scrupulous set-pieces such as [ . . . | All The President’s Men, the very

perfection of which is disturbing. It is as if we were dealing with perfect
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remakes, with extraordinary montages which belong more to a combinatory
process [ . .. ] with large photo, kino, or historio-synthetic machines, rather
than real films" (Baudrillard, 1987: 30-31). Yet, "old" Hollywood was concerned
wilth telling a story. All The President’s Men was not even a '"docudrama,” but
a fiction film telling about a real event. Throughout the film, the hnes are
clearly drawn., When Baudrillard claims that the film 1s a perfect recreation and
simulation, he 1s wrong, The film follows cinematic conventions of narrative
structure; Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman are 1dealized in their roles as Bob
Woodward and Carl Bernstein; and all the complex, Gordian knots of the Watergate
scandal are woned out 1n a long, but straightforward narrative. "Deep Throat"
(Hal Holbrook) ties the behind-the-scene story together with his information. It
is clear that through cinematic condensation and the tying up of loose strands,
the film narrativizes historical events. This is strikingly different from the
randomness of real world events, it could be argued the viewer is aware that
this is a simulated view of the real event, that tells the truth and gives the
facts about Watergate. It can also be argued that All The President’s Men arise
in the context of the images of Nixon denying involvement and then resignit g;
this film does provide an 1magistic prehistory to the images on the nightly news,
Yei, this 1s a long way from the simulated images themselves producing Watergate
as an effect of the simulacra. The conventions of narrative cinema distinguish
this story from the "real.” This type of hermetic narration is not true of the
films of so-called "New Hollywood," as can be seen in Oliver Stone's film JFK.
If this film has a motto, it could easily be:
I shouted out "Who killed the Kennedy’s?"
When, after all, it was you and ne,

"Sympathy For The Devil,” The Rolling Stones (1968)

The blur between representation and reality comes to the forefront in this film,
as it combines the narrative aspects of Hollywood cinema, that can easily
"explain” or codify ambiguous, ethereal events, with documentary footage. In
doing so, JFA recontextualizes documentary images into the narrative tradition
of Hollywood. Stone's film activates Eisenstein’s principle of intellectual montage

in a bizarre manner. The juxtaposition of the documentary and fiction footage
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has a two-~fold effect; the fictional images are given credence through the
"reality” of the documentary images and the "ideas” the documentary images
raise are contextualized by the fictional image. The effect of this justaposition
evokes Baudrillard’s claims about power in America, which echoes Stone's
conspiracy theory. Baudrillard writes:

Power can stage its own murder to rediscover a ghimmer of esistence

and legitimacy. Thus with the American presidents: the hennedy's

are murdered because they still have a political dimension., Others--

Johnson, Nixon, Ford--only had a right to puppet attempts, to

simulated murders. (Jean Baudrillard, 1983b: 37)

JFK tells the story of New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison’s attempt to
prove that the Kennedy murder was a consplra('y.'"’ It 1s a fascinating film,
especially in light of the problems presented by Baudrillard. while in the
previcus section, it was demonstrated that Baudrillard's theory of America
becoming simulacra through the simulacra of Disneyland was  hopelessly
problematic, this film provides us with a new ground to test his theory.

Kennedy’s murder points to the problem of speaking about the historeal
and the "real” in the same breath; the truth we have is that Kennedy was shot,
after that the field of speculation opens, The official report made by the U.S,
government-—the Warren Commission Report--is deemed tudicrous by almost
everyone, Even a .S, government report on assassinations from 1979 states that
Kennedy’s murder was a probable conspiracy. (Mailer, 1992: 127). As so much
contradiclion and ambiguity surround Kennedy’s murder, Stone 1s given the
perfect chance to restructure the past to fit his conspiracy-narrative, and in
doing so, to rewrite recent American history.

Stone combines documentary texts with his fictionalized narrative,
Somehow, he acquired the photographs taken at Kennedy’s autopsy, supposedly
locked away until 2029. He also 1ncludes parts of Abraham Zapruder's 22-second,
8mm colour film of Kennedy’s assassination. Stone’s technique, which mixes in
restaged black and white shols, sepia-coloured film (supposedly to distinguish

facts from speculation), ielevision footage of the period, and traditional Hollywood

46 gee Jim Garrison, On the Trail of the Assassins (New York: Warner Books,
1988).
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narrative, places the viewer in a bind. Yet, not even the documentary images
are presented in their original form, as Stone aestheticizes the Zapruder film
through optical printing. His reenactments are uncanny, especially the television
foolage whore Jack Ruby kille 1ee Harvey Oswald., At other times, he intercuts
old television footage with shots of actors playing the characters T.V. anchors
are supposedly speaking about, Stone calls this the "Rashomon effect,”" after
Akira kurosawa’s film Rashomon (195Q).

In Kurosawa's film, the same story is continuously retold from the point of
view of different. characters; in JFK, the effect is used to rewrite history
according to Stone's version of the events. As therve 1s not a verifiable story
to compare the filim against (he e¢ven rewrites Garrison’s account), Stone is able
to write lis speculative "secret history" and make 1. stand as a historical
document, The prescnce of "big name" actors dissuades a reading that reinstates
the boundarwes between fiction and reality; stars are wiilling to endorse Stone’s
product. With all the "star” cameos (Ed Asner, Donald Sutherland, Sissy Spacek,
John Candy, and Jack Lemmon), the viewer can be left with the feeling that these
roles are "reality” endorsements, not fictional constructs.

There 15 obviously a real story, a truth, somewhere, but there 1s no
"history"; no culturally sanctioned narrative. The only existing story has been
discredited. This film attempls to reconstruct history, to create a new cultural
myth i the ashes of the old one. Stone’s film, 1n a very real sense, rewrites

¥

recent American history by telling the "story” of the Kennedy's assassination in
a way that will probably stand in for the "official truth" in mass consciousness.
As Norman Mailer points out: "[ .. . ] Stone’s mythic presentation of the murder
of President hennedsy | . . . ] 1s going to be accepted as fact by a new
generation of moviegoers, One can only shrug. Several generations have already
grown up with the mind-stultifying myth of the lone assassin” (Mailer, 1992: 171).

Stone himself writes:

[T]he Warren Commission Report |is] inadequate as a record of facts,
[but] was a stunning success as a mythical document. [ . . . ] Still
grieving over the loss of the president, people wanted to accept its
soothing conclusions, regardless of whether these conclusions were
true, because they wanted to believe that the death of a president
was a tragic accident, like a car wreck or a bolt of lightning.
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In that sense, the film is "hyperreal," as it takes a set of arbitrary historical
signs and injects them into constructed context; a context backed by with the
use of "documentary" artifacts. Because of the lack of facls, one does not have
to believe Stone's reconstruction of realily in order to believe that the altempi.
to restructure has a historical validity. Stone writes that:

In the end, the importance of an historical episode is nob just ils

factual content but its emotional and ethical impact as well { ., . .

The] process of evaluation, when undertaken by a whole sociely,

eventually leads to the creation of a cultural myth{ . ... M]yths

have always expressed the true inner meaning of human events,

Myths ave dynamic. They reinterpret history in order to creale

lasting, universal truths { . . . . | ¥From Griffith to Kubrick,

moviemakers have operated on the principle that the dramatic force

of a story transcends the ‘Tacts’. (Stone, 1992: 72)

One can believe in the conspiracy without believing in Stone or Garrison, and can
use the film to substantiate these beliefs, If the viewer thinks the official story
is a lie, then there should be no problem creating a new, alternative "history."
Mailer puts it more bluntly than Stone when he states that "[all times, bullshit
can only be countered by superior bullshit" (Mailer, 1992: 171).

JFh, ke most of Stone's films, is also aboul power and impotence. All of
Stone's films attempt to address a very male concern aboul power and its
distribution. This is also true of the two films he scripted before becoming a
director: John Milius' Conan the Barbarian (1982) and Brian DePalma'’s Scarface
(1983). Baudrllard’s analysis of political power in the "hyperreal” seems an apt
description of the search taking place in Stone’s film:

Power, too, for some time now produces nothing but signs of its
resemblance. And st the same time, another figure of power comes
into play: that of a collective demand for signs of power~-a holy
union which forms around the disappearance of power. FEverybody
belongs to it more or less in fear of the collapse of the political.
{Baudrillard, 1983b: 45)
This search for diffuse and ethereal power 1s a central part of Stone's film.
Kennedy conspiracy theories attempt to answer questions aboul the American
political system, but the system seems so large and so powerful that

responsibility is not easily assigned to one person. Indeed, by indicting
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everyone, Stone makes the film seem more believable,  Stone writes: 'The
assassination was America's first coup d’état, and 1t worked. 1t worked because
we never knew 1t happened” (Stone, 1992: 72).

This is why JFK can function as the hjy perreal sixties text that Stone had
been attempting to make with Platoon (1986), Born on the Fourth of July (1990),
and The Doors (1991). In these filins, Stone was attempting to rewrite history
by turning socio-political issues, such as Viel. Nam or the "hippie" movement, into
individualist, bourgeols hberal concerns, History becomes part of the character’s
life narrative: Viet. Nam becomes a coming-of-age story in Platoon; 1L 18 an angry
veteran's struggle with paralysis and impotency in Born on The Fourth of July.
The historical failings of these films becomes readily apparent, as the viewer can
readily compare Lhe cinematic text with the historical event under reconstruction,
In these films, Stone attempts to recapture the spirit of the 1960's, to represent
the time 1n a wa) that would make it current, Instead, rewrites the period
badly. The topics of these films do not hold the ethereal position in the
collective American mind that the death of John F. Kennedy does. While Viet Nam
still 18 an emotionally charged topic in the States, there was a public debate
about why the war took place, and what 1t meant to the country. This is not
true of Kennedy’s assassination; the "official story" was quickly accepted by the
left. and right alike.

JFR is a plaintive waill, questioning those in charge--once Garrison and
Stone believe that the power to murder John F. Kennedy is in place, it stands
to reason that someone, or something, must be responsible. It no longer matters
that the public can not know who did it; the awareness that there was someocne
else, 1 second shooter, 1s enough. As Matler points out, "[t]o the degree that the
murder of J.F.K. was a conspiracy, so one could assume that the most salient
evidence and the most mnconvenient witness had been removed long ago” (Mailer,
1992: 127).

Stone'’s film, unlike the other ones addressed in this chapter, does work
as a simulation of history, but that is only because the "real” history does not
exist; at the very least, it is unknowable. In JFK, images do beget images; more

precisely, the fictional images beget the context of Zapruder’s film. The formal
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structure of the film leads the viewer to behieve that the Zapruder footage
explains Garrison’s Lheory; that the cinematic mage tells the truth.  Yet, Stone,
who 1s so self-conscious about the artifice and construction taking place 1 other
people’s documents {(the warren report, the Life photo of Oswald), does not
address the inherent construction of his own work, and how his own formal
strategies are what give the documentary images in the film thewr meanmng, In
the end, Zapruder’s film can be used to justify either warren'’s or Garrison's
versions of history; this problem is not addressed.

Stone's use of documentary footage bLacks Lhese clhums up.  Documentary
footage recontextualizes the fictional test and makes it seem "real,™  IL is much
like the documentary debate that opens Michelangelo Anloniont's Zabriskie Point
(1970); Stone appropriates the form, but its function in the film deoes not lead to
a greater understanding of the nature of images, For all Stone’s formal playing,
there is no self-consciousness Lo his use of documentary footage, unhhke what is
found 1n films as diverse as Orson Welles® F For Fahe (1973), Chiis Marher's Sans
Soled (1982), Wim wender s’ Lightning Over hater/Nich’s Movie or Peter Brook’s
Tell Me Lies (1968). Tell Me Lies s a good example of a film that self-consciously
questions its trecontextualization of documentary wmmages. Unhhke Stone’s film,
Brooh realizes that 1n producing more images, he is mmphcated within the system
of represcentation he criticizes., Peter Ohlin makes the following obseryation hout
Tell Me Lies, a film which stands 1 stark contrast to Stone’s use of documentary
footage, as this film is profoundly concerned with the imphcdations of textual
mediation:

[Lv..) Tell Me Lies| .. . ] distrusts itself to the nth degree. The
title seems to refer to the confhicting clums on the imdividudal made
by the need for truth and the simultancous need for victory in a
just cause {(which must justify lies to oblain the end 1result desired).
Throughoutl the film two characters keep staring al the audience as
if it were the film projected and wondering of thas s a4 semr-
documentary fiction film or a  seou-fictwonal  documentary.
Surrounding these reminders is a wide range of shits, mterviews,
songs, debales, and documentary sequences, ol arguing  the
necessity of taking action. [ ... 1 Tell Me Lies finds itself caught
in the trap between on the one hand its conviction of the
destructive distortions of all communications media, and on Lthe other,
the necessity to act and to use distortive technigues to understand
this need for action. (Ohlin, 1979: 114)
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Brook's film, in its use of documentary footage (the monk's self-immolation),
restaged foolage (Morrison's suicide at the Pentagon) staged footage (the songs
and shits), and footage that blurs the hines (the interviews with Stokely
Carmichae]l and the British M.P.'s) problematizes the relationship between mass
communication and pohtical knowledge of the real world, The film points out that
cultural contest must be hept 1 mind when taking political action, More
importantly, it points Lo how medid images mediate Ll viewer's view of the real
world,  The prture of the Napatmed boy which opens and closes the film is a

good cxample.  One characier ashs another "How long could you look at this

)

peture?” and "How long could you fooh at the child if he was in the room?"
This points to the mediation between representational images and the "real,” but
no! to the "preal's”™ obhiteration.  On the other hand, in JFR, Stone takes all the
documentary mages to be acourate and unmediated, and uses them tou invest his
own, lictional mmages with the power of the "real.” This arises from his profound
inability Lo Ond whal he would call "truth,” and his subsequent reliance on
images Lo prove his point, While he points to the fact that Oswald’s picture on
the cover of Life could be a fahe--that Lthe mmage may not represent the "real”--
his 1mages are never pul under this sort of scrutiny. There 1s no critical
awareness as to Lthe images he s producing., His utter faith in his own images
18 a bizarre altempt to re-ascribe power within the American system. Baudrillard
writes:

[+« . 1ln the end the game of power comes down to nothing more
than the critical obsession with power--an obsession with its death,
an obsession with its survival, the greater the more it disappears.
When it has totally disappeared, logically we will be under the total
spell  of  power--a  haunting memory  already foreshadowed
every where, manmfesting at one 1 the same time the compulsion to
get mid of o [ . . . | and the apprehensive pining over 1ils loss.
{Baundnrmllard, 1983b: 45)

JFA reflects the view of the media Baudrillard posits. This in no way valorizes
Baudvrillard’s theory of the hyperreal--the film buys into these theories, but
there is no sign that the film works in culture in the manner Baudrillard
espouses. Instead, I argue that both Stone and Baudrillard are obsessed with

the same facets of American late-capitalism and the demise of Pax Americana.
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* * *

Where does Baudrillard leave us in terms of the "real”? with Baudrillard's
model, there is no way the viewer could believe that some images within the
cinema strihe one as "real," as reality itself has been subsumed by  the
proliferating images. The problem with Baudrillard’s model of the relationship
between images and reality is al the opposite end of the spectrum, when
compared to Lacan’s approach., Lacan’s model 1n film theory points towarsd the
psycholinguistic as the defining relationship between the subject and the Other,
As suchy, if one were to endow the cinema screen with subjecthood, a dubious
proposition at best, Lthen the relationship between the two would be determimstic
and hermetically sealed from other social and cultural practices.  Baudrillard, on
the other hand, dissolves the boundaries between the screen and the "rveal,”
leaving images as the intertext of human hnowledge. In thus model, the "real”
also dissipates, a4as reality becomes part of the hyperreal, image-controlled
environment. With Baudrillard, reality dissolves nto a house of mirrovs, the
cinema being only one of many distorted images of the world that fool the
subject. Neither model offers the viewer a position as a subject who intesrelates
with cinematic images as part of the cultural landscape, where Lthe cinema 18 one
among many systems of signs the subject frequently encounters. In contrast,
Walter Benjamit constructs his model of history on these very suppositions, and

to investigate the relative value of this approach, his work is considered next.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE DIALECTICS OF SEEKING: The Cultural Real

Real people tend to fall Lthrough the cracks in a culture, and this
why it is only from such prosaic fissures that their personalities are
to be expiscated,.

James Nielson, Flizabethan Realisms: Keading Prose
From The End of The Century

To read reality like a text is to recognize their difference.

Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing

[1]ln "Anarchy in The U.K.," a twenty-year-old called Johnny Rotten
had rephrased a social critique generated by people who, as far as
he knew, had never been born. Who knew what else was part of the
conversation” If one can stop looking at the past and start
listening to it, one might hear echoes of A4 new conversation; then
the task of the critic would be to lead speakers and listeners
unaware of cach other'’s existence to talk to one another. The job of
the critic would be Lo maintain the ability to be surprised at how
the conversation goes, and to communicate that sense of surprise to
other people, because a life infused with surprise is better than a
life that is not.

Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of

The Twentieth Century
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Part 1. Walter Benjamin and The End of Historical Progression

Unlike those of Baudrillard and Lacan, the model of culture and hastory
Walter Benjamin altempted to buld in las Duassagen-herk was promanily concerned
with culture as cultural artifacts.  Bengamin pomnted to the fundamental antee-
relationship between cultural artifacts and society, atlowmyg him o formulate a
dialectical of culture, radically diudferent from the determnistic ones of Lacan and
Baudrillard., The ramifications of his model of history for the study of the
cinema and the "real” arc esplored 1mn the following pagoes.

Benjamn's work forms an enigmatic part of twentieth century mtellectual
history. At different times, Bengamin embraces Jewish tneology and Cabbalist
mysticism, aphoristic montage, Brecht’s theories of Epic drama, and materahist
philosophy. Yet, within film theory, he s hnown primarily {for one essay, "The

Work of Art in The Age of Mechanical Rppmdm:t1on."”

while vastly influential,
this metaphjsically-suspect  essay goes nowhere near exploring  the  full
ramifications of Benjamin's theories of art, culture, and history. To contextuahize
his critical discourse within film theory’'s concern with the "real,” Susan Buch-
Morss’ book The Dialectics of Seeing, her reconstruction of Bengamin's Passagoen-
Werk, is considered.

Benjamin'’s project slands in opposilion o traditional notiors of "historweal
progress” and poinls to the possibility of a dialectical mapping of cultural
history onto mass cultural artifacts., Benjamin’s redefinition of Modernist culture
is considered; New German films are used as mass cultural examples.  Benjamin'’s
Passagen-Werk is central to this discussion, as 1t addresses how a mass cultural
artifact (in this case, film) can speak of a culture whose history has been
obliterated and represscd,

Benjamin traces the beginnings of these sorts of cultural repressions Lo
fin de siécle Europe. As the state gained more control and interest in the seeaio-
industrial development of the capitalist sociely, the role of the individual became
important in maintaining the rise in industry. Because of this, Benjamin argued,
more ways to control the populace werc needed. These controls were embedded

within the historical discourse of progression. Greil Marcus « haracterizes the

47 gee Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in The Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” in Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Schocken, 1967): 217-251.
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change that took place after Baron Haussmann redesigned Paris in the late
nineteenth century. Paris became the centre of the Modernist world view:

Paris hecame new; so did Parisians, The separations between work,
family, and leisure forced by the new map of the city were
mmternalized by newly atomized, autonomous individuals of the new
Paris--after all, the whole notion of individualism was a modernism,
a function of one’s subjective choice of what to do with free income
and free time. The commune was a comma m Haussmann's sentence;
he had won., Paris became a city of symbols, power and desire.
Social Ife was ke a lottery: if overyone had a chance to buy,
evervone had a chance 1o win, and since only one out a mithon can
win, the separation of the one from the milhion, of each from
everyone, was complete, As commodities spun through their circuits,
cach person became, 1n fantasy, a ruler: the Commodifier. (Marcus,
1990: 138)

For Benjamin, the reconstraction of Paris by Baron Haussmann constitutes the
obliteration that has embedded within it an Ur-hastory {Buck-Morss, 1989: 83-90),
which | will argue 1s simlar to the type found in post World War Two German

culture, Buck-Morss quotes Benjamn:

The true goal of Haussmann’s works was the securing of the city

against ciwvil war [ . . . . 1 The width of the avenues was to

prohibit the erection |of street barricades], and the new streets

were to provide the shortest routes between the barracks and the

working-class seclions.  Contemporaries chiistened the undertaking

"strategie beautification.” (Buck-Morss, 1989: 90)

Buck-Morss goes on to write that "Haussmann’s ‘strategic beautification’ 1s the
Ur-form of the culture of modern statism” (Buck-Morss, 1989: 90},

The concept of the "dialectical image' is central to both Benjamin’s study
and to this thesis. Benjamin's notion of the "dialectical image" begins to
schemalize the relationship between the cultural artifact and history. Benjamin,
unlike the other Frankfurt school theorists, had an appreciation for mass and
popular culture, not in and of itself, but as a cultural barometer. Embedded
within the commodity are conflicting traces of the past, along with wish images

of the future. Buck-Morss describes the "dialectical image"” as such:

The concept of the "dwalectical image" is over-determined in
Benjamin'’s thought. It has a logic as rich in philosophical
implications as the Hegelian dialectic [ . . . . | In its present context
it refers to the use of archaic images to rdentify what is historically
new about the "nature" of commodities. The principle of
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Walter Benjamin and The End of Historical Progression
construction is that of montage, whereby the image’s
elements remain unreconciled, rather than fusing
"harmonizing perspective." (Buck-Morss, 1989 b7)

ideational
into  aone

The "dialectical image" is, then, a construct heavily invested with meaning,

although the meanings themselves can become contradictors through time,

Benjamin argues that Ur-phenomena are constitnted by artifacts of the past that
contain an archetypal es.ence of historical development, giving rise to new
meanings in the future. Buck-Morss writes that "{wlhen Benjamin spoke of the
transienl historical objects of the nineleenth contury as Ur-phenomena, he meant
that they exhibit visibly--and metaphysically as an ‘authentic synthesis'--thew
developmental, conceptual essence” (Buckh-Morss, 1989 73). thstory s then

dialectically con. tituted through a culture’s artifacts, These artifacts are "lal

concrete, factual representation of those historical images in which capitalist-
industrial economic forms could be seen in a purer, embryvonie stage [ . .. |"

(73). The tiransiency of these artifacts can be used to reconstruct the Uk

history of the past. Benjamin writes that "[a] final abandonment of the concept

of ‘timeless truth’ is in order. ‘The truth will not run away from us’ | ... |

Herewith is expressed the concept of truth from which these
decisively break" (218),

representations

Can Weimar and Nazi cinema function as the Ur-phenomenas of post-World
war II German culture? Benjamin’s model could be of use here, as his reframing
of history removes historical research from its typical function as the objective,
chronological study of events., The notion of the Ur-phenomena means Lhat
cultural artifacts are continuously reinvested with new meaning. There is no
historical determinacy to the commodified object. Within the "dwlectical image,
there are four different historical functions: "natural history," "mythic history,"
"historical nature," and "mythic nature." As "natural history,” the object holds
a trace of its past, to the time of its production; as "mythic history," it. embodies
the fetish of what it has become, displaced from its mede of production and cut
off from its "trace." As "historical nature,” it functions as allegory, representing
the historical past through the context of the present; as "mythic nature,”" 1t
functions as the "wish image" or symbol of the future projected onto the object,

a future more than likely unattainable,
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This model could be especially useful in speaking of the Nazi period,
because of their astute use of technological media. The textual artifacts (films
in particular) representing National Socialism to the Germans in the 1930's and
1940's are the same ones western culture defines Nazr history by loday.
Bengamin’s model points to the fact that caltural artifacts, 1in this case moving
images, are mvested with a past, present, and future when they are created, but
the precise meaning of these temporal investments can not be known al the time
of production. 'The "wish mage” of National Socialism found 1in Lent Riefenstahl’s
Der Triumph des Willons (1935) and  Olvmpia (1936), or Hans Stemnhoff’s
Hitlerjunge GQuex (1933), has a radieally different meaning now than 1t did in
1930°s Germany.  This 1s nol as simple as "now we know Nazism ts bad!'"; the
"wish image” of Nazism, a Third Reiwch for a thousand years, 1s now a fossilized
relic, but one that still has socio-temporal and cultural mplications. The
meanings that we, as a culture, now ascribe to the Naz1 period are mediated
through these tests,

These 1mages of Nazism are also the Lexts to which many of the New German
filmmakers of the 1960's and 1970's were responding. This response was evoked
by the cultural vowd pervading Germany after World War Il. Where do the
cultural traces of the "real” emerge in German culture and film history, when the
lasl forty years are forgolten? Whal takes place 1n New German Cinema, I argue,
is & debate over the appropriation of history through historical artifacts. These
artifacts can then address concerns of the "real,” as historical discourse and
images are traditionally tahen to fall under this rubric. The artifacts themselves
are embedded with a transient cultural history that both the left and right want
to call their own, Because of this, the films of the Nazi and Weimar period do
function as the I'r~texts of post-World War [I German culture, as their
dialectically constituted historical origing are used by German filmmakers, and the
German culture itself, to reframe history. To learn a lesson from history is then
to speak of the present and not the past. As Benjamin writes in his "Theses on
The Philosophy of History™

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it ‘the
way it really was’ (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a memory as
it flashes up at a4 moment of danger. Historical materialism wishes
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to retain that image of the past which unexpectedly appears to a

man singled out by history at a moment of danger. (Bengamimn, 1955:

255)
This points to a defimite concern with the "real” runming through both
Benjamin’s wcrh and that of the New German filmmakers, as the cinematic text
becomes the battleground for the return of a repressed cullurat history. This
is especially true of Lhe work of Syberberg. His attempt to repatriate German
culture embraces Lhe focal point of both German aestheties and Nazt ideology: the
aesthetics of 1rrationalism and the Romantir 1deology. He wriles:

We know about the glory and misery of 1rrationalism; but without i,

Germany is nothing but dangerous, sick, without identity, exvplosive--

a wrelched shadow of ils possibilitics.  Hutler 1s to be fought, not

with the statistics of Auschwitz or with socwwlogical analy ses of the

Nazi economy, but with Richird wagnoer and Mozart. (S berbery,

1981: 9)
Syberberg's argument echoes Benjamin’s, as the meaning of German history s up
for grabs; it s fought over through historical artifacts.  Unlike Syberberg,
Benjamin argues that while cultural artifacts are in a4 state of transiency, these
artifacts are unbued with historical essences walling to be discovered. For
Benjamin, history is not another means to generate interpretations, but a way to
get to the "truth.” The relationship between Lhe reappropriation of historio-
cultural artifacts and the "real” is 1elevant 1n the analysis of New German
Cinema, as German culture i these films 1s refracted through the Hollywood films
directors like Wim Wenders and Rainer Werner Fassbinder grew up on—-films by

Douglas Sirk, Nicholas Ray, and John Huston.® Because of this, cultural

%8 The reason for the dominance of American films is as much an economic
question as a cultural one. After World War Two, American cultural imperialism
devastated the indigenous European film market through the use of repressive
trade quotas. It is significant to note that the major cinematic movements that
emerged from post-World War Two Europe came aboul only after the Ameriean
share of the market was dramatically reduced. This is Lrue of the Italian neo-
realist movement, the French nouvelle vagne, The Spagetti Western, and New
German Cinema, It is arguably also a major reason why, outside Quéhec, Canada
has yet to develop a strong national cinema. This economie fact 1s now also
present in the former Eastern Bloc, as Soviel power yuickly evaporates, For an
analysis of the effect of U.S. cultural imperialism on the post World War I
German market, see Thomas KElsaesser, New German Cinema: A History {New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 1989): 8-18.
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artifacts are not hermetically sealed to the country or nationality of origin, as
cross-cultural pollination takes place. New German Cinema then becomes a
discourse of the historical replacement of German culture with American
discourses, and with the discourse of the repressed, German past.‘g

A short mistory of weimar film and its relationship with and response to
the Nazi period (1933-1945) 1s needed, as the cultural texts of this period
function as the Ur—teals of New German Cinema, providing a cultural discourse
for the new generation of filmmahers to respond to, 1n heu of the cultural
history that has been repressed, Henjamin's project s analyzed at lenglh, to see
if it offers us new nsights into the cinematic construction of the "real.” We
must constder whether the Passagen-Werk 1s a text of the present, reflecting an
understanding of cultural space and testuality today; or of the past, at the Lime
of Bengamin's writings,  Bengamin’s aesthetics are central to his reframing of
history, since, lthe Breeht, his formal strategies are also his theoretical ones.
Thorefore, we reconsider some of Benjamin's writings on cities, spercifically his
essays "Marseilles," "Hashish i Marseilles,"” and "Parts, Capital of The Nineteenth

nhHo

Century, In these essays, the "real" is not embedded within a seamless

point of view that subscribes to the principles of realism; it functions In a more
abstract and mmpressiorustic manner, In Benjamin, the city 1s ke an image to
which one responds; for the fin du siécle writers preceding Bengamin, such as
Theodore Dreiser or Henry James, the cily functions solely as a textual backdrop.

For comparison's sake, Dreiser's Sister Carrie 1s briefly censidered, as it also

19 pop examples of the role played by absence in German history and New
German Cinema’s attempt to function as Trauerarbeit, see Ron Burnett, "Lumiére’s
Revenge," Border/Lines 16 (1989): 21-29; Paul Coates, The Gorgon’s Gaze: German
Cinema, Expressionism, and The Image of Horror (London: Cambridge UP, 1991);
108~155; Thomas FElsaesser, "Primary Identification and the Historical Subject,”
Cine-Tracts 11 {(1980): 143-52 and "Myth as The Phantasmagoria of History: H. J.
Syberberg, Cinema, and Representation,” New German Critique 24/25 (1981/2): 108-
154; and Wim Wenders, "That’s Entertainment: Hitler,” in Wenders, Fmotion
Pictures {(lL.ondon: Faber, 1989): 93-99.

8 gee Waller Benjamin, "Marseilles,” 131-136, "Hashish in Marseilles," 137-
145, and "Paris, Capital of The Nineteenth Century," 146-162, in Reflections (New
York: Schocken, 1978).
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points to the shift from the realism of the fin du siecle novel to the later,

modernist approach of Benjamin,

In Sister Cartie, a young woman, Carrie Meeber, heoads for the big cuty,
Chicago, for the first time. In the tradition of the realist novel, the narrative
attempts to appropriate reality in some sense, giving the veader the feeling of
the eaperience. Of course, the realist Liadition does not mimic the real to the

. ) 51 )
extent that its theories claim.’ A strange, metaphysical view of the world s

meshed with Dreiser’s reahist representation:

To the child, the gemus with mmagination, or the wholly untravelled,
the approach to a great city for the first time is a wonderful thing.
Particularly if it be evening--that mystic period between the glare
and the gloom of the world when lLife is changing from one sphere
or condilion te another. Ah, the promise of the night, wWhat does
it not hold for the weary, What old illusion of hope 1s not forever
here repeated' (Dreiser, 1900: 10)

While the abcve passage mahes reahst claims, they are eminently literary ones

the description of the city fits with the protagonist’s future developments, as can

be seen 1n this first description of the city:

The city has its cunning wiles no less than Lthe infinitely smaller and
more human tempter.  There arve large forces which allure, with all
the soulfulness of ¢ xpression possible 1in the most cultured human.
The gleam of a thousand lights i1s often as effective, to all moral
intents and purposes, as Lhe persuasive highl 1in a wooing and
fascinating cye, Half the undoing of the unsophisticated and natural
mind is accowmplished by forces wholly superhuman., A blare of
sound, a roar of hfe, a vast array of human hives appeal to the
astonished senses in equivocal terms, (Dreiser, 1900: 1)

One can see Lhat within this realist mode of representation, the real world s

personified, foreshadowing the character of Drouet, the American version of Lhe

51 See, for models and critiques of realism, Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The
Representation of Reality 1n Western Literature (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP,
1953), who surveys mimetic tendenciles 1n the naovel; Paul Coates, The Reahist
Fantasy: Fiction and Reality Since Clarissa (l.ondon: Mcthuen, 1983}, who among
other things, posits that Hegelian dialectics are at the center of *he supposedly
straightforward narrative of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa; Amy Kaplan, The Social
Construction of American Realism {Chicago: U Chicago P, 1988}, who examines the
social realism in the works of Dreiser; and Karen Vahhora, Keading the Late
Janies (M.A. Thesis, McGill University, 1991), who examines the suppressed
discourse of feminine selfhood 1n Henry James’ later works.

86




ey

The Cadaver’s Pulse

flaneur, who is to appear in Carrie's hfe momentarily. The "real" in the realist
tradition "fuses [the sign and referent] into a deceptive totality [ . .. ]" (Buck-
Morss, 1989: 67). In Benjamin’s essays on cities, the descriptions have much
more of an aphorstic quality to them; he 1s not constructing the city as a text
in order to convey 4 story. Bengamin attempts to construet a textual "dialectical
image” of the cittes he esamines. In "Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century,”
Benjamin traces subgects that reappear in the Passagen-Werk: iron as the
Parisian "wish 1mage" of the future; Haussmann's restructuring as the Ur-text
of fin du siécle Paris; the influence of the Daguerre and photography of fin du
siécle culture; and Baudelaire and the role of Lthe flaneur. These texts juxtapose
mmages and perceptions in the same manner that Benjamin constructs his
philosophy, It s also similar to the juxtaposition of images one finds in films.
Like the anti-reahst tradition of Fisenstein, one can see the collisions; in the
reahist version of the world, as embodied by Bazin and Dreiser, all the seams are
hidden., This again is an example of Benjamin's desire not to tell, but Lo show.

It. is significant that the "eities” essays were to be part of the Passagen-
Werk, as they attempt to present spatio-temporal history of cities through
textuality. In an important sense, these texts are anti-realist, but not in the way
anti-realism is tyvpically described; they are not like the works of Proust,
Pirandello, or Brecht., Instead, they are constructed from disjunctive impressions
of cityscapes, foreshadowing the textual montage Benjamin was beginning to
favour,

Along with questions of textuality, Benjamin is also concerned with the

notion of cultural artifacts as texts. The distinction Buck-Morss makes between

t L

"mass culture” and "culture" is important., Within this distinction lie the seeds

to Benjamin’s dialectical reading of culture and progress. A fundamental point
continuously «v Jooked in film studies is the interrelationship between "mass

"culture" which, in the

culture,” usually described as consumer-oriented, and
vernacular, "we're all part of"; it is both external to us, as reflections of our
perception of ourselves in the world, and internalized through our own societal
self-definition. These terms are mutually inclusive, but not interchangeable. In

this light, "mass culture" has the connotations applied to it by the Frankfurt
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school, and specifically Theodor Adorno, where the commodification of mass
culture supersedes any intrinsic value of the cultural artifact.’® Mass culture
is the product of the "Culture Industry.” Benjamin's analysis addresses a time
slightly before the proliferation of technologically produced culture, yet the
seeds of what Adorno derides in his seminal essav lie within the Paris Areades,
The Paris Exvositior~ and the urbanization of Paris bv Haussmann constitute the
Ur-histories of the "Culture Tndustrv” of the twentieth centurv., as these
developments "undermine the revolutionarv notential of the working class" (Buck-
Morss, 1989: 90). This leads. through the proliferation of "false choices." 1o the
commodification Adorno describes as the central function of mass culture.

Through a consideration of Beniamin’s work. we will sece if it is possible
to redefine the viewing experience as a process intrinsically tied to historv and
the "real" through the cinema’s reconstruction of other aspects of interaction in
gociety. Buck-Morss writes that Beniamin's goal for both textualitv and history,
through the use of juxtaposition and Lhe notion of the "dmlectical image," is as
follows:

Not the medium of representation, not merelv the concreteness of the

image or the montage form is crucial, but whelher the construction

makes visible the gap between sign and referent, or fuses them in

a deceptive totality so that the caption merely duplicates the

semiotic content of the image instead of setting il inlo guestion.

{Buck~Morss, 1989: 67)
This seems central to any concern about the relationship between the cinema and
the "real."” In Benjamin’s model, as described in the above vassage, the cinemalic
"real" is fundamentally stripped awav from the conceots of realism adooled by
theorists such as Kracauer, Bazin, and bv the neoreahismo italiano movement, and
concurrently positioned as an oppositional force within social interaction. Using
Benjamin’s notion of mass culture, it becomes vossible to construct the cinema ng
a "dialectical image" which works as one of the antithetical discourses within
society, pointing to the "decay of modern progress" taking place in Lhe modernist

period.

52 5ee Theodor Adorno, "The Culture Industrv: Enlightenment as Mass
Deception," in Horkheimer and Adorno, (1972): 120-16i, and Theodor Adorno, "The
'*Culture Industrv’' Reconsidered," New German Critiaue 6 (1975} 13-19.

88




The Cadaver's Pulse

Part Tl. The End of Historv: Cinema and Nalional Socialism

The New German Cinema of the 1970a had a «rong vreacenvatinn with
historv. redemntion. and idealagv in the uvnst=Waorld War 11 German  society
Obviously this has its roots in Germanv’'s twentieth centurv historv, Much of New
German Cinema, in this context. can be seen as an altemnt to come to terms wiith
both the actions anud idenlogv of th:- National Socialist Movement in the 1930's and
1940°s. and the cultural and socinl repreacion which followed., Three German film-
makers of the Weimar neriod. Douglas Sirk (b, Detlef Sierek) Leni Riefenstahl,
and F.W. Murnau are briefly considered here, as thev are all concerned with
historv and mvth during the Nazi period, and are contemporaries of Benoamn,
The works of these three filmmakers can be used to ¢ ,ed heght on the four
dialecticallv charged aspects of the cultural artifact. or commaditv. as desceribed

bv Beniamin: "natural historv" ov the "fassil™: "histovical nature” or the "ruin™;

.

" t

"mythic historv" or the "fetish": and "mvthic nature” or the “"wish image.”
F.W, Murnau’s work embraces German romanticism and cultural history to
a great extent. His work also has some narallels with later Nazt era German Milms,
Faust (1926), Murnau’s reworking of Goethe and Marlowe, 15 an example of Uhis,
embracing the irrational ideologv of Romanticism. Yel, hihe the Nazis' use of
German cultural historv, Faust is, in manv wavs, a debasement of the tradition
it is drawing upon. Kracauer wrote thal the film "could not compensate for the
futility of its misrepresentation [ . . . of] all the significant, motifs mherent 1n
its subject—matter" (Kracauer, 1947: 148). Nosferatu, eimne Syvmphonie des Grauens
(1922) is concerned with racial purity, although 1n a quite emigmatic manner,
Lotte Eisner writes that Nosferatu contains "[ . . . ] rigorous abstraction which
is inherited from the finest development of Expressionism” (Risner, 1964: 118).
Yet, in looking at this film now, it is hard to determine whether the ambiguity
arises from the Expressionist tradition, or from half-formed "wish images” of what
is to come. Many of the symbols used in this film, such as the vermin and Lhe
fear of the foreign/Other, foreshadow the intensely anti-Semtie films of the Nazi

period, such as Viet Harlan’s Jud Suss (1940}, Yet symbols themsclves do not

necessarily censtitute an i1deological position or 1ts lack. Can these symbols only
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bhe read as Ur-phenomena of Nazi iconography, or are they read as such because
they are the "historical nature"” or Lhe "ruin” of the pre-Naz period? That is,
are Lhey given this mearing because of what 1s in the past for us, but what
came after these Leats were produced? Buck-Morss writes "The ruin l ... ] is
the form i which Lhe wish images of Lthe past ceniury appear, as rubble, in the
present.  But it also refers to the loovsening building blochs (both semantic and
material) oul of which a new order can be constructed" (Buck-Morss, 1989: 212).
Like the works of Nietzsche ar Wagner, Nosferatd, eine Symphonie des Grauens
15 a4 Ltext Syberberg would want to save from the "historical nature" or "ruin"
of the past, Yet, with the speclre of Nazism hanging over post-War Germany to
a Tar greater extent than early capitalism ever did over finh du siécle Paris, is
this possible?

Leni Riefenstahl’s Der Triumph des Willens (1936) is of relevance because
of her construction of i1deology through the use of film, and the relationship
between this sort of consbruction, and what Syberberg attempts in Hitler, ein
Film aus Deutschiand (1977). Riefenstahl's film, more so than any other of the
Weimar or Naxzi period, contextualizes and signifies both the histeric .nd cinematic
tradition New German Cinema attempts to challenge and paradoxically, to exorcise
and recuperale. Der Triumph des Willen's propagandistic structure was at the
center of the Nazi program. Adolf Hitler wrote:

After my entrance into the German Workers' Party, 1 at once

overtook the management of propaganda. [ regarded this department

as by far the most important. For the present, it was less important

to rach one’s brains over organizational questions than to transmit

the idea itself Lo a larger number of people. Propaganda had to run

far in advance of organization and to provide it with the human

material to be worked on. (Hitler, 1924: 579)
The perpetuation of 1declogy through the use of cinema i1s quite apparent in Der
Triumph des Willens. The oblique line between documentary and propaganda lies
al, the film’s center, The film is "about" the 1934 Nazi Party Congress at
Nuremburg, Through both polemical speeches and its formal/aesthetic structure,
the film glorifies the Nazi Party by prescnting 1t as an elegant, beautiful
machine. People are transformed from bodies into mechanical objects. Yet, the
film is messy, as it blends documentary cornventions with Nazi mythology. As the

film starts, Hitler descends from the clouds down to Nuremburg, and the voice-
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over speaks of Germany's rebirth after the Nazi’s rise to power nineteen months
earlier. The film leaves the realm of the "documentary” 1t supposedly 1s, and
enters into the realm of mythology, constructing the mmage of Nazi’s "purification”
of Germany. The force that this image has, and how 1t stands outside of the
realm of "pure" documentalion can be seen in the following passage from Buch-
Morss:

Unlike natural aura, the illumination that aialectical images provide
is a mediated experience, 1gnited within the lorce field of antithetical
time registers, empirice! history and Messianie hustory. I'he arplance,
miraculous object of the new nature, has no theological meaning in
itself. That would be phantasmagoria (--one thinks of the mage of
Hitler's plune flying divinely through the clouds in tiefenstahl's film
Triumph of The Will), The airplane’s theologiral meamng | o 0 . ]
emerges only in its "consiruction” as a historical object. (Buck-
Morss, 1989: 245)

Within this film, then, Hitler becomes Germany’s "mythic history”; the "pure”
felish object around which German history will be rebuilt.  From the present,
that view is ultimately contradictory, as Hitler stands in for German history’s
end. The pull between this film’'s status as a cullural artifact of the past as
"trace" and present as "fossil' points to the film’s contradictory nature
underneath its seemingly straightforward ideology. This is nol an attempt o
valorize the film on political grounds, or to claim that 1 s fundamentally
ambiguous; instead it is an atiempt to point to the shifting stalus the film has
throughout its existence. No question, 1t was a fascist film i 1940 and remains
so. The power of Benjamin’s approac: is to forefront the changing role the film
plays as a cultural artifact. Whal most analyses of the film cannol eapliun as ats
power and popularity at the time of its production. Whal Benjamin points to is
that these types of "facts" are hard to grasp, because the film was about the
future, a "wish image" when it was produced; 1t 18 now a propagandistic rehe,
Indeed, Der Triumph des Willens is more of a documentary today Lhan it was 50
years ago.

Riefenstahl, 1n her 1965 Cahiers du Cindma interview, calls the film a "pure
documentary” (460), but then goes on to talk aboul the film being about "beauty
{. . .] and purification” (460/1); terms exphcilly tied Lo Nazi aesthetics and

ideology. This foregrounds the film’s subjective construction, as a political rally
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is hardly objectively "aboul" purification. If anything, it is about "purity’s"
inverse--the fetish. This f—tish, Hitler, is at the center of many of the conicerns
that would arisce as Germany attempted to retrace its culture,

This film 1s quite importan’ to New German Cinema. The historical memory
Lhis film represents has a great deal to do with the history of German film. This
is especially true of Syberberg, as will be seen, Der Triumpn des Willens
functlions as the historical memory of Nazism for the New German filmmakers, as
all other cultural memories have been blocked out; 1t has a paradoxical
relationship to the history of German cinema and Germany. On one hand, it
represents the Nazi past which must be examined, explained, and perhaps most
importantly, remembered. On the other, it represents the level of subjective
construction inherent in any fum text, and the increasing impossibility of political
cinema to function as a vehicle of awareness and change, instead of propaganda.
In a strong sense, Lhe most political New German Cinema 1s an ¢itempt to unmake
Der Triumph des Willens, This can be seen in the work of a vast array of
politically committed filmmakers., Examples that come to mind are Jean-Marie
Straub and Daniele Huillet’s formal and structural experimentation 1n Nicht
versohnt {1965); the feminist models of culturzal inquiry found in Helke Sanders’
Die allseiliy reduzierte Personhichkeit-——Redupers (1977); the variety of styles
cmployed in the omnibus film Deutschland im Herbst (1978), organized by
Alexander Kluge; in Helma Sanders-Brahms’® Deutschiand, bleiche Mutter (1980);
and in Syberberg’s Hitler, ein Film aus Deutschland.

Der Triumph des Willens is not a historical document in the traditional
sense, L is a text that stands in place of history, creating a mythicai history
for Germany. In doing so, it points to the fact that Nazism, so strongly
symbolized by Hitler, funciioned as a "mythic history" for Germany; the ultimate
fetish, Yet, in viewing this film now, it is possible to see the conflicting
clements within 1t as a cultural artifact. Hitler, at his peak, was also the "mythic
nature” of the future for the German people; at the very least, he plaved this
role of the "wish image” in his use of mass communication---2c an orator and a
cinematic artifact., In many ways, one could see Nazism as the product of early
capitalism; the fetishization of technology was certainly bound into the Nazi myth.

Hitler's Nazis, and indeed Hitler himself, came to represent the unification of mind
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and machine; the "felse" Maria in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1926) 15 an apt image.
As such, when the "myth mmage" failed, and turned into something substantially
different (the Holocaust, for esxample), 1t was still pre-ascreibed within the
historical movement, The viewer s left with Der Triumph des Willons as an
allegory for National Socialism. 1t stands as the "historical nature' or the "ruin
of twentieth century German history. Bengamin writes that:

The true picture of the past flits by, The past can be seized only

as an image which flashes up again at the instant. when ot can be

recognized and 1s never secen again.  "The truth will not run away

from us'": in the historical outlook of historicism these words of

Gottfried Keller mark the exact point where historical materiahsm

cuts Lthrough historicism. For every mmage of the past that 1s nol

recognized by the present as one of s own concerns threatens to

disappear irretrievably. (Benjamin, 1955: 2565)

The nature of the "dialectical image" comes Lo the forefront in this instance, As
a cultural text, Der Triumph des Willens traces Germany’s twenbieth century
history backward to fin du siécle Romanticism and forward to the post-War
cultural abyss. Riefenstahl, 1n producing these images, had no way of knowing
their past and futurve cultural significalion, as the "wish mage’” of the future s
a distorted view of her present. The "traces”" the test offers point toward the
value of Benjamin's niodel of history and how it can be applied to film.  Instead
of generating arbitrary readinss of texts, Benjamin’s model lets one trace the
historical and cullural function of a teat through history.

Douglas Sirk’s German work 1s dramatically different from his much-
valorized Hollywood melodramas. One of the questions rared by his German films
is whether a historical trace can be found through rear-view mirror of histore al
contextualization. Sirk, in one of his many 1nterviews n the late 196075, attempts
to revrite himself and s films, arguing that his German films contained a strong
social critique. Yet in viewing his last German film, La Habanersa (1937), 1t can
be easily seen that he is upholding the myth of purity so favoured by the Nazis,
This film raises interesting questions aboul the recontestualization of the past
into the present; an argument central to Bengamin's theory of history. Is this
film simply indefensible, or does it provide the '"fossilized trace" of the Naz

pericd? In other words, is there an undercurrent to his film that is lost in the
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N . . y - T nb
mists of history because of the overpowering spectre of National Socialism? 3

Compared to HKiefenstahl or Murnau, Sirk’s German films  are less
straightforwardly ideological,  Sirk, an expatrate Geeman f{iln maker, came to
Hollywood from Germany in 1938, after a brief stop-over in Hollawd and France.
In the context of both Weimar cinema and the Hollywood melodraia, Sirk is an
mportant figure, Historically, he plays a pivotal role wn the an:lysis of New
German Cinema, as he made films in Weimar Germany, then came !o the U nited
States and directed Hollywood melodramas, which 1n turn had a gre«at influence
on the work of Rainer Werner Fassbinder, with films such as Die bitivren Tranen
dor Petra von hant {(1972), Angst Essen Seele Auf (1973), Fontane Yffi Briest
{1971), and Lili Marlecn (1981). Fassbinder, in turn, attempted to mesh the
subversive melodramas of Sirk with the anti-reahist theories of alienat!»n found
in Brecht,™

Sirk’s last German film, La Habanera is a problematic, fictionahzec lext of
German culture and )istory. La Habarera tells the story of an unhappy Swede,
Astrée (Zarah Leander) who is trapped in Puerto Rico. She thought it was
paradise when she married her Puerto Rican husband there, but turned out to

be a foreign hells A mysterious flu 1s killing Puerto Ricans by the hundreds, but

&) . . . K] . »
3 In this instance, there are similarities between Benjamin’s work and

Siegfried hracauer’s book From Caligari To Hitler: A Psychological History of The
German Film {Princeton: Princeton UP, 1947). Kracauer argues that German
Expressionist film playved a major role in the rise of Nuzism in Germany. He does
this through retracing the Nazmi's perversion of romarticism and irrationality to
Weimar period filins, and combines this with a rudimentary analysis of the
psychology of film spectatorship.  Benjamin and Kracauer have similarities in
their desire to construct the present out of traces found 1n past cultural
artifacts; they fundamentally differ 1n their analysis of tne role played by these
artifacts,  For Kracauer, film had a direct causal power; for Benjamin, an
artifact’s historical role could only be conceived through ils fossilized trace in
the ptesent, For a further analysis of the relationshp and discrepancies
between Benjamin and Kracauer, see David Frigsby, Fragments of Modernity:
Theories of Modernmism in Simmel, Kracauer, and Benjamin {Oxford: Polity Press,
1985).

5 por an analysis of the relationship between Sirk and Brecht in the works
of Fassbinder, see Thomas Elsaesser, "Primary ldentification and The Historical
Subject: Fassbinder’s Germany,” Cine-Tracts 11 (1980): 43-52 and Paul Willeman,
"Distanciation and Douglas Sirk,” Screen 12.2 (1971): 63-67.
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her husband (Ferdinand Marian) does not want a cure to be found, as this would
prove the disease exists, and ruin his produce business and the economie
stability of the country. Sirk sees this film as a piece of socual « vitweism, ", . ]
an anti-capitahst film" (Halliday 1971b: 50). Yet, it s also guite possible to read
the film as proto-Nazi. The hierarchical binary opposition put i plice botween
the beauly and purity of the Swedish woman (she 15 metaphorically described as
pure, white snow; this is represented both verbally and visually ) ind the hell-
like sichness ef Puerto Rico implicitly holds up the Aryvan ideology of the Master
Race. Significanlly, Aslrée’s young Aryvan son does not die when he gets the
fever, he just gets o bit sich. Once Astréde, her son, and a Swedish doctor leave
the island, the disease is forgotten, mmplicitly signifying that as long a< 1t does
not effect the white people, it 1s rrelevant,

Sirk acgues that prolo-fascism 18 not an element of his film, as he was nol
a Nazi, This, of course, 1s 1rrelevant, but 1t 15 interesting that a German
filmmaker who took a decidedly anti-Nazi stance could end up dirceting 4 fdm
which had so many fascist implications. Many critics (notabls Andrew Sarrms, and
In a strange twist, Laura Mulvey) argue that Sivk was able to intergect a bit of
his own personal style into the studio-produced Hollywood films. ™" s
interesting to see that this mode of analysis is not so eastly apphceable Lo his

T s N 4
Weimar films, unless one wants Lo claim that Sirk was o Nazi’®

55 See Andrew Sarris, The American Cinema {(New York: Dbutton, 1968),
"Toward A Theory of Film History,” 19-37, and "Douglas Sirk,"” 109-110; Laura
Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington: U Indiana P, 14989), "Notes on
Sirk and Melodrama,” 39-44 and "Fassbinder and Sirk,” 15-14,

6 It has been argued that Sirk’s Hollvwood melodramas attempted to engage
in social criticism. To a certain extent, they succeeded,  The importance of
looking at Sirk’s Hollywood films, 1n this context, les 1n the stratedgios he used,
as these strategies were appropriated by Werner Raimner Fasshinder, which he
used to critique German culture in the 14970’s.  Sirk’s work m the melodramatic
genre, exemplificd by films such as Magnificent Obsession (19513), All hat Hodven
Allows (1958), Written on The Wind (1957), and Turmished Angel, (1958), self-
consclously demonstrated how the genre was structured, and paradoxieally how
the genre could be transcended and subverted for the purposes of  social
critique.

In Written on The Wind, the problems which face kyle Hadley {(Robert,
Stack), Lucy Hadley (Lauren Bacall), Marylee Hadley (Dorothy Malone}, and Mitch
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Along with the films of Riefenstahl and Murnag, Sirk’s film o raises
interesting questions about German history and film. One could easitly read
Sirk's il s an allegory of the cultural developments in Germany at Lhe time,
and ag-un Bengumn’s nolion of the "wish image” seems appropriate.  The purified
view of the fudture s enbedded within the tale of a nineteenth century woman
going off Lo 4 "primtine” land, This miy of the old and the new 1s important,
though o dramatically different way s, to both Naz 1deology and Benjamin's
theory of history. This sort of determinism 1 problematic; the notion of the
collective unconsaicas functions as o guiding hight underneath the imterchange
of cultural images,  Buch-Morss gquotes Bengamin at lengthe

To the form of the new means of production which 1in the beginning
15 still dominated by the old one (Mary), there correspond in the
colleev e consemushess images in which the new s intermingled with
Lthe old,  These mages are wish mmages, and i them the collective

wWayne (Roch Hudson) are all based, impheitly, on discrepancies within the
American class system. Sirk deseribes 1t as "[ .. . ] a piece of social criticism,
of the rich and the spotled of the American famly [ . . . ] a condition of hfe is
being portrayed, and m many respects, anticipated, which 15 not unhke today’s
decaying and crunmbling American sociels " (Halliday, 1971b: 116}, lhe tension
between hyle and has best friend, Miteh e based on ther mutual love for hyle's
wafe, Lucy, but this tension as played out through the discrepancy between the
rich, hyle, and the not-so-1ich, Mitch,  Because of this, the social system is
iwphicabed as the cause of Lthe despair between the three people.  The concluding
sceney with Mary leey who loves Miteh, holding ontu o« minature o1l well, mirroring
the mage of her father hanging behimd her, shows the final, irome falsity of the
American value system (ne. caplalism). As Sirk say s

[« . he end of britten on The Wind s hghly sigmificant as far

as [the fatlure of the America class system] 1s concerned: Malone has

lost everything. 1 have put a suIn there mmdicating this--Malone,

alone, sitting  there, hugging that god-damned  oil-well, having

nothing. The oil well which 15, [ think, a4 rather frightening symbol

of American society (Halhiday, 1971b: 119).
Sirk succeeds ot hus project of injecting melodrama with a critical edge, as his
film works on more than one level (functioning both as entertainment and social
eribigue). This is what Fassbinder draws from, except he wants the relationship
between melodrama and social crvitigue on the same level, dialectically positioned
wilthin the cinematic test; a strategs he uses 1n Die bitteron Tranen der Petra
von Rant (1972), lngst FKssen Seele Auf (1973), and Die Ehe der of Maria Braun
{1978). s later films, such as Lill Marleen (1980), Die Sehnsucht der Veronika
Voss (1981), and Querelle (1982), lose any si1gn of the possibiity of social
criticism, and become "pastiche" melodramas, which rveify the exact systems
{fascism, for example) they supposedly oppose.
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attempts Lo transcend as well as to illumine the mcompleteness of

the social order of production. There also emerges in these wish

images a positive striving to set themselves off from outdated--that

neans, however, the most recent past. These images turn the mage
fantasy, that maintains 1ts impulse from the pew, back to the ([~

past. In the drecam in which every epoch seos 1in images the epoch

that follows, the latter appears wedded to elements of @ r-history,

that is, a classless socie. v, lts experiences, which have then storage

place in the unconscious of the collective, produce, n thew

interpenetration with the new, the atopia that has left its lrace

behind in a thousand configurations of life from permanent buildinits

to ephemeral fashions, (Puck-Morss, 1989: 114)

At the cusp of the Weimar and Nazi fum movements lies this ambiguity between
past and »resent. But on the level of the collective unconscious, the future is
predetermined. Benjamin, like hracauer, would argue that the future Nazi
symbols present in the Weimar rilms of Murnau and Sirk could only lead to one
logical conclusion: National Socialism.

Yet, because of the outcome of the war, both the "wish image" and the
"fetish'" of the Naz1 period films were displaced and repressed. The new means,
of cultural production, and the presence of cultural artifacts arising from that
production did not take place. To speak of the lustory of the Nazi period n
terms of national identity leads one directly to the cultural gap that followed,
These texts, the films of the Weimar and Nazi periods, 1 argue, are the "fossils”
of New German Cinema.

After a more thorough analysis of Benjamin’s theory of history and culture,
we will look at New German Cinema, and the cinematic texts from German cultural
past upon which it has built its own "mythic nature,” its mage of the future,

through an analysis of its "natural history,” i1ts memory of the past.
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Part IIl. Culture, Mass Culture, and Ur-History

Fundamental to Bengamin's [lassagen-Werk 1s the distinclion between
"eulture” and "mass culture.”  Unhke the common distinction, which argues the
difference exists between "mgh” and "low” forms of cultural production,
Benjumin's strategy 1s to distingmish between tne historical function of culture
and mass culture. Mass culture 1= intrminsically tied to Adorno’s nntion of the
"Culture Industry." In this model, culture 1s inexiricably tied ta historv. Yet.
Beniamin's model of historv 1s a radwal break froam the concent’s traditional
definition.  His model of historv, haced on the dialectical natiire of the historical
ohiect, and not linear nrogression, forms an interesting point of intersection
between history, culture, film. and memorv., When one writes or talks about film.
the cinematic text 14 alwavs fHiltered through the process of memorv: the film is
therefore remembered as a series of varts constituting a whole, and not a hinear
continuity, Aftey all, 1t is impossible to remember an entire film at once: parts
are selecled and sifted through from the whole., Beniamin’s model of hislorv
functions dialectically, as mass cultural artifacts bang off each other, creating
combatting discourses that do not point to progress, but do point toward change.
Both Benjamin's concept of historv and the wav the viewer remembers and
interprets film 1s based on a spatio-temporal model that dces not conform to
linear causalitv; m other words, historv is not constituted bv the domino effect.
The following example, while somewhat bizarre, points to the tvpe ol thought 1
am attempting to describe. Kurt Vonnegut, in his novel Slaughterhouse-Five,
describes the way is little green alien creatures, the Tralfamadorians {(suction
cup bodies, a hittle hand at the ton with an eve lodded in it). ser time as a
whole, not a contimuity, Vonnegut writes:

All the moments, past, present, and future. alwavs have existed,
alwavs will evist., The Tralfamadorians can loak at all the different
moments just the wav we can look at a stretech of the Rockyv
Mountains, for instance, Thev can see how npermanent all the
moments are, and thev can look at anv moment that interests them,
It is just an illusion that here on Farth that one moment follows
another one like heads on a string. and that onre 3 moment is gone.
it is gone forever. {Vonneont. 19RA: 27}

While this is a fictional construct of a fictional race of suction-run veanle, it
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strikes me that it is as good an examnle of the viewer’s experience at the cinema
as anv. Thic has a narallel in Raniamin'ce madel oaf hiatorv
T hegin with BRuck-Mnres antlinee tt o tyraditinonal view of history ag

follows:

Within the concent of histarv, hime indicates social change and the
unianeness and irreversibilitv of human events. Traditionallv, 1t hns
taken on meaning in obpposition to "nature.,” 1n which time 15 chanve
onlv i the sense of cvclical repetition. (Buck~-Morss, 1989: 59

Theodor Adorno points to where Benjamin's radieal break with this notion of
historyv takes place. 1n his essav "A Portrait of Walter Benoamin.” Adorno
describes Benjamin’s theory of histerv, He stales:

The essav as form consists in the ability te regard historiceal
moments, manifestatinons of the ohiective apirit. "entture,” as though
thev were natural, Beniamin could da this as no ane olse.  The
totalitv of his thonght 16 characterized by what mav bhe eanlled
"natural historv.” He was drawn ta the petrified. frozen, or ohonlete
elements of civilization. to evervthine in it devord of  domestic
vitalitey no lese 1rresiatibly than 15 the collector to fossiles [siel or
to the plant in the herhariim. Small olice halle cantmining  a
landscape upon which snow fell when shook were among  his
favourite objects. The French word for still-hife;, nature morte,
could be written above the portals of his philosophital dungeons,
{Adorno, 1967b: 233)

Adorno’s highly anecdotal analvsis contextualizes Beniamin'e version of history
as a radical break from tradition, The "petrified, frozen, or obsolete elements
of civilization” (Adorno, 1967h: 233) are the historical traces that Bengamin,
through his analvsis of the Arcades, attempts to lberate and recontextualize,
The immediate question is, of course, why? Henjamn argued these historieal
traces pointed to the failures of both historical progress and of the bourgeoisie.
These marginalized, mass cultural traces within the Arcades had to be addressed

in a self-conscious manner by the passer-by; indeed cultural self-consciousness

5 . .
T Yor a philosophically rigorous view of memory that echoes Benjamin's

approach to history and Vonnegut’s approach to Tralfamadorian memory, sce
Benedict de Spinoza, "On The Improvement of Human Understanding,” Chief Works
of Spinoza, vol, 1T (1951}): 18-33, esp. 31-33.
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18 at the center of Hengamin’s work.”®  "self-consclousness,” 1n this instance
would imply a critical awareness of one’s surroundings. Buck-Morss writes: "The
wiay the past confronted one in these neglected Arcades as freely associated,
fong-forgotten mmages, was an eaternal physical experience that paralleled the
internal, mental esperience of 'involuntary memory’ desceribed in Marcel Proust’s
Remembrance of Things Past | . . . ] (Buck-Morss, 1989: 38).

If this 16 80, then culture 1s what we exist within as historieal subjgects;
miss «ulture a1 formed by the artifactls whichy through thewr historical root and
existence i ‘he present, blow  apart culture, leaving room for a radical,
dindectical historieal matenalism. This stands 1n opposition to Adorno’s version
of the role played by the artifacts produced by the "Culture Industry.” Buck-
Morss summarizes Bergamin’s argument as follows: "Benjamin was struchk by an
incontestable, empirical, fact: Consistentlyy when modern mmnovations appeared in
modern history, thes took the form of historical restitutions, New ‘forms’ cited
the old ones oul of context”™ (Buock-Morss, 1989 110). But, wunlike the
postmodernists proceedinyg him, Benjgamin did not look at this occurrence as the
relativization of hlstory.r'q Instead, Benjamin argued that this was the way in
which mass culture rerontextualized the past 1in the present as a dialectical
praxis,

The mass cultural commodity is then central to the notion of history
Benjamin puts forward, Commodities within culture take on different meanings
as time goes by, Unhihe postmodernism, these meanings are ascribed in the

object from the moment it is manufactured; Benjamin’s analysis 18 an attempt to

56 .

This 1s distinet from the self-reflexivity found in the work of Adorno, and
to a certain extent, Herbert Marcuse. he difference between self-consciousness
and self-reflevivity 1s a question of the placement of the dialectic. In Adorno's
work, the didectic 1s between subject and cultural object; in Benjamin, it is
between artifacts, as the subject is distanciated from the artifacts, while complheit
in ther production and cultural significance. See, for example, Theodor Adorno,
"Subgecet and Obgecet,” 1n Arato {(1983): 197-511.

" For an analysis of the related metaphysics in the works of Theodor
Adorno and Lyotard’s postmodernism, see Anne Meite Hjort, "Quasi una amicizia
Adorno and Philosophical Postmodernism,” New Orleans Review (1984): 74-80. See
also Chapter Two of the present study for an examination of Jean Baudrillard’s
relativistic view of culture.
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"defossilize" objects in order to forefront a radical, dialectical break between
past and present, Object:. are bolh in a state of stasis, as they are pre-
ascribed, and 1n flux, as they are forever being recontextualized, The object is
not. in a stale of "becoming" or Dasein; instead @t changes as the culture
changes. It is also important to note that cullure is nol engaging in this
process, but mass culture; the commodity undergoes the change. Yel, cullure is
radically altered by the historical chaos caused by the mass cultural artifact's
intrusion on the present. Buck~Morss describes the role played by mass cultural
objects as follows:

As fore-history, the objecls are prototypes, Ur-phenomena Lhal can
be recognized as precursors of Lhe present, no malier how distant
or estranged they now appear. Benjamin implies that if the fore-
history of an object reveals its possibility {(including its utopun
potential), its after-history is that which, ns an object of natural
history, 1t has 1n fact become. Both are leeible within the
"monadological structure" of the historical object that has been
"blasted free" of history’s continuum. (Buch-Morss, 1989: 219)

For Benjamin, then, the past and present are concurrently present within the
object under question. Yet, recontextualizing an object in this manner does not

seem, at first glance, to be the revolutionary act Bengamin desires. 1f objects

have existed in this manner since the rise of industrialization, how does this
"blasting free from the historical continuum” become a radical acl now” A
theorist such as Adorno would deny the revolutionary nature of thas shift. in the
commodity, claiming that Benjamin, 1n his quest for philosophic "tiath,” reifies
the commodity fetish in a manner tantamount to that of the bourgeoisic., Adorno
writes:

The Hegelian concept of "second nature,” as the reification of self-
estranged human relations, and also the Marxian category of
"commodity fetishism" occupy key positions in Benjamin's work. He
is driven not merely Lo awaken congealed life in petrified objects——
as in allegory--but also to scrutinize living thungs so thal they
present themselves as being ancient, "ur-historical” and abruptly
release their sigmficance [. .. .} Benjamin's thought is so saluraled
with culture as 1ts natural obgect that it swenrs loyalty to 1ts
reification instead of flatly rejecting 1t (Adorno, 1967h: 233)

Yet Benjamin’s concern is precisely how these objects, which do not deserve

e reification, take on such a powerful role in culture. Furthermore, Benjomin asks
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how the power of these objects can be harnessed to radically change culture and
Lo destroy the myth of historical progression. Buck-Morss summarizes Benjamin’s
argument as follows:

In Lhe {races left by the object’s after-history, the conditions of its
decay and the manner of 1ts cultural transmissio, Lhe utopian
images ol past objects can be read in the present as trith., It is
the forceful confrontation of the fore- and after-life 1 the object
Lthat makes 11 "actual” in the political sense--as "presence of mind”
(Geistegegenwart)--and it 1» not progress but "actualization” 1n
which Ur-history culminates. "Thus, as a flashing image, in the now
of recognition (un Jetzt der Erkennbarhkeil), the past 1s held to be
fasl." Benjamin was counting on the shock of this recognition to
jolt the dreammg cotlective into a political "awakening." The
presentalion of the historical object within a charged force~field of
past  and  present, whi b produces  political electricity in a
"hghtening flash” of truth, 1s the "dialeclical image.” (Buck-Morss,
1989: 219)

Thesge objecls can be described more concretely as Ur-phenomena; objects which
form the Ur-hislory of the nineteenth century. These are the objecls which
leave 4 Lrace to Lhe past and constitute a "mythic history." Yet this history is
nol. constiiuted at the time of the object’s emergence or production; this secret
history only emerges through the cultural object’s "break” with history in the
prvscnl,."” Tying this in with techunological change and with archaic forms of
images, Buch-Morss writes that "[ . . . ] even as they mask the new, these
archaic mages provide a symbolic representalion of what the human, social
meaning of Lechnological charge is all about' (Buck-Morss, 1989: 117).

Cultural texts take on different meanings because of Lhis. Buck-Morss
points to the writings of Victor Hugo (I, G, Wells is another example) as an

17"

example of ulopian images which emerge from colleclive dreams, arvising "too
carly" (Buch-Morss, 1989 118) n the history of production; these images are
intrinsiwcally tied to the history of the era and stand as Lhe first signposts of

change ahead.  Adorno critiques this as a theory that is nol suitably dialectical,

80 ¢renl Marcus picks up on the dialectic between history and mass culture
in fruitful ways, tracing "secret histories" of revolutionary moments from the
middle ages onwards, but focusing mainly on twentieth century movements such
as surrealism, dadausm, situationalism, and punk, See Greil Marcus, Lipstick
Iraces: A Secret History of The Twentieth Century. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP,
1989}, esp. 66-75, in relalion to the cultural critiques of the Frankfurt School.
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but instead "immanent"; each society dreams its successor (Buck-Morss, 1989 72).
Yet, Benjamin’s theory is not based on a model of linearity. He s addressing the
fundamental contradiction that exists in cultural artifacts as felish cammoditios,
The model of "tmmanence” Adorno applies (o Benjanun s misgwded, as Bengamin
is not lookirg for either the transcendent society through cultural artifacts or
dialectical sy nthesis. Instead he s looking for a fundamental nexus where both
meaning and history can be ascribed fo the object,

Benjamin mahes the above argument. because for him technology, that s
new commodity inventions, and nature are fundamentally hnked. Both are
artificial discourses »f history, a pomt also made by Georg Luhacs, !
Technological development functions as a mythic ndicator, a "wish image"” of the
future. In the nineteenth century, iron was a commodity (hat was discovered
before its use was. The culture, not knowing the future, is also longing for the
past, and attempts to ascribe the "wish image" of the future, projected on Lo the
new technology, with meaning derived from a scnse Lradilion or progression,
Aesthetics, architecture, and technology become subsumed by Lhis dream of the
future. Buck-Morss writes:

Under the archaic mashs of classical myLh and traditional nature, the

inherent potential of the "new nature"--machines, roen shaped by

new processes, tecchnologies and industrial materials of overy sort--

remained unrecognized, unconscious. Al the same Lime, Lthese masks

express the desire to "return” to a mythic time when human beings

were reconciled with the natural world, (Buck-Morss, 1989: 111-114)
These new technologies, developed without a concrete purpose, are pul to work
in re-articulating the past--the architectural designs of the Arecades are
Benjamin’s prime example of this. Unlil recently, the same could be sard aboud
the laser; this is now true of much of the rescarch currently underway at the

MI.T. Media Lab.* These technologies, like 1ronn in the nineteenth century,

were developments of the fulure without a concrete use in the present.

61 gee Georg Lukacs, The Theory of The Novel (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1971): 144-152,

62 see Stewart Brand, The Media Lab: Inventing The Future at MILT.
{London: Penguin, 1988).
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All of the above concerns seem a bit diffuse. Benjamin was nol a linear
thinker, and therefore his arguments, instead of relying on progression, relied
on synthesis. The synthesis, which lies at the center of Benjamin's Passagen-
Werk 1s Lthe "dialectical image"; it is the work’s theoretical underpinning. At the
center of this image lies the commodity. The commodity under analysis here is

the New German Cinema.
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Part IV. The Leaden Years: Forgolten ldentity and New German Cinema

From the Oberhausen Manifesto and the New German Cinema which grew out
of it, emerged the first genervation of filmmahers who attempted to come to terms
with Germany’s role in the Second World War. Hollywood films, up untii Lthat time,
had dominated the German screen, and this played a large role in the cultural
void thal. pervaded Germany. As Volker Schlondorff, one of the first generation
of New German filmmakers, pointed out:

[... ] T7didn’t even know there used to be German Nimmaking | .

.+ ] during the silence. Later on, 1 discovered the work of Fiilz

Lang and von Stroheim and Lubitseh and Murnau, and, of course,

like a lot of other German filmmakers, 1 folt that this was the true

tradition that was lost and we should [ .. . | try Lo bridge the gap

[ ... ) (Oumano, 1987: 170)
Schlondorff goes on Lo say that the films he remembers from his youth are
movies like klia Kazan’s On The Walerfront (1954) (Oumano, 1987; 170). Holly wood
films, part of Lthe Allies "re-education” plan, succeeded at stripping away German
mass culture and national identity. Because of this, once German cinema again
went into production, one of its main concerns was the Nawzi past, and how the
repression which followed Lhe end of Nazism left a gaping hole n Gormany’s
historical memory. The past had been denied by the Germans, but hhe all
repression, lying below the surface, it was atLempting to find a way to manifest
itself. Socio~cultural identity was then fragmented and diffuse because of the
ambiguous spectre of Nazisnm. In many ways, Nazism did nol end n 1915
{(Syberberg contends that it became the unconscious, the mprossod)."’
Fundamentally, it could not, as the beliefs of a nation could not <hange so
profoundly overnight. The German culture’s repression and unconscious presence
in New German Cinema’s conceirn with memory and ideology are intrinsic Lo an
analysis of the cinematic "real," because of this movement's concern with history.,

The cinematic strategies of three filmmakers--Rainer Werner Fassbinder,

8 gee Hans-Jiirgen Syberberg, Syberbergs Filmbuch {Frankfuri: Fischer,
1979) and Hitler a Film From Germany trans. Joachim Neugroschel (New York:
Farrar, 1981). Both these texts contain versions of Syberberg’s notions of
repression, irrationality, and romanticism.
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Margarethe von Trotta, and Hans-Jiirgen Syberberg--in strikingly different
manners, question the 1deoclogical and hstorical suppositions of the cinematic text,
German culture, and their relationship te the problems of history, redemption,
and ideology.  Their different narrative, structural, and ideological stances are
of interest here, as Benjamin’s model of culture and history seem to transcend
these usually partisan attributes.

The films of Fassbinder draw upon Hollywood melodrama, and to a lesser
extent, the work of RBertolt Brecht, to discuss German culture, and/or its absence.
In Lili Marleen, Fassbinder’s use of melodrama, kitsch, and pastiche (in Fredric
Jamesaon’s sense) reduces the relalionship beltween the Germans and the Jews
during the period of the Sceond World War to a reductive binary opposition, The
film reverses Lhe position of the Germans and the Jews, so that the Jews become
the exterminators and the Germans, the victims. This reductive binarism, which
Fassbinder also uses to represent relationships and despair an films such as
Angst Essen Seele Auf (1873) and Faustrechtder Freiheit (1971}, falls apart in Lili
Marleen becanse  of the  film's  reprehensible  ideological implications, By
appropriating melodrama and applying it to Nazi spectacle (which is especially
apparent during the scenes where Willie/Lili sings for the German soldiers),
Fassbinder reduves Nazism to a simple good guy/bad guy binary opposition. What
18 worse 1s that mmplicitly, the Jews are the winners of the war, and the Germans
the losers. In the Hollywood melodramas of Sirk, which Fassbinder uses as
ingpiration, socio-cconomic position is integrally related to the problems and
despair facing his characters. In Fassbinder’s film, melodrama is used as an
excuse for political and i1deological reductiveness, Fassbinder tetls the audience
"Hey, 1its only a film'" Lili Marleen draws on what Fredric Jameson calls
postmodern pastiche; the film undertakes appropriation, w.thout giving the
symbols/images/signs appropriated any political, ironic, or ideological contexl or
undet‘pinnimz,.M Because of this, irn the context of Fassbinder'’s film, German
history becomes an ahistorical text which can be drawn from without

contextualization or explanation; in a sense redeeming history by rewriting it intc

°} See Fredric Jameson, "Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism," New Left Review 146 (1984): 53-94.
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a melodramatic tract.,

Fassbinder’s handling of the questions of history and memory within the
German cultuve asks how a discourse can be bullt lo analyze a culture’s past,
while synonymously attempting to instill the discourse wilth a eritical voice. In
Lil1 Marleen, Fassbinder points to the alleged futility of thus taskh by ahistorically
restructuring history. The disjunction between factual history, and  the
reconstruction which takes place on the thematie level denies the past's
significance, argues Lthat. as 1f by "blasting apart" the past from the present, one
can restructure both the society and history. If fascism 1s onlyv memories, then
film can be used to create new ones. There 1s a strong parallel here hetween Lil
Marleen and the ideological re-structuration of history n Der Triumph des
Willens, Fassbinder seems to adopt this position because of a sense of futilily
about trying to revive German cultire and identity.

Because of the cultural amnesia existing in German culture, Fassbinder's
approach seems to relv on an attempt to re-ascribe the "fossils" of the past with
less threatening ideological implications. By doing so, he atlempts to free the
audience from the collective guill which lies buried 1n the rubble of Nazism,
Indeed, Fasshinder is attempting to ascribe the {/r-phenomena of the past with
utopian elements. Benjamin deseribes 1t as follows:

This intermingling [of the past and presenl] owes ils fantastic

character above to the fact that in the course of social development,

the old never sets itself off sharply from the new; rather, the latter,

striving to set itself apart. from the recently outmoded, renews

archaic, ur-temporal elements. The utopian mmages thal accompany

the emergence of the new always concurrently reach hack to the ur-

past. In the dream in which every epoch sees in images before its

eyes the one that follows it, Lthe images appear wedded ta clements

of ur-history. (Buck-Morss, 1989: 116)
In German culture, there is a difference between what Benjamin s desceribing and
what takes place in Fassbinder s film. In the above quote, the fantastic, utopian
"wish images"” are of the future, but connected to Lthe Ur-forms of the past; In
Lili Marleen, the utopian images are of the past, so that there can bhe a future,

Earlier, in Die Fhe der Maria Braun, Fassbinder attempted to tackle the
questions of the Fascist history of Germany, and the redemption of German

society by coming at the problem from the other angle; to hberate the future
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through the anmbhilation of the past. His conclusion 1s Lthat the generation of
Nazis who brought about and were complicit with Fascism must be exterminated,
in order to free the sociely from its past. In the film, the men who come into
contact with Maria Braun (Hanna Schygulla)--Hermann, her husband; Bill, the
Black American soldier; Mre, Oswalde, her employer-—are all from the Nacsi era, and
are all eapilicitly connected to the Naz movement. One by one, they all die, as
Fassbinder is trying to "purify"” the German society. In the end, Maria must die
too, as she has become more and more masculine, and therefore lainted by the
Nazi men. Again, Fassbinder is trying to come to terms with German history, and
the memory of the MNazi regime, but in doing so, he proposes that the Nazis must
be dealt. withh 1 the same manner as the Jews, 1n order to reclaim the sociely
from the spectre of Nazism, 1t is interesting that Dic Ehe der Maria Braun seems
loosely based on another post-war film that attempts to wipe c¢lean and
recontextualize the past: Victor Fleming and Davad Q. Selznick's Gone With The
Wind (1939).

Between Lili Marleen and Die Khe der Maria Branun, Fassbinder positions the
viewer in an unanswerable paradoa: either one adopts Nazi actions in order to
redeem the sociely, as in Die Ehe der Maria Braun, or one dismisses the past and
makes it into @ culturally acceptable, but ultimately falsified text, as seen in Lili
Marleen, The dulectic belween these two points of view, in Fassbinder’'s mind,
al, any rate, can never be solved.

In many ways, the shockh Fassbinder wishes to give his (ilm’s audience
mimics the effects the reconstruction of history does 1n Benjamin’s model,
Fassbinder's amalgamation of Brecht and Sirk and his exploration of the Nazi past
in Germany puts the viewer i an uncomfortable position between identification
and distanciation.  Yet, despite Lhe desire on the part of both Benjamin and
Fassbinder to "blast apart” history, their differences outweigh their similarities.
Fassbinder’s film reeks of despair and determinacy. Benjamin's atlempt to
recontextuahize hastory, on the other hand, takes a far more active role. Buck-
Morss writes:

The "shoch” of recognition with which the juxtapositions of past and
present are perceitved is hike electricity. [ .+ . ] "I set forth how
this project--as in the method of smashing the atom--releases the
enormous amount of energy of history that lies bound up in the
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“"once upon a time” of classical historical narralinve,” | .
Cognitive esplosiveness in o political sense occurs, not when the
present is bombarded with "anarchistically intermttent,” utopian
"now-times" (Habermas), but when the present ds now-ltime is
bombarded with empirical, profate {ragments of the recent past,
(Buch-Morss, 1989: 251)

¢ .

If one atlempls to use Bengamin'’s model to examne twentieth century German
cultural history, then one must find cultural artifacts that are "bombarded” by
the past, blasting apart the present, and recontextualizing i1, Fassbinder's films
on Germdan tustory and fascism do not do this, but other filmmakers have
attempled Lo reappropriale German culture in this way.

The films of Margarcthe von Trotta attempt Lo work through the questions
of ideology, memory, and history in a manner which leaves a position for German
identity to survive. She does not posit any carmved-m-stone answers to the
questions she raises. If anything, esistence of Germany in von Protta’s films s
based on the dialectics between memory and repression, action and inaction, and
change and stagnation, Her film Die bleierne Zeit (1081) addresses these questions
directly. In Die bleierne Zeit, von Trotta explorvs the contradictions in Lthe
German culture through the hves of two sisters-- Marianne, a terrorist, and
Juliane, who worhs for a feminist journal. The film is based on the real-hfe story
of Christiane and Gundrun Ensslin (Gundrun Ensshn was a member of the Beider-
Meinhof gang in the 1970’s). The filin is about the relationship between the two
sisters and their identification with both each other and the German culture an
which they exisl.

As jouths, Marianne was the child who always pleased the family, while
Juliane was the rebel. As the women became older, their roles ehanged, and both
of them tried to find a way lo come to terms 1n the world i which they esisted,
The doubling brocess put 1n place between the two sisters here s sigruficant,
as the mirroring between the two of them reflects the problematic nature of the
possibility of political action in a society., It also addresses the restructuring
of the cultural identity thal has been obliterated. Both the radical and the
bourgeois-liberal position as adopted by the women fail to hring change to the
society. Despite this mmpasse, the film seems to point toward an analysis and

understanding of the past in order to make progress in the present, yet Lhis
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sort of approach to change seems mmpossible when the past 1s repressed. \Von
Trotta's film points Lo 1econtestuahzation and "coming to terms with the past” as
the solution to the dilemmas facing German society. Much the same way Benjamin
feols that capitalism can be put into critical perspeclive through a tracing of the
Ur-history of nincteenth century Paris, von Trobta argues that Ur-texts and
repressed discourses of Germany sociely must be exannned, indeed analyzed, and
brought out of the twentietn century’s shadow history,

Unlike Fassbinder’s work, von Trotta’s [ilm contextuahizes historical
occurrences in arder Lo analyze their relationship to the present. A pivotal
event 1s when the two sisters view Alain Resnais® Nuit et brouillard (1955). The
film repulses Juliane, and she leaves to vomit. The screening contextualhizes the
problem of coming to terms with the past (Vergangenheitsbewaltigung) and the
pain of transgressing Germany's cultural repression. his scene also raises
questions about the nature of cinematic representation--Resnais’ filim 1inserts the
Holocaust into the memory of the women, tying the Holocaust to the 1dea of being
German.%” Von Trotta implies that the paradox between the memory of the
Holocaust and the repression of memory are both intrinsically connected Lo the
concept of German identity, and this 1s what causes the questions of history and
memory to arise, and implicitly, lead to the tautology which Marianne and Juhane
are caught i,

Once Marianne dies in jail, Juhane attempts to reconstruct her sister’s
alleged suicide, 1n order to prove it was murder. By the time she does this, she
is tuld that no one cares any more, as 1t is not current news; memories have

faded. Yet, its not guite that clear. Marianne's son is burned by some children

L -
8% This device is not new to the cinema. As early as Orson Welles’ The

Stranger (1946), Nazi concentration camp footage was used to indict war criminals.
In Welles' film, the camp footage is projected so that the female protagonist
(Loretta Young) will believe her husband (Welles) is a war criminal. Welles uses
actual footage of dead corpses and gas chambers; these clips do not prove the
character’s guilt, as obviously Welles is not 1n them. Instead, the wife is
supposecd to be so horrified by Lhe images thal she will then believe the claims
made by Lthe war Crimes mvestigator (Edward G. Robinson)., This case is then
similar to the technique used 1n Die blerlerne Zeit, as the horror of the images
stands in for rational discourse; the horror of the images themselves are enough
of an ewplanation to produce guilt and condemnation.
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who discovered the identity of his mother. Once he begins to recover, Juliane
brings him back to het apartment and tahes cave of hime Phe boy  walks into
Juliane's room one day and tears down the picture of his mother. He then ashs
Juliane to tell him everything aboul his mother, She thinks about it for a minute,
and takes a deep breath, as if she s about to tell her sister’s sltory. As she
does this, the film ends. In 4 sense, the film stops as the real story s about Yo
begin. In Die bleierne Zert, von Trotta arsgues that the retelhing of the past an
order to understand and explicale the present s where one must begi lo come
to terms with German culture and ideologsy. 'The past does not have to be relived,
but i1t does need to be contextuahized,

Hans-Jurgen Syberherg's Hitler, ean I1lm aus Deutschland s concerned with
the redemption of German culture and society from the spectre of the Holoeaust
and the Naz1s.%% Syberberg draws on many media, from both hgh and low
culture, to make his film. In many ways, Lthe film deals with the spectre of Nasa
Germany in a highly critical and msightful hght, Unfortunately, the hilm s
infused with his own highly narcissistic, meandering philosophical perspectives
and trealises. This leads to an nteresting, but problematio, parados. The
possibility of the redemptive function Sy berberg hopes bhis film owill play s
skewed by his own half-structured critical points of view, It o1 ecasy to dismiss
thirty nmunute stretches of the film as arrelevant--long  passages  leave  the
viewer’s mind wandering. An esample of Lthis 15 the valet scene, whic b tells thoe
viewer of Hitler's daily activities. The purpose, one supposes, is to demythologize

. . . 7 .
Hitler, humanizing him.® This scene drags on for what seems lthe twenty

66 See Jake Brown, “"The New Irrationahsm: A Critique of Romantic Ideology
in The Films of Werner Herzog and Hans-Jiurgen Syberberg,” (unpublished
research project, McGill University, 1961) for a testual analysis of the role played
by theories of redemption and irrationality 1n Syberberg’s worh,

67 An attempt to humanize Hitler can work as a critical device, 1n order to
point to cultural similarities between his policies, which are utterly condemned
now, and present government policies, enforced under the rubric of the social
democracy. A case in point is Grant Morrison and Steve Yeowell’s "The New
Adventures of Hitler," a comic strip serialized n the British anthology Crisis.
The strip traces the "migsing years” in Hitler’s lfe (1912-1913) and places him
at his half-sister’s 1n Liverpool, England. Young Adolf 1s haunted by & street-car
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minutes; and the original point of its inclusion seems lost, This passage 1s
emblematic of many of the film's problems, one such being the pessibility of the
film making any diff+rence in terms of the 1edemption of either the audience or
the German culture. The film s structured in such a manner as Lo ahenale all
but the most determined viewer, who does not need "enlightening” 1in Syberberg’s
view, The test then becemes consumed by viewers who are predisposed to Lhe
film's 1deological and pontical pomt of view, who do not need to take part in the
redemptive process. Because of this, the didlectic between the viewer and the
film implodes and plunges Syberberg's desired effect into an abyss.  This s
compounded by Syberberg's outright, contempt for viewers who disagree with his
theoretical diagnosis,

With iitler, ein Film aus Deulschland, 1t 1s a matter of degrees of success,
something which Syberberg would not accept, as he sees his film as the

]

prototy prcal Wagnerian Gesamthunsiwerh, This "all~or-nothing"” binarism plagues
the work, as Syberberg relativizes history Lo an incredible degree. As Henry
Pachter points out 1 his essay "Our Hitler, Or His?":

The myth [of the movie industry] does violence to people’s minds--so
does Hitler. Get 117 Heviewers have wondered how any man in his
right mord could compare the holocaust with the indignities allegedly
suffered by Fiieh von Strohemm at M.GM. Indecd, no man i his
right mnd would do that. But Syberberg is not dealing with anyone
in their right mnd; he 1s dealing with my thologsy, especially his own
| o .. L {Pachter, 1980: 27)

The problem arising here s that Syberberg deals with both the 1dea of the
redemption of the German society and his own exorcising of the Hitler-myth.
Because of the combination of the political and the personal, the viewer has a
hard time positioning herself 1n relation to the text. Hitler, ein Film aus
Deutschland tries Lo deal wilh the problems raised by the spectre of Hitler and
Nazism on Germany, yet the film keeps retreating to its own hermetic, personal,

cinematic world, where subjective discourse reigns., The paradox is that the exact

pached full of people secking revenge for acts he has yet to commt. The strip
is actually an indictment of Thatcherite England, and combines a mixture of
slapstick humour and surrealist textual strategies. See "The New Adventures of
Hitler,” Crisis 46-49 (1990): 1-12. For a review of the strip, see Rob Rodi, "Cruel
Britannta,” The Comics Journal 142 (1991): 41-47,
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topics which the film tries to deal with {ideology, memory, history, and finally
redemption) are reproblematized by the film's personal and mythological aspects,
Syberberg's strategy has much 1n common with Benjamn’s approach to
history. In both cases "reconstruction” 1s at the center of their theoretical
models, The past 1s always mediated, thorefore the method of mediation becomes
very mpotrtant. For bolth Sybetberg and Benjamin, self-consciousness plavs a
key role in the mediation of the past in the present, Notions of "obgectivity ™ fall
to the wayside; context becomes contral. Syberberg argues that Richard Wagner,
Caspar David Friedrich, and Erich von Strohemm could all be recontestualized from
past to present, saving Germany’s cultural tradition from the grasp of Navism,
In this passage from Buck-Morss, the parali