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Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 15

symbolic). Either she must gracefully give way to the word, the name
of the father and the law, or else struggle to keep her child down with
her in the half-light of the imaginary. Woman then stands in patriarchal
culture as a signifier for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in
which man can live out his fantasies and obsessions through linguistic
command by imposing them on the silent image of woman still tied to
her place as bearer, not maker, of meaning.

There is an obvious interest in this analysis for feminists, a beauty in
its exact rendering of the frustration experienced under the phallocentric
order. It gets us nearer to the roots of our oppression, it brings closer
an articulation of the problem, it faces us with the ultimate challenge:
how to fight the unconscious structured like a language (formed critically
at the moment of arrival of language) while still caught within the
language of the patriarchy? There is no way in which we can produce
an alternative out of the blue, but we can begin to make a break by
examining patriarchy with the tools it provides, of which psychoanalysis
is not the only but an important one. We are still separated by a great
gap from important issues for the female unconscious which are scarcely
relevant to phallocentric theory: the sexing of the female infant and her
relationship to the symbolic, the sexually mature woman as non-mother,
maternity outside the signification of the phallus, the vagina. But, at
this point, psychoanalytic theory as it now stands can at least advance
our understanding of the status quo, of the patriarchal order in which
we are caught.

(b) Destruction of Pleasure as a Radical Weapon

As an advanced representation system, the cinema poses questions
about the ways the unconscious (formed by the dominant order)
structures ways of seeing and pleasure in looking. Cinema has changed
over the last few decades. It is no longer the monolithic system based
on large capital investment exemplified at its best by Hollywood in the
1930s, 1940s and 1950s. Technological advances (16mm and so on) have
changed the economic conditions of cinematic production, which can
now be artisanal as well as capitalist. Thus it has been possible for
an alternative cinema to develop. However self-conscious and ironic
Hollywood managed to be, it always restricted itself to a formal mise en
scene reflecting the dominant ideological concept of the cinema. The
alternative cinema provides a space for the birth of a cinema which is
radical in both a political and an aesthetic sense and challenges the basic
assumptions of the mainstream film. This is not to reject the latter
moralistically, but to highlight the ways in which its formal preoccupa-
tions reflect the psychical obsessions of the society which prﬂdqced it
and, further, to stress that the alternative cinema must start specifically



- yisual 8 . A politically .
| ::Mpﬂ?ﬁt it can still o),
these OPS€® -ma is now PO¢ '

5 (ﬂﬂd of all the CiI‘lEmé
W Fl?h at ;uﬂ::f not exclusively, but ;,
ﬂf : influence nd satisfying manipulation

aspect, s stream film coded the erotic iny,
nchallenged: order. In the highly develope

thgmud'lﬂlm codes that the alienate

throug a sense of loss, by the terr,
in his imaginary m?:aﬂ finding a glimpse of satisfaction
t]"aﬂr; play on his own formative obsessions

_ . . terweaving of that erotic pleasure in film
: 1 mn ’ . . .
im_mﬁﬂﬁm ¢ analysing pleasure, Or beauty, destroys it. That is the
Ft sl f this article. The satisfaction and reinforcement of the eg
E;T;Preﬁhm DEI-.: the high point of film history hil’hertﬂ. must be attatl"km?{
Not in favour of a reconstructed new pleasure, which cannot exist it
the abstract, nor of intellectualised unpleasure, but to make way for
total negation of the ease and plenitude of the narrative fiction film
The alternative is the thrill that comes from leaving the past behind
without simply rejecting it, transcending outworn or oppressive forms
and daring to break with normal pleasurable expectations in order t
conceive a new language of desire.

Lk URE IN LOOKING/FASCINATION WITH THE HUMAN
FORM

A Thed ' |

{Fm;u::mm iP'lll':-lIWI:'H n{ possible pleasures. One is scopophili2

a source of Pleasurgliu;m A€ dircumstances in which looking itselt 3

5 “t;d“"g looked at. O

N8 Other people as objects, subjecting
SUC activitieg of h_gazt His Pﬂrtiu:ulﬂr examples u‘:‘"‘“j
: en, their desire to see and MK
2 {Eu‘nn-ﬁit}, about other people’s :!I‘,R‘lm,I.
d acti N l‘imﬂlpﬁr;w“m Or absence of the penis 3"
“elﬂpﬁdhh ve, Later* in Toan ne). In this ﬂ"ﬂl}'ﬁiﬁ ﬁn‘rpﬂ'ﬁ"h']"‘ |:
= : EllcuF’“Flhg‘::‘“.“:tﬁ and Their Vicissitudes’, 1"!'1‘“‘l‘
Whii::ﬂ.mbf“ﬂht‘r’ attaching it initially 10 1':““

' }' l“'l.ﬂl.t'l-}‘f.};’ tht" Pll‘;’lﬁlll't‘ ol the 1ok

iS

= — e el amim Y



Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 17

is transferred to others. There is a close working here of the relationship

the active instinct and its further development in a narcissistic

form.) Although the instinct is modified by other factors, in particular

the constitution of the ego, it continues to exist as the erotic basis for

pleasure in looking at another person as object. At the extreme, it can

become fixated into a perversion, producing obsessive voyeurs and

Peeping Toms whose only sexual satisfaction can come from watching,
i an active controlling sense, an objectified other.

At first glance, the cinema would seem to be remote from the
undercover world of the surreptitious observation of an unknowing and
unwilling victim. What is seen on the screen is so manifestly shown.
But the mass of mainstream film, and the conventions within which it
has consciously evolved, portray a hermetically sealed world which
unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of the audience, pro-
ducing for them a sense of separation and playing on their voyeuristic
fantasy. Moreover the extreme contrast between the darkness in the
auditorium (which also isolates the spectators from one another) and
the brilliance of the shifting patterns of light and shade on the screen
helps to promote the illusion of voyeuristic separation. Although the
film is really being shown, is there to be seen, conditions of screening
and narrative conventions give the spectator an illusion of looking in
on a private world. Among other things, the position of the spectators
in the cinema is blatantly one of repression of their exhibitionism and
projection of the repressed desire onto the performer.

B The cinema satisfies a primnrdial wish for pleasurable looking, but
it also goes further, developing scopophilia in its narcissistic aspect. The
conventions of mainstream film focus attention on the human form.
Scale, space, stories are all anthropomorphic. Here, curiosity and the
wish to look intermingle with a fascination with likeness and recognition:
the human face, the human body, the relationship between the human
form and its surroundings, the visible presence of the person in the
world. Jacques Lacan has described how the moment when a child
recognises its own image in the mirror is crucial for the constitution of
the ego. Several aspects of this analysis are relevant here. The mirror
phase occurs at a time when children’s physical ambitions outstrip their
motor capacity, with the result that their recognition of themselves is
joyous in that they imagine their mirror image to be more f:nm‘plet{*,
more perfect than they experience in their own body. LREC-'JﬂI'qhﬂI‘i 18
thus overlaid with misrecognition: the image recognised is ﬂ.mcmw“.d as
the reflected body of the self, but its misrecognition as superiot projects
this body outside itself as an ideal ego, the alienated Suhpt*l;zt w_hu'h, re-
introjected as an ego ideal, prepares the way for identification ""."J“h
others in the future. This mirror moment predates language for the child.
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Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 19
 transcending the instinctual and the imaginary,

but its point of reference continually returns to the traumatic moment
of its birth: the castration complex. Hence the look, pleasurable in form,
can be threatening in content, and it is woman as representation/image

that crystallises this paradox.

allows the possibility 0

[ WOMAN AS IMAGE, MAN AS BEARER OF THE LOOK

A In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has
been split between active/male and passive/female. The determining
male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled
accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simul-
taneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for
strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote fo-be-
looked-at-ness. Woman displayed as sexual object is the leitmotif of erotic
spectacle: from pin-ups to strip-tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley,
she holds the look, and plays to and signifies male desire. Mainstream
film neatly combines spectacle and narrative. (Note, however, how in
the musical song-and-dance numbers interrupt the flow of the diegesis.)
The presence of woman is an indispensable element of spectacle in
normal narrative film, yet her visual presence tends to work against the
development of a story-line, to freeze the flow of action in moments of
erotic contemplation. This alien presence then has to be integrated into

cohesion with the narrative. As Budd Boetticher has put it:

What counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she
represents. She is the one, or rather the love or fear she inspires in
the hero, or else the concern he feels for her, who makes him act the
way he does. In herself the woman has not the slightest importance.

(A recent tendency in narrative film has been to dispense with this
problem altogether; hence the development of what Molly Haskell has
called the ‘buddy movie’, in which the active homosexual eroticism
of the central male figures can carry the story without distraction.)
Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two levels: as
erotic object for the characters within the screen story, and as erotic
object for the spectator within the auditorium, with a shifting tension
between the looks on either side of the screen. For instance, the device
of the show-girl allows the two looks to be unified technically without
any apparent break in the diegesis. A woman performs within the
narrative; the gaze of the spectator and that of the male characters In
the film are neatly combined without breaking narrative verisimilitude.
For a moment the sexual impact of the performing woman takes the
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too far afield. Pam Cook and Claire Johnston’s study of The Revolt of
Mamie Stover in Phil Hardy (ed.), Raoul Walsh (Edinburgh, 1974), shows
in a striking case how the strength of this female protagonist is more
apparent than real.)

C1 Sections IIl A and B have set out a tension between a mode of
representation of woman in film and conventions surrounding the
diegesis. Each is associated with a look: that of the spectator in direct
scopophilic contact with the female form displayed for his enjoyment
(connoting male fantasy) and that of the spectator fascinated with the
image of his like set in an illusion of natural space, and through him
gaining control and possession of the woman within the diegesis. (This
tension and the shift from one pole to the other can structure a single
text. Thus both in Only Angels Have Wings and in To Have and Have Not,
the film opens with the woman as object of the combined gaze of
spectator and all the male protagonists in the film. She is isolated,
glamorous, on display, sexualised. But as the narrative progresses she
falls in love with the main male protagonist and becomes his property,
losing her outward glamorous characteristics, her generalised sexuality,
her show-girl connotations; her eroticism is subjected to the male star
alone. By means of identification with him, through participation in his
power, the spectator can indirectly possess her too.)

But in psychoanalytic terms, the female figure poses a deeper problem.
She also connotes something that the look continually circles around
but disavows: her lack of a penis, implying a threat of castration
and hence unpleasure. Ultimately, the meaning of woman is sexual
difference, the visually ascertainable absence of the penis, the material
evidence on which is based the castration complex essential for the
organisation of entrance to the symbolic order and the law of the father.
Thus the woman as icon, displayed for the gaze and enjoyment of men,
the active controllers of the look, always threatens to evoke the anxiety
it originally signified. The male unconscious has two avenues of escape
from this castration anxiety: preoccupation with the re:enar:tment of the
original trauma (investigating the woman, demystifying her mystery),
counterbalanced by the devaluation, punishment or saving of the Eml“}’
object (an avenue typified by the concerns of the film noir); or else
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her on the screen, their gaze is one with, not standing in for, that of
the audience. At the end of Morocco, Tom Brown has already disappeared
into the desert when Amy Jolly kicks off her gold sandals and walks
after him. At the end of Dishonoured, Kranau is indifferent to the fate of
Magda. In both cases, the erotic impact, sanctified by death, is displayed
as a spectacle for the audience. The male hero misunderstands and,
above all, does not see.

In Hitchcock, by contrast, the male hero does see precisely what the
audience sees. However, although fascination with an image through
scopophilic eroticism can be the subject of the film, it is the role of the
hero to portray the contradictions and tensions experienced by the
spectator. In Vertigo in particular, but also in Marnie and Rear Window,
the look is central to the plot, oscillating between voyeurism and
fetishistic fascination. Hitchcock has never concealed his interest in
yoyeurism, cinematic and non-cinematic. His heroes are exemplary of
the symbolic order and the law - a policeman (Vertigo), a dominant male
possessing money and power (Marnie) — but their erotic drives lead
them into compromised situations. The power to subject another person
to the will sadistically or to the gaze voyeuristically is turned onto the
woman as the object of both. Power is backed by a certainty of legal
right and the established guilt of the woman (evoking castration,
psychoanalytically speaking). True perversion is barely concealed under
» shallow mask of ideological correctness — the man is on the right side
of the law, the woman on the wrong. Hitchcock’s skilful use of
identification processes and liberal use of subjective camera from the
point of view of the male protagonist draw the spectators deeply into
his position, making them share his uneasy gaze. The spectator 1s
absorbed into a voyeuristic situation within the screen scene and
diegesis, which parodies his own in the cinema.

In an analysis of Rear Window, Douchet takes the film as a metaphor
for the cinema. Jeffries is the audience, the events in the apartment
block opposite correspond to the screen. As he watches, an erotic
dimension is added to his look, a central image to the drama. His
girlfriend Lisa had been of little sexual interest to him, more Or less a
drag, so long as she remained on the spectator side. When she crosses
the barrier between his room and the block opposite, their re!at1ﬂnshlp
is reborn erotically. He does not merely watch herrthr-:‘:mgh s A
a distant meaningful image, he also sees heras a guilty intruder Exgas;aid
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IV SUMMARY

The psychoanalytic background that has been discussed in this article
is relevant to the pleasure and unpleasure offered by traditional narrative
film. The scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person
as an erotic object) and, in contradistinction, ego libido (forming
identification processes) act as formations, mechanisms, which mould
this cinema’s formal attributes. The actual image of woman as (passive)
raw material for the (active) gaze of man takes the argument a step
further into the content and structure of representation, adding a further
layer of ideological significance demanded by the patriarchal order in
its favourite cinematic form — illusionistic narrative film. The argument
must return again to the psychoanalytic background: women in represen-
tation can signify castration, and activate voyeuristic or fetishistic
mechanisms to circumvent this threat. Although none of these interac-
ting layers is intrinsic to film, it is only in the film form that they can
reach a perfect and beautiful contradiction, thanks to the possibility in
the cinema of shifting the emphasis of the look. The place of the look
defines cinema, the possibility of varying it and exposing it. This is what
makes cinema quite different in its voyeuristic potential from, say, stri p-
tease, theatre, shows and so on. Going far beyond highlighting a
woman'’s to-be-looked-at-ness, cinema builds the way she is to be looked
at into the spectacle itself. Playing on the tension between film as
controlling the dimension of time (editing, narrative) and film as
controlling the dimension of space (changes in distance, editing),
cinematic codes create a gaze, a world and an object, thereby producing
an illusion cut to the measure of desire. It is these cinematic codes and
their relationship to formative external structures that must be broken
down before mainstream film and the pleasure it provides can be
challenged.

To begin with (as an ending), the voyeuristic-scopophilic look that is
a crucial part of traditional filmic pleasure can itself be broken down.
There are three different looks associated with cinema: that of the camera
as it records the pro-filmic event, that of the audience as it watches the
final product, and that of the characters at each other within the screen
illusion. The conventions of narrative film deny the first two and
subordinate them to the third, the conscious aim being always to
eliminate intrusive camera presence and prevent a distancing awareness
in the audience. Without these two absences (the material existence of
the recording process, the critical reading of the spectator), fictional
drama cannot achieve reality, obviousness and truth. Nevertheless, as
this article has argued, the structure of looking in narrative fiction film
contains a contradiction in its own premises: the female image as a
castration threat constantly endangers the unity of the diegesis and
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This complex interaction of looks is specific to film. The first bloy
inst the monolithic accumulation of traditional film convention.
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camera into its materiality in time and space and the look of the audienc
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and highlights the way film has depended on voyeuristic active/passiv:
mechanisms. Women, whose image has continually been stolen an:
us;ed for this end, cannot view the decline of the traditional film forr
with anything much more than sentimental regret.




