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Magical Urbanism: Walter Benjamin and Utopian Realism in the film Ratcatcher

Walter Benjamin today enters through academic pouader a ‘Welcome’ sighln
crossing this threshold Benjamin is turned outsidiwough a series of reversals.
Rejected in his own lifetime by an anti-Semiticwersity establishment and
confronted with a calamitous political situatior fiving Benjamin was denied the
insider status of institutional respectability.tbed he was banished to the outside
where, as Esther Leslie puts it, '‘Benjamin hatklghoice but to jostle in the streets
and in the marketplacéSurviving successive intellectual fashions fortiCai

Theory, structuralism and, latterly, post-struclisra no other revolutionary thinker is
now feted byhomo academicuags much as Benjamin. Unfortunately the conditibn o
this acceptance has often been to overpower Bengneivolutionary temper and
stubborn materialism. A barely concealed nihiliséativism focuses on the 'poetics'’
and infinite allusions of a new, post-modern Benparin this way Benjamin is made
amenable to the very scholastic conformism thdtimself lambasted as ‘a tool of the
ruling classes® By safely filing Benjamin away as a cultural gafupeerless genius
embarrassment at the reductive materialism ofrhadernist’ valorisation of
technology might be avoided. Benjamin's materiaistude to the technical forces of
production was long thought to be out of date'piteductivism’ displaced, first, by
the barbarism of Auschwitz and, later, by a fubguperative, ‘hyper-realist’ culture
industry? Benjamin opposed such cultural and political despigthout succumbing

to facile optimism about the emancipatory powercolure’, popular or otherwise.

! We would like to acknowledge the critical refésssomments in the development of our
argument. Thanks also to participants at the Sc&eaies conference, Glasgow, June 2002.
? Leslie 2000, p. 218.

® Benjamin 1973a, p. 247; Leslie 2000.



Instead, Benjamin argued that an improved techmipgparatus of cultural production
might turn passive audiences into active collalwrsalby bringing them into contact
with the cultural production process itself. Thguanent here is that by setting
Benjamin squarely within a Marxist approach to uts@nd a cultural technology like
cinema something of the subversive surplus oféinéastic can be divined. To this
end, this paper brings the filRatcatcheinto alignment with Benjamin's insights to
demonstrate the continuing relevance of film’s tecal and political potential to alter

perception and stamp an impression on consciousness

Urban shocks and filmic ‘innervation’

Allegory and Dialectical Images

Allegory provided Benjamin with a materialist thgaf avant-garde modernist.
Modernist allegory smashes-up the illusion of thgeaic whole of classic
romanticism and realism to de-naturalise its igmldtagments. History becomes
frozen in an image of decay, of ruins, of wreck&gt. adrift from its original
function within an organic whole, new meaning icomstructed out of the petrified
fragments. But the expense of this loss of origaudderence is to render meaning
opague, borderline, almost incomprehensible. Ingl@paf resurrecting the original
totality, allegory becomes ‘melancholicThe solitary proximity of melancholia to
death opens-up thing-like objects, normally sornatable, to micrological inspection
and study. From the standpoint of a jaded inteligotlite, the kind that gather today
around postmodern verities, melancholia assumes@osypical 'hollow form': 'A

know-all irony thinks it has much more in thesesged stereotypes than in the

4 Adorno 1977; Jameson 1977.
® Bratu Hansen 1999.

® Burger 1984.

" Pensky 1993.



things themselves; it makes a great display gdotgerty and turns the yawning
emptiness into a celebratidrErom the standpoint of class struggle the melalicho
image of the death, pain and sacrifice of 'enslarexstors’ fosters class hatred, 'the
destructive energies’, to redeem past sufferingsatnocities. The melancholic spleen
of avenging the dead stand in sharp contrast t@lnexhortations of Christian
forgiveness and 'liberated grandchildren’ put abgigocial democracyBelief in an
absent future, what Benjamin called the 'scleddieral moral-humanistic ideal of
freedom’, only serves to pacify and console thekimgrclass to make their peace

with intolerable conditions in the preséfit.

Against the brooding, petrified melancholia of Hilegorical image Benjamin posited
thedialectical image Where allegory is subjective and arbitrary, indggolitical
passivity, empathy and self-alienation, the diatetimage is objective and concrete,
a shocking flash bursting through the seamlessigteaf the commodity system

demanding political urgency.

It is not what is past casts its light on whatnegent, or what is present its light on
what is past; rather image is that wherein whateotagether in a flash with the

now to form a constellation. In other words: imagydialectics at a standsttfi.

Against capital’s own insistence on forward movemeeaseless unrest, linear

accumulation of labour time, and so on Benjamintedno call a halt, a

® Benjamin 1931, p. 425.

° Benjamin 1973a, p. 252.

1 Quoted by Pensky 1993, p. 198.
1 Benjamin 1999c, p. 463.



revolutionary stop-off to arrest the calamities wght by capitalism. As Max Pensky

summarises this new sense of political quickening,

The continuum of history gives up its images arsk$oits grip upon them; in the
process it loses its grip upon the collective cangness as well. The sudden
appearance of the commodity, no longer an archiic immage, but a startling
dialectical image, is the moment when the imagessued from its consignment
to the 'continuity’ of repetition and also the motnehen this continuity is

revealed as mythit?

Immediately it appears within the juxtapositiorfraigmented historical images, the
critic must be fully prepared beforehand to recegrthis chance and take up a new

relationship of proximity to the montage of fragrtsen

The construction of montages of historical trasbvjgtes a portal or a medium for
this proximity to find a form of concrete expressio. Moreover, the critic must
also be in a position to effect the representatitinis moment through the

juxtaposition of fragments culled from the 'rejéwtap of capitalist modernity.

Allegorical melancholia is not so much abandone las radicalised by the
dialectical image's power to bring forward acutatcadictions for involuntary, but
accurate recognition and diagnosis by the receptitie.** Like Marx’s analysis of
the commodity form as the primary unit through whikhe whole of capitalism is

condensed, Benjamin saw that the image of a sartjeork can condense a full life

12 pensky 1993, p. 217.



and, in the full life, a specific era and, in the,ghe entire course of histoly.
Surrealism’s great merit is precisely its poterfival‘profane illumination’ to provide
‘a materialistic, anthropological inspiration’. IEBenjamin cautions against an
excessive faith in Surrealism’s ‘mysterious sidéhef mysterious’. That, he argues,
‘would be to subordinate the methodical and discgyly preparation for revolution
entirely to a praxis oscillating between fitnesereises and celebration in advant®e’.
The hidden side of the revolutionary uncanny sheulcburage neither empty formal
rehearsals nor premature grandiose self-congratnfatSurrealism remained at the
level of radicalising the surface appearance oitakgt modernity that, for Benjamin,
gave rise to excitable mood swings instead of p#yieindertaking materialist
criticism of ‘modern mythology’, to read capitalghantasmagoria as hieroglyphic
clues to alienated social life. The detailing of tlefractory material of social
conditions is not a matter for the passive contatmgn of mind, a psychologisation of
the world that leads intellectuals to succumb sae#o all manner of magical
illusions. Adorno repeatedly worried that Benjamsiseparation of the fragment from
the totality of the always-the-same ‘hell’ of catist modernity merely fetishised, and
hence soothed, the pain and dampened the unfoggiegponse of the dominated
class'’ It is fair to say that Benjamin had little timer fconsolation prizes of the kind
that left-wing melancholia awards itself — magiaabthetics as psychic compensation
for the collective failure to confront the rubbledp of history. As Benjamin put it in
"The Author as Producer’, his 1934 address tortsigute for the Study of Fascism in
Paris, the 'magic strength' of fascism dependead tip® self-delusions of

psychologism:

'3 pensky 1993, p. 219.

4 Jennings 1987.

!> Benjamin 1973a, p. 254.
16 Benjamin 1997, p. 236.



The mind which believes only in its own magic sg&rwill disappear. For the
revolutionary struggle is not fought between cdisita and mind. It is fought

between capitalism and the proletaffat.

Instead, the mysterious can only be understoodititye of a dialectical optic that
perceives the everyday as impenetrable, the impanetas everyday® Against the
optimistic metaphors of ‘metaphysical materiali#enjamin’s ‘anthropological
materialism’ posits the ‘dialectical annihilatioof artistic contemplation by a

technologically-organised ‘sphere of images andenconcretely, bodie$”

Only when in technology body and image so interpratethat all revolutionary
tension becomes bodily collective innervation, alidodily innervations of the
collective become revolutionary discharge, hadtyembnscended itself to the

extent demanded by tli&mmunist Manifesto

‘Innervation’ for Benjamin is a neuro-physiologigabcess of positive and
imaginative work by the sensorium as it mediatesrésistant, repetitive material of
the external world! Benjamin gives the instructive example of Brechdl@nation
effect’, which sought to dispel naturalistic illoss in epic theatre by deploying
thought-inducing and therapeutic interruptionsridirary, habitual action such as

laughter, that ‘most international and revolutignemotion’

7 Benjamin and Adorno 1999.

'8 Benjamin 1977, p103.

' Benjamin 1997, p. 237.

20 Benjamin 1997, p. 239.

I See Buck-Morss 1992, p. 17, n.54; Bratu Hanse®,199313.
2 Benjamin 1929a, p. 224.



Film's technical apparatus provides for such aedtadal optic. Cinematic recognition
of the self-alienation forged by the rule of cabisawo-sided: allegorical, in the
sense of making the dilemma visible, readable iteradist terms (which includes the
way technology perpetuates, instead of overconsi@gsory alienation); andopian

in the sense of compensation for the anthropolbtaca (without denying it) by
rehearsing a collective innervation of technolo@yBenjamin notes how cinema
technically re-constructs new ‘synthetic realitiest of extended temporality and
fragmented space. Cinema’s rapid sequence of framaegles re-orders the spatial
imagination of spectators, restructuring cognifivecesses into an ‘optical-
unconsciousness’, paralleling the ‘unconscious isg®l explored by
psychoanalytical theragy.Filmic technique matches and even exceeds thedred
visual and aural speed of urban sensibilities, iging the optical-unconscious with
accurately reproduced external surfaces that lanidoparily unnoticed physical
spaces to the eye’s attention. Post-productiondiypears to ‘naturally’ reflect
immediate reality, its technological mediation alred ‘precisely because of the
thoroughgoing permeation of reality with mechaniglipment?® Film elevates
mimetic copying to a technical principle, conscigusolating and organising into
sequential narrative form what everyday experigagesters as a chaotic jumble of

barely comprehended, fleeting detail.

Cinema and the urban shock absorber

% Hansen 1993, p. 46.
24 Benjamin 1973b; Leslie 2000, p. 57.
%> Benjamin 1973b, p. 227.



An elective affinity between cinema and the citgnfie the basis of Benjamin’s
famous 1936 essay ‘The work of art in the age aftrasical reproductiorf® Esther
Leslie neatly summarises this constellation: ‘Thexists a special intimacy between
film as form, cinema as an institution and citg lés a social phenomenon’ and, it
might be added, shock-mediated perceptidBenjamin attacked ‘ultra-reactionary
authors’ who forcibly read the ritual elementsraftitional aesthetics into film and
who complained of ‘the sterile copying of the edeworld with its streets, interiors,
railroad stations, restaurants, motorcars, andiasawhich until now has obstructed
the elevation of the film to the realm of &'Film is the most perfect technology for
urban sensibilities used to dealing with the ‘dangs intersections’ of human traffic

in a big city.

Moving through this traffic involves the individua a series of shocks and
collisions ... Baudelaire speaks of a man who plumggesthe crowd as into a
reservoir of electric energy. Circumscribing th@emxence of the shock, he calls
this man “akaleidoscopequipped with consciousness” ... In a film, peraapin

the form of shocks was established as a formatipiie™

Both cinema and the city ‘kaleidoscopically’ mitiaagainst passive contemplation.
Unlike the contemplative gaze of the tourist befafamed building, for the
distracted city dweller architecture is observely amcidentally and absent-mindedly.

Spatial consciousness passes over to an opticahsoiousness. As soon as

%6 Benjamin 1973b. Nuances and emphases in différ@mslations of the ‘Artwork’ essay
have influenced different interpretations of thiatienship between technology, aesthetics
and politics. See Hansen 1987.

%" Leslie 2000, p. 67.

%8 Benjamin 1973b, p. 221.

9 Benjamin 1973c, p. 171.



movement in this environment becomes ‘second ndtheerigorous connection
between foreground and distance ... vanishes abkeslike the facade of a house as
we enter it*° Here Benjamin draws directly on Simmel’s studytef blasé urban
personality*> Unmindful banal habits are largely determinedtmy tepeated
obstructions and distractions of haptic, tactileaur experience. Benjamin connects
this ‘optical unconsciousness’ to a certain kindnafustrial labour deprived of inner
life by the repeated shocks perpetrated by mechdr@our processes. As the

habituated appendage of the machine the urbantanale becomes ‘a mimetic shock

absorber’. Leslie notes how shock is complemenyeitsbopposite - ‘numbness’:

Numbness - the shock repeated until it becomesmgel a shock but the norm -
causes insensibility, an effect of the psychic ssitg to parry the blows and of the
repetitive nature of labour ... displaying simultansly an alertness (a

preparedness to perform) and a numbness (an erabtiisinvestmentj?

In developing Benjamin's insight into corporeal funass Buck-Morss connects
modern aesthetics tmaesthetic§® Anaesthetics provides the corporeal sensorium

with an ‘elaborate technics’ to defensively painpeks to the psyche and the body.

% Benjamin 1997, p. 78.

%! Frisby 1985. In his correspondence with AdornojBen termed Simmel a 'Cultural
Bolshevik'. Benjamin and Adorno 1999. This goesftooElsewhere, Benjamin called
Simmel’s masterpiece, The Philosophy of Money, fibty-bourgeois theory of labour’.
1999d, p. 660. Nevertheless, Simmel’s influencermdéd over Lukacs, Bloch, Kracauer and
Mannheim, as well as Benjamin. See Leck 2000. Sinwae a Cultural Bolshevik only in the
sense of his militant modernism but is perhaps raocoeirately situated between Marx, Kant
and Nietzsche. It was the latter two influences lib@amed for Volosinov in Simmel’s
approach to the ‘tragedy’ of bourgeois culturee‘thital dialectical contradiction between the
psyche and existence assumes for Simmel the shapemert, fixed antinomy — a “tragedy”,
and he endeavors in vain to surmount that inegtabtimony by resorting to a
metaphysically colored dynamics of the life protes373, p. 40. Benjamin’s dialectical
image rejects the rigid separation into the sphef@mer life and the purely external, and
unfathomable, ‘thing-in-itself’ of outer life.

%2 Leslie 2000, p. 183.



Memory and sensuality are sundered from resporesdingly conditioned and
drilled to sift the flood-tide of sense stimulatiouced by the ‘phantasmagoria’ of
technological manipulation. Cinema does not mergfigct this condition but re-
forms it, acting as the twilight occasion for canssness’s awakening from the

eternal repetition of capitalist dream-time.

Cinema not only records images but also revealesung of the shocking
significance of the ordinary details of everyddy tio the optical unconsciousness.
The Russian Formalist Victor Shklovsky also distiistped between everyday

‘dimmed perception’ and forms of contemplative atign:

A phenomenon, perceived many times, and no longieepsable, or rather, the
method of such dimmed perception, is what | cattignition” as opposed to
“seeing”. The aim of imagery, the aim of creatireywart is to return the object

from “recognition” to “seeing®*

Shklovsky has in mind a specialised style of logkirained to resist casual
recognition, a heightened way of seeing unfamsiafaces rather than how they how
they might be usefully known in everyday life. Asslic sensation is reserved as an
experience disconnected from the habitual and @émalb A sharp cleavage is visited
upon everyday, ‘algebraic’ perception and the modgfamiliarisation’ of the artful
object. Practical, everyday perception demandeeonomy of energy’ where objects

are only dimly apprehended ‘as though envelopedsack’. On the other side, the

% Buck-Morss 1992.
% Shklovsky 1974, p. 114.
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artful object demands prolonged, concentrated &ifficorder to ‘recover the sensation

of life ... to make one feel things’.

The purpose of art is to impart the sensation ioigdhas they are perceived and not
as they are known. The technique of art is to nuddfects “unfamiliar”, to make
forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and lgttn of perception because the
process of perception is an aesthetic end in itselfmust be prolongeArt is a

way of experiencing the artfulness of an objeat;dbject is not important

Such an approach has obvious affinities with artleatinema as a social institution,
which demands special training and knowing as tiee @f entry to what might seem
to a popular audience as nothing other than dafidprous and boring stylistic
affectations. An elitist disdain for ‘easy’ recogion forgets that 'dimmed perception’
arises from the intimacy which the masses have thitpetrified forms of everyday
life.*® Where a revolution in art may overturn conventjgresception, values and
sensibilities its relative distance from commoditgduction and circulation will tend

to leave the masses cold and dismissive.

At no point in time, no matter how utopian, willy@me win the masses over to a
higher art; they can be won over only to one netarénem. And the difficulty
consists precisely in finding a form for art subhtf with the best conscience in the
world, one could hold that it a higher art. Thidlwever happen with most of what
is propagated by the avant-garde of the bourgeaisiehe masses positively

require from the work of art (which, for them hesplace in the circle of

% Shklovsky 1917, p. 277.
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consumer items) something that is warming. Herdl#mee most readily kindled is
that of hatred. Its heat, however, burns or se@rsowt providing the “heart’s

ease” which qualifies art for consumptitn.

Art’s purity and idealism, its opaqueness, its latknediation by the test of
generalised commodity relations, makes its masptam a negative one. Only by
taking up cultural forms deeply and immediatelyamgied in commodity relations,

‘kitsch’, will art find its way into the homes ararts of the masses.

Kitsch, on the other hand, is nothing more thamattt a 100 percent absolute and
instantaneous availability for consumption. Prdgigathin the consecrated forms
of expression, therefore, kitsch and art stan@¢ameilably opposed. But for
developing living forms, what matters is that theye within them something
stirring, useful, ultimately heartening — that thake “kitsch” dialectically up into
themselves, and hence bring themselves nearee todlsses while yet

surmounting the kitscff

Just as for Benjamin the critic must be preparddrbband to see the revolutionary
possibilities in the rejected fragments of capstathodernity, kitsch’s reinforcement
and defamiliarisation of habituation may yet prepidwe masses for a more active
form of seeing. Only through glimpsed, consciousagnition might the numbness of

self-alienation become producti¥eHere Benjamin gives film a special dialectical

% As pointed out by one of the referees of thisepap
37 Benjamin 1999b, p. 395.

% Benjamin 1999b, p. 395.

% Hansen 1993, p. 44.
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place for technologically mediating the distangesfthe masses of art and

radicalising the direct proximity of kitsch.

Today, perhaps, film alone is equal to the task -atany rate, more ready for it
than other art form. And whoever has recognizesi\thil be inclined to disallow
the pretensions of abstract film, as important agperiments may be. He will call
for a closed season on — a natural preserve foe sdrt of kitsch whose
providential site is the cinema. Only film can dete the explosive stuff which
the nineteenth century has accumulated in thatgg@rand perhaps formerly

unknown material which is kitscHi.

After all, film continues the ‘drill’ of training @nsciousness in its defensive
adaptation to technolody.Film’s technical capacity for camera ‘loweringslan
liftings, its interruptions and isolations, its ersions and its accelerations, its
enlargements and reductions’ contain subversivential to revise the habituated
experience of shocks and create ‘entirely new ftiona of the subject*” Mimetic
perfection in surface (re)semblance does not daéteraudience reception in a one-
way process. ‘[B]y exploring commonplace milieugslenthe ingenious guidance of
the camera’ mimesis also permits a sense of diszotytin comprehending

dialectically the familiarly routine and sudden egpre to the unexpected,

Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our effiand furnished rooms, our
railroad stations and our factories appeared te lnaviocked up hopelessly. Then

came the film and burst this prison-world asundethle dynamite of the tenth of a

9 Benjamin 1999b, pp. 395-6.
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second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flunms and debris, we calmly and

adventurously go travellin8.

Here Benjamin draws parallels with psychoanalysisa helps recover undisturbed

dreams and breaks-up the emotional ambiguity ofutiian shock absorber’,

what comes to us when we dream is a new and urgeets attentiveness that
struggles to emerge from the womb of habit. Eveyy&leperiences, hackneyed
expressions, the vestiges that remain in a glahegyulsating of one’s own blood
— all this, hitherto unnoticed and in a distorted averly sharp form, makes up the

stuff of dreamg?

Repressed injuries from a forgotten past only becogooverable as involuntary
memory, Proust'snemoire involuntaireat spontaneous moments of fleeting
recognition sparked by images that interrupt theersess flow of the everyddy Not

in the studiously trained gaze at the abstractipdbut somewhere in the absent
mind’s ‘dimmed perception’, in the half-haze betwelream and consciousness, does

the awakening sensorium prepare to receive thediehl image.

Is awakening perhaps the synthesis of dream camsuass (as thesis) and
wakening consciousness (as antithesis)? Then tiheemtoof awakening would be
identical with the “now of recognizability”, in wbin things put on their true —

surrealist — face. Thus, in Proust, the importasfcgaking an entire life on life’s

“! Buck-Morss 1992, p. 18, n.62.
2 Benjamin 1973b, p. 230.
3 Benjamin 1973b, p. 229.
4 Benjamin 1932, p. 592.
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supremely dialectical point of rupture: awakeninglhe realization of dream
elements in the course of waking up is the canahadéctics. It is paradigmatic

for the thinker and binding for the histori&h.

From Benjamin’s standpoint film’s illusionistic dees and hidden technological
artifice might have served as the occasion fomtbet complete ideological deception
about technology and perception. But, as Miriamgdanputs it, ‘Rather than
dismissing it for perpetuating the illusion of igalBenjamin sees the cinematic
crossing of supreme artificiality with physiologicamediacy as a chance - to
rehearse technological innervation in the mediunthefoptical unconsciousne$é'.
Benjamin’s materialism is thus premised upon theruention of cinema’s technical,
aesthetic and cognitive potential within an exgtultural repertoire of meaning and
contradictory social conditions. This concern witig production of cultural meaning
out of the ambiguity of film's technical apparatumsl the continuing power of artistic
example to expose the artifice underlying the feaniepertoire of modern life, call

into question the forms in which the rule of calpdantrives its own appearance.

Ratcatchels utopian realism

Benjamin’s elective affinity between optical uncoiegsisness and the city remains
potentially illuminating for arresting those fle®gi moments of child-like recognition
thrown up by Lynne Ramsay’s critically-acclaimedfRatcatcher*® Ratcatche's
imagery of a city buried beneath the allegorica$twanf its uncollected rubbish

instructively de-familiarises ‘the repertoire of dewn life’. Filmic technique itself

> Benjamin 1973d, p. 198.
% Benjamin 1999c, p. 463-4.
*"Hansen 1993, p. 43.
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enters as a subject Ratcatches representation of children at a specific histdri
moment, the dustbin drivers strike of the mid-1970s specific place, Glasgow.
Urban landscapes like Glasgow contain a vast waokeiessages and clues about the
ideological meaning of divided city spaces. Ciaes bound-up in a dialectic of *hard’
physical, tactile materiality and ‘soft’ perceptgand meanings. This dialectic is
present in what might be called the ‘Glasgow reéli®’ in pictures likeMy Name is
Joe(1998), directed by Ken LoacB®rphans(1999), directed by Peter Mullen, as well
as Lynne RamsayRatcatche(1999)?° Following her prize-winning short films,
Small Death$1996),Kill the Day (1997) andsasman(1997),Ratcatcheiis the first
feature written and directed by Lynne Ramsay. ¢t lbeen compared to the ‘stark
poetry’ of Ken Loach’es'in the way it captures the domestic minutiae of
childhood and in its portrayal of young lives preéunaly disjointed by the
encroachments of the adult worfd’However, far from aspiring to the observational
distances of classic narrative realism typical oath's films, Ramsay’s film is
pervaded by a fantastical, intimate form of realtbiat deploys close-ups,
photographic stillness and silences. Influencedibgma such as Maya Deren’s
avant-garde filmMeshes of the Afternodt943) and Robert Bresson’s ‘gnomic
catechism’Notes on the Cinematograph&amsay’s intuitive experimentation ‘very
consciously avoided social realism’ but equallyheseed ‘the postmodern cut-and-

paste job>?

8 See, for example, the effusive reviews, and soegative ones, compiled by the website
Rottentomatoes 2000.

“9 Classical realism and left-wing politics have,easonably, been seen to posses a special
affinity. Politically, Loach is a well-known socisat of long standing and Mullen is a member
of the left-wing Scottish Socialist Party. Mulleashbeen critical of Loach's more naturalistic
form of realism, preferring to work within what describes as 'magical realism'.

*® O’Hagan 1999

*1 Quoted in Francke 1999, pp. ix, xiv. See also Nbthi 2000.
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NeverthelesfRatcatcherstill aspires to some kind of realism. In allntsiltiple uses
realism is taken to refer to ‘the real’ at someeleto claims about a ‘reality’
amenable to perception from the visual evidencethieacamera puts in front of our
eyes. Conventionally, a binary opposition is pashietween realism and formalism.
In the Lukacsian tradition ‘realism’ treats thehiecal medium as a more or less
‘neutral’ window for looking at social action whit®rmalism’ subordinates content
to a more or less ‘neutral’ aesthetic criteriatHa classic urban realist film the
physical materiality of city spaces folds into tierative to both enclose and
circumscribe and disclose and unfold cinematic g&mlot and characterisation.
Conventional narrative cinema elevates a distgptcality’ over ‘particularity’ and
transforms place into a functional setting, ag@feir action. An impersonal, ‘author-
less’ narrative unfolds from no place in particuBmpirical observation alone
instructs the viewer to see things ‘as they realg). The ‘realist’ technique of
‘distanciation’ in cinema works in a double sere®:first, a ‘distance’ established
between observer and observed by, second, a beapdedrrative ‘distance’ from the
places put on view. Benjamin noted that naturalistalism tends to collapse the

‘struggle against misery’ into an object of contdatipe consumptior>

On the other hand, other kinds of realism moreihgéaleground place through
fantastic imagery and close-up detailing of urbstiei@ors and domestic interiors. As
Hill argued for some earlier British New Wave filmdespite the claim to realism,
the directorial hand is not hidden in the foldgha narrative but [is] “up front”,
drawing attention to itself and the “poetic” tramshation of its subject mattet’.Yet

just as the political commitment of social realisnon its own, insufficient any

2 Hill 1986, and 2000.
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reification of formal technique runs the risk obsudinating ‘reality’ to aesthetic
criteria and elevating formal technical issues ageplogical ones. One form this
takes is to render the commaodification of laboutt #re conditions of the capitalist
labour process invisible and incomprehensible,torga disjunction between
character and the social relations they inhabisdmoing Formalism readily accedes
to the ‘mystery’ of abstraction. James Donald,eé@ample, objects to Siegfied
Kracauer’s negative comparison of the formalisttastecs in Walter Ruttman’s
Weimer filmBerlin to the permeation of abstract, ‘formal rhythmsthwcommunist
ideas’ and ‘revolutionary convictions’ in Dziga Yev's Soviet flmMan with the
Movie Camera‘Kracauer seems to rule out of court the condermmbivalence and
the uncanny that must be central to the unconsdiptiss of modernisnt> In a
common move Donald invokes the post-modern versidenjamin to de-politicise
filmic aesthetics. But should ‘ambivalence anduheanny’ be erected into a formal
principle in clear opposition to tendentious ar&?Benjamin reminds us, formal
artistic experimentation ‘was almost always a flagler which sailed a cargo that
could not be declared because it still lacked agiafrin other words, experimental
ambivalence is a flag of convenience that expresseasability to fix cultural forms
to ideological content once and for all, while #seyet undeclared 'cargo’ of utopian

irruption continues to make ideological smugglirrg@ssary.

A film like Ratcatchersteers a course between tendentious forms oneand
abstract formalism. Some, like Alex Giliken, propa@s‘solution’ to the ‘difficulties’

of Ramsay'’s realism by locating it somewhere betwegtish narrative realism and

>3 Benjamin 1977, pp. 96-7.

>4 Hill 1986, p 132.

*> Donald 1999, pp. 81-2, and Kracauer 1947, pp.7.85-
*® Benjamin 1997, p. 231.
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more elliptical modernist art cinema, ‘its fissutgsarrative, tone and subjectivity
may lie between two readings of the film: thatetdngs to the tradition of Loach,
Richardson and Clarke; and that it sits equallyfootably within the traditions of
Douglas, Davies and MalicR”. Other critics found the film ‘a beguiling paradox It
is an unmistakable masterpiece, yet it resists @ational exegesis® Searching for a
convenient nomenclature, the term ‘expressionisas wsed by some critics to

pigeon-hole the film. Charles Taylor typified thiews of many:

Ramsay works in a style that might be called irgreed expressionism; everything
Is muted, cooled out, tamped down. It's a film tbe¢ms entirely composed of
bleak landscapes, static shots of faces with shiigge expressions, a nearly

fetishistic attention to grime and scabs and détay.

The Scottish context of the film is repeatedly reked upon. Ramsay is conveniently
filed under ‘the honourable tradition of narratSeottish cinema® Giliken
generalises this still further into ‘a strongly &h tendency to locate the numinous,
the uncanny or the daemonic, not at the marginiseoharrative, but at its heaft’.

Too often this descends into an excuse for natisinse|f-conceit anfraggadocio
about a new ‘national tradition’ in cinema, somethRamsay balks at. More
justifiably, Ramsay may, however, be instructivetynpared to the sparse, elliptical
style of Bill Douglas, the Scottish director of thetobiographical film trilogyMy
Childhood(1972),My Ain Folk(1973) andly Way Hom&1978). For the historian of

Scottish ‘national cinema’, Duncan Petrieatcatchelis an exercise in restrained

> Giliken 2001, p. 16.
*% Gilbert 2001.

> Taylor 2000.

% Gilbert 2001.
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austerity recalling the brooding contemplation paded-down aesthetic of Bill
Douglas’® Yet in terms of technique and politics the patalletween Ramsay and
Douglas can be over-drawn. Where Ramsay eschewspmigical commitment
Douglas did not shy away from class politics. D&spritical acclaim Douglas was
effectively marginalized until his much too earkyadh in 1991, raising the finance for
just one other filmComradeq1987), on the solidarity of and cruelties metatto

the Tolpuddle Martyrs. Though echoing Douglas’stpoaphic stillness Ramsay’s
visual style is more varied and eclectic, marshglh range of camera angles, jump
cuts and shifting depth of fiefif.Ramsay’s cinematographer, Alwin Kulcher deploys
the camera with unflinching poise and, with Benjasdictum about exemplary

technigue in mind, generally avoids showy moves ¢all unnecessary attention to

the technical apparatus.

Ramsay’s concern with an instructive technical apjos begins to meet Benjamin’s
injunction in the ‘Author as producer’ that the foect political tendency’ of a work
includes the quality of its technique and innovatmd does not reside merely in the
expressed political intentions of the work. Teclueidgs the proper starting-point for
dialectically transcending ‘the sterile dichotonfyfarm and content® An improved
technigue acquires ‘an organising function’ by pramsng the conditions of its own
reception. The work takes on the status of an el@mmodel whose ‘mediating
effectiveness’ teaches other producers to reflpohuheir position in the production

process and adapt it to the service of the pradataevolution. We will argue that

while Ratcatcheffalls short on these imposing strictures, inditufe to address the

®1 Giliken 2001, p.17.
%2 petrie 2000, p. 216.
% petrie 2000, p.217.
® Benjamin 1977.
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class politics within which it is set and its vi@fvichildren as a kind of moral putty, it
nevertheless shows to other producers somethifigndd continuing potential to

freeze and unmask self-alienation.

This is not how humanist liberals want someone ®|severty depicted for them.
Some critics, like Taylor, argue that Ramsay’s arrlength compassion for her

characters prevents her from bringing them clogsbéaudience:

Ramsay is trying to avoid the unintentional humenin condescension that often
mars movies of the poor ...The trouble is she doekndnything to bring her
characters close to us. She’s right to be susgabsociological bromides that
presume to explain the mysteries of personalityfdruall we learn about these
characters they have never been otherwise an@wvdh be thus ... The hurt and
unspoken pain in James’ eyes make you want tafesé to him, but Ramsay’s
episodic, imagistic approach keeps us from getorys core. Her technique takes
the place of his voice instead of articulatingrtie cruel realizations that Ramsay
piles on James at the end of the film feel plaes#nld accurate but not emotionally
earned. It's unfair to be asked to suffer for arabter we’'ve been kept at a
distance from. And, paradoxically, for all her go@buches the movie feels more
bounded by the particulars of poverty than the nadisiic approach of De Sica and

Ray, which transcended realism to achieve pdétry.

Taylor wants to see work that erases the barrietwden the audience and

impoverished screen characters. His exemplary ratel Vittorio De Sica’s

® Taylor 2000.
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ShoeshingUmberto DandThe Bicycle Thiednd Satyajit Ray’She Apu Trilogy

This is a desire ‘to transcend realism’ in the nahempathy with poor — to ‘want to
feel close’, ‘to be asked to suffer’, to absorb @y ‘poetically’ — all excellently
blocked by Ramsay’s technique — which ‘preventramfgetting to his core’, ‘cruel
realizations not emotionally earned’, ‘kept at staince from’, and so on. Ramsay
frustrates strategies for the liberal-humanist ptem of the inner-life of the poor in
favour of showing the concrete conditions of unspgbrutality, ensuring that her
cinematic framing is indeed ‘bounded by the paféisiof poverty’. Humanist
empathy wishes to possess the poor for the 93 esreangth of the film, experience
despair, escape and resistance in a manner thadtustomed to, and parade a
refined sensibility to feel on behalf of the po&mpathy breaks down the dialectical
image, deflecting the shockwaves that the imagefsaonciled fragments send out,
dispersing anger at the brutish callousness timtadist modernity inflicts as a matter

of routine.

Ratcatchels Children and Magical Urbanism

At the heart of both Benjamin’s dialectic of selieaation andRatcatchels imagery

is the worldview of children. Ramsay views childdas free of ‘moral baggage’ and
‘a blank canvas’ for dramatically exposing the atisuorld of adulthood® For
Benjamin, ‘What is truly revolutionary is tlsecret signabf what is to come speaks
from the gesture of the chil8’.Buck-Morss makes the inflated claim that ‘No
modern thinker, with the exception of Jean Piaiget children as seriously as
Benjamin in developing a theory of cognitiéi’Yet Benjamin’s view of active,

reciprocal child cognition comes close to Lev Vygkots critique of Piaget’'s

® Quoted in Francke 1999, p. viii.
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‘mechanical abolition’ of the child’s spontaneobsught by external abstract
instruction® Rather than being a process of Freudian repressidate development,
an effect of a high differentiation of conscioussiesVygotsky’s paedology
distinguishes children’son-consciougunctions fromconscioudunctions: ‘We use
consciousnes® denote awareness of the activity of the mitite-consciousness of
being conscious™ For Vygotsky the primary image-complex is rubbedag by

conceptual naming:

In the contest between the concept and the imagey#ve birth to the name, the
image gradually loses out; it fades from consciessrand from memory, and the
original meaning of the word is eventually oblitex.... The primary word is not
a straightforward symbol for a concept but rathemaage, a picture, a mental
sketch of a concept, a short tale about it — indaesnall work of art ... In this
respect the process of language creation is anadoathe process of complex

formation in the intellectual development of thélatK*

Only the material recovery of utopian images mdéwae collective into action, what
Benjamin calls ‘innervation’ — ‘like the child wHearns [the practical task of]
grasping by trying [impossibly] to catch the moarits hands”? Similarly, Vygotsky

aims to observe the unobservable ‘other side ofrtben’ of inner thought and speech

®" Benjamin 1929, p. 206.

®8 Buck-Morss 1989, p. 263.

%9 Vygotsky 1962, p. 83-7. Buck-Morss notes that Bemijp studied Vygotsky, Piaget,
Sassaure, Cassier among others in his review @&fdtielogy of language, ‘Probleme der
Sprachsoziologie’. (1989, p. 495 n.76)

"Ovygotsky 1962, p. 91.

"t Vygotsky 1962, pp. 74-5.

2 Benjamin, quoted by Buck-Morss 1989, p. 117. Sse Buck-Morss, 1992.
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processe$’ Benjamin emphasises the relationship between tiegrinmages and
revolutionary praxis to bring ‘profane illuminaticio ‘the mystery of the
mysterious’. Concrete images ‘vitalize the will.eltmere word, by contrast, at most
inflames it, to leave it smouldering, blasted. Ehisrno intact will without exact

pictorial imagination. No imagination without inveation’.”*

Ratcatche's pictorial imagination reaches for the kind obfane illumination
described in words by Benjamin. Sean O’'Hagan desstthe film as ‘visually poetic
and loaded with meaning. It speaks of childhooerey of domestic claustrophobia,
and of death, both real and metaphoriCaRamsay explicitly set out to ‘make a film
that was driven by emotion and images rather tlzarative’’® Even the script is
conceived by Ramsay ‘only as a working documenyide’.”” In both exterior and
interior settings fleeting details are suspendedthie. Material objects are redeemed
by attentiveness to their social significance. Melwlia is manifest in the use made
by the central child character, James, of everyiggical material. Table salt
becomes raw material for abstract doodling on tteh&n table and individual puffed
rice breakfast cereal are carefully fastened tdiai's sleeping face and gaping
mouth. ‘Breathing spaces’ are created by lettirgdlimera ‘run and see what
happens’, disrupting audience film training for theantasmagoric’ shocks of rapid

‘bam-bam-bam’ sequencé&SFor Benjamin breathing is ‘the most delicate reguf

of innervation, allowing ‘exact pictorial imaginati’ to supplant the ‘mere word®.

3 Vygotsky quoted by van der Veer and Valsimer 1$9R64.
" Benjamin 1997, p. 75.

> O’Hagan 1999.

’® Quoted in Spencer 1999, p. 17.

" Quoted in Francke 1999, p. xiii.

"8 Quoted in Francke 1999, p. xi.
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From the opening slow motion shot of a twistedauwgtain unravelling to reveal a
young boy absent-mindedly releasing himself froratddike concealment,
Ratcatcheitrades on the lyrical impressionism of poetic ier3gAs Ramsay
describes the scene in the original script: ‘Rygeaven years old) stands at the
window. He has pulled the yellowing net curtain ohis head like a shroud. He spins
round and round, cocooning himself in®t'Such hiding-play represented for
Benjamin children’s sensuous absorption into theema world, ‘enclosed in the
world of matter’, compared to the detached aliematif adult commodity fetishism:
‘Standing behind the doorway curtain, the childdimees himself something floating
and white, a ghost ... Anyone who discovers him caweave him forever as a ghost
into the curtain® ThatRatcatcher'slittle Egyptian mummy of curtain’ is
immediately smacked on the head by his mother beére he is completely free
establishes that brutality and beauty are not apgsoand that serene order can be
suddenly disrupted by unexpected bangs to the ¥egte camera dwells on the slow
unwinding of the curtain well after Ryan has bolted of it. Unconventionally, soon
after establishing Ryan’s character at the filmégibning he is killed off very early
and replaced by a second central character, J&rees.the start, the viewer struggles

to establish a stable point-of-view through whiglobserve the pictorial imagery.

Ratcatcherepicts childhood lived at subsistence level amab@n decay, violence
and burgeoning sexual curiosity. An open-endednpable narrative tells the
melancholic story of a twelve year old boy, Jameékespie, who playfully pushes his

friend, Ryan Quinn, into the canal. Tragically, Rygrowns. James is haunted by

" Benjamin 1997, p. 75.
8 Ramsay 1999, p. 3.
8. Benjamin 1997, p 74.
2 Ramsay 1999, p. 3.
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guilt and withdraws from his family. James onlyatek to other vulnerable children
like Margaret Anne, who is being sexually abused lbycal gang of boys, and
Kenny, who has pronounced speech difficulties. krystisly, James’ sister Ellen is
seen catching a bus to an unknown destination. \Waeres follows her he discovers
a new, semi-rural housing estate. Meanwhile, Jafad®r, George Gillespie, is
elevated into a local hero after rescuing ten-pdduKenny from the canal. George is
slashed by a gang of youths after holding a smidlé gpup as she goes to the ice
cream van. Back home, a family party in his horedanuptly ends when a bloodied
George again picks on James and slaps his mo#dreesJruns away, finding solace,
first, with Margaret Anne and, then, at the newsing estate. James finally returns
home to find that the bin strike has ended andttietubbish has been removed by
the army. He also discovers Margaret Anne havirgasth the older boys. Angry
and hurt James picks a fight with Kenny who bl that he saw James ‘kill’ Ryan.
We next see James throw himself into the candhdrfinal scene the whole family,
including the dead boy, James, are seen comingaogelden wheat field to arrive at

their new house.

Although originally scripted for the Maryhill distt of Glasgow the film was shot on
location in Govan, a working class area with a peputatior’> Ramsay brought her
own experience to bear on the film. Her family nebeeit of Maryhill to Summerston
on the outskirts of Glasgow when she was five: ‘Toitets and a bath — it was
strange, it was like paradis€'Ratcatcher'sexterior details provide a sense of place,
though Ramsay wants to avoid being seen as ‘palesimce ‘this place exists all

over but in different forms’. Nevertheless, helgaral script names precise locations

8 Damer 1989.
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within Glasgow: Kintra Street, Duke Street Canalhif Basin Towpath,
Easterhouse, Summerston Field, Blackhill Road tmighvn to the accuracy of the
number 61 bus. The street where the film was sbieséd ‘problem families’ waiting
to be re-located and was scheduled to be torn dbegals told the set people, ‘Don’t
bring the rats, we've already got thefnDuring shooting some locals threatened to
steal the equipmefit. Though nothing happened it added to a vaguely niega

atmosphere.

Images, words, sound

Poverty is visually indexed in the film by uneveslymbined domestic interiors and
clothing: ‘In the kind of environment we were debtrg, people would not be
wearing bang-up-to-date clothing or have bang-ugate furniture. We mixed
elements of the fifties, sixties and seventiegjitally it looks more authentically
seventies® 'Authentically seventies' or not, the vaguely datbandoned fashion
projects, ‘kitsch’, releases memory from the biagdmournful side of melancholia,
its shocking juxtaposition re-energising dead ardtd. At one stage, Benjamin saw in
the Surrealist leader Andre Breton the first tdyfanimate revolutionary melancholia
out of 'destitution - not only social but architauic, the poverty of interiors, enslaved

and enslaving objects - can suddenly be transfointedevolutionary nihilism®®

In
one scene, we are shown a close-up of twelve-ydalames tenderly covering-up his

sleeping mother’s exposed toe cutting through &adéred tights. So enlarged, the

8 Quoted in Romney 1999.

% Author interview with Lynne Ramsay, 6 May 2000.
% Romney 1999.

8" Quoted in Francke 1999, p. ix.

% Quoted by Pensky 1993, p. 192.
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camera endows the banal materiality of fabric textuith the social significance of

poverty and childish devotidil.As one reviewer noted of minuscule material detail

Ratcatchemakes you see the world with bigger eyes, revgdhe layers beneath
every surface. We're frequently asked to noticeemals in conjunction with each
other: flesh beneath curtain fabric, a bathtub B#nplastic, a toe beneath nylon,

spectacles beneath wafér.

Ratcatcher'salmost photographic attention to expressive spandsminuscule

detail’ likewise renders dialogue ‘almost supertiabfor Ramsay:

People rarely say what they mean. | don’t oftep o&l dialogue as the key to a
scene. | like to use silence and physical spacedioate how people feel about

each other?

Nevertheless, unexpected insight is gleaned frastitoversive humour of formally
mistaken word us& Ramsay accents the cinematic superfluity of diadoig
Kenny’s halting speech and comedic malapropismssdys of James’s smoking, ‘Ye

better watch ye don’t get lump cancer’ and of thigbish-filled backyard,

% Stark 2000.

% OrSullivan, 1999:51.

> Which is just as well since outside Scotland,ube of the urban Scottish dialect can
appear to some like Gilbert 2000, as ‘impenetrabhile Gaelic is rightly subsidised by the
state, the urban Scots vernacular, such as Glaswegs opposed to ‘literary Scots’, is seen
as a mark of class-based inferiority and stupid@ge Matheson 2002.

%2 Quoted in Francke 1999, p. xi.

% Ramsay 1999, p. 57.

28



Ah’'m no allowed to play doon ther. Ma ma says dsenvir, an envir- It's a really

mental health hazard.

In a strange Freudian slip, ten year old Kenng tisle adult Mr Gillespie, ‘Thanks a
lot for savin’ ma wife ... Ah mean lifé* Kenny also slurs his mimicking of other
boys in describing the abused Margaret Anne: ‘Yea'pure cow, pure cow,
purecow, poorcow, poorcow’, and mimics Margaret &sriFuck off’, with

‘Fuckodd, Fuckood, fuckodd, fookgod . %> As these examples show, far from being
superfluous dialogue retains a facility for anchgrcinematic imagery. As Volosinov
argued, while words cannot supplant cinematic imatfdl manifestations of
ideological creativity - all other non-verbal signare bathed by, suspended in, and

cannot be entirely segregated or divorced frometament of speech®

Ratcatchels domestic images are also anchored by incongruse®f (recently)
dated pop music. In a rare moment of the Gilletgmeily occupying domestic space
together Tom Jones can be seen on black and weletadion performing a ‘frenzied
rendition’ of ‘What's New, Pussycat?’; Anne Gillesiries to get her children in a
party mood by playing Eddie Cochran’s rock and ‘®©limon Everybody’ (against the
daughters’ protestations); images and music cdr#fd_ittle Millie’s up-beat ska
novelty, ‘My Boy Lollipop’, plays at the moment tiséashed father crashes through
the door; and Frank and Nancy Sinatra’s ‘SometBitupid’ accompanies a parental
dance of the macabre. For a contemporary audiéecetisic, what used to be called
‘middle-of-the-road’ pop, nostalgic rock n’ roll dm one-hit wonder ska novelty,

might suggest a lack of taste or simply a retrogesgodge of randomly chosen

% Ramsay 1999, p. 82.
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sounds. The pre-punk Gillespie family might sedibtevn together to view ‘Tom Jones
Live at Las Vegas’ on television but are split Ipg @and gender when Eddie Cochran
cackles from the record player. James’ sister deisiwemhear Tom Jones, who is
judged to be ‘shite’ by James. Musical prefererazesargued over and negotiated in
the family living room. Their pensioned investmena discarded pop song like ‘My
Boy Lollipop’, released ten years before the filmaisn period piece, takes on a new,
shocking level of meaning and intensity when jurisgd to images of domestic
apocalypse. Film music’s conventional role as gresent wallpaper deploys non-
diagetic soundtracks as dramatic counter-poinipfohg or anticipating the camera
to elicit preferred ‘voluntary’ responses in thewer/hearer. In contrast, Ramsay’s
diagetic use of ‘My Boy Lollipop’ to accompany atimatic domestic scene creates
not a ‘sincere’ empathetic response but an anengpathstruction in the song’s cold
indifference to the harrowing visual imagery. Autte perception is pulled in
different ways by sound and vision, the contraditieft momentarily unresolved. In
its apparently kitsch triviality the song becombeckingly detached, indifferent to
suffering, made worse since this is the charactess choice as a consumer of happy
music As kitsch the song brings the audience ngaming the ‘heart’s ease’ at its
exuberance until the barbarism beyond crashesdhrthe living room door. This
juxtaposition delves into what Adorno called thaith content’ of music, its surplus
meaning residing beyond the thrall of its secondimreafamiliarity through extra-

musical significatiorf. Disruption suddenly exposes Millie Small’'s messafjkvely,

% Ramsay 1999, p. 101.
% Volosinov 1973, p. 15.
%" Adorno 1984.
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child-like appeals to undying lo¥&as the invertedamera obscuraf callous social

conditions.

Play and waste

Ratcatche's child-centred perspective returns the spectedtiaborator to their own
past, to see things ‘for the first time’ beforedplis transformed into toil, curiosity
into fetishism, reciprocity into tyranny, spontagento drudgery®® Accumulated
rubbish during the bin-drivers strike affords atlegal material for a correspondence

between a child’s eye and a camera’s eye view. é&gdnin noted children become

super-charged by the detritus of the urban landscap

In waste products they recognise the face thavtiréd of things turns directly and
solely to them. In using these things they do natsich imitate the works of
adults as bring together, in the artefact producgday, materials of widely
different kinds in a new intuitive relationship. i€nen thus produce their own

small world of things within the greater otf8.

In the city children inhabit a political economywéste. Children’s play prises
utopian possibilities out of discarded, worn-oudsolete objects that only recently

circulated as fetishisized commodities. As Gillgelts it, ‘The adult humiliates him

% Adorno would undoubtedly have some harsh wordsyoabout this kind of kitsch pop
song’s musical aesthetics as monotonous and leénei¢aning. ‘My Boy Lollipop’ was an
anglicised version of mid-1960s Jamaican ska. Aeco¥ Barbie Gay's R&B hit, it was
released in 1964 and sold six million copies woittkyreaching number 2 in the UK charts
and number 5 in the USA. Millie Small, then a Jaraaiof uncertain age, cut the song with
English-based musicians and producers, ‘so wandae likely to be appreciated by British
pop-tuned ears. Ears that would still find it diffit to make the jump from crisply recorded
very familiar sounds to the often rough ‘n’ readngston variety’, according to the historian
of reggae Lloyd Bradley (2000, p. 151).

% Gilloch 1996, p. 91.
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or herself before the commodity; the child is huatédd by it' °* From contemporary
photographs of the Glasgow bin-drivers strike Ranlisdks children’s use of the
accumulated detritus to the insights of surrealitney were quite surreal — kids
pulling things from the rubbish, dressing up, fmgliold dolls, killing rats. It sounds
grotesque [but] people were really poor (the petuisometimes look mediaeval) and
people still are® Children imaginatively re-form this environmentdhgh

insightful imitation.

Children’s play is everywhere permeated by mimetoxies of behaviour, and its
realm is by no means limited to what one personirmagate in another. The child

plays at being not only a shopkeeper or a teatiérlso a windmill and a traift®

In one scene, Kenny runs in front of James, ‘arnisteetched like an aeroplan@?.
Dialogue specifies that he is not imitating an p&oe at all but a bird and, unable to
physically leave the ground, has in his mind aipaldr kind of bird: ‘Ah’m a bird,
Ah’'m a bird, Ah’m an ostrich. Ostrich canny fly'nd makes an imitative flapping
motion with his arms. In another sense Kenny’s plagtes on an ostrich-like
compromise with grounded conditions, not quitenggio the level expected by
Vygotsky: ‘Play contains in a concentrated formirathe focus of a magnifying
glass, all developmental tendencies; it is asdfahild tries to jump above his usual
level’.!® Vygotsky's dialectical paedology sees childrenadep qualitatively in play

by leaps and bounds. This sense of the dialeckzgd’ is at the heart of Ben

190 Benjamin 1997, p. 52-3.

191 Gilloch 1996, p. 87.

192 Quoted in Francke 1999, p. viii.

103 Benjamin 1933a, p. 720. See also1933b, p 6981884, p. 160.
104 Ramsay 1999, p. 35.

195 v/ygotsky 1933, quoted by van der Veer and Valisi®91, p. 345.
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Watson’s claim that CLR James’ transcription of inéhown notes from Hegel's

Science of Logiorms ‘one of the great concrete poems of the tis#ncentury’*%°

LEAP
LEAP
LEAP

LEAP

For Ratcatchels children a dialectic of ‘leaps’ constitutes dial break with habit-
forming ‘gradualness’, stretching the possibiliti&ghin unpromising material

conditions to their limit.

‘And now, Rubbish®’

Children also allow Ramsay to evade the politicthefbin-drivers strike in order to
focus on the specific condition of poverRatcatcheresists equally facile

‘optimism’ and portentous moralism about the lieditions of the working class.
Against the slothful ‘optimism’ of social democraBgnjamin posited the pessimism
of surrealism: ‘to organise pessimism means noththgr than to expel moral
metaphor from politics and to discover in politieation a sphere reserved one
hundred per cent for image’$® Although scenes were scripted for ‘Artie’, ‘an dye
officious shop steward’, the film lacks didactioxtent or metaphorical consolation in
the moral rectitude of the proletarfat.Instead, the strike’s impact on a working-class

community throws-up intra-class divisions. Whenié(tsanctimoniously’) yells

1% \Watson 1998, p. 68.

197 Reginald Bosanquet introducing reports of theatswisputes in Glasgow and Liverpool,
News at Ten, ITN, 21 March 1975, in The GlasgowMdrsity Media Group 1976, p. 244.
198 Benjamin 1997, p. 238.
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‘fuckin’ scabs’ at strike-breaking troops his aplpffea solidarity receives only
derisory comments from the women leaning out oflmeavindows. Neither does the
mysterious adult world of work come into the puwief children. Only the
accoutrements of waged labour are visible to childrs adults return from and leave
for work, such as the industrial paint James'’s Biags home to decorate the house

(colour - battleship grey) and Ma’s work overalls.

Ratcatche’s child-centred focalisation thus adopts an orthodrt cinema stratagem
for transforming the concreteness of class strugtea backdrop for universally
applicable humanist themes. As Ramsay said, ‘[feas put to me that the politics
of the strike are not dealt with in the film, bubay like James would hardly be
concerned with politics, would he®?? Yet the strike cannot be dodged quite so
easily. Strikes are a momentary revolt againstdéhes of the labour contract, the root
of endemic alienation. The appearance on Glasgstnegts and backyards of
uncollected rubbish cannot simply serve as a metagai or mystical playground
without acknowledging its place as a concreteditgtter class struggle.

Specifically, HGV drivers, including dustcart drigeemployed by Glasgow
Corporation struck in autumn 1974 for parity wile tminimum wage awarded to
private sector HGV drivers. Work resumed after faeeks on the understanding that
if national negotiations failed to produce parhen the Corporation would negotiate
a local agreement. When this failed to happen @lagdyivers struck for the second
time in three months in January 1975. However ‘dieminded’ or unreasonable the
HGV drivers’ strikes of 1974 and 1975 appear onstindace they demand that a

standpoint be taken. At the time the media andthte adopted an ideological

199 Ramsay 1999, p. 11.
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standpoint consistent with their class intereske Glasgow drivers strike became the
occasion for the first use of troops in an indasiispute in twenty-five years. The
Glasgow University Media Group argued that tel@nsnews coverage of the three
month-long ‘Glasgow rubbish strike’ of 1975 adop#&dunremittingly negative and
hostile standpoint, concentrating on the threateinealth hazard’, while unofficial
strikers were too weakly positioned in the ‘hiergrof access’ to impress their own
definition of the dispute onto audience consciogasnBlone of the strikers were
interviewed for national television reports durthg entire period of the strike. And
neither would viewers have much sense that thefigradfstrikers were also in

conflict with their own union, the TGWU, whose affils were interviewed as the
legitimate representatives of the strikers. Televi@udiences had little knowledge of
neither the immediate cause of the strike noruakegonviction of strikers like Tom

Docherty, interviewed by ITN News on his returnatork,

Tom Docherty: | would go on strike for the samesmagain because we're
qualified drivers ...

Reporter: But going on strike doesn’t appearaweehachieved anything
because the army can come in and do your work?

Tom Docherty:  Certainly, because we didn’'t haveuiacking this time.

Reporter: So why go on strike again?

Tom Docherty: ~ We’ll go on strike on principle awe’re entitled to this money.

And there’s nobody saying we won't go on strike. tédinitely

119 Francke, 1999, p. viii.
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will. If it comes to the cause again, and it's stjul cause, we

must go on strike for it agairi?

As the Glasgow University Media Group argue, tlmrased television viewer is
encouraged by omission and selection in the doriinaming of how strikes are
reported to attribute ‘their cause to thereasonabldecause unexplained action of
labour’ *2 Criticisms that the Glasgow University Media Grisuanalysis
concentrated too narrowly and selectively on thatpaf-view of the strikers and
failed to reckon sufficiently with the day-to-dasagmatism of news reporters
somewhat misses the point that the strikers viemtpsirarely reported with any
conviction*® More than that, the fabled ‘neutral, objectivelmaf view of
journalistic professionalism, where officially-apped non-striking professionals
discourse with authority about striking non-profesals, veils a partial perspective

situated within a field of contending class forces.

Happiness and horror
A further thematic difficulty in Ratcatcher is thepresentation of children as moral
innocents, ‘like a blank canvas’ (Ramsay) lacking baggage of second nature

habituation. Benjamin, like Vygotsky, entertainsidealized version of childhood:

The fact is that the perceptual world of the cislihfluenced at every point by

traces of the older generation, and has to take iggth them. The same applies to

1 The Glasgow University Media Group 1976, p. 256..
12 The Glasgow University Media Group 1980, p. Xiv.
113 See Harrison 1985.
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the child’s play activities. It is impossible torgiruct them as dwelling in a

fantasy realm, a fairy-tale land of pure childh@ogure art:**

Every childhood achieves something great and acgable for humanity. By the
interest it takes in technological phenomena, leyctlriosity it displays before any
invention or machinery, every childhood binds theanplishments of technology
to the old worlds of symbol. There is nothing ie tiealm of nature that would be
exempt from such a bond. Only, it takes form nahimaura of novelty but in the

aura of the habitud®®

In practice Ratcatches standpoint is not wholly devoid of the resistardterial of
childhood or the traces of adulthodthtcatches dialectical optic recovers repressed
inner traces of horror and happiness as mediatethibdhood play before they
become frozen together in the adult world of aliemmaand reification. Play helps
transform ‘a shattering experience into habit’;at#joon turns play into an alien,

grotesque form.

Habit enters life as a game, and in habit, evemdst sclerotic forms, an element
of play survives to the end. Habits are the forfnsus first happiness and our first

horror congealed and become deformed to the pbimeiog unrecognizablé™®

The dustcart drivers’ strike provides the settiogrecalling first happiness and first
horror. Ramsay remembered the strike as somethatdtought her brutal-beautiful

notion of the urban together in something like @ mrodern carnivalesque: ‘It felt

114 Benjamin 1928, p. 118.
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quite medieval, a lot of fun. | was always fasoatbby things that are ugly-beautiful,

like the canal!’

From a kid’s point of view this kind of realism game a licence to go from
brutality to beauty. It lends itself to the psyabgy of the character’s world, how it
is to see the unthinking brutality of kids andll stiow you kind find a certain kind

of beauty in thid*®

Stuck between brutality and bealgtcatchels children are subject to an arbitrary
selection, a kind of environmental destiny deteediby the local canal. ‘The
environment is an enormous determining metaphoddares and Kenny. Their
environment is very important'® Charles Taylor sees the garbage-lined landscape as
a rather obvious metaphor for ‘the emotional pesté breeding among the
inhabitants of this no-hope slurff® Early on, eleven-year-old Ryan is accidentally
drowned in the canal. ‘Drowning becomes a motifethler it be in muddy waters or
garbage or drink or the inability to control eveatsin the film’s most beautiful
image, in a cornfield seen through a winddf’.The local gang ‘playfully’ threaten
to throw James into the canal. James eventuallgapgo drown himself near the
film’s end. For ten year-old Kenny the canal i®arse of fascination, especially after
James tells him about the exotic fish that swinndh&ames’s despondency is
heightened when Kenny is nearly drowned while fighin the canal, saved only by

James’s father. Death and near-death experieneasato be read literally. For

15 Benjamin 1999c, p. 461.

118 Benjamin 1928, p. 120

7 Quoted in Romney, 1999

118 Author interview with Lynne Ramsay, 6 May 2000.
119 Author interview with Lynne Ramsay, 6 May 2000.
120 Taylor 2000.
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Ramsay, 'it's more about the death of childhoodh&nend perhaps it's a
metaphorical death — the death of James'’s spffiRatcatche’s over-indulgence in
the pictorial as metaphor — for death, psycholegyjronment — is the obverse of its

refusal to deal categorically with the class poditat stake.

Between danger and experimental play stands angaimilts relationship to space,
where the boundaries between casual violence, exicathd rough play are blurred.
Margaret Anne is regularly abused by the local gargpys, yet she seems to be
quietly consigned to her fate. As Ramsay said, ‘Shekward but flirtatious; there’s
something in her eyes that puts her above eveythfiShe doesn’t hide the price of
co-occupying the gang’s spaces, whether outsidetheaanal where her grazed knee
provides a badge of her defiant pain, or indoassying with the gang's sex ritual.
After being abused, James rests on her body, vaiyihg to conceal it from the
gang’s merciless gaze. When James runs away frome bho Margaret Anne’s flat
they share a playful bath, cleansing each othedsds and pain. Emotionally soothed
and physically cleansed Margaret Anne sits ondHettand unselfconsciously
urinates in front of an astonished James. In tteseg, the earlier shots of her grazed
knee, her (willing?) participation in gang sex ded careless bodily exposure, which
James awkwardly tries to shield from the gang, MesgAnne's adolescent body
passively absorbs physical contact as part of thegss of becoming numb, an

indifferent shock absorber fully prepared for athesvorld.

For Ramsay, the rubbish littering the streets auklzourtyards of the houses acts as

a metaphor for the psychological confusion thatekam going through. He feels guilt

121 Gilbert 2001.
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at his involvement in the accidental drowning «f fiiend, Ryan. James’ melancholic
behaviour can also be read in terms of the Oediyp@mics of the protective
maternal authority of his Ma, Anne Gillespie, ahd hostile paternal authority of his
Da, George Gillespie. When council officials tunm4o assess the condition of the
house as part of Gillespie family’s re-housing &agtion they can only see the
surface mess that litters the house and a disleelairty father with a whiff of drink
on his breath. In fact, George has been restimg hi$ rescue of Kenny from the
canal, accounting for his sorry state. George bfagaenes for letting the council
officials into the flat when it was in poor condmi and risking their rehousing.
However, had he refused to let them in we havéabkng that James would still be

blamed.

Public space, especially at night, is made inh&rela@ngerous for and by young men.
George’s face is slashed by a teenage gang. Asdhaood runs down his face the
shot cuts to deep red raspberry syrup running france cream through a little girl’s
fingers. Bleeding badly, on his return home Gedagles out at Anne, destroying the
family party planned in his honour. Yet, despite iuptive power of the scene this

is not the wife-battering that some critics $&eGeorge and Anne also struggle to
protect each other against the brutality of thelavdn a long scene held by an
unflinching camera, the pair dance inseparabléopopular song, ‘Something
Stupid’. As Ramsay says, ‘I like this dancing scbaeause we shot it long and it runs
for almost the entire song. You're forced to wattoh whole thing — they're like

statues standing theré® Such ‘breathing space’ is made to feel like slow

122 Quoted in Francke 1999, p. x.
123 Quoted in Spencer 1999, p. 18.
124 See O'Sullivan 1999.

125 Quoted in Spencer 1999, p.19.
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asphyxiation. WhildRatcatchels adult bodies become living room ‘statues’ its
children’s bodies are more fully permeated by thespeal fragments of ‘surreal
disorder’ of an urban environment defined by dagyal water, discarded debris,

outside toilets, backyards, street pavemé&its.

Dreaming of suburban and stellar escape

Unable to discuss his confused feelings James terdporary escape away from the
rubbish-strewn city streets in a semi-rural housatate under construction.
Compared to the brutal, compressed landscape bfsttined streets, nondescript
houses and the treacherous canal, a whole newisatjan of space opens-up to
James in the suburban housing scheme. Ramsay #hetvansition from the urban
to the semi-rural by shooting the passing paverient the top deck of a travelling
bus. Here we temporarily glimpse Margaret Anne sthigiect of James’s melancholic
drives, as the camera swivels back in slow motoiolow her as the bus moves
forward. The shot returns to the rubbish-lined pasets that the bus passes until,
leaving all this behind, green shapes replace dmeyyn and black ones. At the end
of his journey, James disembarks at a semi-runasing scheme and explores the
bare interior space of an unfinished, skeletal bolikis uninhabited, half-finished
house is not yet haunted by what Bachelard retesas the 'group of organic habits'
that an 'unforgettable house' engraves on us thrtergporal repetition and spatial
familiarity. This house knows of no 'organic halsisce it is lying in a state of
inorganic part-construction, a condition that tenapidy liberates James from the
repeated blows dealt in his own home. Children, asgonot yet reduced to servicing

‘organic habits', retain a capacity to actively kvon interior spaces and cannot be

126 Ramsay 1999, p. 95.

41



fixed ahistorically, as Bachelard does, to primardnemories of a ‘Motionless
Childhhod™*?” James' discovery of the house-shell not-yet-filéith fixed parts sets
childhood into historical motion to test the unphad fittings and dream the fantasy
of filling the house with concrete use values. Tglonone of the bathroom fittings
have yet been plumbed-in James urinates into tle¢ pan, creating a damp pattern
on the concrete floor at the base of the pan, aairtthes himself out in the empty
bath. perfectly framed interior shot provided bg tkctangle of a window space

opens-up to James a wondrous view of a golden ffddRamsay said,

The idea of the new house is built up into someghivat feels quite unreal. You're
not sure whether the family will ever get it, béte’s this vague hope. James’s
first visit to this empty house is also probablg fhrst time he’s ever seen a field,

so | wanted to give this field a wide-open, almd&iwestern American feéf®

This is my favourite scene. When James walks thrdhg wide-open space of the
golden field it gives a feeling of walking througpace with some sense of mystery
attached to that space. The field is not just ddysocabby field but James’

space™?®

However, even the exhilarating space of the fisldutdone when Kenny magically
transports his pet mouse, Snowball, to the moanfieeting moment of defiant
imaginative escape. In an unexpected juxtapostgfdantasy animation, reminiscent

of the 1970s television showWhe Clangerstied to a balloon Snowball floats into the

2" Bachelard 1957, p.14. See the critical discussfdachelard's idealist account of the
House in Mieville 1998, pp. 10-12.

128 Quoted in Spencer, 1999, p. 19.

129 Author interview with Lynne Ramsay, 6 May 2000.
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stratosphere and lands on a mouse-infested mqmaraiel perhaps to the rat-infested
city streets. Kenny only ‘launches’ Snowball to m&gs the local gang, who have
already shown that they can represent sudden démgaraller children. Ramsay
makes it clear that due to compressed living camastchildren need a breathing
space to escape adult and peer surveillance. Sitsmdr@amscape sequence ‘allows
even the most cruel situation to lead into a ckildantasy - still maintaining an
innocence, a breathing space in a relentless emagat’**° For Benjamin, such
‘breathing space’ is a pre-requisite for arrivingaily innervation, the steadying

sensation that things are indeed changeable.

Ramsay does not trade on an easy ‘contaminated wbaish/pure countryside’
distinction. lllusions of James’s escape to a serban life are shattered on his last
visit to the new housing scheme. ‘His’ house hanldaished and he finds himself
locked-out, peering-in through the rain-streakexbglof a newly-fitted window. Our
vision of the field becomes more obscure, the maargrclarity of suburban
redemption covered-up by yet another layer of smaked reality. Even with the aid
of camera opticRatcatche’s children struggle throughout to retain a fiefdsision.
Vision is blurred for Margaret Anne after the gahgw her glasses into the canal.
Later, as gang members take it in turns to havenvstdxher she is unable to tell them
apart. When James'’ fails to retrieve her glassas the canal we can see how feeble
his efforts are but from the perspective of Margamne’s blurred world his lack of
success is taken on trust. Margaret Anne repaysaadsonscience by telling the gang

about James’s confession of love for her. Jamestsltation leads directly back to

39 Quoted in Francke, 1999, p. ix.
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the canal where her undisturbed glasses lie. Atgpot James drowns himself, the

final anaesthetic protection against repeated shock

A Benjamin Tableau of Utopian Realism

Ratcatcheiis imprinted with the hallmarks of a Benjamin &dnl. Self-alienation is
recognisable in both its allegorical and utopigoeass. The utopian ‘mystery of the
mysterious’ resides in filmic images of the everytlaat betray their own
technological organisation. Ramsay employs hemtieahapparatus to arrest
naturalistic illusion and ‘seize hold of a memosyitflashes up at a moment of
danger**! As she put it, ‘I've always relished contradicti®*erformances, cutting,
camerawork. | like them all to work against eadheot'*? Ratcatchels camerawork
tests our visual perception. A dialectical opticbfldren’s play and confinement
operates among piles of urban debris, spent exehaalges as the price of ‘progress’
but also a subversive ‘chance’ for childhood inagion. Melancholia is not denied by
the film’s utopian aspects but recognised by afigmmemory and understanding to
seeing. James’s melancholic dilemma is visiblesimultaneously impenetrable.
Possibilities emerge in a new arrangement of damsgace with the discovery of the
house-shell only to be thwarted by an unceasingitig for future shocks of

habituated everyday practice.

Even now, in the age of technological miniatursatand digitisation, film technic
retains the potential to filter moments of recoigmitfrom and of anaesthetised self-
alienation. Then, the mythical ‘hard city’ beconpdigible, like Semtex, ‘in order to

blast a specific era out of the homogenous courkestory - blasting a specific life

31 Benjamin 1973a, p. 247.
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out of the era or a specific work out of the lifewo™® Cinematically, then, a

‘specific work’ like Ratcatcheretonates the optical unconscious from the ‘lifdkvo
onto the surface of the screen, simultaneouslystngeand cancelling the myth of the
hard city. That condition, of absorbing the bloveald by capital’s control over the
city's commodified spaces of production and congignphas not been conjured
away simply by a marketing alteration of Glasgowanirindustrial ‘Second City of the
Empire’ to consumer-led ‘Post-Industrial Emporiutif The hyper-Taylorism of
contemporary call centres which today proliferatauad Glasgow’s hinterland
demand from waged labour an intense emotional pegnce, the psychic dissonance
of combined alertness and numbness, to parry gegiten of shocks in the form of
unrelenting telephone caft¥> Benjamin reminds us that the ‘cultural treasucéghe
kind carried aloft in Glasgow’s ‘urban renewal’ otireir existence to ‘the
anonymous toil’ of forgotten masses who live asla in a perpetual ‘state of

emergency™*

Following the naturalistic depiction of James’stiiea the canaRatcatcherends

with magical redemptive imagery. Ramsay scriptedfitmal shots:

EXT. WHEAT FIELD. DAY
The clouds and blue sky reflect in the surfacerwfeAMarie’s mirror. The surreal
procession of furniture bearers continues througg golden wheat field by the

river, towards the new houses.

%2 Quoted in Spencer 1999, p. 17.

133 Benjamin1973a, p. 254.

134 See Mooney and Johnstone 2000.

135 See Taylor 1998, Taylor and Bain 1998, and Thompsbal, 2000.
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INT./EXT. KITCHEN IN NEW HOUSE LOOKING ON TO FIELDDAY

The procession of furniture bearers moves closer.

EXT. SUMMERSTON FIELD. DAY

A way behind walks James, a chair carried high srshoulders?®’

As if in answer to Benjamin’s demand that ‘only thstorian will have the gift of
fanning the spark of hope in the past who is fircdyvinced thaeven the deadill

not be safe from the enemy if he wins’, with Jammessurrection Ramsay wrests the
tradition of social realism’s closed ending awaynfrthe overpowering force of
naturalistic conformism? This ‘surreal procession’ represents a remarkaersal
of the ‘triumphal procession’ depicted by Benjarmmwhich the present rulers step
over those who are lying prostraté®.In the Gillespie family procession only the
most banal household objects are carried alofts iEmot the triumphalist denial by
the ruling class of ‘the anonymous toil of contemgpis’ but its fleeting utopian
recognition. To reverse a well-known aphorism ohfaenin’s,Ratcatcheiis a

document of barbarism glistening with the civilisatstill to come.

% Benjamin 1973a, p. 248.
13" Ramsay 1999, 104.

138 Benjamin 1973a, p. 247.
139 Benjamin1973a, p. 248.
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