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Abstract
In an attempt to approach the persistent gravity of the classical -Hollywo.od film épectator
as an indicator of its hegemonic populism, thé dissertation cbnceivesf‘of the -
historiography of the silent era as a melodrématic seduction plot. Seeking to rise to the
methodological challenge posed by early cinema, Freud’s sedﬁction theory (as it has been
elaborated by Jean Laplanche) is proposed as an alternative psychoanalytic model of
cultural iﬁcorporation, to provide the frame to consider the constitution of the film
populism of blassjcal .Hollywood spectatorship as a series of decisive historical
encounters withlthe alterity of film’s monstrative address. Inan exploration of the bodies
of work of film scholars including Liﬁda Williams, Tom Gunning, Ben Brewstgr, Miriam

"Hansen and Mary Ann Doane, this project posits a dialectical itinerary to reimagine the

s _

| trénsition_ from,_attrac'tidns to (narrative) seduction, and to rethink the way that the
¢ rgonStration of cinema (and its cﬁltural hypostasés) comes to invade the intimacy of the |
spectatorial iﬁterior. It reconsiders the decisive conflicts of American silent ﬁlm’s
infancy against the screen of aﬁalyses of early American Mutoscope\and Biqgraph
Company peepshows aﬁd the silent films of Cecil B. DeMille, Rudolph Valentinb, and
Louise Bféoks. |

Keywords
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Melodrama; Cinemé of Attractions; Filfn Monstration; Transi;ional Cinema;
Psychoanalysis; Seduction Theory; Jean Laplaﬁche; Judith Butler; Film Bodies; Sex
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Introduction
The Hypostatic Charge:
‘Spectatorship after the Challenge of Film Hlstorlography

The Classrcal Snectator Our Long Suffermg Whlpmng Bov
| In one of the most unforgettable 1mages of the s1Ient age Rudolph Valentlno 1s
hangmg from the bars of hls ]all cell, strung up by hlS wrlsts hav1ng been beaten (Flgure
L 01) For film scholars this scene is also srgmﬁcant as one of those presented by the late
Mmam Hansen in the last sectlon of her 1nﬂuent1al book on the Mnencan s11ent era,
Babel & Babylon Spectatorsth in Amerzcan Szlent Film. In 1t she argues that the
spectacle of suffenng and sacrifice of the ethmcally and sexually amblguous body of
Valentmo functloned like a monstratrve supplement to the universahst Babehan pI'O_] ect
of Hollywood ﬁlm the exceptlon that both proved and questloned the rule The |
| sadomasochlsm of this scene, she argued expressed the complex1t1es of femlmne :
spectatonal cross 1dent1ﬁcat10n with respect to the star and hero [t]he deepest most
effectrve layer of the Valentmo persona is that of the whlpplng boy” (Babel 287) As an
i exemplary work of the turn to early cinema in ﬁlm studles in the 1980s (her first essay on
Valentino was published in 1986), Hansen works through the silent era to test and to |
critique the dominant theories of film history and sp'ectatorship which privileged classical
Hollywood i’rlm.l | I‘open with this scene because it brings together a number of themes of
the research that will follow including the critical encounter between spectatorship

theory and ﬁlm hlstoriography It also 1ntroduces the emblematlc mode whlch w1ll be

1mportant to us: ﬁrst because of the srlent era’s melodramatlc tendency to condense its

7

! Hansen, Miriam. “Pleasure, Ambivalence, Identification: Valentino and Female
Spectatorship.” Cinema Journal. 25.4 (Summer 1986): 6-32. Print.



scenes into gestural fableaux, and dramatis personae; and seeond, the scene’s treatment
| by Hansen reflects a theoretico-cﬁtical fhetorical operation in film studies, in Which
theoretical debates (and culture wars) bevcome waged as fights over the meaning of -
particular moments, scenes,,ﬁguree, and bodies in the histery of cinema. Finally, I would
suggest that the suffering Valentino seeghs ari apt (if hyperbolic) emblem for the fate (or
perhaps, the afterlife) of the tlﬂleoryeof the classical Hollywood spectator. Beyond the
platonic referenee to a tethered viewer{that the scene screens (so inipof_fant for Baudry),
like Valentino the theory of the classical spectator had a relatively short, though
influential career; and like Valentino, the classical spectator, lived in infamy aﬁd died
before its time, only to be ritually fevived as an ever-present Sacriﬁcial monument to the
progress of the ﬁlm studies past its first era: the theory of the clessical'ﬁlm .spectator, a
| whipping boy? |
| Citing Wofds which Hansen used to describe Valentino, we might saiy: “[t]o usea’”
cliché, he became a floating signifier for temborarily antagoniéfic discb_urses” (Babel ‘
267). Tom Gunning uses a similar figure while critiquing the history of clas§ie;1 film:
“[w]hile allr this [critique of the claesieal mode] may seem like beating a dead horse. LI
want to emphasize the key role narrative played in the linear conception of cinema’s
history” (“Whole” 189). Is there anything left to consider in this Beaten af beaﬁtifui) old
horse? And does Gunning’s phrase reflect some deeper (if disavowed) iﬁtimacy between
ﬁ‘lm historiography and its beaten foe? In beginnihg this peth back down the roa)d‘ of the -
classical spectator, I Will.pléee the debate within film studies over the status of the
spectator witﬁin its melodramatic context, going back to‘the first years of moving

]
s

~ pictures. I will contend that what made the concept of the spectator so seductive for film



theory in its heyday (that it provided film theorists a forum to work out broad cultural
theories and themes) is an index of the fact that, going back to the first thirty years of the
moving pictures, the spectator of American film was itself the site of a seduction. The
fact spectatorship theory emerged as a cultural psychoanalysis is not simply a kind of
wrong path in the development of film studies: beyond the manifold positions that
developed in the terms of the psychoanalytically informed debates, the paradigm itself
reflected the fact that as a cultural movement the cinema had, from its beginnings,

invaded the spectatorial interior.

Figure 1.01 The Classical Spectator: A Whipping Boy? {Son ofSheik, 1926, Feature
Productions)

In the last twenty-five years, spectatorship theory of the 70s and 80s, which
helped establish film studies as a discipline, has found itself apparently unseated from

this foundational position. Psychoanalysis had been usefully commandeered by film



scholars (like Baudry, Metz, Mulvey, Heath, etc.) as a libidinal supplement to fill the
semiotic gap in the film system (in its precarious status, as Metz discovered, as a
“language without a system”), and, given this, to account for the depth and gravity of film
as a popular form of art and entertainment (Metz Film 65). However, in doing so, these
scholars implicitly introduced its model of the spectator as a theory of sexuality in
modem culture. Here, metapsychology was taken as a prescriptive anthropology, and
projected tout court onto the scene of film spectatorship. For a generation of scholars
then, the monolithic spectator and its discontents became the disciplinary touchstone (and
subsequently, the sacrificial ‘wicker man’) of film studies.

Critics have provocatively leveled the charge that the spectator posited by this
theory is an unspecified, abstraction separated from any historical specificity. Indeed, this
has been one of the loudest accusations against psychoanalysis in film theory; that is to

say, as an epistemology, it is itself a kind of narcissistic conceptual structure that has the2

2We can distinguish between three different theoretical strategies within the history of
spectatorship theory that sought to deal with the Lacanian “fact” of the lack in the
cinematic Symbolic (that the big Other of film language does not exist): theorists of the
filmic Imaginary, Symbolic and the Real. Figures like Baudry and Metz (in his work of
the mid-70s) focused on Imaginary or “perverse” regressions that the cinematic
apparatus presupposes and provokes. This structured Imaginary identification offers the
spectator the possibility of the ideal perspective of the passive voyeur. Secondly,
understood from the perspective of the Symbolic (with Oudart, Heath and Silverman), the
illusion of the cinema is not created by a nostalgic return to an enveloping plenitude, but
by placing the subject in a relation of Symbolic suspense (i.e., by amplifying the aphansis
of the subject): by identifying with the gaze of the camera the subject is superimposing its
lack onto the lack in the Symbolic as Big Other. Finally, Copjec, McGowan and Zizek
have emphasized the cinema’s potential for encountering the trauma of the Lacanian
Real. They point out that Lacan’s theory of the gaze, as outlined in Seminar 11, does not
emphasize the illusion of scopic mastery, nor the gaze of a Big (Br)Other who would see
all, but rather presents the gaze as an encounter with anxiety: a smudge of the impossible-
Real within the visual field, a surplusjouissance which stands for the unsymbolizable
maternal Thing. The problem of the internal limit of film is understood on the model of
the Real, as an impossible object-cause of the closure of the system.



effect of incessantly reflecting upon itself, to the total abandonment of the cinematic
“object” in its specificity. As Gunning has suggested, with the rejection of the
“biological schema of infancy and maturity” to understand the development of film
history, film historiographers effectively rejected the “simple narrative of a
cryptobiological teleology” that stood as the unacknowledged foundation of classical
Hollywood spectatorship theory (“Whole” 189). Submitting these theories to cases of
historical variation, the reexamination of early cinema, “denaturalis[es]...[the] experience
[ofthe cinema]”, and displaces the hegemonic fiction of what Noel Burch has called
narrative film’s “Institutional Mode of Representation [IMR\” (Burch 2).

Since the period of this reassessment began in the mid-1980s, then, spectatorship
theory “seems to have become obsolete” (Hansen “Early” 135). Looked at as historical
panorama, this historiographic critique asserts that the so-called “gaze theory” presents a
retrospective, hegemonic view of spectatorship which assumes both a privileged,
deracialized, nongendered subject position, and the implicit historical installation of the
conventions of narrative cinema: that is, that the infancy of early cinema gave way to the
maturity of classical Hollywood. Ironically, given its emphasis on the foundational
nature of the infantile years, psychoanalytic film theory (we might say in summation)
forgot that the film apparatus has itself gone through constitutional crises in its historical
development, and that an ahistorical theory of spectatorship presumes a (mature) film
form with its own language.

For scholars still invested in the category of the spectator (as Linda Williams
wrote in 1995 in her introduction to Viewing Positions) the lesson that has come to light

has been that “any theory of spectatorship must now be historically specific, grounded in



the specific spectatorial practices, the specific narratives, and the specific attractions...
[of its] viewers” (“Introduction” 18). Now a work of cultural and historical specification
to give expression to the manifold ‘viewing positions’, this revised category of the
spectator seems less prone to abstraction and speculative reflection. Submitted to the
stories of its own development, then, the notion of a univocal, universal spectator that
rises above the tumult of historico-cultural contingency, loses its form. The turn toward
history, it would seem, implies a turn away from theory, an emptying of the concept of
classical film spectatorship per se, and the historical singularity of the classical
Hollywood cinema that inspired the institution of film studies as a discipline of its own,
in the first place. And yet, the erasure or particularization of the category of the film
spectator misses the fact that this category was a consistent popular preoccupation within
American culture (both in criticism and the films themselves) from its very beginning.
Today, given this critical reappraisal and the continued withering of the conditions of
cinema-going, we might legitimately ask, whither thefilm spectator?

In the Autumn 2004 issue of the journal Signs, a number of the most influential
feminist film critics gathered around a series of questions (posed by the editors)
addressing the legacy and future possibilities of the feminist orientation for film studies.
While a number of prominent critics distanced themselves from, or revised their previous
positions, Mary Ann Doane stood out by insisting on the continued militancy ofa
feminist film theory, as such:

The current tendency to divide and subdivide subjectivities
in an effort to avoid overgeneralization or totalization

of the concept of ‘woman’ rests on the premise that this



impact (of film on society or society on film) is potentially

infinitely complex, but nevertheless there, as the substrate

of feminist endeavour. The logical outcome of such a

process of division, which is ultimately based on the premises

of empiricism, is pure particularity, pure idiolect. This

approach... risks an aphasia of theory in which nothing can

be said. (“Aesthetics” 1231)
While this passage clearly targets precisely the kind of empiricist research that questions
the legitimacy of feminist theory, Doane here seems to be addressing herselfmore
specifically to the enterprise of theorizing spectatorship. The tendency to understand “the
concept of ‘woman’” as a vacant signifier whose identity would be ceaselessly contested
and redefined, denies the concrete fact of the preoccupation with gender in the West.
Against what we might label with Doane a ‘particularist empiricism’ she argues (in the
earlier “Masquerade Reconsidered: Further Thoughts on the Female Spectator”) that
“what has to be acknowledged is that there are, in fact, constraints on reading, constraints
on spectatorship. Social constraints, sexual constraints, historical constraints. 1f there
were no constraints, there would be no problem, no need for feminist criticism” (Femmes
41). Reading these statements together, Doane’s defense of the feminist project in film
studies is, | would argue, instructive in its emphasis on spectatorship as a cultural legacy
of stubborn, enduring constraints. While I would agree, then, that the dialectical return
within film studies to its historical “object” announced by film historiography no doubt
had to take place so that the ongoing legitimacy of film studies as a discipline might be

maintained and deepened, in its institutionalization the historical turn has veered,



however, into a descriptive, historicist empiricism. In its most careless forms, historicist
empiricism equates the theoretical with the violent imposition ofapriori transcendental
onto its historical data. And yet, as Doane highlights, how might we read the popularity
of film, indeed its populism, without resorting to some transcendentally-informed
statement? And if we are to take the nature of this hegemony seriously (with the work of
Ernesto Laclau in mind) how are we to approach the universalizing tendencies of the
cinema itself?3 In short, at its extreme, historicist empiricism leaves us without any
possibility of tackling the question of how the cinema became ‘universal! How does it
constitute its diverse audience? Even if now, it might be agreed upon that film is not a
universal language strictly speaking, how did American silent film come to have this
aura?

While the luminaries of the historical school no doubt articulate something
fundamentally important about the missed encounter between film theory and film
history, the movement towards historicist empiricism threatens to ignore what is at stake
in its object. 1 would agree with the historical school that psychoanalytic spectatorship
theory has failed to work through the history of the spectator as a cinematic institution;
however, what has not been examined sufficiently is the meaning of cinematic
universalism and its entanglement, from its beginnings, with the discourse of sexuality.4
What is it that allows the spectator to be open to the movement of universalization, and

why has this populism been associated with sexuality?

) Laclau, Ernesto. On Populist Reason. New York, NY: Verso, 2007. Print.

4 As an example of a historically oriented scholar who has attempted to take up this
question of populism, we will look at Hansen’s notion of “vernacular modernism” in the
fourth chapter.



Historiographers (notably Tom Gunning) have cited this “utopian promise” of
spectatorship in its first era as one of the inspirations for the revisions of early cinema of
the last thirty years.5In this vein, therefore, if spectatorship is to be a meaningful
theoretical concept for film studies, it cannot be thought of as an empty hegemonic form.
Rather than think of spectatorship in terms of the accusation that it is an idealized,
pseudo-Cartesian monolith (to be worshipped or flogged), | take it as the flashpoint of a
form of populism that was emerging in the teens and twenties, centred on the cinema. It is
necessary to find a way of taking seriously the category of a spectatorial universal; we
could say, particularly necessary. While, as Doane has suggested, the historical turn
seems in danger of a kind of aphasia, we actually find in the major works of film
historiography, | argue, a relatively consistent theoretical model of spectatorship to
counter the psychoanalytic schemes that had gone before. In the section that follows, |
suggest that while film historiography does pose a (crypto)theory of its own spectator, it
does not account sufficiently for how this model connects to, or revises how we think of

the “classical” spectator.

The Look that Leaves a Residue:
Walter Beniamin. Film Aura and the ‘Modernity Thesis’

Within the broader Western theoretical tradition, the accusation against spectatorship
theory is a version of the old charge of hypostasis, i.e., the fallacious substantialization

(e.g. the classical spectator) of some negative or accidental condition (e.g. the

5See his references to the “forgotten future” of the cinema in “Attractions: How They
Came into the World” and “The Whole Town’s Gawking: Early Cinema and the Visual
Experience of Modernity”.
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conventions of “classical” Hollywood).6 However, at the crucial moments in the
historiography of the American silent era, ranging through a number of its foundational
works, we find a group of scholars hypostasizing a body immediately subject to the
conditions of modernity, without cultural mediation or psychic representation.
Historiography itself, I will argue, has an implicit theory of spectatorship, which should
be read as theory in its response to the spectatorship theory of the 1970s and 80s. Film
historiographers like Gunning, Hansen, Singer and Williams engaged with theories of
modernity, biopolitics and cultural inscription as a way of combating the ahistoricism of
psychoanalytic film theory. Among these historiographers, the work of Walter Benjamin
has been crucially influential.7

In his famous analogy in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction”, Benjamin highlights the way cinema “penetrates” the body deeply like a
surgeon making an incision in an operation (Illuminations 233). In this essay and in
“Some Motifs in Baudelaire”, he suggests that cinema, as a cultural form of
modernization, breaks down (through the insistent repetition of shock) the contemplative
distance that produces an art form’s aura. Cinema’s mode of spectatorship is, thus,
discontinuous with that of the contemplative reception within the tradition of Western
painting; for Benjamin, the “unconscious optics” of film evokes a tactile, “haptic” mode
6The charge of hypostasis, the positive substantialization of some negative / accidental
condition, haunts the history of metaphysics. In the late 18thcentury there is the
exemplary case of the German critic Hamann, who accused his colleague Kant of
abstracting the apriori forms of subjectivity from all historical and linguisitic context.
What the Kantian apriori hypostatized, and therefore excluded, was the “heraldry” of
language, which Hamann speaks of in theological terms. Thus, what Kant tries to locate
as the “inside” property of the subject, is (for Hamann) visited upon the subject as a
spiritual/cultural inheritance. This critique of hypostasis will become important for us

going forward.
7With the exception here of Williams, whose work is more influenced by Foucault.
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of reception. In this sense, film has been part of the movement whereby modernity has
affected and modified the human sensorium. Within the historiography of early cinema,
Benjamin’s thesis on the anti-auratic nature of the film has been taken and consolidated
by a group of scholars in what has come to be known as the modernity thesis.

Also influenced by Benjamin’s work and by French poststructuralism, thinkers
(like Crary and Kittler) have developed the theme of film as cultural inscription, placing
emphasis not on the content of films, but on the manner in which the film form penetrates
and informs the terms of discourse of the moment. Crary has argued that unlike the
“centred, ideal, disembodied” visual perspective of art history, the photographic
technologies of the 19thcentury (including film) presupposed the “carnal density” of
vision brought on by the changing conditions of modernity: a spectatorial body not bound
up with a “metaphysic of interiority” (“Modernizing” 6, 34, 26).O For Crary, the
techniques of observation imply a “technology of individuals” in the sense in which
Foucault speaks of the biopolitical as a form of subjection directly penetrating and
investing the spectatorial body (a notion we will explore in our first chapter, as it has
been taken up in the work of Linda Williams). In a similar vein, Kittler argues that as a
“psychotechnology” cinema “implements its psychic mechanisms itself’ rather than
reflecting a pre-existing psychic reality (Gramophone 159). In the following chapters, we
will explore how a number of important works of American film historiography are
influenced by Benjamin and the inscription theory that followed his work. As I detail in

the discussions to follow, in the Benjaminian theories posed in the historiographic work

0

In her editor’s introduction to Viewing Positions, Williams affirms Crary’s “corporeality
of vision” but wonders what its implications might be for gender (7, 20 n.I 1). See also,
Crary’s Techniques ofthe Observer.
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of Gunning, Singer and Hansen (among others), emphasis is placed on the capacity of
film to mark its spectators with its modernity.

What remains dissonant in this anti-auratic perspective, or perhaps we should say,
what remains an undeveloped paradox of the silent era for this school of thought, I will
argue, is the extent to which the Hollywood mode works within, and develops in terms of
psychologization and individualization. As Christine Gledhill has argued of the
melodramatic mode, when Hollywood is “[flaced with the decentred self’ it “answers
with excessive personalisation, excessive expression” (“Signs” 218). Benjamin famously
argues in the canonical version of “The Work of Art” that what passes for aura in the
cinema is in fact only a simulation:

[flilm responds to the shrivelling of the aura by artificially

building up the “personality” outside the studio. The cult

ofthe movie star, fostered by the money of the film industry,

preserves that magic of the personality which has long been

no more than the putrid image of its own commodity character

(“Work” 261).
While this statement betrays Benjamin’s alignment of the Hollywood star culture with
commodity fetishism, it does not reflect the place that he gives to the concept of aura in
his thinking. While many film scholars have taken up his anti-auratic pronouncements
enthusiastically, few have registered Benjamin’s “ambivalence” to the concept of aura,
and the crucial position that the concept occupies for him in his dialectic of experience
(Hansen “Blue” 187). The work of Miriam Hansen reflects this ambivalence in an

illuminating way. As | explore further in chapter four, her concept of vernacular
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modernism is steeped in the Benjaminian anti-auratic view of cinema, but one of the
themes of her earlier work is Benjamin’s complex relation to aura, and (in Babel and
Babylon) the crucial role of aura in the history of narrative film spectatorship.

In her early essay “Benjamin, Cinema and Experience: ‘The Blue Flower in the
Land of Technology’”, Hansen follows Benjamin’s apparent rejection of aura and his
thesis that cinema would be part of the cultural movement of its dissolution but seeks to
draw out his deeper ambivalence to the auratic. To make the argument for a more
developed and complex relation to aura in Benjamin’s work, Hansen makes use of a
number of statements from other texts in Benjamin’s corpus. In “On Some Motifs in
Baudelaire”. Benjamin states that “to perceive the aura of an object we look at means to
invest it with the ability to look at us in return” (llluminations 188). In this essay, aura is
associated with “a look that leaves a residue”, and is related to the psychic returns of a
Proustian memoire involontaire; its disintegration comes about as a result of the tendency
in modem life towards the experience of sensorial shock. Benjamin calls upon the late-
Freudian doctrine of protective anxiety (which is at great odds with Freud’s earlier theory
of anxiety as the byproduct of trauma and repression), to understand the fascination of
modem shock. She reminds readers that Benjamin defends himself against Adorno’s
claim that aura is reducible to commodity fetishism as a store of “reified human labor” by
asserting that aura was not primarily a result of human work and creation but of some
other common attribute (Hansen “Blue” 212). What is in the auratic object (if it is not in
labour), for it to be target of human investment, and to thereby sidestep the force of
Adorno’s charge? For Benjamin, auratic experience is fundamentally connected to the

primitive mimetic faculty, which allows humanity to perceive similarities and make
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analogies (and which paves the way, for Benjamin, to language as such); and this
dialectic of experience in which aura is a product is modeled on the primal intersubjective
relation: “experience of the aura thus rests on the transposition of a response common in
human relationships to the relationship to the inanimate” (188). Benjamin’s concept of
aura is, thus, the place-holder of a traumatic incorporation of alterity; or, perhaps more
precisely, we could say that aura is itself a hypostatic projection which indexes some
prior traumatic incorporation of alterity. According to Hansen, Benjamin will abandon
this position in “The Work of Art” under Adorno’s pressure, “splitting],..off the
element of similarity from his concept of mimesis... attaching]... it, as “sense of
sameness,” to the masses; he further positivizes it by placing it in diametrical opposition
to the aura” (Hansen “Blue” 202). But for Hansen, the auratic residue of the mimetic
faculty gets repositioned in Benjamin’s conceptual apparatus, returning under the banner
of the optical unconscious.

For Benjamin, the thinker of aura, the act of spectatorship leaves a residue: it has
a traumatic aspect the legacy of which is aura. Surprisingly, despite i\ts emphasis on the
way that film impresses itself on its spectators, what gets left out of the dominant anti-
auratic reception model of Benjamin by film historiography (with the important, if
complicated, exception of Hansen, as we will see) is precisely this traumatic legacy of
spectatorial subjection, its ‘psychic life’ as Butler has put it. The psychic life of
subjectivation implies a breaking down and metabolization which gets “inside” the
subject, but which also refers to a long process of oblique returns and repetitions, as the

subject reengages with the traumatic over time.9 For film historiographers to emphasize

9Butler points out, in her theory of the psychic life of power, that what Foucault called



15

Benjamin’s anti-auratic tendencies without giving fair space to its subsequent ‘hyper-
auratic’ tendencies (like the cult of the star) simply remains an inadequate account of
silent era spectatorship. Looking forward, | will suggest the ways that film
historiography excludes this spectatorial dialectic of incorporation.

My modus operandi for this research is to read these “theorists” with and against
themselves; | suggest we take film historiography’s own hypostases together as itself a
theory of the development of classical spectatorship, and one which must contribute to
understanding the theory of the Hollywood spectator. | will argue in the following
chapters, that the positing of a spectatorial body directly exposed to the modernity of the
film apparatus is a melodramatic repetition of a seduction subplot in the films and
criticism going back to the very first years of the moving pictures. As we will see in the
chapters that follow, in the press and the popular criticism of the first three decades, the
vulnerability of the spectator to the dangers of film was expressed, largely, via the
concern over passionate, impressionable spectators being improperly touched by the
cinema: the child, the woman, and the immigrant. Like this early discourse of
impressionability, the modernity theorists hypostasis of a spectatorial body posits a
realist event (the encounter with the modernity of film) which impacts upon the
spectator: a body which is the object of novel stimulations and disciplinary practices. In
other words, the hypostatized ‘body’ of the spectator is the subject of a traumatic

encounter with the “foreign body’ of the film form itself.

“‘reverse’ discourse” simply means that via the passionate attachment to subjection (its
political incorporation) “the law turns against itself and spawns versions of itself which
oppose and proliferate its animating purposes” {Psychic Life 100).
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Seduction and the Hypostasis of the Film Spectator

Taking Gunning’s critique of the ‘infancy narrative’ as a theoretical rebuttal of
psychoanalytic theory of classical spectatorship (and not simply a rejection of the
legitimacy of the activity of theorizing the spectator) and elaborate upon it, what
psychoanalytic film theory lost sight of in the scotoma of retrospection is the enduring
legacy of trauma for Freudian theory. In other words, as a cultural theory and ideological
schema of sexuality, film theory denied the foundational centrality of trauma in its theory
of the spectator, in that it gave no role to cinema other than as a screen, support and
(sometimes) dictator of desire: it sutures the subject of sexuality and the cinema, and
thereby replays the metaphysical notion that the subject is that which persists and
transcends the ‘external’ or ‘accidental’ conditions of its appearance. Turning Gunning’s
formulation around slightly, I suggest that spectatorship theory did not respect its own
psychoanalytic infancy narrative; in disregarding the discontinuities and repressions of
film history, this theory cut itself off from thinking the spectator’s unspeakable (infans)
cinematic inheritance.

If the charge against psychoanalytic film theory revolves around the perceived
tendency to hypostatically abstract an unspecified, universal spectator out of its historical
particularity, then the ‘social’ result of this thesis, which is foisted against the apparatus
theories, is that film theory misrecognized the influence of cinema, imparting to
conditions of spectatorship what was in fact the conditions of a very specific ideology:
“[classical cinema establishes itself as a ventriloquist of ideology” (Dayan 191).
Psychoanalytic film theory (e.g., Mulvey, Heath, Oudart, Dayan, etc.) risks

“reproducing]...a phallic economy on the level of critique” (Hansen Babel 277).
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In the face of this charge (with the claim that it is narcissistically cut off from its referent
and that it reproduced the hegemonic logic it attempts to describe), 1 would ask the
question: how does one, at once, question the necessity of a historical narrative, while at
the same time, respect its power and influence? Specifically though, how might we
question the dominant theory of cinema as a technology of the sexual subjectivation,
without rejecting the terms of this problem? To take up the positivity of the past
archaeologically is to, as Ernesto Laclau has said, ““reactivate the moment of decision that
underlies any sedimented set of social relations” (Laclau Emancipation(s) 78). In the
context of the histories of film and sexuality, there can be no more sedimented site than
psychoanalysis. Much to their credit, this is the radical theoretical stake of the critique of
the historiographers. The work of this school at its most incisive has sought to expose the
cinematic language to its own initial silence, to its own infancy, and to its own foreclosed
possibilities. And yet, as a result of this critique, these scholars have largely rejected the
correlation between film spectatorship and sexuality. But if historiography is a
spectatorship theory as | suggest then the question that it implicitly poses to
psychoanalytic spectatorship theories is: how cinema, in its modernity, does not just
reflect the sexuality of the spectator, but come to intervene in it? From the darkened
rooms of the working-class nickelodeon to the mass hysteria of the Valentino funeral,
anxieties about the exposure of the spectator to the influences of the screen (of the
cinema as Monstrator-Seducer, an intrusive external agent that would penetrate the
subject’s interior) is a consistent theme in the discourse and films of the silent era. 1 will
argue in the pages that follow that the emergence of psychoanalysis as the paradigm of

the first wave of film theory needs to be seen as the culmination of this melodramatic
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discourse (and domestication of it, insofar as it gives no role substantial role to cinema)
which developed from the very early years of the motion pictures in sexualized terms.
With our extrapolation of a historiographic spectatorship theory in mind, | maintain that
the relation between film history and spectatorship theory should be a dialectically re-
founded (i.e., that we must work towards incorporating historical research into a revised
theory of the film spectator), and that this enterprise benefits from a psychoanalytic
theory of enculturation and traumatic incorporation.

In Freud’s theory of seduction of the mid 1890s (the birth years of the motion
picture), he proposed that the child’s first traumatic sexual exposure (to the adult world)
is at the foundation of all neurotic phenomena. While Freud would officially abandon
this position in 1897 (for reasons we shall review in our first chapter), the French
psychoanalytic theorist Jean Laplanche has demonstrated the ‘repressed’ persistence of
its problematic of the exogeneity of sexuality in the Freudian corpus, and has
reformulated psychoanalytic theory on the basis of a ‘general theory’ of seduction, in
which the invasive, traumatic messages of the adult world become the kernel of the
repressed around which the entire psychic edifice is developed and structured. Here,
psychoanalysis itself provides a model for theorizing the development of the spectatorial
institution as a dialectical relation with its founding traumas and foreclosures.

For the early Freud, as for Laplanche, the dialectic of psychic elaboration is
fundamentally marked by the unilateral form of these first ‘accidental’ exposures, which
come to haunt the subject as, what | will call a traumatic proto-content. Just as the very
form of the psyche is generated out of the repression of contingent ‘contents’, the form of

the film spectator (as a process of subjectivation) retains the contingent marks of its birth.
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While the seduction theory is focused on the psycho-genesis of the individual, Butler has
shown that the notion of a ‘psychic life’ is not accidental to forms of subjectivation, or
rather, that forms of subjectivation are essentially predicated on the substantialization of
these accidentals.10LIn her theory of hegemony, Butler has developed themes similar to
those posed by Laplanche’s seduction theory, in a critical response to Zizek’s Lacanian
formalism: an “empty and formal structure is established precisely through the not fully
successful sublimation of content as form” (Contingency 144). For Butler, formal
structures and formalisms are always haunted by, and passionately attached to this primal
proto-content. That is, a residual content which formalism bears like a birthmark:
“formalisms are generated by a process of abstraction that is never fully free from the
remainder of the content it refuses” (Contingency 145). Butler is influenced here by
models of psychoanalysis (i.e., Laplanche) that respect the realism of the foreclosed, as
dialectically preserved.*1 If psychoanalysis has been rejected in film studies primarily
because of the apparent imperialism of its logic (that behind every historical specificity is
the empty form of the logic of the phallus), I propose to enlist Freud’s early seduction
theory as a model from within psychoanalysis which hunts out the abandoned and

excluded contents on the basis of which there can be the appearance of an apparently

10 Catherine Malabou’s reading of Hegel as a thinker of “plasticity”, in The Future of
Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, develops the Hegelian paradox of the
“becoming essential of the accident” (71). Seduction describes the process whereby the
accident is substantialized as a psychical process and the interior is generated from out of
the external. This is also the major point of divergence between Laplanche and Lacan: for
Laplanche, the accidentality of the emergent substance clings to it in an effective way, it
is a constitutive foreclusion that amounts to more than just the return of the Real as
symbolic excess or detritus.

1 For the Lacanian model, the foreclosed is, by definition, a kind of non-sense’, for
Laplanche and Butler, however, like the primal ‘event’ of seduction it has a realist
insistency, even as the repressed. See Lacan’s myth of the Lamella in Seminar XI.
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“empty” form. For Laplanche, as for Butler, the hypostasis of the subject is always
preceded by, and instigated by some prior incorporation of alterity.

In her book Giving an Account o fOneself, Butler discusses the primacy of the
other in the life of the subject, in her attempt to understand the operations involved in
making subjects recognizable in language. Referring to Laplanche (and Levinas), she
asserts that one can do the work of the self only on the basis of first being undone by the
other: “an account of oneself is always given to another, whether conjured or existing,
this other establishes the scene of address as a more primary ethical relation than a
reflexive effort to give an account” (21). In other words, she offers an attempt to rethink
the dialectic of subjectivity on the basis of this irreducible asymmetry in the relation with
alterity. Within Butler’s corpus, this paradoxically hypostatic conservation of alterity is
not restricted to psychoanalysis or metaphysics; her position on the primacy of the other
also informs her theoretical engagements with hegemony and cultural theory. With her
emphasis on the scene of address (as the primacy of the other) which precedes the

hypostasis of the subject, Butler’s work, I suggest, points us toward a model of2

2 In the early philosophical work of Levinas (in Existence and Existents and Time and
the Other) the hypostatic gesture is the name given to the subject’s founding as an
“apparition of a substantive”; hypostasis is “the event by which the act expressed by a
verb became a being designated by a substantive” {Existence 83). The subject finds itself
as a being (it grasps itself) by turning away from the terrifying anonymity of what
Levinas calls the impersonal existence of the ily a (or “there is”). Levinas’ sees in the
hypostatic gesture the metaphysical positing of the subject, per se. Hypostasis becomes
the founding exclusion of this alterity that clears the place for the subject’s emergence.
For Laplanche, as we have already seen, the psyche is similarly the result of an
asymmetrical encounter with the (adult) other from both the side of the ego and from the
side of the unconscious: the ego is only possible as a result of the “introjection” of
external models, and the danger that the ego defends against (the unconscious) is the
result of the “foreclusion’ of the other’s obscurity. Like Laplanche’s repressed address
ofthe Other, Levinas locates alterity as the prime mover of the subject.
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spectatorship as a hegemonic populism generated out of the serial encounter with the
traumatic aspect of the spectatorial address.

In her contributions to the dialogue Contingency, Hegemony, Universality she
suggests that all universalist, hegemonic categories (far from being empty) are haunted
by the spectral trace of their founding particulars, and that “no universal is freed from its
contamination by the particular contexts from which it emerges and in which it travels”
(Contingency 40). Butler here is in discussion with the theoretical work of Laclau, whose
theory of hegemony explores the generation of political identities out of the diverse social
field. In Laclau’s theory of hegemony, populisms form by introducing universalist
categories at once available to social inclusion (and so ontologically undetermined by
particular content), and yet contaminated and marked by particular historical realities (the
“ontic” contingent incidentals). For Laclau, “[a] popular demand is one that embodies
the absent fullness of the community through a potentially endless chain of equivalences”
(Populist 225). Populist movements thus gather under discursive banners that he calls
“empty signifiers” of an absent (promised) totality (Emancipation(s) 42).

For Butler, the unspeakable legacy of these ‘incidental’ particulars are given a
kind of primacy that they do not have for Laclau. Butler ‘restages’ the concept of
hegemony in terms of “cultural translation” (Contingency 20). She suggests that Laclau’s
theory of hegemonic signifiers as “persuasive synecdoche” of society might simply be
one form ofuniversalization amongst others, and that the selection of an empty signifier
is underwritten by the production of new excluded social contingencies: “[tjhere is no
way to predict what will happen in such instances when the universal is wielded precisely

by those who signify its contamination...” (40-1). For Laclau, the populist “empty
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signifer” is a provisional imaginary whole of the social body, a universalist category that
is only ever a hypostatic appropriation of a particularity; but for Butler there is no
absolute threshold dividing a social-universal from a social-particular in the historical
articulation of these new social ‘signifiers’. On the way to becoming universal, a
hegemonic signifier is taken up, and challenged by the “‘impossible’ figures” which
inhabit its margins, so that for Butler hegemony is always responsible to, and
dialectically “challenged” by an unspeakable which it inadvertently produces
{Contingency 149). In other words, the institution of spectatorship as hegemonic signifier
is underwritten by an unacknowledged process of translation. Following Butler, | take
this “unspeakably social” register to which she refers (and which corresponds to the
enigmatic alterity of the adult message) as the cultural material to-be-translated, as that
aspect of a culture to which a hypostasis is called upon to translate and make legible. The
classical spectator, as a hegemonic form, should be understood as just such a hypostasis,
called upon to make the traumatic alterity of the motion picture address culturally legible.

Considering Butler’s critique of Laclauian hegemony in the context of the corpus
of American silent film, the hypostatic constitution of a spectatorship as apeople is
allegorically “attributed’ to, and tested out by (and on) unspeakable figures of alterity. In
the chapters that follow three such spectatorial others will emerge into view in our
discussions of the silent era and its historiography: the child (in chapter two), the
immigrant (in chapter 4) and the woman (in chapters 2 and 5). In its first thirty-five
years, these figures populate the seduction melodrama of American film spectatorship,
and they have (for this reason) become important conceptual personae for the

historiography of early cinema.
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The Seduction Plot of the Film Spectator

The seductive aura which we associate with the classical Hollywood cinema, and which
spectatorship theory took as central to its operation, developed in the silent era (and was
given the name by French critics ofphotogenie) as a result of the seduction of the
spectator; in his general theory of seduction, Laplanche has identified an itinerary of
traumatic incorporation with its own distinct moments. Each chapter of this dissertation
will take as its focus one of these moments in the seduction plot of the spectator,
corresponding it to an important historical juncture in the development of American
motion pictures, while reading it through the emblematic figures which film
historiography proposes.

As a way of introducing this tripartite itinerary of the dissertation, I would like to
consider an early American serial that allegorizes the seduction plot of the spectator. The
1900 Biograph five-part serial, The Downward Path tells the story ofa young woman
from the country who is seduced into a life of exploitative urban sex work, only to
commit suicide, just before the police and her family can rescue her. With each part
lasting approximately thirty seconds, the film serial consists of five frontally viewed
settings in which a scenario is played out in a highly condensed way, making emblematic

use of gesture and pictorial staging to get its dramatic situation across.
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Figure 1.02 The First Encounter of the Moving Picture (The Cheeky Book Agent, 1900,
American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

The first part of The Downward Path, entitled “The Cheeky Book Agent” takes as
its setting a poor country home. A humble family’s intimacy is intruded upon by the
entrance of an urban dandy, who swoops the daughter up onto his lap,'Caressing her. It
ends (Figure 1.02) with the father and brother angrily demanding his leave. The scene
recounts the first encounter between the young woman and her seducer from the city. In
Freud’s theory of seduction, this first event, due to its unprecedented trauma, often goes
apparently unregistered, until in a second moment it comes to find its traumatic
significance. Like the ‘book agent’ who seems to barge into the family home uninvited,
the seduction scene stages an invasion of the intimate interior by a foreign figure. In
chapter one, “Planted Kisses: Seduction and the Infancy of Spectatorship”, we take up the
famous Edison company one-reeler, The Kiss, as an allegory and prototype ofjust such

an unprecedented event. As an allegory of the first era of motion pictures as intimate
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intrusion, the strange reaction of the first audiences of the kiss on the screen, echo the
young girl’s passive surprise at the strange man’s aggressive advances.

Framed by a discussion of the work of Linda Williams on the history of cinematic
sexuality, I will read her theory of the film body against her more recent work on
melodrama, and suggest how the seduction theory can help to think through The Kiss as a
kind of primal scene for the spectator, a first encounter, apres coup, with the proto-
content (what I call the infans) of the motion picture. | take Butler’s emphasis on the
“unspeakably social” in her theory of hegemony as a way of developing Williams’ notion

of the melodrama as the fundamental mode of American moving pictures.

Figure 1.03 The Implantation of the Cinema of Attractions (She Ran Away with the City
Man, 1900, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

In the serial’s second part, “She Ran Away with the City Man”, the scene is set
outside the country home. The dandy is standing on a ladder up to the top window

beckoning the young daughter, who pops her head out and climbs down, dressed and
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packed to go. As the two make their escape, the rest of the family emerges from the
house, guns in hand (see Figure 1.03). With her departure from the home, the scene
suggests that the seducer has ‘gotten inside’ the girl in some way, whether through
persuasion or coercion. For the seduction plot of the spectator this scene corresponds to
the second blow of the two-stage theory of trauma: what Laplanche calls the psychic
implant, and its latency. In contrast to Foucault, Laplanche’s implant is not a discursive
mark on the biopolitical body of invasive “strategies of power”, but the afterwardly
proto-content leftover after the attempt to translate into discourse, the alien address of
culture (FoucaultLive 159). In our second chapter, “The Youth the Motion Picture
Took: The Scandal of Early Cinema,” | will discuss the traumatic implantation inherent
in the monstration of the cinema of attractions (1895-1907) and the scandal this form
caused in the first era of the moving pictures. Of particular interest, given the
introduction of the modernity thesis, | will focus on the primacy given to shock over
address in the theory of the attraction in the historiography of Gunning. To bring out this
tension, we will discuss a number of peeping-tom mutoscopes from 1904, before a
discussion of the white slave trade scandal of the early 1910s and the banning of the
attraction in the transitional era (1907-1914). In this context, | discuss the anxiety over
film as a Monstrator-Seducer in the early American narrative feature Traffic in Souls and

in the theoretical writings of Hugo Munsterberg.
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Figure 1.04 Narrative Repression as Melodramatic Compromise (Girl Who Went Astray,
1900, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

In Girl Who Went Astray, set on a busy city street, we find our female protagonist
working as a prostitute when she comes across the same ‘book agent” who demands
money from her. As they struggle over the money, her parents appear] recognizing and
embracing her. The man, her pimp, tears her away from them and escapes with her
again. Beaten down by the pimp, the parents appeal to a passing policeman, who shrugs
it off. As the still of the scene displays (Figure 1.04), what is at stake in this episode is a
struggle: caught between the seducer and her parents the ‘fallen’ girl is literally pulled in
two opposing directions. In our third chapter “From Attractions to Seduction: The
Melodramatic Compromise of Hollywood Fantasia”, | suggest that we think of the birth
of the American narrative cinema (around 1915) as originating from out of a dialectical
struggle and subsequent compromise. Reading texts by Ben Singer, Lea Jacobs and Ben

Brewster on American film’s theatrical inheritance, | suggest that the conservatism of the
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melodramatic mode that ushers in the narrative era indexes a repression of the attraction
in the Laplanchean sense: as a melodramatic translation and spectatorial internalization of
film monstration. Then, looking at two exemplary Cecil B. DeMille films from the early
narrative era (The Whispering Chorus and the first version of The Ten Commandments);
in the context of a discussion of these films, I introduce the concept offantasia to
characterize the compromise (as both exploitation and moralization of the attraction)

characteristic of classical Hollywood.

Figure 1.05 The Cultural Elaboration of Film Seduction (The New Soubrette, 1900,
American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

In the fourth part, “The New Soubrette”, the scene changes to the inside ofa
saloon, the young woman is now dancing for a crowd of drinking men (Figure 1.05). The
pimp pulls her off the stage, hands her a drink and props her onto a table, where she
continues her dance for the crowd. A reflexive turn in seduction has taken place: from

being lured by the white slaver, to the literal struggle of trying to ‘hook’ customers on the
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street, the young woman is now performing that seduction as a dance in front of an
audience, suggesting a general fluency in its pragmatic gestures. The scene also seems to
depict the woman as enjoying herselfas a spectacle. For the seduction plot of the
spectator, this corresponds to the moment of elaboration (sublimation). Having been
internalized and domesticated, the monstration of Hollywood fantasia becomes
hypostatized as a attribute of the spectator and the spectacle: the sex appeal of the star. |
argue that the elaborative moment characterizes the first golden age of Hollywood in the
1920s, and that it also corresponds to the melodramatic labour of expression from psychic
interiority to hegemonic extemalization. In a further discussion of Hansen’s work, I will
highlight what | propose as a tension between her early auratic work on Valentino and
star appeal and her later anti-auratic hypostasis of the manufactured sensorium of
vernacular modernism. Here I will take up the theme of translation in Valentino’s films
in relation to his sex appeal (as personal photogenie) as hegemonic hypostasis of the
infans. In the cultural elaboration of cinematic seduction of the 1920s, screen intimacy
becomes a key hegemonic signifier for American film spectatorship.

In the film serial’s final part, called “In Suicide Hall”, the setting of the saloon is
exactly the same (though less crowded), with our protagonist (now in regular dress)
sitting having a drink with her seducer, when he starts yelling at her, and storms out the
door. Miserable, she pulls out a vial from her pocket, drinks it and collapses (Figure 6).
The scene ends as her parents and a police officer enter the saloon, to find her dead on the
floor. The seducer (and the agent of her monstration) ominously surveys this scene at the

door, in the background. Here, the poison ingestion of “The Downward Path’ figures the
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girl’s internalization of vice. The serial proposes that her death is caused by the fact that

she came to take on and enjoy her “fallen’ life. In our fifth and final chapter,

Figure 1.06 Symptom (Return) (In Suicide Hall, 1900, American Mutoscope and Biograph
Co.)

“Melodramatizing Visual Pleasure: The ‘New Woman’ of the Gaze”, we look at the
figure of toxic internalization as a way of reconsidering the important legacy of early
feminist spectatorship theory. In discussions of the theoretical work (both early and
recent) of Laura Mulvey and Mary Ann Doane, | suggest that one of the enduring
discoveries of feminist film theory is its framing of film spectatorship as a sexualized
invasion or expropriation of the personal. To illustrate this, |1 will explore the motif of
seduction in Louise Brooks’ dramatic film roles (both American and European) in the
final years of the silent era. In these late silent films, in different ways, this seduction is

associated with the Monstrator of the cinema itself, as an allegory of spectatorship.
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In this introduction, | have proposed working back down the path of this spectator
to draw out the founding crises that underlie its development, and the effect the inevitable
retention of these decisive moments had on the spectator’s institution. Like the downward
path of the young woman, the early history of American film tells the dialectical story of
spectator’s internalization of a seductive address. I argue that in the historical
developments of film form in its first thirty-five years, a dialectical dynamic can be
traced between the film address and the hypostasis of a spectator. From the traumatic,
unassuming encounter of the first years (the late 1890s) to the novelty spectacles of the
nickelodeon era (up until 1907), early cinema’s presentational direct address presupposes,
and visits upon its spectator, an alterity with something to show: as the enduring content
of this new form, this foreign visitation leaves a trace, an implant. In the era ofits
transition to story-telling (1908-13) before the consolidation of what will become the
classical Hollywood narrative mode (as of 1915), the monstrative address is at first
banned; and this prohibition corresponds to an increasing focus on telling the stories of
the interior, and of finding ways to display the personal. With the melodramatic turn to
the internal, as spectatorial repression or dialectical conservation, the monstrative display
of film reappears transformed from visceral attraction to the enigmatic appeal of narrative
seduction. In the popular golden age of the 1920s, this internalization of the film
monstration is elaborated culturally with the emergence of sex appeal as cinematic
hypostasis of personality. Finally, as a return of the spectatorial repressed which would
eventually lead to the stricter enforcement of the Hays code in the early 1930s, the
violence of the cinematic invasion returns in the final years of the silent era as the new

attraction of the voice begins its intrusion.
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To conclude our opening remarks, then, it is time to reassess the legacy of the
classical film spectator. As the curtain falls on the era of American cinema, and at this
juncture in film studies as its object seems to be transforming into something only
partially recognizable, it becomes urgent to take stock of the singular object that was. o
Rather than seeing the theoretical avant-garde of film scholarship as a wasted, missed
step, | take its fixation on the spectatorial sexuality as melodramatic repetition of the
cinematic seduction plot. | have returned psychoanalysis to its radical exogenous origins
to argue that to understand the singularity of Hollywood spectatorship is to the take
seriously the depth and gravity of film’s cultural intervention. As | will argue, while
cinema is a seducing agent which gets inside the spectator, if we regard it in the context
of the development of the American melodramatic mode, it may also be seen as central in
the development of a new form of populist intimacy, in its display and circulation of new
unspeakable views. Framed melodramatically, the visual pleasures of the cinema are
more than just consumerist evasions, they are the intimate secrets of their culture, the

sharing of which is calledfilm spectatorship.3

13 Given my interest in returning to and preserving the singularity of the American
cinematic address and the spectatorial populism that grew up around it, this work runs
against the tendency towards drawing intermedial connections between silent cinema and
other cultural phenomena of the historical era. For example, where a work like
Grieveson’s Policing Cinema explores how the thematic of govemmentality places the
phenomena of early film culture ‘beyond the screen’ in its larger cultural context, | have
returned to the historicity of spectatorship theory to develop the way the aesthetics of the
cinema grew to affect and mark the culture outside its walls (e.g., the cultural categories
of sexuality). While an empirical focus on cultural context (including intermedial ones)
can broaden our perspective, it can also neutralize the singularities and events that help
shape the categories through which an empirical “fact’ is framed. In questioning the
dominance of empiricism in current film studies, | seek to trace out one of the terms of
cinema’s singular eventfulness, on the model which psychoanalysis has given us for such
traumatic interventions: seduction.
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1
Planted Kisses:
Seduction and the Infancy of Spectatorship

[T]he filmic is that which cannot be described, the representation that cannot be
represented...”. (Barthes, “The Third Meaning” 64)

From its very beginnings, the spectator of American film has been the subject of a
grand melodrama, complete with virtuous heroes and heroines, exploitative villains,
deceptive seductresses, lost causes and suspenseful cliffhangers. Throughout its history
critics have considered the spectator the site of an uncertain exposure. Indeed, many of
the most important films of the silent age told this story. What effect would film-going
have on its spectators? What dangers might lurk in its screening rooms? How might it
deform the minds and bodies of the weak and vulnerable? In a sense, this kind of moral
outrage about cinema has never abated.4 This discourse culminated with the sweeping
rise and fall of psychoanalytic theory in film studies. For the disciplinary study of the
cinema, in its first decade and a half, the foundational principles were imported from
psychoanalysis: the film spectator is subject to unconscious sexuality, and the cinema’s
success reflects its potent exploitation of this subjection. The psychoanalytic engagement
of film (going back to Otto Rank’s The Double) accounted for this exposure by positing
spectatorship as a cultural working-through of a sexuality already inherent in human
beings.15 Despite the manifold variety of psychoanalytic hermeneutic perspectives
(Freudian, Kleinian, and various Lacanian, etc.) which have grown out of this principle,

this pre-supposed correlation between the spectator and the subject of sexuality has been

M A very recent example of this is the concern over the effects of 3D optical technology
on the vision, and particularly the developing eyes of children.

L Rank, Otto. The Double: A Psychoanalytic Study. Trans. Harry Tucker Jr. Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1971. Print.
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foundational for film theory as a whole, perhaps going so far as to call psychoanalysis
epistemic for the consumption and study of film. As | have discussed in the introduction,
when film historiographers of the 1980s and 1990s argued that the psychoanalysis of the
spectatorship de-historicizes its object by not accounting for earlier forms of film
production and reception, the legitimacy of psychoanalysis was displaced. Recently
some film scholars have returned to remark on the cultural association between cinema
and sexuality.

In an interesting revisiting of her own groundbreaking work on the “male gaze” of
classical Hollywood cinema, Mulvey remarks: “A denunciation of Hollywood for sexism
has to give way to the wider question: Why it was that images and discourse of sexuality
had such particular significance for Hollywood cinema?” (“Thoughts” 230). The
enduring truth of the psychoanalytic legacy of film studies remains in embodying this
chiasmus between film and sexuality, and posing the exposure to cinema as a
quintessential™ sexual matter. This study focuses on the paradox whereby the libidinal,
interior life of the subject (his/her sexuality) appears via the relay of a new populist
technology (the cinema). Modem sexuality as we know it today is marked by this primal
encounter, indeed, it may be that how we conceive of sexuality today is fundamentally
cinematic.

This opening chapter, | examine the key texts and movements in the corpus of the
film historian and theorist, Linda Williams; her work from 1980s onwards has been
centrally concerned with cinematic sexuality, and no scholar has gone further in plotting
its history. The development of her ideas on film spectatorship over the last thirty years,

I will suggest, reflect a spectatorial dialectic between the traumatic alterity of the ‘foreign



35

body' of the cinematic address (what I call, the infans) and the mimetic response of the
film body. This tension is read against accounts (including Williams” own) of the Edison
company one-reeler, The Kiss, in order to frame the terms of a primal cinematic seduction

Scene.

The Film Body of Linda Williams

From her 1981 essay “Film Body: An Implantation of Perversions” through to her recent
study of the history of film sexuality Screening Sex, Williams’ work has emphasized the
cinema’s participation in the incitement and investment of a particular form of eroticized
viewing.16 Williams has been influenced in this work by the terms that Michel Foucault
set out in The Will to Knowledge. According to her account (which dovetails with much
of feminist analysis) the privileged object of sexual attention in the history of the
American cinema is the excessive body of Woman: “[w]ith the invention of cinema...
fetishism and voyeurism gained new importance and normality through their link to the
positivist quest for the truth of visible phenomena... Cinema implanted these perversions
more firmly, normalizing them in technological and social “ways of seeing”” {Hard Core
46). In Foucault’s introduction to his multi-volume The History ofSexuality: The Will to
Knowledge, he famously argues that the “implantation of perversions” around particular
sites in modernity is an “instrument-effect” of the biopolitical order of the moment: “itis
through the isolation, intensification, and consolidation of peripheral sexualities that the

relations of power to sex and pleasure branched out and multiplied, measured the body,

16 In “Film Body: An Implantation of Perversions”, Williams develops her Foucauldian
themes in relation the early cinematic and proto-cinematic texts (including the work of
Muybridge).
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and penetrated modes of conduct” {History 48). In texts from the 1980s on early and
proto-cinema and hardcore pornography, Williams (citing Foucault) argues that cinema
in part grows out of this biopolitcal exigency. From the outset, Williams argues the
cinema was a site of an investment and organization of a spectatorial body: “the cinema
became...one more discourse of sexuality, one more form of the “implantation of
perversions” extending power over the body” (“Film Body” 532). In an explicitly
Foucauldian vein, this “film body” produced by the cinema is understood fundamentally
as the locus of cultural investment and discipline. Voyeurism, and the fetishistic
“blindness” that it implies here, becomes a call to discourse, an invitation to narrativize
its excesses, and ultimately, to make these bodies articulate themselves. Let us consider
for a moment the nature of the implantation posited here. In Foucault’s theory, this
implanted body is affected directly by the machinations of the discursive regime; putting
it very starkly in an interview, Foucault states “[w]hat | am trying to do is to show how
power relations can get through to the very depths of bodies, materially, without having
been relayed by the representations of subjects. If power affects the body, it is not
because it was first internalized...” (Foucault Live 209). The substance of Foucault’s
position, that political investments are affected without the relay of interiority, suggests
that Williams’ film body is forced to incorporate the perversity that the apparatus foists
upon it. Oriented toward a theory of film as a technology of subjection, Foucault’s
notion links up with a stream within film theory, which in the introduction, was grouped

under the banner of “inscription theory”.B While this stream of Williams’ thinking does

I7See also De Lauretis, Theresa. “The Stubborn Drive.” Critical Inquiry. 24.4 (Summer
1998): 851-877. Print.
18 See Kittler, Discourse Networks, 1800/1900; Crary, Techniques ofthe Observer,
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seem to align her with inscription theory’s ‘post-traumatic’ conception of subjectivation,
her theoretical position has shifted (though in an uneven, complicated way) in subsequent
years towards more psychoanalytic, dialectical theory of the film spectator. My
contention is that, within the corpus of Linda Williams, the shift is centered on the
prominence that she increasingly gives to the melodramatic mode.

In the early 1990s, capitalizing on her groundbreaking discoveries in genres other
than pornography (horror and melodrama) and straying from the Foucauldian model,
Williams began to focus more on how the cinema’s perverse implantation is internalized
and worked-through by the spectator within the American genre film.19 In the influential
essay “Film Bodies”, Williams posits not one, but three different generic forms of
spectatorial corporeal involvement. Williams’ “film bodies” are created as a result of the
new stimulations of the cinema, and varying forms of relations to this stimulation have
been allegorized by the cinema itself, in what she has called the “body genres”. In the
visceral film genres of horror, pornography and melodrama, the spectator is presented
with three different “structures of fantasy” with respect to the stimulation of the cinema;
Williams aligns these three fantasmatic “solutions” with Freud’s three primal fantasies
outlined in Laplanche and Pontalis’ influential essay, “Fantasy and the Origins of
Sexuality”.20 In her “anatomy” of film bodies, the origins of cinematic sexuality are
fantasmatically solved as: 1) a scenario of sadomasochistic castration in horror, 2) a

scenario of sadistic seduction inpornography, 3) a scenario of masochistic return to the

Cohen, Ideology and Inscription.

19 See Williams, “When the Woman Looks”; “Something Else Besides a Mother: Stella
Dallas and the Maternal Melodrama”.

2 In this essay, the authors list three primal fantasies: “fantasies of origins”, “fantasies of
seduction” and “fantasies of castration” (Laplanche and Pontalis 19).
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(maternal) origins in melodrama. Where, in “Film Bodies”, melodrama is proposed as
one genre corresponding to the primal fantasy of origin (the primal scene fantasy),
Williams also suggests in passing that melodrama as a cultural mode may be thought of
as a way characterizing all three of the body genres, in that it can “encompass a broad
range of films marked by “lapses” in realism, by “excesses” of spectacle and displays of
primal, even infantile emotions” (“Film Bodies” 3). How might we think of this double,
privileged status for melodrama (as both an example of the body genres and the mode of
excess which underpins them all), and does it give the primal scene fantasy a prominence
as well (given that this is melodrama’s fantasmatic scenario)? Indeed, since the late
1990s, Williams has expanded this notion of the primacy of the melodramatic for
American film arguing that melodrama should be considered “the fundamental mode of
popular American moving pictures... that seeks dramatic revelation of moral and
emotional truths through a dialectic of pathos and action” (“Melodrama Revised” 42).21
This privileged status given to melodrama (as both genus and species), reflects not only a
development in Williams” work toward psychoanalysis, but its also replays a limitation in
the reception of Jean Laplanche’s work in film studies.

Laplanche and Pontalis’ essay “Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality” has had a
large impact on spectatorship theory, with film theorists like Elizabeth Cowie, D.W.
Rodowick and Williams (among others) mobilizing its more flexible, plastic concept of
fantasy as a psychoanalytic alternative to the Lacanian-Althusserian model of cinematic

address as ideological interpellation.2 And yet, as Laplanche himself has noted, this

* See also “The American Melodramatic Mode” in Playing the Race Card: Melodramas
ofBlack and Whitefrom Uncle Tom to O.J. Simpson.
2 See Cowie’s “Fantasia”; D.N. Rodowick’s The Difficulty o fDifference.
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reception reflects a fundamental misreading of “Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality”
and its context in his work as a whole (Seduction, Translation 84). If we look at the
primal scene in Laplanche’s account of fantasy, we notice that it is also given prominence
as the structuring of fantasy as such. In “Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality”
Laplanche and Pontalis argue that Freud’s move to the notion of the phylogenetic
fantasies comes as a result of the abandonment of the seduction theory, which posited the
exogenous origins of fantasy: in the theory of seduction,
sexuality literally breaks in from the outside, intruding forcibly into the
world of childhood, presumed to be innocent, where it is encysted as a
simple happening without provoking any defense reaction—not in itselfa
pathogenic event... in the second stage [with the onset of puberty]... there
is a sense of unpleasure, and the origin of this unpleasure is traced to the
recollection of the first event, an external event which has become an
inner event, an inner ‘foreign body’, which now breaks out from within
the subject. (Laplanche and Pontalis 10)
Against the speculative realism of this theory, Freud’s “primal fantasies” attempt to
reposition the genesis of sexuality as endogenous, the result of a phylogenetic
inheritance: “in this false synthesis by which the past of the human species is preserved in
hereditarily transmitted patterns, he [Freud] is vainly trying to overcome the opposition
between event and constitution” (18). What the Freudian doctrine of the primalfantasies
rehearses is an attempt to reconcile the ‘external’ contingent conditions under which the
structure of fantasy come into being and the subject’s structuring of that contingency.

The notion of the primal scene remains an internal index of the traumatic contingency
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(the proto-content of the fantasy’s form) at the heart of the child’s psychic structure,
originating in the adult world.

From the perspective that Laplanche has developed over the last forty-five years
on the basis of this earlier work, the insistence of the internal foreign body (the
unconscious) indexes the primal subjection to a seducing other. Seduction is not
primarily a fantasy (though of course, it can be) but the primal cause of all fantasy:
“seduction is not to be placed on the same level as other primal fantasies; it is not a
fantasy, but a communication situation” {Seduction, Translation 10). Seduction, as the
afterwardly encounter with the (adult) other’s appeal, gets sublated by the work of
psychic derivation in the form of the primal scene, which then gets embodied as content,
and elaborated from different ‘viewing’ positions. For Laplanche, the “primal” fantasies
mark these different positions in which the subject attempts to solve the problem of this
invasion, rather than being the ancient inheritance of patriarchal culture (as Freud had
argued). A primal scene, then, might be more profitably understood as the index of a
fundamentally contingent element in the structure of fantasy itself, in tha\{ it repeats the
unalterable umise-en-scene of desire” as an attempt to contain what is truly unbound in
the subject, i.e., the internal foreign body as the psychic memorial of the traumatic
alterity of the other.

The double status of melodrama in Williams’ account of the ‘moving pictures’ of
American film, points to the seduction problematic of the traumatic proto-content in
Williams’ film body(s) in that, like seduction, it is figured as both general structure and
particular genre; it suggests an alternative to her theory of Foucauldian spectatorial

involvement. Reading this more recent work on melodrama with and against her earlier
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work, which seeks to see in melodrama not an abhorrent excess of the tradition but its
“fundamental mode”, I suggest that Williams’ move beyond the rhetoric of perversion,
lack, and excess (which after all lose their precise meaning when they become the
paradoxical norm), requires us to rethink the perverse implantation of the film body. As a
mode then, melodrama might be thought of the aesthetic encounter with an unbound,
primary communication (that is, seduction); it is a serial repetition of the problems of,
and solutions, to the alterity that the primal fantasies provide, but fundamentally it is a
mode which involves itself with, and dramatizes the other’s address as an invasive
foreign body. Next, in developing this alternative theory of the spectatorial trauma as
seductive encounter, | bring in the relation to what Williams has called the “cinema’s first

sex act”: the Edison company’s The Kiss (“Of Kisses” 291).

The Seduction Plot of the Film Spectator: The Kiss as Primal Scene
If the spectator is, in some sense, constituted by an anterior encounter with the foreign
body of the cinematic address, then the inscription model of perverse implantation is
insufficient, in that the latter does not account for the dialectic process of the former’s
internalization. | would suggest that what we call today the spectator is the name given to
this metabolization of the cinematic address. In taking up the psychoanalytic theory of
seduction in relation to film, after the apparent critical demise of this paradigm, | have
proposed going back to that moment of Freud’s thinking which coincided with the
commercial appearance of the motion pictures in 1895 and 1896.

The first years of motion pictures were also the years in which Freud advocated

for what he called a seduction theory of the neuroses, which we previously mentioned in
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our discussion of Laplanche. Between 1895 and 1897, working as a physician
specializing in the treatment of neurotics, Freud’s thinking was marked by the interest in
a “realist” discovery. His method of the psychoanalytic ‘talking cure’ doubled and
repeated (in a therapeutic context) the asymmetrical relation to the other characteristic of
the childhood stories he was hearing from his ailing patients. In virtually all of his cases
of the time, as he would report in his essays “Further Remarks on the Neuro-Psychoses of
Defense” (1896) and “The Aetiology of Hysteria” (1896), his patients recalled having
been sexually seduced as a young child by an older person. At this point in his thinking,
the premise of the seduction seems remarkably plain: “at the bottom of every case of
hysteria there are one or more cases ofpremature sexual experience”, and “[i]n all of my
cases of obsessional neurosis... | have found a substratum of hysterical symptoms which
could be traced back to a scene of sexual passivity” (Freud Standard 168-9). In the case
of the hysteric, the repressed trauma that leads to the defensive hysterical symptom is a
compensatory response to the unconscious memory of this seduction, and in the case of
the obsessive the defense is a response to an active enjoyment (afterwards) of this
passive, invasive encounter. But as Laplanche has pointed out, there is a complex implicit
theory of the temporality of trauma in Freud which pertains to this afterwardly, deferred
action; the trauma of “the past already has something deposited in it that demands to be
deciphered... there is something that goes in the direction of the past to the future, from
the other to the individual in question, that is in the direction from the adult to the baby”
(Laplanche Essays 265). Trauma, in the theory of seduction, thus implies at least two
moments: a first moment of encounter which often seems to go unregistered, and a

second later moment in which the trauma is repeated and reactivated in some way,
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solidifying its fixation. By September 1897, as the creation myth of psychoanalysis goes,
Freud abandoned the seduction theory for a number of reasons. In his general theory of
seduction, Laplanche has taken the discoveries that Freud made in these early years,
generalizing and building on them so as to re-ground psychoanalysis on the “primacy of
the ... other”: that is to say, the ultimately exogenous character of human sexuality
{Essays 83). Extrapolating on his close readings of early Freud, Laplanche has outlined
an itinerary of seduction, which we previously introduced. Beginning with the traumatic
encounters with the adult world in infancy, something coming from the other is then
taken on (the implantation of the enigmatic message), followed by a period of latency in
which these “enigmatic messages” of the adult unconscious sexuality are internalized,
repressed and metabolized, only to repeat itself (as sublimation and/or symptom) in some
novel way. According to Laplanche, the seduction theory constitutes a radical moment in
the Freudian corpus, which is not overcome, but continually revisited. As a theory of
enculturation characterized by a dialectic of traumatic incorporation, it provides an
alternative to the ahistorical, hypostatic theories of the film spectator, and it also provides
a different way of conceiving of the accretions left by history.

For American audiences, the seduction of the film spectator began with a kiss sent
into thefuture. The long, circuitous path down which sexuality would come to be

experienced, in the West, via the cinema (and as cinematic) began with a famous Kiss

Four reasons in particular: 1) That, at the time, none of his patients had been
completely ‘cured’; 2) as he realized that hysterical phenomena were more common than
he had first considered, it then followed that the incidence of perverse adult seduction
would be almost ubiquitous; 3) that he could not be sure that the seduction memories
were not in fact unconscious fantasies, where the object of the fantasy was the older
person; and finally, (4) that in extreme cases of delirium, these seduction memories are
wholly absent (Masson “Complete” 264-5).
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between stage actors May Irwin and John C. Rice. As the cinematic institution for public
projection began to supplant the ‘private’ peepshow-style machines like the Kinetscope
and the Mutoscope, one of the first and most popular American films projected was The
Kiss. But, when Thomas Alva Edison’s company shot this short film on Tuesday, April
21¢ of 1896, on the occasion of the premiere of his new system for projecting moving
pictures (the Vitascope), this kiss was already well-known to his audiences. It depicted a
small comedic scene from a popular play of that year called The Widow Jones, in which a
widow is kissed by one of her suitors. And while the film itself was not screened at the
first public demonstrations of the Vitascope, the largest-circulation New York newspaper
of the time, Pulitzer’s The New York World ran a prominent story on the making of the
film a couple of days after the Vitascope’s debut, proclaiming: “[w]hen a young woman
insists on sending her betrothed kisses by mail, she may simply tear one by one yard of
them from a kinetoscope strip, and the recipient will know what he gets” (Qtd. in Musser
“The May Irwin Kiss” 101). The Kiss, as it were, was on its way. Though the film was
not initially produced for projection on screen, “cinema’s first sex act” was one of the
first projected American films to come to public prominence. From the beginning then,
the Kiss in the cinema was not just something given, nor something taken, but something
sent and received. But, does the recipient (as the review suggests) know what (s)he gets?
There is something in this scene which prevents it from being self-evident; in other
words, we should not take The Kiss as given. Returning to the first screenings of The Kiss
as a kind of primal scene of cinematic sexuality, our discussion opens with the evocation

of this film so as to locate a kind of fault line in our notions of sexuality and spectacle.
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Figure 1.01 (The Kiss, 1896, The Edison Company)

In her most recent book Screening Sex (2008), and perhaps the most ambitious project in
film studies to locate cinema in the context of a history of sexuality, Williams has noticed
in passing that The Kiss, as “cinema’s first sex act”, was “[mjost likely... nothing overtly
sexy to audiences at the time” (Williams “Of Kisses” 291, 293).24 Citing Musser’s
archival research, she notes that the reported reaction of the first audiences to this film
was ebullient laughter. Williams offers Musser’s quotation of a Boston newspaper of the
time, “[o]fthe 10 pictures included in yesterday’s programmes, it would be difficult to
say which will leave the most lasting impression, but there is no shadow of doubt as to

which created the most laughter... [the] Kissing scene... was reproduced on the screen,

24Here | quote Williams’ first published version of the essay on The Kiss.
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Figure 1.02 (The Kiss, 1896, The Edison Company)

and the very evident delight of the actor and the undisguised pleasure of the actress were
absolutely ‘too funny’ for anything” (Musser “The May Irwin Kiss” 103). So, though
reviews of the time do speak of the film as being amusing, there is no mention of the
sexual nature of the spectacle. Now, how could it be that the first sexual act ever
depicted was not really understood, or experienced, itselfas a sexual spectacle?

There could be at least two conceivable responses to this question: first, one could
say, as Musser does, that The Kiss must be understood as both part of a comedic context
and as a satirical repetition of another theatrical kiss. In fact, the kiss as an American
public spectacle in itself, Musser reports, first made its debut on a Manhattan stage at the
same time as The Widow Jones, in dramatic version of Carmen starring Olga Nethersole

(99). In this play, the female protagonist’s lurid encounters are exploited as the
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privileged spectacle of the show. Thus when, only months after the opening of Carmen,
The Kiss made its debut and was looped repeatedly (as was common practice for these
short one-reelers), the film’s repetition replayed the earlier work in a comedic vein: the
kiss as burlesque.

A second explanation, following Williams, is that this laughter surrounding the
scene is a result of the shock of the kiss being magnified on the screen, becoming
spectacle for the first time. The kiss, as she understands it, can be characterized in terms
of Gunning’s notion of the cinema o fattractions, i.e., as a film which displays not only
the novelty of captured act without the support of narrative framing devices, but which
also foregrounds the novelty of the spectacle of the cinema itself. Hansen will say of the
film : “[t]he point of such a film [referring to The Kiss] is precisely the ‘impossible’
placement of the viewer: the thrill of witnessing an intimate act from such close
proximity which in ‘real life’ would preclude that very intimacy, and which on stage
would disrupt the illusion of reality” (Babel 35). While Hansen’s suggestion seems like a
plausible articulation of The Kiss' attraction, the diversity of reactions to the film suggest
that its point—the direction of its pointing—was not entirely clear to its audience.
Williams accounts for this diversity by disarticulating the film Kkiss from its sexual telos
in American culture: *“[Kkjisses, when stylized and elaborated by the Hollywood narrative
cinema, would eventually become synedoches for the whole sex act. Here, however, a
kiss is an unnarrativized attraction amounting to a revelation of the physical act to one
critic and a disgusting monstrosity to another” (Williams “Of Kisses” 294-295). For
Williams then, what makes this film an example of an attraction is that the sex act is not

contextualized in any way: it offers itself as a kind of pure presence to be the object of
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enjoyment or outrage of its spectators. If it is shocking, then it can only be domesticated
in the form of this most basic of games: repetition. And yet, viewed afterwards as a
“first” for the cinema, it is curious that this scene is not afforded a traumatic valence by
Williams.

These first spectatorial impressions, reflecting the unprecedented nature of the
spectacle, nevertheless act as a troubling reminder of the discontinuity of early film
spectatorship; just as historiographers have identified evidence from early cinema that
runs counter to our ideas about classical cinema, the reaction to the kiss functions like a
lacuna for synchronic psychoanalytic spectatorship theories. Going forward, |1 would like
to take this sense of historical estrangement as the index of a discursive fault-line. This
scene remains illegible because something crucial has yet to be installed (i.e., the
conventions of classical spectatorship); | would go further to suggest that this scene does
not read as a sexual scene because the very notion of the “sexy” has not fully emerged as
a possible horizon of readability.

While I would not disagree with Williams’ assessment then, one question to pose
is: if this film is, at once, a sexual event and not a sexual spectacle (a specular reflection)
at the time of its release, how do we account for this disjunction, while at the same time
respecting what, within it, will become sexual! Our question directs us towards the
nachtraglich (as apres coup, afterwardly) nature of the traumatic address of the film,
which Laplanche elaborated after his reading of early Freud. What is it, after all, in The
Kiss, that is sent? What is planted by this film (and the genre of attraction films like it)?
What is it that addresses itself to spectators? No doubt, this film and many more after it,

challenge their viewers to consider what it means that such an act is publically displayed.
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What does it mean that (s)he watches it, and repeatedly? And of course, what does it
mean that it provokes and seems to contain such enthusiasm? What does the image seek?
At stake here in these questions is the idea that this film’s reception is a kind of traumatic
primal scene, and as aprototype it screens a fundamental, insistent fixation for film
spectatorship. As we shall see, Williams’ notion that this is a scene of shock is consistent
with her Foucaldian accounts of the history of film sexuality as “perverse implantation”,
and yet quite at odds, I will argue, with her recent work on Hollywood as melodramatic
mode. Williams’ suggestion that the scene is simply shocking does not hone in on this
event as a traumaticfirst sexual act.

What, then, does The Kiss send? How does it address the spectator? W.J.T.
Mitchell has formulated a similar question for the field of visual studies in his essay What
do Pictures Want? He uses this question heuristically to investigate the status of images
as “things that have been marked with all the stigmata of personhood and animation”, as
a kind of dependent, “subaltern” entity which needs its viewer to survive (Mitchell 30).
This means that for Mitchell, the images’ address is fundamentally predicated on its
want: as both desire and lack. Part of the image’s power to provoke comes from this
ambiguity: “[t]he picture as subaltern makes an appeal or issues a demand whose precise
effect and power emerges in an intersubjective encounter compounded of signs of
positive desire and traces of lack or impotence” (39). Now in thinking about The Kiss as a
cinematic spectacle, is itjust to say that it lacks? Certainly, it displays the act as
something meaningful, but to say that it lacks would ignore the fact that the image
presents itself, and that part of the novelty of its attraction is that the moving image is

present to its viewers in a new way.
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Positing lack in The Kiss, | would argue, is a way of dealing with what remains
untranslatable in the image’s presentation. Translation may at first seem out of place in
this discussion; after all, we are talking about images, and images without speech at that.
To speak of the untranslatability of the image interrupts one of the foundational myths of
the cinema: that it is a form of “visual Esperanto”, that it has the potential, via the
transparency of its images, to bring together a spectatorship out of the different peoples
of the world. And yet, in taking up the ‘contents’ of early cinematic images from the
perspective of the 214 century, we must not lose sight of the fact that we are dealing with
film as an emergent idiom, but one which already signifies or appeals to its audience.
Unlike the psychoanalytic emphasis on the lack in the film system (as lack in the Big
Other), Mitchell’s essay puts aparadoxical emphasis on the image’s lack; it lacks
because it is has a kind of positivity that other signs do not have. While treating images as
pseudo-life forms has a kind of heuristic power, what seems to me persuasive is his
notion that images have the ability to address, as if as an other. In the spectacle of The
Kiss, and beyond any content it delivers, there is something in the form of address that
retains its traumatic content.

One ofthe guiding premises of this study is that it is only by giving a positive
status to the infancy of early cinema, as a form of enculturation with a kind of ‘proto-
content’ (an address that remains pregnant with silence), that we can approach the

meaning of its silence.2 In thinking about what is sought in The Kiss, what is unsayable

"* For a different approach to the notion of “the Infans” which takes as its reference the
work of Serge Leclaire and Maurice Blanchot, see Fynsk, Christopher. Infant Figures:
The Death ofthe Infans and Other Scene ofOrigin. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2000. Print. And for a work of film history which mobilizes “the infans” of
Leclaire/ Blanchot, see Lebeau, Vicky. Childhood and Cinema. London: Reaktion.
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in it, it is important to distinguish between lack as an analytical principle and infancy as a
primal category. To say that something lacks is, of course, to speak in terms of a
discursive set, implying a paradoxical closure. Film theory ofthe 1970s called upon
psychoanalysis to fill out its apparent gap, it calls upon film as an example to establish its
logic in the face of its own lack. That the cinema begins in silence (that it does not have
sound but also, and more fundamentally, that it begins without its own language), means
that it carries with it, in the unique form of its indexicality (the indication ofa “here” as
Metz says), a singular relation to what it cannot translate. | think that it is more useful to
think of the early cinematic address in terms of translation.  What is the ‘here’ of the
untranslatable infans, what is the character of this presence? Cinema’s infancy, its
privileged relation to the unspeakable is a habitual theme within film theory and before
further exploring a return to psychoanalytic understanding of infancy and its legacy for
the spectator, let us consider two key cases in film theory.

Famously, André Bazin saw in the primal relation to presence that characterized
the cinema, the possibility of an authentically existential art, an art which in its very
photographic ontology was a monument to the ambiguity of being. And though he does
not refer to Peirce’s theory of the index directly, film theorists since Peter Wollen have
read Bazin (and not without convincing evidence) in terms of indexicality: to take the
exemplary definition of Nichols, “An indexical sign bears a physical relation to what it
refers to: a fingerprint replicates exactly the patterns of whorls on the fleshy tips of the&
Books, 2008. Print.

2 The necessity and impossibility of translation for motion pictures goes all the way back
to the wish for film to be universal language. Going back to D.W. Griffith’s project to
make of cinema a “new American hieroglyphic”, this dream resonated around the world

with the concept of a film as “visual Esperanto”, a language of images which would
overcome the problems of Babel.
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fingers; the asymmetrical shape of a wind-swept tree reveals the strength and direction of
the prevailing wind” (Nichols Introduction 125). For Bazin, the photographic image has
this indexical quality of being tied to its referent ‘existentially’; he, thereby, brings out
the melancholic structure of film realism(s). For Bazin, famously, film is the most recent
of the “plastic arts”, the essential feature of which is to “embalm[...] the dead” (What v.I
9). Taking as his founding trope the death cults of the ancient Egyptians, Bazin calls the
melancholic structure of art its “mummy complex”. For Bazin’s phenomenology-inspired
position, the light-trace on the film stock is a monument to the presence of reality: “a
black-and-white photograph is not an image of reality broken down... but rather a true
imprint of reality, a kind of luminous mold... There is ontological identity between the
object and its photographic image” (What v.2 98).27 This is the dominant reception of
Bazin’s theory of cinema as an indexical art. And yet there is another sense in which film
is indexical for Bazin that comes closer to what we are aiming at with the notion of the
infans, and which bears on the scene of The Kiss. In an essay called “Cinema and
Exploration”, Bazin states in passing regarding an exploration documentary: “[i]t is not
so much the photograph of the whale that interests us as the photograph of the danger”
(What v.l 161). In other words, the urgency characteristic of the indexical sign is not
primarily in what is objectively displayed, as its address-value: as that intendonality
present, but obscured just under the surface. What film critics miss in both Peirce and

Bazin’s theories of the cinematic index, is that what is at stake is not perfect resemblance

T But it'is important to immediately add that if Bazin requires that the film image
preserve the image in its “wholeness”, it is not in the naive dream of perfect
representation, but so that the image more faithfully preserves the ontological
“ambiguity” of reality itself. Bazin’s advocacy of Italian neo-realism allegorized his
‘respect’ for the power of this indexicality.
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(which is, of course, strictly speaking iconic), but an urgency in relation to its referent:
“A rap on the door is an index. Anything which focuses the attention is an index.
Anything which startles us is an index, in so far as it marks the junction between two
portions of experience. Thus a tremendous thunderbolt indicates that something
considerable happened, though we may not know precisely what the event was” (Peirce
108-09). The ‘here’ of the index is seductive in the first instance, in its treatment of an
immediate signifier as an urgent message, as an address. This alternative way of thinking
about the indexicality of cinema places emphasis not on the certainty of the referent
(which is, in fact, always uncertain and imperceptible outside of its signal), but on the
urgency of its address.

In its mutism, Giorgio Agamben has argued, that cinema “leads images back into
the realm of gesture”; as an art of gesture, cinema (at once) invests everything with
significance without, however, having this significance being resolved into an ultimate
sense: “it is a kind of mediation that is pure and devoid of any end that is effectively
communicated to people” {Infancy 156, 153, 155). In this essay on the cinema called
“Notes on Gesture”, Agamben suggests that the experience of language as medium is the
fundamental meaning of gesture: “[gjesture is the display of mediation, the making
visible of a means as such” (155). And further, Agamben argues that the “essential
‘mutism’ of cinema (which has nothing to do with either the presence or absence of a
soundtrack)... [should be associated with] an exposition of the human being’s being-in-
language: pure gesturality” (156). It is this urgent mutism, which characterizes the silence
of silent cinema. In his Infancy and History: On the Destruction o fExperience,

Agamben has described human infancy as the “encounter [with]... the pure exteriority of
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language”; it is not language in its lack, but language reduced to its zero ground. Infancy,
here, refers to the minimal difference represented by the place of the subject, which
translates synchronic language into the diachronic act of speech. It is not simply a
developmental state all humans have overcome, but the very engine of this development.
To regard the cinema in its infancy does not return us, a la Bazin, to a relation to the lost
object of the referent, but to a primal experience of the unspeakable in language. He calls
infancy an “experience of language as such, in its pure self-reference” {Infancy 6). He
associates infancy not with an ontological demarcation of the noumenal referent, but with
the signifying system’s limit-point.

Film gets its power precisely by surveying the borders of its own signifying limit,
thereby preserving those limits within it. The infans of the image is not simply silent, it is
a monument to the entrance wounds of language and culture. Here, the framing limits of
what is culturally readable at a given moment are made into an involving spectacle. The
cinematic spectacle, like that of The Kiss, before its language, before its voice,
constituted an address, as infans. | would argue following Bazin and Agamben that a
message stripped of its content does not lack: it addresses. In showing more than it can
tell, the cinematic address presents the spectator with an uncertain, urgent message. For
Agamben, this form of address is epochal for modem political hegemony.

In Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, quoting a letter of Gershom
Scholem to Walter Benjamin on the law and revelation, Agamben highlights Scholem’s

notion of the “Nothing of revelation” as (in Scholem’s words) “a stage in which

*® A theorist who has read the work of Laplanche and Agamben’s Scholemic address
together is Eric L. Santner in his On the Psychotheology ofEveryday Life: Reflections on
Freud and Rosenzweig.
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revelation does not signify, yet still affirms itself by the fact that it is in force. Where the
wealth of significance is gone and what appears, reduced, so to speak, to the zero point of
its own content still does not disappear” (Qtd. in 50-51). What | would like to take from
this movement in Agamben’s thought, the shift from infancy as a phenomenology of the
transcendental to infancy as an analytic of modem hegemony, is an attention to the socio-
historical dimension. In the address “in force without significance” the undecidable,
untranslatable limits of a culture are made present as a mute, urgent here, the locus ofa
call to culture. Reading these moments in Agamben together (the Scholemic address and
the problematic of infancy), I would suggest that we think about the infans as a positive
leftover of this hegemonic address, as a deposit in the message which requires translation,
narration and resolution. Heuristically, we can say that the reception scene of The Kiss is
“in force without significance”; as a primal scene it screens that which will become
central to the cinematic form: the infans as seductive address of the spectator.

At this point | think that the problematic of infancy can be translated (and can
translate) the terms of the dialectic of Freudian psychoanalysis, for\(as we demonstrated
in our discussion of Williams) it is the centrality of this traumatic address that Laplanche
has emphasized. Reframing Agamben’s theory of infancy through a Laplanchean optic,
the infans represents the fact that apparent lack is, in cultural practice, never void. In
Laplanche’s thought, the address of the other is associated with precisely this aspect of
signification: “[t]he category of the message, or of the signifier in so far as it ‘signifies
to’, is ‘addressed to’, is absolutely different from that of the Symbolic: the message can
be verbal or non-verbal, more or less structured...” (Essays 91-92). In other words,

Laplanche points out here an aspect of signification that carries this urgency, a libidinal
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indexicality referring to the sense of the other’s presence. The efficacy of the
Laplanchean unconscious does not stem from the alienation of desire in language, but in
the fact language has a traumatic residue that it can never fully overcome.2 Contrary to
Lacanianism, the unconscious is, for the subject, the real mnemic film of language. For
Laplanche, the primal address is the realist index of the other’s ex-citement, as it comes
to mark itself in the psychic life of the individual.

Recently, in the final instalment of his The Perverts Guide to the Cinema (and
for the first time in his work), Zizek addressed himselfto the specific role of the
cinematic. Evoking the Lacanian Real, Zizek highlights “a certain autonomy of
cinematic form... form is not here simply to express, articulate content. It has a message
ofits own. ” (Perverts v3). For Zizek, the message of this “cinematic materialism” is of
a “proto-reality”:

beneath the level of meaning- spiritual meaning, but also simple narrative
meaning- we get a more elementary level of forms themselves
communicating with each other... it is this that provi\des the proper density
of the cinematic experience. {Pervert’s v3)
In his statement that “cinematic form... has a message of its own”, | think Zizek has come
closest of all psychoanalytic film theorists to naming the problem of what I call the
“proto-content” of the form of cinematic address. Following Laplanche, with our
2 \Where within the primacy of the signifier, the unconscious amounts to the circulation
of an a-signifying element (the letter) separated from its contingent ‘causes’ by the
process of Symbolic substitution, for Laplanche the Thing-like quality of the
‘designified’ enigmatic signifier does not cut it off from its indexical relation to the
referent (even if that ‘referent’ has been internalized). Lyotard has made a similar
argument about the realism of the Freudian unconscious in his essay “The dream-work

does not think”, when he suggests that the “force” of the figural, as the exposition of
language to its outside, violates the closure of the Symbolic {Lyotard Reader 51).
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discussions of Bazin and Agamben in mind, |1 would suggest that we read this proto-
content in line with the enigmatic indexicality of the other’s excitement (rather than as
another allegory of the Lacanian Real) to perhaps get a more precise understanding of
how the index functions specifically for the film spectator. The address of the “autonomy
of cinematic form,” as Zizek calls it, returns us to the task of deciphering the obscure
enthusiasm of the cultural address, in all of its alienness.

In this light, the scene of The Kiss, as a scene o fseduction, exposes us to the fact
of the cinema’s infancy; the film form, even more than other semiotic modes, has a
uniquely direct relation to its origins as a quasi-language.3 It is not simply that early
cinema forms a kind of babbling childhood for the classical conventions to follow, but
that something of this unspeakable birth lives on in motion picture spectatorship even
today. For it is this very presentation of the unspeakable unique to film spectatorship (as
something in the address and as something to be addressed) that constitutes film’s
infancy. In the chapters that follow | examine how this infans gets expressed as a
cinematic inheritance.

Regarding The Kiss, the jovial spectatorial ‘bodies’ in question have yet to fully
incorporate the cinematic spectacle as sexualized. In order to approach the afterwardly

deposit left by The Kiss, | propose that we look upon its spectatorial scene from the

Metz found that while film can be approached from a semiotic perspective, it was not
itself, in fact, a language system (langue). Unlike verbal language, which relies on a
code of rules which are not in themselves meaningful (a paradigm), film language must
generate its own codes from out of what is actualized in it (its syntagms), which
admittedly include other languages which are systematic (the sound film includes verbal
discourse, graphic language). As a “language without a system”, the cinema always
preserves within itself a certain art, or activity ofpoesis (Film 65). Metz rightly
emphasizes the indexical aspect of film semiotics, as an internal limit to its linguisticity:
“[i]t [film] carries with it a kind of here” (67).
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perspective of seduction, as thinking of the “film body” (of the other) in its most
untranslatable gestures as a herald of the traumatic legacy of the spectator: as a foreign
body against which the form of spectatorship is developed as a solution. Viewed from
the perspective of seduction in this expanded sense, the unprecedented address of this
scene instigates the forms of cinematic involvement to follow: a kiss planted for the

future.

“This Silence Might be Meant for You”: The Infans of Film Melodrama
If we, as spectators, are seduced by the cinema it must be in this traumatic sense of the
seduction theory, in which the spectator repeatedly encounters the infans. In Freud’s
seduction theory, read as a theory of cultural incorporation, we have a model for thinking
of the way the spectator is derived dialectically from the attempts to metabolize the novel
troubles presented by the moving picture. | will argue, going forward, that by
understanding the dialectic of this incorporation of the infans of early cinema we can
reapproach the theory of classical Hollywood spectatorship, and thematize the rhetoric
that accompanies its development out of the early cinema. The story of Hollywood film
is the story of the internalization of this spectacular visual address, and as we conclude,
let us come back to Williams’ understanding of melodrama to explore how this
metabolization becomes the focus of Hollywood’s melodramatic mode.

Williams’s theory of the “film body” (as hypostasis) functions to translate and
paradoxically domesticate the alterity of the cinematic ‘foreign body’. Previously, we
demonstrated that in her early work Williams follows a Foucauldian biopolitical model in

positing a film body directly affected by the apparatus without remainder or
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metabolization. Subsequently, with her turn to the primacy of melodrama in her
understanding of American “moving pictures” she has placed these film bodies within
generic, fantasmatic frames of cultural reception. largue, however, that the privileging
of this body remains ultimately abstracted from its traumatic infancy. The hypostatic
rhetorical gesture persists in her work, | would argue, in her essay “Film Bodies” in the
centrality of mimicry for film reception: “the body of the spectator is caught up in an
almost involuntary mimicry of the emotion or sensation of the body on the screen” (4).3
The creaky hinge here between the Foucauldian body and psychoanalytic fantasy swings
on this axis of the ecstatic spectacle of affect. Williams’ point about this is that, framed
by “primal fantasies”, moving pictures elicit this mimicry as the basic way of addressing
the cultural problems associated with these genres: “pornographic films... tend to present
sex as a problem, to which the performance of more, different, or better sex is posed as
the solution” (9). The implication is that these sites of cultural enthusiasm remain,
ultimately, traumatically unsymbolizable; without the ability to understand these
emotions, the spectator’s last resort is a basic form of mimicry. In the architecture of her
film corpus, this ultimate illegibility of the ecstatic body holds the place of the infans for
Williams, as being “in force beyond signification”, and | would argue it is the ‘zero
point’ which necessitates her turn to the notion of melodramatic “dialectic of pathos and

action”, in which the enigmatic call of the spectacle of passive emotional excess or

3l In a workshop entitled “Affect as Rhetorical Strategy” at the 2011 annual SCMS
conference in New Orleans, Williams again affirmed her position that affective mimcry is
central not only to the body genres but to the American melodramatic “moving picture”,
in general. See also her recent Foucault-inspired essay, “Discipline and Fun: Psycho and
Postmodern Cinema.”
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suffering is met with the response of a decisive action to attempt to situate moral virtue
(Playing 30).

Within the criticism of melodrama, Williams” work follows from the pioneering
scholarship of Peter Brooks who understands melodrama as the mode ofexcess. For
melodrama, the so-called discursive “failure” of excess is the locus of the drama itself.
Having originated as an aesthetic movement with the French Revolution’s liquidation of
the royal authority, and the subsequent ban in France on oral language in dramatic
performance, melodrama seeks to articulate a shared moral sense, precisely in those
modem cultures where the traditional symbolic moorings of the community have been
challenged or overturned. Thus, melodrama only occurs where the symbolic network of
a culture has faltered, and where there is a gap, or tear in the moralfabric. In light of our
discussion of early film and the infans, we will explore the ways that the ‘language’ of
narrative cinema comes partly as a melodramatic response, both aesthetically and
culturally, to the scandal posed by film’s new possibilities of display and dissemination.

Unlike Williams, Brooks has attempted to give melodrama’s excessive referent a
conceptual articulation; for him, what is obscured by the gap in social discourse has,
nonetheless, a kind of reality. As Brooks puts it, melodrama presents “the postulation of
a signified in excess of the possibilities of the signifier, which in turn produces an
excessive signifier” (Brooks 199). Brooks suggests that the ultimate signified melodrama
probes is what he calls the “moral occult”; this denotes, for him, “not a metaphysical
system... [but] rather the repository of the fragmentary and desacralized remnants of
sacred myth”; a “domain of spiritual forces and imperatives that is not clearly visible

within reality, but which... demands to be uncovered, registered, articulated” (Brooks 20-
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1). Despite being profoundly influenced by Brooks’ account, Williams stops short of
positing the referent of melodrama in a moral occult: “I prefer to use the other term
Brooks deploys to define melodrama— ‘moral legibility,” instead of the more religious,
and vaguely Gothic ‘moral occult™ {Playing 315 n.17). For Williams, despite (and, |
would argue, because of) the illegible body of the other, moral legibility becomes the
ultimate task of the American melodramatic mode. And yet, Williams does not offer
another conception for what makes something radically illegible in society; in her early
theory this is embodied by the fact that the primacy of unspeakable other seems to be
subsumed and incorporated by the mimicry of the film body. The hypostasis of the film
body mimics the incorporative movement of the seduction theory, by taking in and
repressing the foreign body.

I want to re-frame some of the foundational premises of Williams’ ‘moral
legibility’ argument about the melodrama of ‘moving’ pictures in the light of the
seduction theory and Butler’s directives regarding the “unspeakably social”. For Butler,
the importance of the unspeakable is particularly evident in the ‘impossible’ figures of
marginalized contingencies within society that find themselves left unreadable and
unrecognized by hegemonic forms: “it is important to remember... that interpellation
does not always operate through the name: this silence might be for you” {Contingency
157). Butler’s silent interpellation is structured like the Scholemic address in force
beyond signification. If we are to take seriously seduction as a culturalist theory of
sexuality (where the infans is a traumatic remainder of the process of enculturation) |
would suggest that we understand Brooks’ notion of the moral occult, not as a

“symbolic” remnant of a by-gone age, but as indexing the circulation of these exciting,
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invasive addresses in culture: ‘unspeakably social’ sites ofillegible enthusiasm,® To
revise Brooks’ formulation then, the occulted signified of melodrama is this cultural
address as infans: “this silence might be meant for you” (Contingency 157). Going
forward, 1 will be arguing that the singular form of film monstration—as a paradoxical
unilateral direct address detached from the sphere of social pragmatics and performance—
gave it a privileged position in the development of the melodramatic mode in the 20th
century.

While the appeal of the cinema has been forcefully associated with sexuality since
its inception, when we look at how sexuality was represented and ‘theorized’ by the
cinema itself in its first decade, we are faced with the problem of the historicity of the
concept of the sexual. In exploiting the novelty of sexuality on the screen, film did more
than simply reflect back to early spectators their desires and fantasies; film, in fact,
intervened in the process by which sexuality was popularized as a cultural category.
While | agree with Williams that film implants something in its spectator, | contest the
Foucauldian paradigm of her initial argument. Calling on the work of Laplanche, Bazin,
and Agamben, the term infans can denote the residual ‘proto-content’” implicit in silent
cinema’s spectatorial address. | would suggest that we take the legend of the reception
The Kiss as an allegory of the first moment in our seduction plot: a first traumatic

message which, though sent, seems not to have arrived: as Laplanche has said of the

" Interestingly, despite having grown up in a family in the film business (as owners ofa
cinema in Cleveland) Butler’s sole work on cinema is an essay on Douglas Sirk’s
Imitation ofLife (1959), entitled “Lana’s “Imitation”: Melodramatic Repetition and the

Gender Performative.”
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cultural, “an address to an other who is out of reach, to others ‘scattered in the future’”

(Essays 224).3

8 Laplanche describes the cultural address as re-activating seduction: “cultural
production is situated from the first beyond all pragmatics [of communication]... What
can be isolated here as characteristic of the cultural is an address to an other who is out of
reach... this relation [to the enigma of the other] is essential, a renewal of the traumatic,
stimulating aspect of the childhood enigma” (Essays 224).
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2
The Youth the Moving Picture Took:
The Scandal of Early Cinema

Since the beginning of film’s public exhibition, anxieties circulated about the
criminal threats associated with the setting of film-going, the obscenity of film content,
and the psychological dangers of film form. With The Downward Path, we saw that
already in 1900, films reflected this fear about an imminently emerging, Post-Victorian
sexual economy, in which upwardly mobile young women were exposed to a “wider
range of evening pleasures” (Maltby 218). Historians have argued that the emergence of
new working classes (i.e., ‘independent’ women, immigrants, etc.) along with mass forms
of entertainment, generated these anxieties about illicit forms of criminal, sexual, and
- infectious traffic.** However, [ would like to take these anxieties about the cinema
seriously, as indexing the specificity of its intervention, of its particular exigency. Film-
going reflected this new culture of amusement and distraction, but while it remained as
one entertainment in a variety program, it did not single itself out as a:’singular danger.
This did not happen until the advent of the nickelodeon, as a place solely for the viewing
of moving pictures. What, as we shall see in the following chapter, characterized the
aesthetic of the first era of film was its visceral visual display. As Gunning has argued,
where the form of narrative film that has become dominant is primarily interested in
filmic narration and the suspense of temporal development, the cinema of the pre-1908

era (if indeed it can be called cinema) is characterized by visual display, shock and with

3% For an overview see Bowser, Eileen. “The Recruiting Station of Vice.” The
Transformation of Cinema, 1907-1915. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1990. Print. History of the American Cinema 2.
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what he calls temporal “irruption” (“Now” 45). At the centre of cinema’s own
melodramatic discourse, the visceral appeal of the attraction (in Gunning’s sense)
provides us an alternative to thinking about early aesthetics as voyeuristic perversion, but
it is also a model that seems to resist being captured and translated into the terms of
historical teleology. Previously, I introduced the term hypostasis to describe the
‘working’ theories, and the work that theory may do, despite the tendency in recent
critical studies to move beyond theory. Bracketing their gaps, errors and fabulating
qualities, these theories respond to some urgent exigency. Similarly, this urgency is also
reflected in the melodramatic figures of spectatorship that arose in the second decade of
the cinema, as motion pictures became the object of public reflection.

In this chapter, I will read the history of the aesthetic institution of the film
* spectator in relation to its constitutive ‘foreclusion’ of the early, novelty form of motion
picture aesthetics that has been given the name “the cinema of attractions”. While very
important work has been done to draw out the historical/ cultural conditions in which
these profound changes took place, there is more to say about the ‘internal logic’ of this
aesthetic shift, and the cultural ramifications that followed from it. The aesthetic relation
already implies a theoretical and libidinal work in relation to its object. What theoretical
‘work’ was the spectator of motion pictures undergoing within the evolving address of
the cinema? If we look at the efforts to theorize the shift from the cinema of attractions
through the transitional period to the classical narrative cinema of the 1920s (be they
critics of the time or scholars of the present), I would suggest that we find a dialectical
logic working itself out in the institution of film spectatorship. In describing this as a

developmental movement, and in tracing out continuities and transitions, I no doubt open
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this argument to the charge that film historians of the last thirty years have levelled
against film theory; i.e., as noted in the introduction, that film studies had traditionally
presupposed a theory of film history ‘written by the victor’: written as a teleology of
conventional (Hollywood) narrative cinema. Alternatively, I would like to sketch out a
dialectical trajectory in which emphasis is placed on the how founding exclusions of the
cinema come to indelibly mark its development. In other words, I want to focus on the
retentive (or conservative) moment of the dialectical model. In this chapter, I will
introduce the concept of the attraction of early cinema, and the conditions of its
prohibition in the years of the transitional period, to set the table in subsequent chapters
to ask the question: how is the legacy of the attraction preserved and shut into the form of
dominant Hollywood cinema, as it developed into the 1920s. I see the visceral appeal of
the “attraction” as this foreclosed and dialectically preserved alterity of the cinema that
developed out of this historical dynamic. The history of cinema as a cultural institution is
the history of the fundamental compromise with the alterity of the filmic attraction. It is
in this context that [ will read the Freudian theory of seduction and the seduction
narratives of American melodramatic film with/ against Miinsterberg’s pioneering theory
to think through this historical dialectic of the film spectator.

I will make this argument in the context of a heuristic discussion of three stages of
American film production from the three periods of American film historiography: the
cinema of attractions (1896-1907) the transitional period (i.e., 1908-1913), and the
classical narrative period (from 1915 on), all of which in their different ways take up the

scene of seduction as their privileged theme.** Our agenda for this chapter will be the first

3> While there is much debate about the precise of years of these three eras of silent film,
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two of these periods, from the early 1900s to the mid 1910s. To begin with, I will turn to
a number of similar mutoscope reels from 1904 which are characteristic of the cinema of
attractions; among films like One Way of Taking a Girl’s Picture and The Picture the
Photographer Took, the voyeuristic scene centres on the sexual aura of the female
subjects as their organizing principle. From there I will proceed to the transitional
narrative feature Traffic in Souls (1913); in this film, as has been noted, narrative address
is constructed by harnessing the basic techniques of editing, so that the orientation of the
film is forged on the basis of the display of intercutting, or we might say, the meaningful
traffic between shots. In other words, the form of the narrative itself becomes the site of
spectatorial appeal. Within film historiography, the shift from the cinema of attractions
to narrative filmmaking coincides with a shift from direct address of the spectator to the
indirect address organized by the fictional world of the diegesis. As we will see, this
shift corresponds to a changing moral stance in film culture. Our framing questions will

be: how does this ban function, and what is its implication for the spectatorial address?

The Attraction of Tom Gunning

Tom Gunning has built an important body of work by looking at the “errors” of linear
film history, of “[r]ejecting biological schema of infancy and maturity” in favour of
examining “those aspects... utopian, uncanny, or fantastic—that tend to remain repressed
or were curtailed, and that constitute the forgotten future of our recent past” (“Whole”
197).*¢ At the vanguard of the generation of film scholars who turned back to early

cinema, he noticed a type of cinema before 1907 that was striking in its aesthetic

their descriptive use is now generally agreed upon.
*® Gunning here echoes Benjamin’s use of the notion of a “forgotten future”.
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autonomy, in the precise difference that it posed. In the mid 1980s, Gunning began to
use the term “the cinema of attractions” to refer to this particular set of characteristics he
was seeing in the archival material of the pre-narrative era. This emblem came,
according to Gunning, from two primary inspirations: the carnival idiom of the 1890s,
and the aesthetic theory of Sergei Eisenstein. For Eisenstein the attraction was the basic
“unit of impression” of the theatre, it was a quanta of “sensual or psychological impact”
provoked by the spectacle (Gunning “Cinema” 384). In Gunning’s hands, it became a
model for understanding the uniquely visual, visceral impact of the early cinema:
this return to Eisenstein held great significance for me. I felt at that time
(and still do) a need to rediscover the Utopian promise the cinema offered,
as it had been described by theorists and filmmakers in the 1920s... In
contrast to the ideological critique of the cinematic apparatus that had
dominated Film Theory post-1968, these earlier avant-garde thinkers and
practitioners saw revolutionary possibilities (both political and aesthetic)
in the novel ways cinema took hold of its spectator... The concept of the
attraction captured the potential energy of cinema’s address to the
spectator. (32)
The attention to the visual display of novelty views in these early films had to be
understood from the standpoint of visceral appeal, or these films would have to be
rejected as the (non-narrative) trash of (narrative) film history. In 1985-6 Gunning
published two articles which described the distinct visuality of the cinema of attractions:
a paper co-written with André Gaudreault called, simply, the “Early Cinema as a

Challenge to Film History”, and the now canonical “The Cinema of Attraction(s): Early
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Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde”. In the former, this early period is referred to as
“the system of monstrative attractions”, and in the latter, “the cinema of attractions”
(Gaudreault “Early Cinema” 373, Gunning “Cinema” 382). While I will return shortly to
Gaudreault’s influence on this concept (and the meaning of the “monstrative”), in
Gunning’s first version of the argument with Gaudreault, disp/ay is given first billing.
And this emphasis carries through to the second essay when, quoting the French avant-
garde film critic Fernand Léger, Gunning suggests that early cinema’s radical potential
came in “making images seen”, of making new things the object of visual display, and of
making things new through this novel form of visibility (381). The hope of the avant-
garde was the reality of the attraction, in that it gave a mundane view new and wondrous
animation. This novel visibility was something markedly distinct from “fiction”, and it
did not serve a diegetic purpose, of establishing a world for the film.

For the cinema of attractions the moment of display is the centre of the action of
the film, its punctual climax. The shock of this moment of “temporal irruption” is the
object of a visual game of (as Gunning often says) “now you see it, now you don’t”, in
which the image displayed is made to appear and disappear (44). Gunning often evokes
as the Ur-scene of the cinema of attractions, films which play on the moment of visual
presence as a scene of confrontation as visual assault: “the onrushing locomotive that
seems to threaten the audience is early cinema’s most enduring example” (“Now” 44).%’
For this reason, Gunning has increasingly tried to align the cinema of attractions with the

techniques and experiences of modernity:

37 See especially Gunning’s “An Aesthetic of Astonishment: Early Film and the
(In)Credulous Spectator.”
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[t]he cinema of attractions develops out of a visual culture obsessed with
creating and circulating a series of visual experiences to stimulate
consumption. These attractions, however, do not simply arouse desire for
commodities, but paradoxically begin to serve as ends in themselves,
doses of scopic pleasure tailored to the nervous pace of modern urban
reality. (“Whole” 194)
As both a “reflection” and “method” of modemity, the attraction reproduces
(aesthetically) the fragmented, disorienting life of the modern city (194). In this way, not
unlike Williams, Gunning has tried to bring out the ambivalence of the cinema of
attractions; it is both a form of modemnity and a response to it, both a form of stimulating
play and a form of normalizing discipline.’® With this emphasis on the aesthetics of shock
and astonishment, the attractions mode functions like a visual for#/ da game, which
allows spectators to attempt to negotiate, master and ultimately enjoy the startling
sensations of film display, assimilating this unprecedented (and, hence, potentially
traumatic) new form of aesthetic experience. Referring repeatedly to Benjamin’s work on
the shock aesthetic of film in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”
and in “Some Motifs in Baudelaire”, Gunning understands the attraction as a kind of
haptic exercise of sensation that helps inoculate the modern subject from the modern
world’s tumult and disorder. Again, the emphasis here is on the visceral effect of the
visual spectacle, and on the kind of bodily impression that it leaves rather than any
narrative or moral sense it might have. Gunning’s reading of Benjamin is decidedly anti-

auratic, in that he emphasizes the way that cinema breaks down the life-world into new

3% On this point see Ben Singer, “Making Sense of the Modernity Thesis”, in Melodrama
and Modernity, and our discussion of Singer in our next chapter.
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units of sensation, including the bodies of others. In another of Gunning’s key cases,
Porter’s The Gay Shoe Clerk (1903), a shoe seller gets ‘fresh’ with one of his female
customers, and this is cinematically reflected in a cut to (or insert of) an extreme close-up
of her bare ankle, in a quasi-point of view shot. While Gunning acknowledges the
narrative elements of this film, which include the lewd behaviour of the clerk being
punished, the emphasis remains on the act of display.3 ? In the erotic peepshow attraction,
the body of the woman is more often then not broken down into new units, and these new
part-objects, de-contextualized and dismembered, become the fixing-point of a new erotic
sensation. In these moments, Gunning expresses interest in the attractions as a model of
thinking modern visual curiosity, as a (quoting Augustine) “lust of the eyes” fascinated
not with the noumenal thing in the world, but on the sensuous pleasure of the visual
phenomena (“Aesthetic” 124). In this turn of his thought, Gunning sees the thrill of
attractions replacing narrative meaning and ‘common’ sense; 1.€, attractions as a
decomposition of social meaning by the materiality of consciousness, and its lust for
repetition. And yet, while this anti-auratic tendency is a consistent one within Gunning’s
work, I would suggest that it is constantly being countered by the centrality of the “direct
address” for the cinema of attractions.

Many of blue peepshow reels of the time exploited the moment of erotic address
as a burlesque trick in which the spectator’s expectations (carefully set-up by the promise
of the film) were both titillated and frustrated by a punctual moment of concealment-as-

revelation. The favoured motifs of these peepshows was the “screen” surface which

3% Gunning, Tom. “1902-1903: Movies, Stories, Attractions.” American Cinema, 1890-
1909: Themes and Variations. Ed. André Gaudreault. New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 2009.
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functioned, like the film apparatus itself, as both a frame for the spectatorial gaze and as
obstacle to that gaze. In American Mutoscope’s “As Seen on the Curtain” (1904), a
woman peers out the window of her dressing room as if to check for peeping toms, then
the same framing is seen in the dark, as a backlit silhouette of the woman is seen in the
(rather elaborate) process of dressing behind the window curtain (Figure 2.01-2). The
short reel centres on the visual tease of the erotic shadow-play in which it is not only the
erotic body of the woman on display, but also of the taboo on a perverse type of looking,
on precisely the ‘eye-lust’ that Gunning associates with the cinema of attractions, which
is being simultaneously celebrated and enforced. Similarly, in another American
Mutoscope reel from 1904 “Behind the Screen”, we “watch” as a young woman gets
undressed behind the dressing screen, only to find that when the screen falls over, her
nudity is still obscured by the bathtub she is by this time sitting in (Figure 2.03-4). Again
the screen is used to assert the minimal distance implicit in the act of erotic viewing, a
distance from the bodies of the other which, Williams says, is “constitutive” of the film
spectator’s relationship to the erotic image (Screening 17).*° In both of these films, then,
the revelatory moment of sexual presence is a (paradoxically) playful encounter with the
inherent ‘absence’ of that presence on the screen, it is a game of distances and
proximities. And yet the sense of a minimal distance of the screen also reproduces the
voyeuristic position the spectator is invited to take in these films. Gunning, however, has
repeatedly argued that the cinema of attractions, even in these peepshow reels, is

characterized by exhibitionism, and not by voyeurism.

“OWith Screening Sex, Williams returns to the Foucauldian problematic of sexuality that
we find Hard Core, and thus again moving away from her melodramatic work.



Figure 2.01

Figure 2.02

(As Seen on the Curtain, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

(As Seen on the Curtain, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)
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Figure 2.03 {Behind the Screen, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

The pre-1906 cinema often revelled, and built into itself, the encounter between
the world of the film and the world of the spectator by having the image hail the spectator
directly: “Attractions’ fundamental hold on the spectator depends on arousing and
satisfying visual curiosity through a direct and acknowledged act of display, rather than
following a narrative enigma within a diegetic site into which the spectator peers
invisibly” (“Now” 44). Though Gunning repeatedly asserts a distance between his work
and psychoanalysis, he nevertheless mobilizes it at this crucial juncture in his argument,
when he is trying to distinguish the cinema of attractions from narrative cinema. If (as
Christian Metz famously argued) classical narrative film might plausibly be called

“voyeurist”, Gunning suggests that the “direct address” of the cinema of attractions might
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Figure 2.04 (Behind the Screen, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

be thought of as “exhibitionist” in its drive to be seen.4l And this is nowhere more clear
than in the erotic ‘peepshow’, in which the direct address was associate” with the person
of the strip-teaser. Thus whether the woman (as gaze-object) is addressing the viewer or
not, the view is not objective; it is freighted with limitations and obstacles which figure it
as a subjective point-of-view shot. Here again, we might suggest that direct address is
notjust a result of a literal call, but also of the presentational nature of the attraction. So
while the peepshow remains exemplary of key-hole voyeurism, Gunning suggests that the
way that the cinema of attractions exhibits its address(er) for the viewer disrupts the

private pleasures of the voyeur:

4 “The film is not exhibitionist. | watch it, but it doesn’t watch me watching it”
(Imaginary 94).
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[wlhile these films involve voyeurism, the spectator they address is still
far ffdm the voyeur spectator of Qlassicalfnarrative film... Thé classical
spectator is conétructed within a fantasy of a pdwerful invisible gaze able
to insinuate itself into the most private dramas. In contrast, the f‘ﬁe’éping
tom” series forces privaté drarﬁas into the public space of corridors, and
. the invbked space of the place of the exhiBitiOn itself. (“What I Saw” 38) |
P‘aying homage to Mulvey’s influential “Visuél Pleasure and Narrative Cinéma” in“‘The
' Cinema of Attracﬁdns”,‘ Gunning sees the fetishized image of Woman as functioning as a
. kiﬁd'of attraction, in that it similarly ‘dirsrujp'ts‘ diegetiq absorption..

- Now, if we take seriously the rhetorical gesmreé of Gunning’s work, this rare
referenc;e to psychoanalytic theory may be seen, Iwo;ild argue, as ah index of the
dialectical conﬂict informing Gunning’s position. If Mulvey’s spectacular Woman
represents an aestheticization of sexual alterity, theﬁ we might argue thﬁt the attraction
similarly represents for Gunning an aesthetic alterity in ‘the, history‘of film, which disrupts

'thc, teleological dominance of narrative classicism. And yet, Mulvey’s\érgument i
E regarding the “to4be-lookéd-atfness” of Woman ‘suggests an alterity in excess of its
pleasurable spectacle, which must be resolved by. the male gaze:
Women displayed as sexual object is the leit-motif of eeric spectacle... .
" - The presence of woman is an indispensible element of spectacle in normal
‘narrative film; yet her visual presence tends to work against the -
. develo;-)ment}of a sto'ry line, to freeze the flow of action in moments of
" erotic contemplation. The alien presence then has to be integrated into

cohesion with the narrative (“Visual Pleasure” 750).
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As Mulvey goes on to argue the “alien presence” is ultimately that of the lack
(castration) represented by Woman as Image for the male viewer. Hovrever 1‘n the 11ght
of the psychoanalytic discussion of seduction in the previous chapter,k I suggest that we
view this “alien presence” of Woman in linie with Laplanche’s sigm‘ﬁer—to, i.e,‘ not
primarily as. a symbol of lack; but as an index of the unspeakable appeal to which the
_spectator is called upon to respond. For Gunning, as | already suggested, the attraction |
does not point beyond itself, but instead decornposes the world’s images and- :

~ representations into thrills and sensations, thereby attempting to domesticate their alterity,;
But yet, if we look at the genres of attraction films (e.g., the strip peepshows, the gag
tilm, and phantom rides), itis hard to deny that the intense views on dispiay there are
associated with objects of social and cultural trouble, investment and responsibility.
Again I would suggest Gunning’s mobilization of a psychoanalytic concept at this
Juncture reﬂects a problem for h1s theory of the attraction how can Gunmng accept the
category of aIterity in his theory, Wlthout that altenty belng relatlvely structured and thus
' the locus of narrative onentat10n‘7 Wlth this in mind Mulvey S posmon poses a questlon
tor the cinema of attractions, and a questlon for Gunning’s model of the d1rect address
does the “to-be-looked-at-ness > of the attractlon not presume an ahen presence does it
not mduce its oyvn aura? | For the erotlc peepshow thls isa partlcuiariy pertlnent .ciuestlon
for those.ﬁlms which utllize the direct address in the guise of what Noel Burch has |
called “theemblematlc shot” (Burch 196) In these ﬁlms the emblematlc ‘shot tyas |

usually of a smiling female looklng back at the spectator Like the attraction thlS shot is

the “rep051tory” of the exhibltlonlst “pomt” of the film (Burch 196)
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Figure 2.05 (Picture the Photographer Took, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

Looking again at the Mutoscope catalogue of 1904, we find two films with almost
exactly the same set-up, which leave the viewer with just such emblematic endings.
Where, in other erotic attraction films we are witness to a burlesque scenario which
screens female nudity, in “One Way of Taking a Girl’s Picture” (American Mutoscope &
Biograph 1904) and “Picture the Photographer Took” (American Mutoscope & Biograph
1904) these “portrait” films depict the process of “taking” or capturing sexual presence in
photography: we witness two different models having their partially nude photos taken by
a male photographer and his female assistant. In a first, long shot of the whole studio, the
photographer sets up, as the assistant helps the model undress and pose. After the picture

has been taken and is developed (which miraculously only takes the amount of time for
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Figure 2.06 (Picture the Photographer Took, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph Co.)

the photographer to go offscreen and return with the plate), the film cuts to a second shot:
an insert of the picture the photographer took. In both cases, too, the model is shown in
tight closeup, framed to display the face, hair and the bared neck and shoulders. In “One
Way of Taking a Girl’s Picture” the model is shot from behind with her wistful look
focused offscreen right (Figure 2.07-8). In “Picture the Photographer Took”, the model
faces the camera looking at us with a smile (Figure 2.05-6). Now, while | have suggested
that these films display emblematic conclusions, | would also like to suggest that they
allegorize what will become “emblematic” for the cinema of attractions going forward.

In both these films the spectator gets to see the “fetish object” being constructed before

his eyes, the insert being the product of this set-up scenario. And yet, what is captured is



80

Figure 2.07 (One Way of Taking a Girls Picture, 1904, American Mutoscope and Biograph
Co.)

not simply the exhibition of a view, what is frozen in the whole process is a pose, an
erotic gesture. The emblematic “picture” has a “point”, and it is this presentational
pointing of the attraction, which Gunning’s anti-auratic position deemphasizes. The
emblematic shot, sums up the relationship between direct address and visual display: the
revelation of the cinema of attractions is that images can be targeted, that in the cinema
images are sent and received, i.e., they have an address-value. This would be another
way to think about the famous emblematic moment of Porter’s The Great Train Robbery
(1903), in which the film’s primitive narrative is concluded by a direct address in close-

up of the villain firing his six-shooter right at the spectator. If, as Gunning suggests, the
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content of the cinema of attractions comes out of an attempt to ‘work through’ the
novelty of its form, I would argue that here is an example of the way that the alterity
implied by the form comes to be a kind of unresolved ‘proto-content’, which in the last
chapter we gave the name infans. Even as the cinema finds ways to represent fictional
worlds, it must present views to its spectators, and this presentationalism will remain
central for cinema up until the present.

Film historian Charles Musser responded to Gunning’s reading of film history by
pointing out that early cinema found its own ways to tell stories, emphasizing for

instance, the role of the exhibitor.£ In the viewing context of the variety show, and

L2 See Musser’s “Rethinking Early Cinema: Cinema of Attractions and Narrativity.”
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narrated by the film exhibitor/ showman, attraction films were always and continuously
being stitched into sfories, including the story of théir own exhibition. ‘Where fqr» o
Gunning\ the alterity of the attraction is diffused into a kind sublime enjoyment, for -
Musser this alterity is embodied by.fh;a narrétor/ exhibitor. While in some ways the
dialogue that arose between Gunning and Musser remains a bit of a missed encounter
between their two positions, I wonder if there is not something that emerges from it: that
is, that even ‘before film’s “harrator system” 'eétablishés itself, early cinema implies an
- alterity, a party to whom this the address of the film is ascribed (be it performer, exhibitor
or director). - |
To b_ette;' understand what is at stake in the “aura” of the emblematic in the -
cinema of attractions, I would like th return now to Gunning and Gaudrevault’.sv ‘dropped’
term, “the syste'mbof monstrative attracfions”; A compﬁse befween two thinkers, the term
also incorpdfates GaUdreaulf’s ‘worlg. .Gaudreault has distihguished beﬁween two
elements of film nafrativity: narration and monstration, which is his term for cinema’s
| strictly presentational capacity.' ‘The monstration of the attraction is asdociated with the
“momentary” nature of the cinematic present, as it is capfured as a piece by ‘the camera,
‘whereas narration introduces difference into the time of the film. Through editing, film
n;trrative progresses, and meaning is constructed by combining views into a whole. The
whole becomes an effect of seriality. Gaudreault suggests understanding cinema as a
dynémic relation between these two polarities, so that when monstration is dominant we
are still dealing with a~ver\'y basic narrative frame, and when narratibn is' dominant we
have a monstrative element which remains: this is “the essential contradiction of the

cinema as a system, the ineluctable contradiction that weighs on the cinematogfaph”

J
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(Gaudreault“Primitive” 96-7). Within the logicef narrative, the attraction appearsas = -
-gratuitous excess (the song in a musicat, the special effects sequence, the exploitative
display of nudity) associated with the sensuality of spectatorial reception, but within the
attraction film, I would suggest that the emblematic represents the dialectical torsion-
point between narration and monstration, in which the singularity of the punctual shot
tries to condense into itself a summation of the whole. Rather than being a
representqtion through different views of actious Which make up the whole, the attraction
is a presentation of the whole. The “monstrative” aspect of the attraction, extrapolating -
on Gaudreault’s concepts, uses the punctual visuality to point to its subjects, and the
emblematic in the cinema of attractions indexes the degree to which this pointing goes
beyond itself. As Gaudreault has hoted in his book From Plato 10 Lumiére: Narration -
and Monstration in Literature and Cinema, the act df monstration implies a.locus of
alterity which is distinct from that of the Narrator, who addresses the spectator and
presents a rnes'sage:‘ what he calls the Monstrator.- FollQWing' Gaudreeult; monstration’
gets utiliied but not overcome by narratiuity as film conventions develop\: :Perhaps we

| could svey. that the attractioh realivzes;’ apreés coup, its address-value in the context of the

~ narrative cinema. Ho,wever‘ the inclusion of monstration in narration, I would argue,
prejects a‘ more structured hyhostatlzed ﬁgure ofa Monstrator on the model of the B
narrator Th1s ﬁ;gure ofa Monstrator w1ll be Very 1mportant gomg forwerd in the’
transrtloh to herratlue c1r1ema, as the percelved locus of meamng beyond that of the

narratlve mstance L1ke the 1nsp1red text of the Scholemlc address the Monstrator

(partlcularly as 1t survives in the narratlve era) 1S ﬁgured as e1ther an unknowable master
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or-as a dangerous seducer. As we will see in our final section, the fundamental ambiguity
of the Monstrator is reflected in the doubled structure of 7 raﬁic in Souls. <=

[ Recalling the emblematic shot of Porter’s The Great Train Robbery in which the

~ villain fires in direct address at the audience as a representative of the Law, I' would like ‘
to ask who or.what is the target of our two “portrait films”? In both of these films, the
emblematic shot cinematically presents not an action (the burlesque gag or the overt
strip), bnt a gesture of address as captured pas‘sion. Here, the form of these emblematic
shots implies a content of its own: an‘erotic presence as indexed in the look of the other.
As address‘in force beyond signification, the aura fabricated by the emblematic
tendencies of the cinema of attractions would produce mass anxiety regarding its

| ramifications: to what end does the attraction point? Does it simply end in entertainment

or in some more lasting, damaging impression?

A Child is Being Watched: Miinsterberg and the Perils of Barly Film Spectatorship -

~ “Every little movement has a meaning of its own, every thought and f\eeling by some
posture can be shown...” (Popular song from the play “Madame Sherry” by Karl

Hoschna and Otto Harbach 1910, qtd. in The Jewish Americans) ‘ v

“More young women and glrls are lead astray in moving pictures theatres than in any
other way” (Qtd m Ke11 and Smger 191 0s 32)

Efforts at reform and upllft’ of the ﬁlm 1ndustry began to emerge in earnest only as ﬁlm
eame to occupy its own spaee Taken out of the relatzvely respectable settlng of the -

publlc falrground or the vaudeVdIe theatre and 1nto the thousands of 11ttle one- ‘room'

' store-front theatres Wthh were emerglng 1n urban Amerlca by 1905 ﬁlm came to have
1ts own home ThlS home the mckelodeon, forged film- gomg as a. cheap form of

entertalnment for worklng class audlences and it also gave the scene of motlon picture
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spootatorship anew 1urid atmosphero. As part of a “mixed program” -on a vaudeville
stage or fairground, the fascinaiions of the moving image seemed a novelty, but; with the
nickelodeon, spectators could spend all day watching moving pictures. The wild success .
of these ﬁlm-only. theatres lead to a publicsen’sation in the 'media; and the nickelodeon
became the site of a culture war between upper-middle class and working class, mass

vinter‘e‘sts. ‘ o IRERE e R

~ These “darkened rooms”, as the they wofe:repeatedly called, were figured as :

' spaces existing outside public Visibility and legal oversight, and so by 19.1‘0\.,- itwas: .
possible to say of them, as a women’s suffrage leader famously did, that fhe}i were -
“recruiting stations of vico” (Qtd. in Stamp 47). This ooncem culminated in the sporadic
_olosure of nickeiodeons all over the U.S. in 1908-09, including the mayor of New York’s
City’s closure on Christmas ‘evo of 1908 of all ﬁlmj theatros in Manhattan, the nation’s -
centre of production and consuniption Iat the time. |

~ As ihe puritanist reform st_ory'wént, the “darkened rooms” of the cinema wero the
perfect setting in which to expose thé innocent to criminality. But c‘hief’among the ,’»‘ -

.' concerns expressed in these days was around sexual ‘seduotion’ and white slavory. In an

article of the time, the child safety crusader Vincent Pissaro suggested that the “darkness

of the auditorium during exhibitions, with its opportunities for ‘puppy love’ affairs” u'as -

a perfect setting for sexual seduction of the youth (Qtd. in Gunning D.W. Griffith 152).

:Yet,?fhere was also intense debate about the appropriaiéness of the content of the cinema,
and not just Wits unseemly setting. - As the ﬁlrn industry began increasingly toadd'ress these

' ‘cOncerns_witil a new regime of self-regulation (the National Board of Censorship of

Motion Pictures) by the end of the first decade of the 20" century, the reign of the
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nickelodeon waned, aﬁdﬁlm—going became increasingly acceptable to the middle-class
(Bowser 49, Maltby Zi 9).

By the 1910s, what had made the cinerﬁa of attractllons both novel and popular in
the culture of the nickelodeons (its'relative ability to detach both the spe‘ctacle’é object
and subject-- the Specfator—- from their everyday circuits) had become the focus of moral
oversight. In the wake of the regulation of producers and theatres, studies by gqverhment ‘
and lobby groups found that it was not simply} as a form of adult distraction that moving
' piétures were being consumed: immigranfs, children and youhg women were going to the
movies regularly, if not habitually.* Increasingly, the concerns around spectatorship -
wént beyond the physical danger, ef(posure to crime, kidnapping and seductioﬁ. As -
cinema began to institutionalize its modes of production, regulation and narrative form,
fears cryétallizéd around the psychological' effect of spectatorship. What once had been a
fear of social conduct and behaviour became incre’asingly a matter of the interior. And
this internalizing movement was béing feproduced in the form of films. In 1909, the
~ budding directprD.W. Griffith began (with his The Drunkard’s 'Reforf%atio'n) to display |
and develop the interioﬁty of his ‘characters through editing. From being a “difect”
spectacle of showing of the cinema of attractioxis (1895-1907),’ narrative ﬁlms of the
“‘transi,tional’ period (1908-1914) developed into a form of visual‘story-teliing,' by |
converting segments of film (shots as they were to be known later) into semantic units.
‘Editing became a way of establishing and developing the world of the diégesis,- its action’
and its tem};oral unfolding.‘» Multiple characters and narrative threads expanded the scope

of what films might display. This implied not only an increasing standardization of .

3 See Lee Grieveson, Policing Cinema, and Scott Simmon, “Movies, Reform and New
- Women.” g
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narrative convention, but also an internalization of the spectator in the form of film. As
. ian aesthetic of astonishment, the' direct address was abandoned in the transitional era
(notwithstanding exceptions fantastic “visions” and lingering emblematic shots) in favour
of an indirect address which closed the speice of the diegesis from that of the spectator.
The spectetor was thus .‘enveloped? into the form of indirect address, and films came -
increasingly to focus on the interiority of its characters. Indeed, accordingvto Gunning, -
The Drunkard s Reformation stands as the first .American film that takes as the object of
its drama the psychological development of its protagonist, as it follows an alcoholic’s
descent and redemption (D.W Griffith 169). ‘This transition from attraetion to narrative,
- from the firsts implied a moral reflection on the impact of spectacle angl the act of
viewing. The transitional period has long been noted by historians as the beginning of
* the moralization of the cinema, and for its intense interest in “showingvthoughts”, and .
critics like Kuhn and Grieveson have highlighted the biopolitical ramifications of this : .
internalization of institutional censorship and surveillance (Keil Early 69).4;4-A neW e
visibility was developing around children, yonng Women, an(i immigranis, inside and
 outside of the cinema. This in-turning of the motion picture not only connotes a‘
~ biopolitical mobilization (of a network of knowledge/power) it also amhivalently
connotes\the fear of ‘what‘ this intemalined gaze would mean for. immature, innocent .
spectators. Ought the cinema to take as its object issues of a 1i11jid nature? ‘Would this:
help inform,-and thereby liherate, the ignorant? Or, alternatively, would presenting these
| subjects on screen deform the spectator? The fact that these issues are hyperbOlically, i

sexualized speaks to fact that at some level there was a sense that the cinema may be

# See Annette Kuhn Cinema, Censorsth and Sexualzty 1909-1925 and Lee Grieveson,
Polzcmg Cinema.
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‘invading and penétrating the spectator’s interior.: At stake in this debate, is a theory of
sexual development: where d_oés sexuality'originate, and how might cinema be implicated
in this process? - |

. In the introduction I ’identiﬁed three distinct types in the theatre of public
discourse of the time, melodramati'zed as three ‘new’ spectatorial groups: These three -
différ;:rit types, I would suggest, corfespond to the three distinct mevlodramati»c.ﬁgure_s of
pa;sionate spectatorship I would iike to highlight going forward: the seducer-villain, fhe
- fallen woman and the child-youth in peril.’ "Though these figures are constantly being * .
combined and confused, I would SuggeSt we h;euristically distinguish themas . .
representing three founding scenarios.of seducﬁon that ireéo’nateﬁith Freud’s seduction
théorj. The imperiled child spectétor, like the hysteric, is a passive, innocent expoéed to
experience of the cinema without defence and’always, prematurely; the fallen woman as
spectator, like Freud’s‘ obsessive, has come to qctifely enjoy the seduction of the cinema.
And, finally, the immigrant (éth'nic.othei‘) cémes to represent the seducer par excellence,
as the agent of the confusion of tongues: as the one Who inVadgs the inébﬁor with his.
“foreign tongue” (to echo Ferenczi). In these historicai figures we are obliged to see:
specta_tofship theory in action, popular hypostases in you like, in its‘ earliest forms. The
 lure of the filmic image, the fascinating aesthetic of the cinema, runs as a central anxiety
through the first decades from The Downward Path on, and these melodramatic ﬁgurés
come to prominence as a way of symbolizing the dangef of th¢ film attraction. As1will
vlpok at great l_ength at the figure of the_immigrant as both object and subjectrqf seduction
1n cﬁaﬁté: four’s dlscussmn of Vélentiﬁo, ‘le‘t us turn our é&cﬁtién ‘;[0 the twoother ﬁéures

of seduction: the spectator as youth and as woman. =~~~ -
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“The sheer number of youth gqing to the cinema on a regﬁlar basis a‘t’this"timeA

provoked urgent attention. - One 1910 survey ‘of New.York put the‘percentage of children
going to’thé cinema at least once a week at “fully three quarters of the chiidren”;
whatever the reality of these claims, youth (as a gfoup) became the object of public
management and “governmentality” increasingly in the 1910s (Simmon 31).*’ As part of
a larger “child development” movement, children were “discursively position[ed];’, as
.Grieveson_ has iaut it, “as citiiens-in—formation; .. as tabulae rasae for the imprinting of

- values, behaviours and ideals” (Policing 1'4).46 Also in 1910, a New York Times editorial -
bemoaned the attractive address of moving pictures as “an impersonal and objective -
hypnosis™ which leads the_immature spectator (i.e., the child) to blindly imitate what
(s)he sees on the screen.(“Moving Picture Hypnosis”). Th¢ realism of the moving
pictures could lead to psychological malformation of the child: “[n]ewspapers and
reformers alike pefsisténtly conflated juvehile imitdtion of the movies with juvenile crime
ina cycle that exphcltly invoked the addlctlon of attendance and the hypn051s of the -
'screen” (Maltby “The Somal EV11” 220). In 1911 this concern over 1mp}essmnab111ty and
imitation became thé topic for two melodramas by D.W. Griffith; in T he’Ru'ling Passion
and As In A Looking Gldss, both tell the story of a child who has .witnessed' : |
inapp_ropriately exciting behaviour, and endeavours to imitéite it (Usai Griﬁith Project
100, 158). In The Ruling Passion, a young boy attempts to recreate in real-iife.a pirate

drama that he has just seen at the theatre, to perilous result. In As In A Looking Glass, a

*3 Grieveson also cites the founding of institutions in the 1910s like the Boy Scouts of
America and the Girl Scouts of America (Policing 14).- Grieveson’s exemplary study

- Policing Cinema, takes Foucault’s concept of governmentality as its guiding theme.

46 For Grieveson, explicitly influenced by Foucault here, the threat of seduction functions
- like an alibi and mandate to manage and discipline the youth as a new biopolitical -
grouping. . .
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child mimics the drunken and abusive behaviour of his father. The spectacle of this
mimetic play convinces his father, who accidentally\witnesses it, to quit drinking for
good. While neither film literally implicates the cinema as such, both rehearse allegories
of vision, mimicry and impressionability. What these films screen is the spectatorial
scenario of the child, who innocently restages what (s)he sees, doomed to repreating the
vision that has been impressed on the mind. -
Inthe case of ybung :women, aftera 19.09 journalistic expose of the New York"
- City sex trade, public corr‘xr'nvissions' whe,re’formed, studies were conducted, and laws were
péssed in response to the growing moral outrage over the séxual exploitation of Women.
As Stamp has shown, the fear that women wefe being vabduct‘ed into selling themselves
 reflected, by the 19 IOS,-\ the fact that young women were increasingly becoming workers
and consumers; and yet, the figure of the f'éllen woman also reflects an exogenous theory
of séXualitywhich circulated in the qulture of the tirhe,‘in that it posits the sexual life
being incited byvsiome outside force.*’ Our second position for the\paSSive sbectator of
the cinema is /a iraviata, the wofnan gone astray by some weakness or'perverse
) . N
"cqmpulsion in the face of temptation. There is, then, serious public ambivalence
‘eXpresse’d toward this figure, who has, uhliké the child, actively. conVéljted her premature
exposufg into“a. corrupted spirit. The bublic sensation over sexual trafficking culminated
in 1913 with the New York City debut of two sensationalist plays in August about the
white slave trade: The F ight and The Lure. In a New York Times opinion\"piece published
on Septerrlberl&h 1913 called “Muensterberg Denounces Red Light Dfama” [sic], the

psyChologist Hugo Miinsterberg argues against depicting sexuality in the popular arts

)

7 See Stamp’s Movie Struck Girls: Women and Motion Picture Culture After the
Nickelodeon. '
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(including film). Apparently in respOnse'to these plays (theugh he makes no mehtion of
| their content), Miinsterberg suggests thet they force the public to consider the merits of
depicting,.r sexual matters. ‘Cari artistic depiction bring ignorant youth out of their
trouElesome ignorance (and into adult sexual knowledge and freedom), or is this
aestheticized “sexual instruction” aetually performing that same funetion of the white .
slavers themselves, i.e., the sexual exploitatioh of the spectator (Miinsterberg “Red - .
Light”)? His answer falls clearly on the side.of censorshib aﬁd siience: “[w]e may
instruct with the best intention to suppress, and yet our instruction itself mﬁst become a .
- source of stimﬁlation” (“Red Light”) . And yet, before erguing}that premature sexual

) instrection and “erotic overﬂow?f in art l.ead astray into sensuality, Miinsterberg also

- argues, in the ﬁafne of psychology, that most “fallen women” are not the victim of
criminal abduction, But are in fact complicit in thefr seduction because of their “lack»o_f '
| resistance to forbidden joys” (“Red Light”). I would suggest thet this tension between a
doctrine of psychological determinism (which sees temptation as stem;ﬁing from some a
priori eveakness) ahd a culturalist, exogenous model which seems to follow (ahd which is
\ .jndexed in hlS fear of the effects of the exploitetion of sexuality in art), is af the ileart of
Mﬁnsterberg’s thoughf. The crux of Mﬁnsterbefg’s essay (and arguably of his work-+
generally) is thét while he authorizes himself as an expert in psychology, he noneth'elessb
perceives film and stage-drama as a laboratory or psychotechnology. While the psyche
'~ has its “own complicated laws”,‘ it nonetheless is subject to extemal conditions, and the
aesthetie forms of the day pose new variables to consider (Mﬁnsterberg “Red Light”)."

The ambiguous position that Miinsterberg forges here, I would like to suggest, stands like

a dry-run of the theory of film that he will offer just two years later. .- -
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Miinsterberg’s position‘ in this article seems to be clearly coﬁservative, but it also
| reﬂects the chiasmatic felationship between the interior and the exterior which
characterizes his 1915 theory of film: The Photoplay- A Psychological Study. In that
work, famous for being the first systematic theory of film, thé tension beﬁvee’n the
psychological interior and the aesthetic exterior is resolved via ﬁlm’s “adjusting” of the
outer world to the laws and “forms vof thé inner world” (129). As a psycho-technical art
Qf the interior, Mﬁnsterbefg énthusiasticallyl ad§ocated for the fact that cinema had
something unique to offer, as a window into:the workings of the mind, and as a potent
aesthetic which exploited, like hypnosis, the suggestibility of the spectator. But, in an
essay posthumously published in a womén’s’ magazine in 1917 called “Peril to Childhood
in the Movies”, Miinsterberg asks the question: “how can we make sure that this eagerly
sought entértainment is a help and not a harm to young minds?” (Photoplay 191). In this
article, he goes on t o argue that while the cinema has potential to educate youth, to
“cultivate the soul”, it can also pose a serious danger to the youth because it exploits the
child’s immaturity, threatening to deform their interiors: N
By ivts tthe photoplay’s] lack of words it is iﬁclined to neglect all ihose
subtle shades of ‘-feelihg and reflection which the story or the drama on the
vsta'ge allow. Hence it is forced to be satisfied with the coarser emotions
and outer actions...they furﬁish drématic interest without the need of
deli;:ate tracing of thé inner life. (1_93) ,
From beingllpraised as “thé new art” of American modernity, Miinsterberg returns to this |
"prqblem of a technology which can ‘get inéide’ its spectator; for h’imr the question is of

the danger of a technology that has apparent access to the processes of the interior? This,
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I suggest is the hither side of the statement that cinema adjusts the world to the order of
the interior: the inside takes on the forms of the outside. As we will see inlour next .
chapter, I align this chiastic movement with the influence of the melodramatic mode on
American ﬁlm—gbing. :

Looking at a the spectatorial figures of the youth and the fallen (New) woman as
they‘appear in Miinsterberg and more generally in the discourse of the time, what is at
stake here is the problem of invasiVe‘s'eductiOnl. The spectre of the exogeneity of psychic |

life, haunts these texts of Mﬁnsterberg, as it does the wider discourse on film. In the final.
section, I argue that this ritually repeated fear about the exposure of the spectator actually
reflected the tranéitibriél ‘turn’ in the dialectic of spectatorship. As the direct address of .
.‘the’ attraction was being prohibifed as pért of the moral outrage of the early 1910s, the -
gaze incfeasingly turned inward. -

Reéalling ourvdiscussion of aura in the introduction, the attraction is a “look that
leaves a residue”, in that it implies the implantation of an unspeakable alterity and its own
scene of address.vI will suggest that the ban on the attraction in the transitional era '

\

installs, via its residual presentatlonal character, a category of alterity to which the.

spectator is beholden and watchable: the Monstrator
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The Seduction Plot of the Film Spectator: The Transitional ‘Latency’ of the Attraction

Ih our discussion of early cinema’s figures of spectatorship, we noted _tha.lkt'the years of
1907-09 saw great development in the production, consumption and regulation of motion
~ pictures in the United Sfates.‘ Historiographically, the transformation of the motion -
picuires into the cultﬁral-institution that we call today the cinema begins in these years;

-and yet, ‘classical’ film form, production and distribution did not actually becomé .

- relatively standard ﬁntil approximately 1915, so that these “transitional” years (19048-
1915) are usually understood as characteristically liminal, hybrid énd decisive. By:1908,
narrative films were supplanting the dominance of the cinema of attractions (Bowser 53).
This movement towards story films is generally seen és the end éf the novelty period, and
for Gunning it marks the passing from the cinema of attractioné,to the “cinema of
narrative integration"’ (D.W. Griffith 6). Not unliké Gaudréault’s position; Gunning has

- suggested that this formal developrﬁent has something of avdialect_ical charécter: “the

'cinerha of attraction[s] does not disappear with the dominance of narrat\_ive. .. but rather

goes ﬁnderground” (“Cinema” 382). Though Gunning hés worked against undérstanding
film history as simply a teleology of the classical cinema, he highlights the ways in.wﬁich

the early cinema is marked by what I earlier called its constitutl;ve'repression: the |
banishing of the attraction. He also speaks, in dialectical terms, of a “synthesis of
attractions and narrative”, and of the “primal power of the attraction running beneath the
arrnaﬁlré of narrative regulation” (“Cinema” 385-3 86). -Indeed, the notion of the. S
attraction has gainéd much prominence as not just a historical moment in the cinema, but

also as kind of counter-_curfent subtending the narrative mainstream, from which the-
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dominant mode may be questioned: “attractions form a fundamental mode of visual:
| addréss and appear in periods other than early cinema. Certain genres, such as
pornography, mnsical comedies... rernain cldsely tied [to its methods]” (“Whole”.191).
It is not surprising then that Williams has aligned the concept of the attraction with the
“undervalued” visceral film body genres (“Introduction_” 12). Gunning has gone even -
further in 'Suggesting that the attraction may live on in the heart of classical cinema: -
While narrative serveé as the donlinant [sic] which integrates the_vaﬁous
elements‘of the classica;l Hollywood flm, attractions persist in the "y
interaction between spectacle and narrative so frequently} observed in
: HollyWood genres. Perhans even the close-up of Liilian Gish in Way
- Down East [the epitome of the classical era] retains something of an -
-~ attraction beneath its clear narrétive function. (“Wholé’? 191)
He implies hvere that there might/be “something” of the attraction left in the classical’
expressive clo'se-np. Recalling his homage to Mulvey, there are a number of moments
when Gunning is interested in re-inscribing the attréction into the centre*of the classical .
| mode; and yet, besides his suggestive dialectical language, he has not deneloped this:.
continuity. How might this “sbmething’v’ of the presentatinnal address be retained in thn
heart of the diegetic world of classical cinema?

In his study Early Cinema in Transition, Charlie Keil argues that in the
transi"tionall years the ;‘residual lure” of the attraction gets “contained’ and redeployed by
‘narrative concerns (81).. He notes with interest that despite being generally understood as
being formally hybrid and a composite of th; novelty and classical periods, in the years

1908-09, there is a “notable... lack of attractions” in the films of the transitional years
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(Keil “Integrated” 197).. The Well-worn fofm of direct address of the novelty is “not" -
enlisted for the purposes of story-telling”; it is as if it must retire briefly, so that it may
reappear again reassigned (197). -But the direct address of the spectator, except for a few
examples of emblematic shots, and comic winks, is banned from the‘tfansitional narrative
cinema. Keil has argued that when these attractions do re-emerge they do so as elements
of style, that is, as a kind of experimental “solution” to the narrative problems at hand.
Keil further argues that it is‘when these stylisfic experiments lose their novelty (and he
implies, their attraction) that the classical period is born. Keil advocates here for the
notion that in the classical era there is a total integration of the monstrative into the .
narrative. Fully conventionalizéd, the attraction loses its disruptive, oppositional -
| character as direct address. As a scholar of this transition, Keil has questioned whether
Gunﬁing’s narrative of historiography accduntsfoi' the'sbec_tatofial transiﬁon that must go
along with this transformation of address. For if tﬁe cinema of attractions is associated
with the tumult of modernity as Gunnin‘;g argues, why (Keil asks) is there suddenly a
' mbve to melodramatic “nostalgia”: a regressive, conservative, and inc?easingly narrative,
form of ﬁlmmakihg (Keil “Integrated” 196)? In our subsequent chapter, we will come
back to Keil’s question, ahd develop what the ‘repression’ of the attraction means in the
melodramatic cOntextic')f Hollywood cinema.

‘ For-his own view on the place of the monstrative in the transitional era, in his
study of the early ﬁlms of D.W. Griffith, Gunning seemé to be in égreement that the

attraction has been fe-assign'ed, in his remarks on the side-effects of Griffith’s parallel

and repetitive editing strategies: -



97

The;stmcture and emotional effect of the film as a whole pivots on these
ovérdetermined images. - Cr’eatiﬁg images wh'ich. act as emotional -

- conductors throughout his films... Combined with parallel editing, it =

‘would yield a style of e_xtraordir/lary abstracfion; (D.W. Griffith 233).
Where Keil had suggested that the attraction had been cleansed of its disruptive ' -
prppertiés, Gunning’s comment is morc; ambiguous: thése images, freighted with -~ .
différent meanings in the qontext of fhe narrati\'m, are mobilized as part of a style (signed
under the authorial name of Griffith), but the notion of an emotioﬁal 'conduc_tor isalso .
suggestive of an underlying affective ‘current’ in narrative film, which would link it to
his theory of the attractidn. The figure of the emblematic shot as a i(ind of internal
condt)ction also leaves open the poséibility (and the threat) of being mis-conduéted, of
having our insides_controlléd by a cinématic “Svengali”.*® ‘While I Would agree with:
Gunning that the attraction becomes intefnalized by narration, his ambiguous figure
speaks to thé ongoing fepétition within the narrative cinema Bf a Mbnstrator-Sedl_icer.
Given this ambiguity, we might r,ead Gunning hére as hesitating on the édg'e"of posing a. |

| - C

 dialectical continuity between the cinema of attractions and narrative cinema (although i
for Gﬁnning this continuity remaiﬁs ‘the road not taken’). ‘Ho.w might this dialectical
- continuity get plotted for the spectator? .
o In ourpre'vioys section, we suggested that the aesthetic shift of the transitional era
was c'orrelated‘ with a moral scandal over film monstration, and its potential effects on the

spectator.  The brief ban of the attraction, as we developed in our discussion, must be

seen in the larger context of the dialectic of the spectatorial address. Miinsterberg’s

%Dy Maﬁrier, George. Trilby. Ed. Dennis Dennisoff. New Ydrk, NY: Oxford
University Press, 1998. « '
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anxiefy over the imﬁressions left on vulnerable spectators (children and women) is, I
would suggest, the most strik_jhgly emphatic articulation of what I have called the -
cinematic seduction plot in the'discourse of early film. But rather than méraliziﬂg Wi‘th ;
Miinsterberg, if we look at it from the perspective of the seduction theory the concern:
over the undirected, disorienting nature of the attraction (which Gunning has valorized)
with its potential to ‘impress’ itself on the interior of the spectator, can be understood on
the model of the traumatic implantaﬁon of the' cultural ‘message’ of film form.

+ - For Laplanche, as we recali frofn oﬁr last chapter, trauma in the seduction theory.
' suggests two moments, and two ‘directions’: in its first instance, the traumatic message -
must be fadically unprecedented, a misaddressed sign “received passively” and- "~
prematurely; and in its second insfance, due to this initial status, defensive attempts at -
- contextualization and nanfation‘ of the message 6nly succeed in increasing its abstraction,
detachment and fixation in the psychic life (Essay§~ 136). In this second moment of
implantation, th¢ aﬁalogy.wifh the attraction as infans becomes clearer; the attempt fo
 take account of it, té recite it reflexively, leads to its being shut info the inside. Unde‘.r the:

. \

name of Jatency, the first strategy to deal with this internal foreign body is that of the ban.
Though ultiﬁaately doomed to failure, this institution of the ban giveé the subject its -
founding structure (the ego). If the ciﬁema of attractions conforms to the fixating scene of
implantation of the spectator’s sedﬁdtion plot (as the spectacle in all ifs bare visceral
invasiveness—You Watch!-- to which an unprepared spectator is subj eéted), then this
transitional era, [ argue, conforms to the restructuring moment of the intémalization, the

making reflexive of the cinematic spectacle: I watch/ am watched/ am watchable.
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+ ..~ Where Keil’s assertion of a period of latency for the attraction highlights this

important missing link in the historiography of the attractions model, ‘the emphasis in his

‘answcr‘ purely formal considerations (that the nery‘deployed elements of style lose their
novelty as they are repeated in the context of the stbry-ﬁl'm) fails to account for the shift
in the object of the attraction, and its correlative shift in spectatorial address. ‘Fihi} R
historians have been weary of tracing out the spectatorial dialectic that this implies

because of the sense that a return to the hegemonic category of spectatorship is

-antithetical to the spirit of the historical turn in film studies, which itself was,‘ of course,fv,

born out of rejection of spectatorship theory. In chapter one I suggested that it is
precisely the contestation and reassessment of hegemony that melodrama is concerned

with. There I suggested that infancy might be a way of thinking about these limits of the

| speakable, that are nevertheless expressed and symbolized in some way. 1 would then

suggest that we take the historiographical rhetoric ofthe‘trén'sition‘ih the insistence oh
ﬁguréé of internalization, containment ahd burial. What is “contained” about the
attractions, what I would suggest is buried and enclosed within in the b'a\rring of the direct
address, is thé qnilateral, asymmetrical /relation to the image that characterizes the
monstration of the cinema of attractions. In this Sense; the need to make the image into
stories, and to enlist the spectator in becoming active vin this process is an effort to
‘reverse the‘ﬂow’ of the image, an effort to neutralize or repress the invasiveness of this
aesthetic. - -

-~ Like the attraction (as we saw, tending toward graphic abstraction and what

_ Gunning calls the “lust of the eyes”) which resists ‘capture by the logic of narrative

disclosure, or the wild and untamed view (that Miinsterberg implies) which cannot be
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cultivated for educational purposes, the implant’s danger manifests in its status as an
unhomely invader which has the capacity to lead astray, from the inside. Also like the
attraction in its monétrative aspect (as direct address), this psychic implant is fixed te a
particular site, connected to a particular citation of the other. In the spectatorial dialectic

of the film address, the attempt to narrativize the attraction, to make the relation to the it

reflexive, simply internalizes it, fixing in monstration an aura of alterity, and projecting

(as we suggested earlier) a subject-supposed-to-show as an external conductor of

emotions, in excess of narrative.:

The Wayward Gaze: The Monstrator-Seducer of the Feature Film in Traffic in Sbufs

As the dramas of film turn increasingly inwafds in the 1910s, the image in‘its ‘musicality’
(in ifs repetition, in the montage of its relations) came to be ‘overdetermined’ in a wey
that was narratively ekploited. Where the abstraction of the image as attraction had}been
disruptive and distracting, lodged within the web of narrative, this embleniati'c ,
“emotional conductor” became the locus of absorpfion and spectatoria\l investrﬂent. But
ene of the key differences from the cinema of attractions is that in the transitio\nal era this
visceral form of acidress is indirect and as such tied to the person of a.N_arra'tor. The -
newly founci expressive abstraction of narrative filmmaking is predicated on the
consistency and conventlonahty of the nanetlve instance. Here, I would 11ke to hazard an
interpretatjon of Gaudreault’s helpful notion of film narrativity as a dialectic between

nafr‘ation and monstration, to help us to develop our discussion of the ambiguities of the

expresswe p0551b111t1es of the narrative film. If Gaudreault understands the contradiction

: between monstratlon and narration dialectically, then I argue, monstration’s alterity
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corresponds in the narrative era to its untranslatability within the terms of narrative code
(division/ combination),.and is embodied as an enigmatiq locus of the address internal to,
but beyond (or in excess of) narration: the agency that Gaudreault calls the ﬁhﬁ :
Monstrator. Insofar, then, that monstration gets linked with the structurjng tendency of
narrativity (as its dialectical partner) it>i's figured as this janus-like authorial instance of a
Narrator-Monstrator, but insofar as it 'di’verts from narrative intérests, it is aligned W“_ith
the dangerous, misleading alterity who can peﬁetrate and maﬁipulaté the spectatorial
“interior: the cinema as Sedu;:er-Mons'tratof.‘_19 ‘The effort to ban the attraétion notonly
leads to its intefnalization by the spectator, but it also leads to the defensive installation of
a Narrator-Monstrator (as the hypostasis of a structured, authorial Other).* =This '
- ambivalence of the authorial Other of narrative cinema, as both the benevolent Master- -
‘Narrator and the Sgducer—Monstrator is embodied in the narrative of one of the first
| original American feature films: Traffic in Souls (1913).

Made at thé height of the white slavery panic, Traffic in Souls allegorizes the
'ambivalencé of the inward gaze as a tale of both sexuél exploitation and\detection.
Presented in the indire(_:t address of narrative cinema, the plot revolVes~ardund t};e ,
crir'ninal acti‘}ities of a network of brothels and the police) troop pursging it. The film tells
the story of twb siste;s from New York City, thé older Mary and her unnamed younger
sister. The litfle sister becomes seduced and abducted by an agent of the local white . -
slave trade.  Her sister and her fiancé, an upright police' ofﬁcer named Burke, team up to

lead the investigation and rescue. In the course of the story, we find out that the secret -

4° This figure is prevalent within film history: see Zizek’s The Pervert’s Guide to the ..
Cinema. . . o ’
%0 I evoke Lacan’s notion of the analyst as the subject-supposed-to-know.
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head of the slave trade, a man named Trubus, is actually also the leader of the local moral
| reform and uplift league. vMary.’s triumphant rescue of her sister, comes with her ebility
tolinﬁlttate the criminal organization, and to use their technologies of surveillance against
them. The ‘wire’ that Trubus'uses to covertly oversee his business is commandeered and -
nsed_to by Mary and Burke to épprehend the ’erilninal rnastermind. -
| 'As Ben Brewster documents, it was perhaps the first Ameriean feature film to
heavily employ alternating intercutting to estabiish diegetic space ef New York City
(Brewster “Traffic” 23 1). The film aiso teflects the transitienal era’s evolving ‘attitnde’
~ toward gratuitous visual display; as Staiger has noted, in an intfoductory scene of our
hero and heroine, we find them meeting on a street corner about to kiss','when Mary stops
him heving noticed that they are being wetched by a nearby window-cleaner (someqne in-
a privileged place to leok), while the viewer witnesses the short kiss (in a reserved
| medium shot) thev window-eleaner agrees to look awéy asa eourtesy (Staiger Bad 132).
The film sets up the ambivelenc'e of the gaze from the beginning: it exploits its objéct,
and it can be used to detect this exploitation; ' N
~ This generai theme of suweillénce is ‘ech\oed in various scenes ef‘the ﬁim, 1n |
- which we witness as the ‘slaVers?’Wateh their prey, and further, as the policewatch over
- this predation.i The surveillanee technology is allegorically aligned with the novel
narrative properties. (the intercutting across the spaces of New York City) of the feature
| film. Gunning has suggested, in hlS “From the Kaleidoscope to the X-Ray: Urban =
Spectatorship, Poe, .Benjamin, and T raffic in Souls (1913)” that the film allegorizes the

~ new aesthetic that accompanied the all-seeing Dickensian gaze of the transitional years, |

with its emphasis on parallel editing. With the precision of a police operation, the film
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uses cross-cutting to locate all of the story’s prime characters, follows their movements
and maps out their territories, culminating in a suspenseful climax which brings together

all the lines of narrative traffic. The thrill of the film is less in any one view that is

Figure 2.09 Trubus: The Apparatus of Exploitation (Traffic in Souls, 1913, Universal
Pictures)

displayed, than in the multiplicity of views, in the startling geometry of their systematic
network. In his discussion of the film, Gunning has suggested that:
the move toward a fully narrativized cinema could take the detective as
one model for a classically conceived spectator, attentively observing the
unfolding images for narrative enigmas, testing them with anticipatory
schemata, predicting narrative outcomes and processing the image for its

relevant narrative information and cues. (Gunning X-Ray 36)
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Where in this essay Gunning, likens the cinema of attraction to a “kaleidoscope” (as an
example of technologies of non-narrative visual wonders), he suggests that in Traffic in
Souls the cinematic apparatus is presented as an x-ray viewing machine that allows the

spectator privileged knowledge of the diegesis. Traffic in Souls screens the ambiguity of

Figure 2.10 Mary: The Apparatus of Detection. (Traffic in Souls, 1913, Universal Pictures)

the narrative gaze precisely along the lines of narration/ monstration: the surveillance

apparatus around which the whole plot turns (the wire) is alternatively useful and moral
(Figure 2.10) when it is mobilized by the police and the film’s female hero to solve the
case (a legal narrative to disclose the crime), and on the other hand, it is an exploitative
and malevolent technology when used by the white slave traders to procure and abduct

women for their human trafficking (Figure 2.09).
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+ = .. Following from this we could say that, in so far as it is narrated the story of the
_abduction and' the rescue has a moralizing fufiction,cbut‘insofar as it does not, it simpiy :
exploits the monStratiye display of this unseemly subject: the film caused a sensation as
both an early feature and the early exploitation film. With Gunning’s suggéstio‘{n of the
- apparatus of the film as an x-ray machine, I think that we should draw out thé tension:
inherent in the way the film figures the Narrator/Monstrator. If the film has a penetrating‘
- view (particularly in the film’s first .half) this éccess is aligned with the sexual predationv |
- and kidnapping of the white slave trade’s victims. Thematized in the film from a passive
spectatorial pésition, this penetrating gaze of nafrative cinema is associated with the
ménstrative display of thé abducted, imperilled women: here the penetration hasan .
obviously sexualized resonance, linked with an erotic, denuding display and assault. To
extend Gunning’s metaphdr;f we could say, if the x-ray machine is turned around, the
spe.ctato'r'is exposed to truly toxic visions. - While the film tries to keep its distance from
anything too "explicit by alteméti’ng betweén long and medium shots, and while the \ﬁl'm
‘obviously aligns itself with the enlightening virtue of narrative inspectibn and dis’cbvéry,
T i’aﬁic in Souls névertheless poses (embodied in Trubus) the figure of cinema as .
Monstrator-Seducer: the éxploiter of the wayward gaze, and the view that strays from its
~ narrative purpose, the Monstrator exposes the eyes to views that should not be seen.

“The anxidus traffic of monstration being exploited and allegoﬁzed’in Traffic in
Souls is of an address erring from its original target: like the abstracted enjoyment of aﬁ '
image cleft from its everydéy reférents that‘Gunning associated with the attraction, the
younger: sister’sJ sense of alienation and detachment makeé her an exploitable. good.

‘Equally, Mary’s surveillance is only able to unseat Trubus from his omniscient
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perspective by interéepting an errant message:: both characters, the fallen sister and
| hypocritical Trubus, are betrayed by ‘\.zvayward. signs of their personhood. What Traffic in
-Souls plays out allegorically (as an ei(ample of a transitional era narrative feature) is the
fundamental ambiguity of the penetrative narrative gaze; while letting the Specfator see
all, that the address of narrative film also presents a potentiélly dangerous monstrative
excess in its message, which is linked in the film to the ‘leading astray’. Like Trubus, the
filmic apparatus is figured as‘simulianeously cl)verse'er" and exploiter. - * -

While this film, on the one hand,.(iffers the ieghnologies of oversight (the wire, .
the croés-cuttirig) asa new paradigm for telling storieé, on the other hand, it also connects
these technologies with sexual trafﬁi:king as the invasive penetration of interiors, and the (

- production of the errant signs of the personal. Having said this, as a transitional ﬁlm,‘ .
Ti rdﬁ’ic ih So‘ulé looks upon these secret interiors decidedly from the outside; unlike the
classical Hollywood films that would follow in making the personal the object oi‘ ihe
drama (and that we will take up in our next chapter), 73 raﬁié in Soul;v remains relatively

‘impersonal. It does not utilize the kind of perspectival focalization that} as we will see in
the next chapter, éharacterizes the Hollywood film. The film thus reﬂecté tlie ténsions of
the trainsitiohal era, in that it both bans the attraction and allegorizes the moralbdramavl of |
this ban. W‘here the transitional eré remains at a bashful remove, anxious about the
penetrating possibilities of new narrative film form, the more melodramiatic mode of the
Hollywood era after 1915 affirms the intimate view, and makes it the privileged object of
its monstration (as we will see in our next chapter). |
| - The scandals that surrounded the cinema of attractions suggest that what is‘

properly traumatic about the early form of film address within the dialectic of
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spectatorship is rlot ',sim‘pily its propensity for drstraotion,but the danger that the aura

| produced by its.monstration,‘ yvhrch may take up reaidehCe inthe viewer’s interior.
Although the transitiorral cinema’s b‘an‘ of the attraction atternpts to resolve this o |
dangerouely viscerat element I argue t:hhat‘rit nevertheiese aooerrtl'lates. andthematrzesthe
amblgultles of the gaze of narratlve ctnema in T raﬁ‘c zrz Sottls thls g‘aze is ﬁgured as
troubhng act of rovmg surverllance hnked to an omnlsc1ent overseer (a Seducer—h o
Monstrator) who must hlmself be overseen and decrphered ‘The transmonal cmema ] |

: obsessron with the morahty of lookmg and the pathology of watchmg betrays 1ts R
thorough compllclty in the 1ntemahzat10n of monstratron in the emerging 1nst1tut1on of

narratlve ﬁlm spectatorshlp
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| From Attrac.tio:(s) to.Seduction: | —
The Melodramatic Compromise of Hollywood Fantasia -

Varrous rumors and clalms crrculateto this date‘about the supposed anachron1st1c
wr1st\vatches and tennls shoes that lltteri the mzse-en-scene of Cec11 B. DeM111e s |
panoramlcally mﬂuentlal 1956 version of The Ten Commandments Vl’lule for the tele- '
“fans who watch th1bs film rellglously every year between Passover and Easter ‘there may
be some paracmematlc or camp 1ntr1gue wh1ch SthkS to these eluswe obJects beyond
thlS they seem to emblemat1ze somethlng fundamental to .the experlence of the ﬁlm that
the ep1c ﬁlm is today, and was when.1t was released untlmely and old fash1oned st As
the elderly master of the s1lent era, 'the .feature was DeMllle s last before hlS death a |

[

prcture and we could say a whole Way of makmg p1ctures leftover (and rev1sed) from a
bygone era. The‘\ﬁlm was a remake of a silent prcture that DeMllle h1mself had made in

, ‘1923 and in 1t we see the forms of the past gettmg ﬁtted (or m1sﬁt) to the issues of the

| present Yetin this iconic example w1th1n the hlstory of Hollywo.od ﬁlr\n we get
}condensed many of the charges which are leveled at the ﬁlm melodrama per se: of
mlsusmg h1story to address the popular tOplCS of the day, of emphas1zmg affect and

- thn]hng s1tuat1ons over plot consistency; of prlvrlegmg adornment and h1str10nlcs over
dramatxc substance and character development. In the context of the hrstory of Amencan

ﬁlm the quest1on of anachronism resounds in the h1stor10graph1cal cr1t1c1sm of the

melodramat1c tum toward narrative in the m1d l9lOs How could a technology S0

31 I refer to Jeffrey Sconce’s notion of “paracinema” in his important work on trash -
cinema”: “'Trashmg the academy taste excess, and an emerging politics of cinematic

style.”
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steeped in the social and technological innovations of modernity turn backwards to find
its narrative form? What becomes of film’s modernity with the turn to melOdramaé
" In chapter one I suggested that the introduction of the problematic of the infans
gives us another perspective on locating the American cinematic tradition in the context
of the melodramatic; mode, in the enlarged seI;sve‘ in which Williams and Brooks havé '
mobilized it. In what follows, guided by the Laplanchean (trans_latiohal)' theory of
repression, I will argue that the historiographié charge of anachronism indexes a
\ dialectical conservation and transformation of past forms that hapbens asaresult of
American film’s melodramatization in the mid 1910s. Amongst all of the other socio- |
. . <
economic factors that have been studied, the upliftment and reform of the cinema after
1908 can be understood as a way of highlighting and containing fhe danger of the
attractioﬁ. The increasingly narrative énd-moraliiing chara(;ter of the films being = |
produced after 1908 implied an evolving moral ‘staﬁce in rélaﬁon to the potentiélly
dangerous sensational aesthetics of the early cinema; and the mel(;dramafic traélition was
‘called upon to contain, and to aestheﬁéize, the scandal of these thrilling\views,' by
stitching them intd a prescribed resc’)lution.‘5 2 However, as I began to develop in ihé ‘
~previous chapter, the melodramatization of th'¢ film as “photoplay” did not banish the .
| ciﬁématic atfraction, (it in fact) makes it the object of dramatic fixation aﬁd moral
deliberation. This melodramati;:. ;translation’ (as Laplanche would say) of the attraction :
can also be ﬁnderstdod as'a symptom of the emergeﬁce of a new invasive film aesthétic:

the seduction of narrative cinema. The movement in film history towards an increasingly

52 See Tom Gunning, “From Obscene Films to ngh Class Drama”, in D.W. Grzﬁ‘ th and
 the Origins of American Narrative Film: The Early Years at Bzograph Chlcago '
Unlver51ty of Illinois, 1991. 151-187. Print - ,
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narrative form corresponds to a change in status of the object of monstrative display.
From an aesthetics of attraction(s) based on novelty repetition and direct address,
towards an aesthetics of narrative seduction in the mid to late 1910s (e.g. in the work of.
directors like Griffith, and DeMille), the presentational, monstrative mode (the direct
laddress) of the attraction film gives way to the ‘indirect’ address.of narrative, whereby
the diegetic world of the film is separated from the “space” of spectatorship by an
dimaginary barrier. We will explore the shift inl the object of attraction: with the
‘ rnelodramatic aesthetic of narrative cinema the attraction becomes the passions of the
actor amt’ “expressivity ”_of (mise-en-)scehe, and not just the visual ‘presence’ of the
;zo;éz act c‘aptured.53 What is indlexed' ls no long}er the pure present of the c1nemat1c |
1nstant‘ but the address of the other as spectacle Wthh is epltomlzed in thehw .
‘melodramatzzatzon of the close—up ThlS chapter w1ll reassess the melodramatrc nature of
the shift from the trans1tlonal era to the classmal narratlve era, by readmg the spectatorlal
h&postases of two accounts (1nvS1nger and inJ acobs and Brewster) of the theatrlcal
' 1nher1tance of the narratwe cinema. Takmg the melodramatlc perspectl‘ue serlously (on
, its own terms) will also requlre us to .questron the Metzran absorpt1ve doctnne of pnmary
rdent1ﬁcat10n (of the spectatonal 1 w1th the cye of the narratlve gaze) I beheve seelng the -
aesthetlctransmon in dlalectlcal terms enables us to acknowledge that the ﬁlm spectator
‘was establlshed not ﬁrst and foremost as the subJ ect of enjoyment but as the re01p1ent of
a new kind of cultural address Flnally, looklng at classmal Hollywood ﬁlms of Cecrl B.

DeMrlle after 1915, T'will make the argument that for the Amerlcan cinema, the ultimate

33 For another account of the rise of “cinematic expressivity”, see Thompson, Kristin.
“The International Exploration of Cinematic Expressivity.” The Silent Cinema Reader,
Ed. Lee Grieveson and Peter Krimer.New York, NY: Routledge, 2004. Print.
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compromise-formation with:theattraction came in the form of what I call Hollywood
| fantasia. By‘aligning the attractions and flourishes of cinematic style with the fantasy-
life of diegetio characters and the interiority of the spectator, narrative cinema was able to
| find the visual supplement to consolidate its ‘language’. However, the roving,
penetratiye gaze of Hollywood came at the cost of a cinematic invasion of that -

spectatorial interior.

l The Melodramatic Anachronism: Revxsrtlng the Conservatism of the Theatncal

Inheritance
In our last chapter we con51dered Kell’s questlon regardmg‘ the utlllty of the modermty
the51s Wlth respect to the trans1t10n to narratlve to repeat Ke11 wonders ‘must we
subscrlbe to the notlon that transrtlonal cinema pulls the spectator away from any
aesthetlc based in the cond1t10ns of (modem) expenence in an admlttedly clumsy effort,
'to impose the comfortmg nostalgra of more coherent (proto class1cal) forms?” (Keil
“Integrated” 196). >4 Many formatlve ﬁrst wave accounts.of the hlstonography of silent
film locate the theatrlcal 1nher1tance of ﬁlm as belng 1rnportant in the move to popular
narrat1ve a herltage that was, in fact ‘melodramanc 5 In h1s format1ve essay on ﬁlm
melodrama, Elsaesser argues that; | | | -

. , all silent film drama' | is ‘melodramatio | [s1lent ﬁlm] dlrectors had to

develop an extremely subtle and prec1se formal language (of hghtlng,

34 Keil sees in style, an attempt by film-makers to solve the formal problems associated
~ with narration, the key to understanding the transitional period.
5 See Vardac, A., Nicholas. Stage to Screen: Theatrical Origins of Early Film, David
Garrick to D.W. Grzﬁ‘ ith. New York, NY: Da Capo Press, 1987. Print.; and Elsaesser,
Thomas. “Tales of Sound and Fury.” Home. is Where the Heart Is: Studies in -~
Melodrama and the Woman's Film. Ed. Christine Gledhill. London British Film
Institute, 1987. Print.



112

- stage décoi, acting, close-up, moﬁtage and pame'ra m’ovc_ement),fbecause
| > they were delibéraiely. looking for way to compensate for ihg
expressiveness, range of inﬂection... [etc.] present in the spoken word
. (“Tale_s of ‘Sound” 51) o |
Theatre not only supplied early features with narrativqs and moral coordinates, it also
supplied two of its gie'atest masters: thefoirrier thespians D.W. Griffith and the..
iaforementionedegcil B. DeMille. As one of tile early versions of thé cinematic creation:
- myth, the explosion of film histoi'iography since the 1980s has reconsidered this o
inheritancg. I propose to consider the casés of two such works that have diverging =
perspectiVes on this shift: Ben Sihger_’s Melodrama and Modernity: Early Sensational -
Cinema and its.Contexts, and Ben Brewster & Lea J acobs" Theatre to Cinema: Stage.
- Pictorialism and T) he Early Feature Film. Rather than assessing the rela»tiyey accuracy of
theée two accounts, I Suggeét we look to how they fhetoriéally frame the moderhity of
narrative ﬁlm.‘ ‘ | | .

- At first, these two important works on the role of theatrical form's on the early '

RN

~ narrative films ‘seein to také very different attitudes to the modernity of film as a form.
Jacobs and Brewstei‘ try to rebuild the continuity of stage and screen pictorialism after its:
dismantliiig by generations of film historians eager to distinguish cine_'ma'from its -
h'eriiage and Celgbrate its novelty (i.e., the film grammaf of editing). While, for ‘Singer,z,
the connection between the early feature and the sensational stage melodrama is found in
the ability of both forms to capture thé. visceral stimulations of thé experienc¢ of urban -
mddemizatibri, an aspebt of spectacle which has been buried by the absbrptive ijaradigm

- of classical cinema. As we saw with Gunning, the debate over cinema’s “modernity” is a
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rhetorical Trojan horse, that standsin for a generally Benjaminian 'théory of film .«
spectatorship; while taking up ifs detractors, Singer’s account affirms the Benjaminian
position. Both works on the theatrical inheritance seek to break down the hegemony ot:
the linear evolutionary nafrative of stage to screen, but they come at this transitional
juncture from opposing sides: the one celebrates an unréalized continuity (Brewster & -
J acobs), the other posits a_forgotten future (Singer)." In reading these two accounts side
by side, I suggest that if they are taken togéthef we can porceive a spéctaton'al dialectic at
work in the development of the film addreés. »What happens when the sensational |
attraction is supplapted by the pictorialist tableaux of the stage? In the lasht chapter we
saw the movemeot to narrative was, in part,* motivated by an attempt morally to account
for the‘aes'theti.cs of cinema’s first era, and here melodrama’s moral absolutism is taken
up in the _causo.' But, beyopd thfs moralizing, narrativizing function, both of these works
}» also offer a critique of the “absorptive” conception of the ciassical narrative ciném’a.‘

S In his Melodrama aﬁa’ Modernity: Early Sensational Cinemua and its Contexts
(2001), Singer has charged that the doxa of the thoatﬂcal legacy hés_‘oee}l overwritten by
an anéchrOnistic cooception of melodrama, informed by fhe olassical Hollywood
melodramas of the 1940s and 1950s..With this charge of anachronism, and in the name of
cinema’s modérnity, Singer Sét.é out to attack this presumption about the transition from |
the stage tovtﬁe screen, and the move from the cinema of attréctio_ns to narratiife cinema.
Infonped by wﬁat we mighf cail a rhetoric of histon’cal irruption, Singer argues that what
- was understood io fhe.transitional period leading up to the advent of Hollywood narrative
cinema as-melodrama has very little to do with what lies under the banner of this term os‘

it has developed since the influential publication of Peter Brooks® The Melodramatic
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Imagination and Thomas Elseasser’s “Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the -~
F amily Melodrarha”. In its criticail currency, melodrama has been taken up by feminist,
* psychoanalytic film scholars, iﬁteresfed in affiliating themselves with the “mode of -
excess”: “[for these scholars melodrama] foments psychic energies and emotions which
the narrative .“reﬁressés”; blocks from full expression, gratiﬁcaﬁon,or resolution, because
they are fundamentally inéompatible with the demands of dominant patriarchal ideology”
(Singer Melodrama 39). Singer’s cv:c.)ntes‘tationv of melodrama has to be taken in thé critical
- contexts in which he is writing. His research focuses on the migration of a particular
“ genre of the “sensafional melodrama” from the stage to scréen in the early teens, and the
book explicitly presents itself as a testing aﬁd apOlogia of the “modernity thesis”. This
Benjaminian notion that we examined in our introduction (that the urban environment |
“brought about changés in the prevailing ‘Iﬁode of -perceptio"nr’. which then somehow
prompted corresponding changes in the formal qua'litieys of cinema and other popular
| aﬁmusements’~’)‘stmcmres his rereading of the inﬂueﬁc’e of mélodramatic theatre of the“
- 1900s and 1910s (Singer Melodrama 293). Singer’s melodraméfis a sénsation-based .
_ o |
form of theatricality, with action-oriented storylinés geared to creating hyperrealistic,
hyperstimulating spéctacles, and evoking thé fimely dangers and tfoubles of the historical
momeht.‘ The film serials of the eérly teens which he reviews (Perils‘ of Pauline, AT’he
Expl.oits;of Elaine, A quan in Grey) work against (he argues) the picture of a
passionate, ddmestic, expressive mise-en-scene that gets associated with the ﬁlm
melodrama today, presenting their strong female protagonists a]ternatingbetweg:n passive
en.déngerment‘aﬂd heroic action. However, déspite describing in detail the atmosphere of

hyperstimulus and urban hazard that he argues forms the cultural context for sensational '
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melodramas, a discussion.of frauma is conspicuously absent from Singer’s account. With‘
| Gunning, Singef follows Benjamin’s (anti-auratic) lead and gravitates'to the .- 3
psychophysical paradigm of shock and repetitive stress rather fhan to psychoanalytic - ..
accouhts-oi‘ tréumafic inCQrporation. Like the intimately related ‘cinema. of attractions’
thesis in Gunning, the sensationalist melodrama of the teens (as opposed to what Singer
célls the “pathetic melodrama” which has since become hegemonic fdr the genre)
functions like a path-not-taken in the‘ history jof i.the cinema, swiftly baﬁished to the‘ |
" cihematic “underground” (295). . ' |
| Brewster and Jacobs’ 1997 study 7 héatfe to Cinema."Stage Pictorialism and the
Early Feature Film (1997) places the Oﬁgi_'ns of the feature in the context of the stage
pictdrialism of the melodramatic theatre with its graphic use of staging and pantomimic -
acting and situaiion-based narrati\}e structure. .Developing'frorﬁ the melodramatic
theatre, “pictorialism’.’ dperated by condensing into':graphic monads, the punctual‘
rﬁoments of drama: ,;‘ “[s]ituations were conceived of static states of affairs, an . .-
atemporality which made them particularly aménable to pictoriavly r;epresén}tation”‘ o e
. (Brewster and J acobs 22). Oﬁen giv;en precedence over plot and character coﬁsistency,
~ these thrilling “situations” organized the movement of the story fOrWard, and for this
reason were stigmatized a_‘s lowbrow theatre by eliﬁst criﬁcs, offending the normative
laws of Ariétotelian drama. |
‘Like S‘i'ngé'r,’s work then, for 'Brewster. and Jacobs, the ‘sensationaliaspe‘ct of -
pictorialism (as it was internalized by the cinema) is ‘ﬁmdamental toits partic_:ulér mbde,
- and not ‘simply a failure to.conform to the codés of drama. In its ﬁse of histrionic a¢ting,

~ its highly stereotyped gesture, and the ‘explicit artifice of its rableaux, pictorialist theatre
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ran counter to the naturalist, absorptive representationalism and indirect add}ess that
scholars have associated With the narfative cinema.>® And yet, unlike Singer, Brewster &
Jacobs reject ahy attempt to align this melodramatic form of presentation to the emérgent
conditions of modemify or to modernist cultural movements: “[t]here is nothing
particularly ‘modern’ about the pictorial tradition... the cinema of the 1910s éhould not
be seen as a ‘modem’- phenomenon’; (Brewster and Jacobs 215). While they do not use
the word anachronistic to descﬁbe the pictoriaiist turn in film-making, Brewster and
Jacobs are clear that the cinema turned toward thé Iﬁast to raise itself up towards its
future: “[a] pictorial cinema in our sense... has roots in the kinds of painting and theatre
that the modernist movement set itself against’?z(214)‘. This position seéms profoundly at
odds (if not the directly opposed) to that put forward in Melodrama and Modernity. And
yet,ina re(;ent article“The Antimodernity of»Edrly VCinema: Problems and Péradoxes in

| the I;ilm—and-Modemity Discourse” (2009), Singer'has'reﬁlised his earlier position, now
claiming that in th_e writings of the French Impressionists (citing Jean Epstein and
‘Antonin Artaud) and in the work of Hugo von Hofmannsthalff[m]oderr\iity is inextricably
intertwined with this Neo-Romantic metaphysic” (Singer “Antimodernity” 4‘9). In‘
Singer’s own deepening of his work on the moderﬁity thesis and in Brewster & Jacobs

- assertion of the conservatism of the melodramaﬁc; turn in film, what was at first the tale
of crifical disagreement over cinema’s modernity,nov)v"reveals a common dialectical
model: 1) modernity gives birth to a wide array of respyonses,‘ including ones that position
themselves as anti-modemify; 2) that an anti-absorptive direct address (which we have

associated with the rﬁodernity thesis) /ives on in the era of narrative cinema as a result of

5 A répeated tafget of their book is the work on the absorptive painting in Michael
Fried’s Absorption and Theatricality.



117

' ‘the melodramatic incursion. I would suggest that behind the obvious differences here is
| the model of a transition in which an older form returns to take up residence on the
ground of the new form. We might call this a melodramatic dialectic of conse‘rvationv. I |
would agree with Singer that something new is born with the sensationalist aesthetic of -
earlycinema: inl film we have a mode of paradoxical presentationalism, at once visually
addressing its viewer and yet abstractly cut off from the dynamic engagement of live -
performance The film attract1on isa novel expressmn of thls s1ngu1ar arrangement
Howeyer on the other hand I follow the 1nsp1ration of Brewster and Jacobs, in assertmg
that theﬁlm aesthetic undergoes a profound change as it -1s commandeered and conserved
under the edicts of the older melodramatlc forrn
o What I would like to suggest is that what is at stake in both problematlcs is an
attempt to thlnk through the transmon from the era of the spectacle show to that of the
photoplay ina way wh1ch retains the older forms and does not subsume them to the
, retrospectlve hlstory of the class1cal Hollywood system In other words, the 1mp11c1t
questlon in both books is: how might we account for the legacy of the cinema of |
| attractlons and its presentat1onal dlrect address On th1s matter, Singer has suggested that
“it 1s more likely [that attractions do not dlsappear with the concern for narrat1ve clarity,
but] that class1cal narratlon amphﬁed the st1mulat1ng capaCIty of attractions by ~endowmg
them w1th strong dramatlc and emotlonal 51gn1ﬁcance” (Singer Melodrérntz 129) For |
Keil aswe have already seen, the ‘attractlon is 1ntegrated” asa funct1on of narratwe N
style in the transmonal perlod Whlle Hansen has speculated in Babel and Babylon that
the attraction mlght also be traced in the deveIopment of the star cult both in 1ts general

. aesthetics of dlsplay and in the erotlc personae of 1nd1v1dual stars such as Valentlno
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(Babel 24). What is the mode of this ‘integration’, that the attraction makes a::
reappearance in the cult of the star? To approach this question, let us turn to the
seduction theory as our model for understanding the melodramatic translation of the *

attraction in the context of the dialectic of the spectatorship. 2

| The Seduction Plot of the Film Snectator ‘The Attractlon as the Repressed of Classwal
Narrat1ve Clnema

Within the seduction of plot.of the class1ca1 s’p.ectator, this.melodramatic, conseruative 1
turn, which coincides \%vith the beginning ot' ‘thé dominance of the classicalnarratit/e
cinema in the mid' l9lO's sees the reintroduction of the attraction asa consp1cuous vform
of rnonstratlon ThlS reappearance mlght be properly called the era of the represszon of
the attracnon after the latency penod of the trans1t1ona1 cinema of 1ntegrat1on
(Gunnmg D. W Grzﬁ" th 6) Under the Laplanehean term zmplantatzon I suggested in our
last chapter that the proto-content (the znfans) of the form of monstratlon of early cmema
_functlons as an ehzgmatzc message for its v1ewer Wlth the transition to\narratwe and the
‘ ,emergence of new ed1t1ng 1d10ms the d1rect address is largely banned in favour of the
mdlrectaddress of d1eget1c observatlon ’l“he omn1sc1ent 1mp11catlons of narratwe .
perspectlve evoke the ﬁgure of a Narrator/ Monstrator whlch structures and thus |
m1n1m1zes (and d1splaces), the altenty of ﬁlm spectacle However 1f melodrama is
looked upon as a narratlve agent of the contamment of the attract1on thls is at some odds
w1th its status (1n th1nkers like Brooks and W1111ams) as the great mass 11berator of
’eapresslon How can melodrama be both an agent of repress1on of the v1sua1 attractrons

: of ﬁlm and of 1ts cultural express1v1ty‘7 For film hlstorlography, thls paradox has not .
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sﬁfﬁcientiy been taken up. In our present discussion, I propose to rethink the paradoxical
fepression of the melodramatic in terms of Laplanche’s théory of repression.

- For Laplanche, repression must be understood as fhe “afterwardly” result of the
(mis)translation of the implanted enigm_zitic messages; incapable of being incorporated in
‘the idiom of the subject, the implanf persists, radically out of circulation. Repression -
takes as its object that aspect of the adult’s message that, despite the child’s best efforts to
map it within his/her diécourse, persists as a tréumatic remainder. But the introduction
‘and consolidation of a language (w_hich. fofr‘ns the p’eriod of latency) ﬁmdarhentally
transfonﬁs thé traumatic adult address (as signifier-fo), detaching the traumatic signified
(the Freudian :‘thing >presen>tation’) from its available translations/ symbolizations: “the
enigmatic messages of adults up'dergo' a'reorganization, a dislocatidn. Some aspects are
translated; while some anamorphotic elements are excluded from the'translatvion and. |
become unconscious” (Laplanche Essays 97).,;”.1"his'proccss of metabolization of the
initial adult message (which always impliés some failure to translate), cuts the traumatic |
signified off from its realisf sourcés,-vthereby transforming it into a new é“designiﬁed k
| signifier”: the représsed (97). Repression is thus a compromise(d) formation,.in which the
répressed is both banned and éxpfesSed in novel forms. The “’after—pres}sure’;’. of the . |
repfessed corresponds to its  syinptomatic trénsformation in the psychic life of the interior
(LaplanChe\UnCOnscious 70). Where,‘ in tﬁe moment Qf the implantation something -
comirig from the cultural exterior is internalized, in repression this ‘interior'—eXtefior’ is,
after a process of psychic metabolization, externalized.’ " This chiasmus of the psyChif: ‘

life is reflected in Laplanche’s emphasis (in contrast to Lacanianism) on psychic realism:

57 For more on Laplanche’s theory of the metabola, see “A Short Treatise on the
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~ - one of the principal discoveries of psychoanalysis [is]... the constitution
 within the subject ‘of veritable internal objects, or.even, to go farther, the |
, 'coﬁstitution of the subject on the modél 'of those objects. Freud’s .
“anthropomorphism’ has been criticized for occasionally resulting in
“slightly ridiculbus formulz‘ltions, ina b‘prescientiﬁc’« realism. In point of
fact, such anthropomorphisfn or psychical realism should be taken: B
~literally, as truly constitutive of the human psyche. (Laplanche Life and
~ Death 136) |
Laplanche’s reference to psychical realism, reflected in the anthropomorphic figures of
interiority (é.g., the homunculus, and the censor of the superego) are elaborations of the
remnants of introjected messages originating on the outside. The chiasmatic structure of
psychical realism is simply reversed:in fhe aesthetic of melodrama. For Brooksthié is -
very clearly reflected in melédrama7s penchant for lexp.ressionism: “[t]here is no
f"psychology’«’. in rhelodrama...“ the charac;ters have no interior depth, there is no
‘psychological conflict. It is delusive to seek an interior conflict, the “péychology df '
SN
melodrama,” bécaﬁsé melodrama exteriorizes conﬂict and psychic structure, producing
instead what‘ we may call the f‘lﬁelodrama of psychology”(Brodks Me’lodranéa;ic 35).
- What is important for melodrama primarily, i; not the realis'm through‘which it represents
the World but its ability to convey what Laplanche will éall, the réality of the message:
' “[t]ﬁéf categdry of the message; or the signifier in sd far as it “signifies to’, is ‘addressed
to’., is absolutely different from that of the [Lacanian] Symbolic” (Essays 91-92). In the

notion of the 'signiﬁer to the subject (as opposed to the signifier of something), Laplanche

Unconscious” in Essays on Otherness.
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posits a registry of significance vx.zhich is rédically"separate frorq thét of the polysémy of

| the Symbolic; the reality of the message refers the influence of those signiﬁer; which
have b'ecomé designified and cut off from their original referents throﬁgh the procéss.of ;
repression. Laplanche ‘(citing Lacan) likens these signifiers to the ‘indec\:ip.herable\
hieroglyphs of the ancients: “[w]e know thdt it signiﬁes, but not what if signifies (New
Foundations 44-5). Ultimately, the reality of the message refers to and memorializeé the |
traumatic legacy of the enigmatic aspect of the. other’s address, and it is to this

- inheritance that melodrama refers.

. In melodrama, characters are not simply representational, in the realist sense; -

! " 1

instead, they are monopathic (i.e.,‘one-dimensiona_ll);representati\)es of particular |
positions, feelings and ideologies. In this sense, melodrama works in stereo-types:
aspects of the drama are simplified, p_recisely in order to amplify their message-value. For
Brooks, melodrama is organized around 'this problefnatic of the cultural message (of
sending it, receiving it, and of deciphering it): = . ~
[t]he articulation of melodrama’s messages is a kind of s}gn language.}..
[wﬁich].éuggests the extent to which melodrama not only employs-but is
centfally about r‘epevated obﬁlsc'atioﬁ"s and refusals of the message and
about tvhe’ ﬁeéd for repeated clarifications and acknowledgementé of the
- message. (28) . .
And it is this prpclesé of articulatioh, of fhe movement from the secret inter‘ior’t‘o o .
recognition of the exterior, that propels the melodramatic plot.‘a

.- Melodrama’s penchant for excessive expression is intimately linked to its

repression. Indeed, Brooks has made the problem of repression central to his théory of
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the melodramatic mode: “the dynémic of répresSion and the returned of the repressed
>ﬁ gure the plot of melodrama” (Brooks Melodramatic 201)‘. ‘The m‘elodramatic
imagination seeks to express, récognizé and clarify repreésed,:unspeakable elements of
society. In the context of American ﬁlm‘," the infans of the attfactibn, as the aspect of the -
monstrative address of film which cannot be narrated, becémes the ca"rrier; and herald of
the melodrama of the unspeakable cultural meséage. In our chapter one discussion of the
spectatorship theory of Linda Williams, I suggeéted- that what is at stake iﬁ‘the encounter
with melodrama is the traumatic illegibiiity of the spectacle of affect, the mofing picture. "
Unlike Brooks, Williams expresses discomfort in followihg Brooks iﬁ Hypostatizing the
- repressed element in society, to which melédrama refers. Butler’s theory of hegemony
was evoked to reread,Brooks!’ moral occult as a hegemonic strugg1¢ over the - |
‘unspeakably sOciall"; as the proto-conteht of hegemonic infans. Williarﬁs’ concern over
the danger’s of positing an unspeakable inheritance rémains prescient, however, inthat =~ -
this conc‘ept is in danger of téthering melodrama to é ﬁtﬁal repetition of old mythical
themes, and so “seems doomed to locate afchaic remnants of melodrama in ihore modermn
< \
works” (Playing 315 n.17). How might'we take seriously what Brooks Sziys about
‘ fepression and the unspeakably social, without cutting off melodrama from its trenchant
| timgliness? |
SN 'Laplanche’sitheory»of the repressed as a traumatic prbto-content, the se‘ducfive
excess'produced by the proce'ss of cﬁltural metaboliéation, éllows us to think through this
process as a historicaily particular development. For Laplanche, repression is the psyéhic
translation which accompanies the initation into subjecthood'of language, and the -

repressed is the contingent, untranslatable byproduct of this process. In the context of the



123

repression of spectatorship, the repressed is similarly intimately attached to the =
spectatorial form. - One important difference here in’the theories of repression in’
Laplanche and Brooks ie that for the former there is no question of eradicating the
repressed: new ‘translations’ imply'new.‘untranslatables’.. While Brooks I»naintain»s in the |
_‘ name of combating repression, “[m]elodrama handles its feelings and ideas virtually as
plastic entities, visual and tactile models held out Afor all to see and to handle”, the form of
this handling fundamentally affects how these feeling and ideas beceme culturally visible
(Brooks Melodramatic 41). Thus the unspeakable referent (as infans) of the melodramaﬁc |
film is particular to‘its form. This begs the (juestion: does the cinematic form revise the
merlodramatic mode? = - -

- In chapter one, the melodramatic nafure of cinema Was introduced ih our
diScussien of Will_iams and Brooks es a kind of pofpuli.stlfonn of aesthetic deliberation,
recentered on what Butler calls the unspeakably so_eial. | Yet to speak o.f the melodramatic
as a descriptive adjective for the. cinema (as Williams does when she calls melodrama |
'American cinema’s “fundamental mode”) does ﬁot reflect the fact that the cinema was
| vals’o a decisive mofnent in the history of melodrama as an aesthetico-cultu'rél‘rﬁede. In the
next section’1 would like to explore how the internalization of the attfac_tions mode is

coordinated with the spectacularization of the intimate. I argue the chiastic reversal

particular to Hollywood cinema marks the decisive point of spectatorial intrusion.

From the Situation to “A Scene at the ‘Movies’”: The Emergence of Hollywood Fantasia

At the end of “The Cinema of Attraction(s): Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-

Garde”, speculating on the afterlife of the attraction, Gunning fémously takes the
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example of a program timetable voutlining' the itinérary of spectacles in the 1924 version
Qf Ben Hur, which he takesas eviden.ce'of the “primal power of the attraction running
beneath armature of narrative‘r\egulation”: .

8:35 The Star of Bethiéhem

840 J erusalem\R‘estored o
8:59  Fall of the House of Hur
--10:29 Tﬁe Last Supper -
10:50 Reunion...(Gunning “Cinema of Attractions” 387)
= Commentihg on this passage in Gunning, Brewster and Jacobs contest his radical
reading of the program, contending instead that the program should be regar&ed as the
;‘COntinuati(sn of a theatrical tradition in which stories are divided in big scenes or
situationé themselves pictofi‘allybconceived, staged, and even advertised” (29). .If we
grant Gunning the singﬁlar ‘primal poWer’. of the Vﬁ‘lm attraction against the pictorial -7 JOHE
théatre tradition (a step too far for Brewster and Jacobs), then the C6ntinuity plotted here
“changes its aspect. By 1924, the attraction is operating within the tver'rm\s,' and on the

schedule of the nérrative simatioh. But there is stili another fundamental ch;an"g\e in the -
object of film monstration.
-+ In the conclusion 'tb Theatre to Cinema, the authors go on to Iﬁropose that while
-their'position'onithe' transitional period is “unresblved,” they “fegard the cinema of
attractions as essentially an institutional matter of a typé of exhibiﬁon” (215). Whatis
tellingly unresolved, it turns out, is not their theory of the development of film narrative
out of the spectacle era (the through-line to this story is situationai dramaturgy), but the |

extent to which the “exhibitionism” of the pictorial mode persists in the narrative era
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(215). Brewster and Jacobs ask Whether Metz’s characterization, of the founding of the
narrative cinemé‘as synonquus withbthe voyeuristibc} ban on direct address, holds up
given the influence of pictorialism.’ 8 What is at stake in the attractioh and the situation
alike, as Brewster and Jacobs imply, is the ,véséel’of film monstration; and vthe indexical
“here” of ménstration also marks the weakness of the film paradigm in Metz’s discussion
of film ;15 language (Film Language 67). As I have argued in the.previoﬁs chapter,
monstration in the film context cannot bé thought of apart from its dialectic intimacy with
- narration, but as the aspect of filmic presentation that cannot be narrated (the excessive
referent of the ném*ation). Film monstration is situated at the limit of narrative film, and
this limit is (for Metz) vdyeuristically disavowed By the narrative film spectator. Metz’s
pithy discussion of film voyeurism in The Imaginary Signi'ﬁer. (like Mulvey’s “Visual
Pleasuré and Narrative Cinema”) has rémained a crucial reference point fo.r spectatorship
theory, even as it became the foil for new debates. ‘What limits the voyeurism model (and
makeé it proroative) is its focus on the spectator’s relation to the diegesis of the film as
a kind of fetishistic disavowal Of c_ihematic absence, rather than as a reptession of film as
a fonﬁ of presentafionai address (what Metz himself calls “a rich méssage With ;1 pdor
code”) (Film Language 69) As we suggested in the prior sectﬁm the repress1on of
monstration comes at the price of incorporation; Metz’s 'diegetic disavowal implies (at
‘anothe_’r llervel) a partiCipatory ﬂuenéy in convention,i which inrturn presupposes the
- narrative film’s status és address. Where, in tﬁe cinema ‘Of attractions the spectator was

first and foremost engaged as an addressee, in the narrative era this primacy is given to

8 Metz, Christian. “Story/ Discourse: A Note on Two Kinds of Voyeurism.” The
Imaginary Signifier. Trans. Celia Britton and Annwyl Williams. Bloominton IN:
Indlana Unlver51ty Press, 1982. Print.
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scopic identification with the gazé of camera. And yet, the so-called ‘segregation of

‘- spaces’ makes this ‘internal view? (of brimary identification) itself the object of display.
While Meti saw primary identification with the camera as the psychical supplement to
the weakness of the film éode‘; this spectatorieﬂ relation to the gaze of the camera cannot
be totally transparent and ﬁeutral; as we suggested in the first chapter, its dichrsiVe
on'eritatioﬁ 1s always overloaded by its indexical (in our expanded sense) capacities. The.
monstration of the narrative perspective thus afnounts to the becoming-spectacle of the
spectatorial gaze itself, which fundamentally implies its alterity. If we take this view
seriously, the scopic binary of voyeurism-exhibitionism (which Metz and Gunning take

“as the libidinal supplements to film language) bec’orﬁes melodramatized; from the =

' ﬁerépecﬁve of these two kihds of fetishistic viewing positions aligned with scopic

enjoyment and mastery, they. b“ecome, instead, two melodramatic comportments to the

enigm of the cinematic ‘message’, to be deéipheredl and morally ré_cbgnized.

The spectatorial ‘voyeurism’ ‘of nanétive film can be understood then, as another
era of film monstration and not as its terminus; as the film Monstrator p}obes deeper and
deeper for its views, its takes as its object the scene of spectatorship itself. =0 o
Kéil has referred to the great inc_idence of dreams .and visions in the transitional era
(“visions would become plentiful, particularly by 1912, when va'pprc')ximately 10 percent
of the film from... »[his] sample contain visions and dreams”) largely in terms of Wh;lt
" they make pdssible ih nﬁrrative terms, so that in the transitional era there“ is an attefnpt at

-~ a strong distinction between the diegesis bf the vision and the diegesis of real world (Kei‘\l
Early 72). Expliciﬁy stylisti‘c syntactic indicafors like crossfades, superimpositions and

matte-shots were often used to delimit the two realities. What changes, however, with
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the classic Hollywood style .is the regime of visual focalization: i.e., this distinct
demarcation of the subjectivlzed poiht-ef-’view versus the omniscience of the narrational
perspective. ‘

| * Brewster has argued that the growing confusion of this fccalizationWas a
founding compromise with the gratuitous display of the attraction (ln this case, of -

subjective POV) that lead to the installation of the singular Hollywood address: the “shift -

[in the mid 1910s]...from the presentation of scenes to the presentation of differing

- character perspectives... go[es] with-a move from direct photography of real -

environments to the presentation of a world much more penetrated by fantasy. The
American cinema... is becoming a dream factory” (Brewster 324). Brewster concludes
this in an essay called “A:Scene'at the ‘Movies”” originally published fifteen years before
Theatre to Cmema ina 1982 issue of Screen.®® There he notices an important shlft in

shot focalization in a group of D.W. Griffith ﬁlms from the early 1910s, in which “[p]oint -

of view, in the sense of narrative perspective 'the measurement of'relative perceptions

“and knowledge of the characters by the development of the narrative, 1§ here ach1eved

w1thout po1nt-of-v1ew shots” (323). Though it is the B1ograph-era Grlfﬁth that Brewster

is reading specifically, he notes in passing that this “point-of-view _structure” was

“absorbed” by the classical narrative system. This shift of focalization firstly means that -
the spectator knows more than the diegetic characters (which is what Keil has
emphasized about Brewster’s essay), but it also means that the purportedly objective

narrative perspective is shot through with ‘subjective’ indicators. Read in relation to the

* Brewster, Ben. “A Scene at the ‘Movies.’” Early Cinema: Space, Frame, Narrative.
Ed. Thomas Elsaesser. London: British Film Institute, 1990. Print. -
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later work of Theatre to Cineryna,:we might retrospéctively read this essay as a pictorial

~ account of the transitional era, and of the importance of the hierarchy of spectatorial
knowledge for narrative films, but the scope of the short essay reaches much further. \
Where, in a film like Traffic in Souls, we are presented with a rapid montage of narrative
medium shots punctuated.with very occasional POV shots, in the Hollywood era, the |
distincfion between narrative perspéctive and point-of-view shots becomes increasingly
complex. I would like now to explore this impiication of Brewster’s thesis, that the

- spectator’s “fantasy” is never fully reducible either to that of the Charactér or the interests
of narrative.

- Brewster’s evocative statement regarding focalization is framéd by a larger
question about the “pénetratiron” of the diegetic world by cinematic markers of interiority,
and of the results of that cinematic penetration on the fantasy life of the spect\at‘or. s
Brewster’s essay opens with a passage from the 1923 novel Stella Dallas (of which two-
important films were subsequently made in 192“5 and 1937), that describes in 3™ person

limited harrative voice, a revelatory moment of one of the main charact\ers,v SteHa’s L
daughter Léurel D‘allas: : L
[s]he, standing on the outside, was the only unreal thing in this home
scene. .She looked at her father. Suddenly the room faded, disappeared,
~anda closefﬁp of his face dawned on the screen before her... It flashed
- over Laurel that perhaps this man ,wasn’t really he‘r‘ father after all!
(qtd. in Brewster “Scene” 31 8)
Brewster highlights the fact that the fantasy ié cinematic, that it involves a sense of
e .

segregation between the space of spectatorship and the space of the screen, but here the
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Separation of the fantasy perspective from the reality of the view hasbeen inverted: -
| “[tlthe segregation involvee‘a »reversalof the oppoSition between reality and illusion, and
the projection of the spectator into the scene” (318). Explicitly calling upon film
spectatorship as a figure for personal revelation, Brewster asks: “whaf was the cinema, so .,
that by 1923 it could provide such a metaphor?” (319). The essay goes on to suggest thaf ~
this “metaphor” could not have existed befol'e 1908, and that it'is, in faet, matle possible
by the aforelnention_ed shift in focalization praetices.' He implies that the cinema has ‘
‘fundamentally affected the way characters éxperience moments of intimacy, marked as it
1s by close-ups and the segregation of the spectatorial space.

Let us take an illuminatihg example of the way that point-of-view is shifting in
the late teens, one which both cites and reflexively comments on the point-of-'view shot
as attraction. In the prologue to Cecﬂ B DeMille’s Male and Female (1919), playfully
staged asa peepmg-tom scene, the main characters of the cast are 1ntroduced one by one
as a house servant boy steals views of each of them in the 1nt1maoy of their bedrooms
through llallway door keyholes (F igurea 3.01-4). In this opening cast ca\ll,’spect.ators are
| introduced to each of the starring roles by an emblematic shot, a 'characterist’ic r_noving
~ portrait voyeurislically staged. Following a regular structure, this serleslof shots proceeds
one after another as the house boy makes his way from door to door down an upstalrs
hallway of the old Earl’s estate; The befreckled boy is first seen in}a medium’shotv peering |
into the rooms as he places a pair of shoes at each bedroom door; this is followed by an |
intertitle introducing the character and the actor in the role; culminating in a point-of-

view shot in an iris-frame of the character lying in bed. First we are introduced to the
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Earl himself, followed by his lazy younger male cousin, his vain younger daughter, and

culminating with the revelation of the view of the Earl’s

Figure 3.01 The Peeping Tom (Male and Female, 1919, Famous Players-Lasky)

Figure 3.02 The Irisas Point of View. (Male and Female, 1919, Famous Players-Lasky)
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older daughter Mary, played by the radiant Gloria Swanson. Unlike his view of the other
characters, the boy’s first peek into Mary’s room reveals a chair over which lady’s
undergarments are hanging, followed by a reaction shot of the boy’s anticipation of the
exposure of Mary’s body. However, in the second POV shot we see Mary rolling over in
bed under her covers, as the boy looks on. The use of the iris as an indicator of point-of-
view (in these keyhole shots) was a convention already familiar from the attractions era,
linking it unmistakably with the peeping-tom film. And like the peeping-tom film, the
sequence ends with the young voyeur’s punishment by the head butler Crichton, whose
introduction comes last as he walks up the stairs to witness the boy’s transgressions. The
servant child’s view from the outside no doubt introduces the ironic ‘external’

perspective on the class division that the film will take on, but I would like to pay

Figure 3.03 Voyeurism and/or the Spectacle of Intimacy? {Male and Female, 1919, Famous

Players-Lasky)



attention to the strange focalization presented by the final moment of this sequence.
Interestingly, despite getting an apparently ‘objective’ perspective of Crichton’s entrance
up the stairs, Crichton too is framed by the same iris, before (in a subsequent non-iris
shot) he grabs the boy and scolds him. It should be pointed out that the irising of the
frame also had, at this time, a pictorialist tendency as a primitive way of marking an
emblematic shot, and (almost literally) focalizing spectatorial attention on a detail view
(often a cut-in) that was to be separated and highlighted in some way within the diegesis.
This duality of the iris-effect, as being doubly inhabited by the attractions and the
pictorialist mode is articulated prominently in this sequence in this surprising switch from
voyeurist point-of-view to the emblematic shot. But with Brewster’s analysis of

focalization in mind, what exemplifies this transition from attractions to melodramatic

Figure 3.04 The iris, but who s point-of-view? {Male and Female, 1919, Famous Players-

Lasky)



133

emblem even more, I would suggest, is this switch from the coding of these iris shots as
V&yCuf_iStiC attractions, to its recoding (with thé final shot of | Crichton) as a penetrative
mclodramatic display of the intimacies of cha;;acter.
: Taking this scene from Male and Feméle as a kind of spectatorial allegory, we-

~ can percei\}e in this subtle shift a true reVoh;tion taking piace in the object of monstration;
in the unfolding of this scene spectatorial interest moves from catching an exposed,
'denuded view to the specfacle of intimate persénalify itself. Between the subjective ‘first
person’ point of view of the character and the objective third persbn of the narrative
maste>rtshot, the classical address rhakes use here of an impossible, é—personal S
‘perspective’ in the second person: the You See of the' Film Monstrator. At stake in the
survival of a fofm of direct éddress with’inv the context of film diegesis is a kind of -
nohreﬂexive viewing position, inlwhich the 7 of the spectator is secondary to the . o
cine‘rnati‘c'gaze,"and is sﬁﬁjected to the look. In.spe;clking of the vision of the dream in
- relation ‘t"o the theory of seduction, Laplanche has suggested a vcrb"“where the subject [Qf
the sentence] is the other™: he suggests the French chercher, as to be logked}for\of SOﬁght
out (Laplanche “Ciosing” 194). The preéehtationallism of Holly§vo§d film resides in this
,.-se:eking out of the spectator, masquerading as the presentatiqn of an infernal view. v
Gunning has suggested'that“[n]arrative [film] invokes thé spectator’s interest by...
posing an enigma” to be solved (“Now” 43). In the light of the seduétion theory, we
might say thét this enigma is not pi;imarily'tﬁe “Macguffin” of the plot (as th"e cqnceit of
: so_mething to be révealed), but the monstrative enigma of the cinematic address: what
ddes'this view that I am offered seek, What am I 'seeing? ‘I propose to call this

melodramatic ‘internalization’ of the attractions mode (and its consequent
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sensationalization of the psychical) within the post-1915 classical mode, the fantasia of
American n'arréﬁve film: |
- Fantasia, a term‘ori ginating in musical theory, refers to a composition which is -

relatively free in form and which accommodates improvised variations on a theme; it also
has COfne to denote a poetic or drarﬁatic work governed by the laws of fancy rathér than
of abléarly articulated diegetic reality. Both senses of this term have conceptual
resonance for us here. FIn indexing the inspiriﬂg melos (the musiéality) at the heart of the
situational melodrama, the ternﬁ refers to the centrality of affective response for the

| Hollywopd situation, and the way that this form of cinema contaihs its attraction, taking it |

in narrative stride. The term also refers to the dominant mode by which this
accommodation is presented By Hollywood: i.e., with the évocation and intrusion of
fantasy and psychic life in} the world of the diegesis. From its begihnings then, one of the
primary Ways that the American narrative cinema feintroduced_ the no{/elty ofits -
attraction was by ‘internalizing’ it; that is, by displayin.g it in terms of fdntasy or an

-internal vision. The mise-en-scene of fantasy held Busby. Berkeley’é r\flu5ical world
together, as it Woﬁld frame the miracuious technicolor of The Wiéard of OZ (1939) in -
sepia. Prefiguring the fantasia of the sound era, and the fantasia of the technicolor era,
fhére was the fantasia of the narrative era. I emphasize three main fofms which the
monstrative compfomise takes: the aforementioned 2™ pefso;l ‘penetrative’ focalization,
melddramatic expressionism and the spectacle scene. I will take the sileht films of Cecil
B. DeMille, whose work during the mid 1910s to the early 19205, I would suggest, is the

epitome of the narrative exploitafion of the attraction as melodramatic fantasia.



135

The Inside Out: DeMille’s Hollywood Fantasia -«

T\As we saw in the Iast‘chapter, the naﬁator system that emerged in the transitional period
héd,'as one of its chief aims, to cont‘extualize‘ and make _meaningfulrthe*novel views being
dispiayed on film. The fear of being seduced and lead astray by the attractions of the new |
motion picture is constantly being rehearsed in the silent era, ‘With the transformation of
fhe cinema in the 1910s into a melodramatic fdrm of fantasia (in which the internal is
externalized through p.erfc.)rmance. gesture and filmic ,t\echnique) something new was

- becoming visible for film spectators. What film criticism has come to understand as the .
classicai Hollywood m'ode:’, finds its melodramatic anchor in ’;he spectaéle of the personél.
Not only does American film from the 1910s onward come to take as its centre of gravity

the drama of interibrity, the very form of its address gestures thards an interior: with the
form of the close-up "Holvlywo'od finds its emblematic shot, and with a more fluid =~

- focalization it finds its urﬁque ‘penetrative’ perspeéﬁve. The revelation of true "character,‘ o

or the manifestation and demonstration of moral worth also becomrés the object bf |

’ cinemaﬁc display and ‘eXploitation’. Howéver, the implica’tions of pub\li'c mass -

‘voyeurism’ of thé indirect'addréss (whiCh the narfativchad instigated in its atterﬁpt to -

repress the attraction) and the chiastic reversal of the psychi’cinterior and the cultural

exferior which the form of the narrative film itself embo’clied,“now became the object of

mélodramatié,deliberation; The price paid for repreSsing' the a&raction came in its

| internalization, and fantasia is the name wé have given ‘to this compromise. As we will

explore in the following chapter,’oné of the hypostatic elabOrafions which sought to

~ domesticate this turning-inside-out of the p’efsonal would come in the advent of the star

cults, and the cultural notion of sex appeal as a visual attribute of personality. Yet, while
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thesé hypostatic attempts to Iiormalize the invasion of the spectator emerged, American
film allegorized its danger on the sc;”éeh. DeMille’s films of the silent era are singular in
the Ainerican commercial market, I would suggest, in the way that they mobilize
- monstrative capacities toward narrative and moralizing ends, but they are also interesting
for us in that they thematize both the"repression and internalization of the attraction as a
moral issue. |

In 1927, after completing production on'his silent religious epic, The King of Kings,
- Cecil B. DeMille wrote a short article called “The Screen as a Religious Teacher”.®® In it
he expressed the hope that through his film he would share the drama of the life of the
Christ with the world,‘and in so dbin_g “gather” together and inspire a new audience ‘from
different faiths:, languages and cultures. This manifesto, however, abtually represenis tﬁe
culmination of a pastorél tendency within DeMille’s work going back to the teens. The
son of the protestant clergyman turned melodramafist Henry C. DeMille, DeMille toék up )
the family legacy, moving to Hollywood to make feature films with moral and cultural
‘value, after a relatively unsuécessful-career in tﬁe theatre. Like Grifﬁth,\‘DveMi_ll\e} used
‘literary source material and expressive visual composition to perform this “upliftment” of
film from lo§v-class thrill to middle-class artistic entertainfnent. In his ‘Sinand "~ !
Salvation’ cycle of the mid 1910s to ‘early 1920s, in films including The Cheat (1915), .
Joan The Woman (1916), The Wh?’spering Chorus (1918);~Manslaughtér» (1922), and his
first silent version of The Ten Commandments (1923), DeMille uses s'p'ecial’oiatical -
effects and grandiose spectacles to animate the flashbacks, hallucinations and miracles

which form the moral centre of their plots. The new sensational capabilities of the .

_ 60 DeMillé, Cecil, B ‘;The Screen ’as a Religidus Téacher.” Cinemd Web. Np n.d.’Web..
May 2006. - ‘
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narrative cinema are mobilized to tempt and titillate and, at the same time, to gather the
| flock. .

- . For the DeMille cOrpu.sv then, thére is a dialectical z’ntimacy between profane
exploitzition and Sacréd upliftment. It is this tension that accounts for one of the most -
stfikjng aspects of DeMille’s early films: fhe seemingly perverse coincidence of
exploitation and moral prescription (and sometimes both at the same time). In this final
section, as a way of marking the trahsformatioﬁ of the ‘repressed’. attraction, we will |
K éxplore how the fantasia of two of these films, The Whispering Chorus and The Ten:
Commanc}men'ts, utilize cinematic monstration from two different directions (positing
film, on the one hand, as dangerous intrusion to punctuate their melodramas of interiority,
and on the other, as powerful new tool for mass revelation in modernity) and how they,
taken together, reflect a fundamental ambivalence in the DeMille corpus towards film as
fa‘ntasia.‘ | . g |

~ Films like The Cheat (1915) and Joan the Woman ( 1916) stand, in their use of .
chiaroscuro lighting and picforialist' mise-en-scene, as some the.éarliest\examples of -
| | American film expfessionism to expldre psychological themes. 'Both of these films,
along with The Whispering Chorus, tell the story of protagonists going through internal |
strﬁggles which find graphic expression Oﬁ the screen. Bﬁt with the end of the first world
| war, DeMille felt pfessure to produce lighter films; and his sex comedies of the late teens
and early twenties (Old Wives for New, Don’t Change Your Husband, The Aijirs of

Anatol) havebeeh r‘eadv by Sumiko Higashi (and, apre‘s coup, by DeMille himself) as a

divergence ‘fro'm his initial artistic visiqn ofa éultured moral cinema, to a fetishiStié,

/

consumerist celebration of wealth and luxury (or as he is quoted as saying: he presented
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for his audience “the chambermaid’s idea of glamour”), before once again making films
with an explicitly moral ofientation (Brownlow). Higashi has suggested that this must be
understood in terms of the movement of cbmmodity fetishisrﬁ; referring to middle-class
entertainment habits she states, that in the “private theatrical... social discourse became a
charade in which actors éngaged in self-theatricalization that ultimately meant the -

' ,dis‘prlacement of Protestant notions of character based on moral excellence in favor of -
personality molded by cbnsurﬁer society™ (Higashi “Melodrama” 232).6?, In this vein, the
. excessively ornate ‘interior’ design of the sex'éomedies has been linked to the rise of

. COﬁsumerism in Hollywood.: While, as we will see, DeMille would soon returh to his
moral directives, and while Higashi is right to highlight the ways in which American
melodramatic individualism is tied to capitalist interest, the problem of ‘interiors’:and
intimacy in modemity is an insistent theme going.throvughout DeMille’s films, and not
just in the ‘light’ comedies of the late 1910s. In ﬁlins like The Whispering Chorus,
Manslaughter (1922) and The Ten Commandments (1923), the drama of the interior goes
far beyond its en;:roachment by market interests. By associating cinemtic monsﬁation
itself with vice and psychic struggle, these ﬁlms allegorize the intrusion of narrative
spectatorship as a new form of cultural alterity.

: ‘As DeMille’s mbsf extreme example of film expressionism, The Whispering -
Chorus is the ﬁlm»that goes farthest in aligning cinematic techniques with the drama of
interiority; in almost evefy scene Qf the film the internal states of the cﬁaracters are
represented (ofteﬁ through the use of double exposures and matte shbts) ﬁs visual

punctuation. The film tells the story of John Tremble, a bank clerk who embezzles :

%! In posing this alternative model of the publicizétion of the private, Higashi refers to
Richard Sennett’s The Fall of Public Man.
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money and thén fakes his own d‘eath.to evade the law by posing a mutilated dead Body
(that he happens upon) as hisl (.)wn; After his disappearance, his virtuous wife Jane, ’
remarﬁe_s (and becomes pregnant with) a noble crusadin'g legislator named Geofge S
Coggeswell, whose in‘vestigation into corruption led to the discovery of Tremble’s crime.
When in the aftermath of the inves_tigatidn, COggesWell becomes state govenior, the
down and out Tremble decides to return to reveal himse‘lf. When he approaches his

elderly mother first, she implores him not to identify himself to anyone else, as it would

- make his wife a bigafnist, and would stain the good reputation of the governor. Just as

~ his mother passes away, Tremble is arrested as his own murderer Edgar Smith, and is

found guilty after a trial. Despite his mother’s advice, Tremble announces his identity in

court, but is not believed. Jane realizes her husband’s‘ true identity, and attempts to

convince her husband to pardon him before his execution. In a final sacrificial gesture to

save }the happiness that his Wif¢ haé found with thelgovernor, Tremble agrees to his guilt,
and is executed. ‘, 4 R P AT PP
- The interest of this film for us lies in the fact that DeMille’s expréssionistic

superimposition.of an internal ‘whispering chorus’, which seem to haunt Tréml;le in
situations of decision (three distincf apparitions consistently turn up to sﬁggést different
paths forward) are not simply adornments of the plot (whiChlbecame the charge against
DeMille in the years to follow), but central to the problem of the ﬁlm; as it is announced
in opening intertitle:

- You’ve heard fhem—the'se echoes which nohe but yourself éan hear! The

secret, private life of every man ahd every woman, is lived away in a Hall of

Echoes, to the music of this Whispering Chorus—which fills life and colors

)
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it, and makes it beautiful or otherwise. (Whispering Chorus)
Whére film expressionism can éﬁen be read as reflecting the protagonist’s descent‘ into
madness, this framing ‘intertiﬂe clearly implies (addressing the spectator direétl&) that this
internal dissonance is iﬁ fact a psychological norm and nof necessarily indexing mental
inéfability. Indeed, the psychological manifestations are not strictly focalized around the
perspective of Tremble, occurring to most bf the rﬁain characters at some point in the
film. It presents thé intimate life of fhe individﬁal as structured like an amphitheatre,
. with the manifestation of Tremble’s interiority figured as a set of internal voices, a
theatre of psychic dramatis personae, whose injunctions intrude on his thoughts and
~ debate his fate. Tﬁé visual ‘tricks’ of fantasia address Tremble directly, as they address .
 the spectator, as an intgmal altc,r,ity‘grupti‘n‘g into the 'diéggltvic, re\alit_ybf_ the film. This
‘allegorical connection between the themes of the film and the form of the cinema itself is
cemented in The Whispering Chorus” conclusion. | |
In é climactic scene in his jail cell in the final rﬁinutés as he-awaits his execution,
debating whether to sacrifice himself for his Wife’s ha}ppiness or continue to insist on his
true identity, Tremble is again Visitéd‘ by‘th}e three intefnal voices. But this tfmex the three
ﬁgures become a whole cacophony of voices, sufrounding him frorri all sides; ‘framed asa
froﬁtal medium shot, the more thaﬁ fifteen faces appeaf behind Tremble, as if proje:cted
onto the_ wall of th¢ cell in the frame’s backgrdund (F igure 3_;05). Ina ﬁnal moment of a )
cathartic exasperation,v Tremble tﬁms thard the béck Wal‘l,“ as .if to facg the ‘proj ection
screen’ Iof the chorus, and impoteﬁtly thrusts his fists ir;to it. While the scene obviously

tries to capture the zenith of Tremble’s personal struggle as a pictorial tableau, the turn
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Figure 3.05 An internal cacophony. (The Whispering Chorus, 1918, Jesse Lasky)

Figure 3.06 Facing the Screen of the Interior. (The Whispering Chorus, 1918, Jesse Lasky)
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toward the ‘screen’ also expresses the troubling nature of the intrusion of the cinema
(Figure 3.06). -~ - | |

As we havé alreadyb argued, the ‘voyeurism’ of th¢ narrative cinema simply -
internalizes the direct address of monsﬁation, intréducing an alterity into the primary
identiﬁcaﬁon with the apparently 'objective narrational gaze, b‘and investing filmic display :
with addi‘ess-Value; DeMille’s early experimenfal feature screens the intrusive nature of
~ the narrative film address as a seductive, indefer;sible internal attack.®? Tremble is lead
- astray bécause he succumbs to the influence of a psyéhic reality, figured as an iﬁte’mal
alterity, presented cinematically. Like the traumatic alterity internalized (in the process of
repression) by the subj.ect in the seduction theory, the intrusion implied in Hollywood
fantasia comes to haunt the spectator, and is the legacy of the compromise with the . .
‘monstrvatio-n of ﬁrst motion picture era. .-

Where De‘Mille.would exploit the attractions of fantasia to mark the psychic

excesses of the modern age; in the 1920s (and after his lighter films nlaade‘ with Gloria

" Swanson) he turned his attentioh increasingly to explicitly pastoral ﬁlrﬁs,' including the

\

-

first version of The Ten Commandments and his last silent film, The King of Kings. In
The Ten Commandments, the ambivalent tension between the dangerous seductiveness of
the graven image and the utopian pastoral possibilities of the cinema as an art form is at

perhaps its most acute. In the very seductiveness and indeterminacy of DeMille’s pastoral

%2 Another DeMille film made after the sex comedies of the late 1910s and early 1920s is
Manslaughter (1922). Like The Whispering Chorus and the first version of The Ten
Commandments, Manslaughter uses the attraction (a spectacle scene fantasy of an ancient
Mediterranean bacchanalia) to stand in for the compulsive excesses of the rich flapper
protagonist. '
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spectacles (I would argue), the collectivizing potential of film monstration is put on -
| display and allegorized. /
. The Ten Commandments is structured around two étories, a biblical proldgue;
’preséﬁting_ the exodus of the bible, and a pres'ent_—déy melodrama,telli‘ng the.story ofa
young fun-loving woman named Mary (played by Leatrice Joy) and the two bi'qthers who
vie for her affgction, John McTavish (played by Richard Dix) a carpenter who respects -
the holy laws but has to check his o.wn‘impulsle‘s, and Dan McTévish (played by Rod
LaRocque) who strays from the ancient l\aw, and destroys eVerything"dear to him, in the .
‘name of ambition, greed and IUSt."And yét,‘ the film is organized around its chief i~~~ *
spectacles, doubled in the film’s dﬁal structure. Where the proiogue ends with the story
of thc golden calf, which seduces the tribes of Israel at the foot of Sinai after their exodus
from Egypt, this t_erhptatidn gets mirrored in the present-day story in which Sally Lung -
(the orientalized vamp played by Nita Naldi)'tempfs.the impious Dan into adultery,.'and -
infects him‘with leprosy. And where Moses’ introduction of the divine law leads directly
“to the violent destruction of the idols, in the present day nafrativc Dan’} greedy ' -
vnegligence as a builder (he literally does not conform to building codes) leads t\o the
crollapse of his skyscraper and the accidental death of his mother. In a final gesture of ;,‘
hubris (or sacrifice), Dén z;ttempts a futile escape by boat during a‘rag"ing storm, @ oo
abandoning his wife td be cared for by his:loyal older brother. . . :. ...
As .with T he Whispering Chorus, the modern story tells the tale 6f~ rﬁoral :
transgression and compulsive abandon (which it punctuates with expressionistic-lighting
and special effects) but in its prologue it is also includés the pastora.l use of the spectacle.

In these spectacle scenes of the prologue, as in many others like them in DeMille’s films
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of the silent era, both ,transgression and its punishment are made cinematically attractive,
| in that they become the Object of gratuitous display. DeMille had been developing a two-
tone colour.process since the,teen-s' that came to be known as the Handschiegl 'prOCess.‘
Thisprocess was used in a few of his other pictures (including Joan the Woman), but
only in particular scenes. In The Ten Commandmehts, the colorized’ scene of the exodus
from Egypt is bursting with formal and visual flourishes, and a cast of hundreds; here the
cutting-edge‘special effects and the use of colorization are utilized to highiight the two

‘ miracles of the pillar of fire and the parting of the Red Sea (F igure 3.07). Clearly, as a
novelty, the bright red of the pillar of fire (for instance) could be displayed and enjoyed
for its own sake; and this danger of the snectacular is allegorized by the film in its next
scene. In the scene of the temptation of the tribes of Israel by false idols, the film warns
its spectators about the seductive power of images: the golden calf who causes the masses
to transgress the law, cleariy implicates the cinema itself as the Monstrator- Seducer with
its non-rational, unbound attractions. Moses comes down the mountain with the holy

| ’-laws in hand to find an orglastlc chaos has taken hold of the people In‘the final moment
of the prologue, there is final divine act, as God destroys the idol with a bolt of hghtlng

- The scene fades into an intertitle which cites the bible’s narration of this event. With the
subsequent first shot of the modern narrative, we find Mother McTavish has been reading
the story of the ten commandments to her two sons. Framed as a fantasy recitation of the
bible, and climaxing with the allegory of the false idols, one way of accounting for the
seductlveness of the ﬁlm would be to suggest that they are contamed and contextualized
by th1s narratlonal frame and by the ﬁgure of the grand ﬁlm Narrator (be it God or

DeMllle) Whlle both narratlve frames are no doubt 1mportant it is, however not enough
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to say that attractions become integrated or bound by the narrative cinema and authorized
by a Narrator (which i.s Keil’s positions. Film monstration is central to the moralizing of :
' l)eMille’s ﬁlm, and in his}reputation asa showman ‘direc.tor DeMille is not only the
ultimate ﬂgure-l of the Narrator of his ﬁlms, but the Monstrator.63 Without accounting for :-
- this signature showmanship of his films, we ignore the mainspring of the popular power
of his films. Butin DeMille’_slﬂamboyant monstrative practices, I contend that we learn
something about the development of the Hollywood mode; while DeMille’s ﬁlms were
.~ anextreme example of Hollywood monstration, they remained an ampllﬁed version of .
the conventional norm of the silent era. - |
The pastoral monstration of these spectacle scenes, I argue, brings out what is

essentially melodramatic about Hollywood fantasia. Rather than taking for 'granted‘
images as fetishistic unitsof enjoyment as .simply exploitative narrative containers for |
dlstractmg spectacles the monstratron of fantasia is pregnant with messages 1nﬁltrated
7 by address—value The fantasm of these scenes mrght then be better understood on the
' model of rellgrous V(ISIOHS- , 1n that thelr excessive 51gn1ﬁcance pomts beyond |
| themselves Wllhams has noted that the “theatncal functlon of melodrama 'S blg sensatron

seene was to be able to put forth a moral truth in gesture and plcture that could not be
, ﬁllly spoken in words (Playmg 18) The revelatlon proper to ﬁlm monstratron is that of

the mfans (as the gap between the monstrative and the narratlve or the monstratlve

(R R 0

% Famously, in his 1956 remake of The Ten Commandments, DeMille’s dual presence as
Narrator and as Monstrator is represented in the film: in an opening prologue, as.

- Monstrator; on a stage in front of its curtains, he addresses'the spectator directly . .
regarding the relationship between the images of the film and their resonance with the
global conflicts of the day (i.e., the Cold War); DeMille also figures as Narrator, as it his
voiceover which narrates the transitions in the film’s plot.
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Figure 3.07 The Pillar of Fire (The Ten Commandments, 1923, Famous Players-Lasky)

remainder that cannot be squared with narration), an index of the limits of cultural
legibility in the face of collective enthusiasm. Here, we might take the colorized
attractions of The Ten Commandments as themselves figures for this pastoral address:
like the obstructing pillar of fire, these scenes, at first block the spectatorial pursuit of
narrative meaning in their gratuitous display, but like the parting of the sea, they at the
same time allow spectators to traverse a foreign, as yet un-mappable territory, without
losing their narrative way completely. These attractions hold the place of an unspeakable
cultural problem, one that is gestured to and approached obliquely, though not defined or
resolved by the encounter. As both an act and a sign (indexical in the sense in which we
developed in chapter one), the miraculous spectacle (amplified by their colourization) is

in excess of its narrative significance: it both punctuates the diegetic world, and punctures
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it. -Its sensational force moves beyond its conventional significance: it is a monstrative
revelation “in force without sjgniﬁCation”. In the case of the colourization of the exodus
sequence, with its aesthetic isolation of fhe pillar of fire and the parting of the red sea, the
colour/ special effects attraction is used literally as a highlighter and as a container of the
moral drama. "And yet, the spectacle scenes in DeMille’s ﬁlms are always set in the -
context of an intimate drama, of a family drama and/ or love triangle, so tﬁat the grandeur
of the mass spectacle is always shown in couhferpoint to the small interiors of the private
- drama (aﬁd vice versa). We have alréady diécussed the ways in which the melodramatic
mode stages societal/ cultural conflicts as personal and internal; in these pastoral films,
the re{lelation of monstrative spectacles serve to introduce spectacles as cultural .-
.hieroglyphs (signifiers-to), cinematic spectacles that come to be the indexes of o
spectatoriél (i:e., a populist) intimacy. Whether thought of in Metzian terms as collective
voyeurism or in the melodramatic terms of this popﬁlist intimacy, DeMille’s films draw
out in various ways the chiasxhétic e)';change between th¢ psychic interior and the cultural

‘exterior that characterizes Hollywood fantasia. N

BN
- I'would prdpose, then that the anachronism and conservatism‘ of melodrama’s
look backwards needs 'té be regarded as a strategy mobilized to probklematize the implicit
' idéological assumpti‘ons of the historical status quo (be they progressive or.conéewative), ,
and tdchallenge that state of affairs to find new nominations fofthe new unspeakable |
exigéncies of the moment (be they more or less socially inclusive). .Insteéd of thinking :
about this domain as a ‘moral occult’ of traces of past traditional codes, in DeMille we /

see that the myths of the past are exploited and translated by the technological

innovations of the cinema as a way of approaching the topical problems of modernity.
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Lodged between the determinants of the past and exigencies of the present, melodrama
attempts to uncover, in the cqntradictions and limitations of the moment, a hegemonic
| eventuality that has yet to be articulafed in terms of the present. It is precisely, then, the
non-closure inscribed in these pastoral attractions, which allows the spectator to respond
to the call from his or her own ¢ v1ew1ng jposition”, but it also 1mphes a melodramatic
 irony, in th\at it asserts an unsurpassable attachment to the enduring sites of cultural e
seduction that it tries to overcome. ‘Upliftmenlt then, implies exploitation in DeMille’s
films, in that the project of a collective révelation is predicated on the enig\matic
presentation of film monstration. Where the dangers of fantasia in DeMille are poséd as
the failure of tﬁe personal to fully incorporated into the social, in the pastofal tendency in
his spectacles stand as the sublime markers of cultural unspeakability, as heralds ofa
universalizing call to spectatorial work, around intense sifes of cultural enthusiasm and ('
trouble.‘
In conclusion, if melodrama implies (in Gledhill’s phrese)"an “[i]nternalisation of
“the s‘ocial [that] is accompanied by a process of exteriorisation in Wh\iCl\ emotional stafes
or moral conditiohs are expressved as the actions of melvodramatic types”, we‘ ha;\Ie e
suggested th.at the institution of American narrative ﬁlm spectatorship (as fantasia)
constitutes an event in this cultural process in that ‘objective’ dleges1s is intruded,
penetrated by fantasy (“Signs” 210). While in this chapter we focused on the
“internalisation” of the cinemati’c, in our next chapter, we ﬁll follow the development of
this process of hyposfatic f‘eviteriorisation” of the cinematic, in the emergence of the

screen stars, and the discourse of It. Beyond its solution to the formal problems of the

cinema and ideological impasses'_, the address of Hollywood fantasia (with its apparent
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anachronism) makes possible the melodramatic display and delibefation of cultural sites
of unspeakably social enthusiasm (or We might say, populist intimacy), including (most
prominently) film specta‘torsni:p’itselkf. While We rnay read its toontain‘ment of filmic
novelty as the expressmn of the Hollywood address’s conéervatwe psychologlzed
111u51omsm I read (followmg the sng;geef1§e etatements of Brewster) the hlstorlcal
development of Hollywood fanta51a as spectatomal repress1on of the ettractlon as boeh a

: formal compromlse (between narratlve and monstratlon) and an 1ntruswe

sensationalization of spectatorial interiority.
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4
o The Populism of IT: i ,
Film Stars and the Blrth of Sex Appeal :

Cap1tahzmg on the newly found recognltlon of “star ‘actors American; ﬁlm
'compames of the 1910s created a new form of frlm promotlon the mot10n-p1cture st111‘
Usually utilized as a set of “lobby cards” 1nsta11ed at the entrance of the theatre, the
mot1on-plcture still deprcted scenes from the film as smgle 1mages. And yet, these
promotional stills often captured a view not included in ihé a.ctual_‘ﬁlm. ‘Whether derived
- from an excluded take or from a variant angle or because they ‘nerforna an impossible
| graphrc condensatlon of a scene or set of scenes from the ﬁlm the motlon-nlcture still

often dlverged from 1ts ﬁlmlc referent How can yve account for th1s d1screpancy, what
do we rnake of this other scene’ as the referent of the prornotronal st111‘7 I suggest we
reg._’gard the lobby card asa ﬁgure for a transformatlon in ﬁlm culture that )Was takmg place
in the 19105 At the end of the last chapter I quoted Gledhlll as descrlblng the chlasmus
of melodrama as s1multaneously the 1nternallsat10n of the socral and exterlorlsatron of the
psychlc 1nter10r th1s melodramatlc chtasmus is reﬂected in two deyelopments in ﬁlm
culture t1ed together in the lobby card The promot1onal 1mages of the lobby should be |
seen in the context of two tendenmes w1th1n the film culture of the teens on the one hand,
they reﬂect the nlctonalrst aesthetlc in Wthh key narratrve s1tuat1ons came to be
graphlcally condensed 1nto smgle 1mages yvhrle on the other they clearly call upon the
publlc recogmtlon of movre stars as cults of personahty Straddled between mtramural

(1nternahzed) actlon and extramural (externahzed) passmn and phys1cally located on the

threshold of the spectatorlal space, these 1mages symbohze the stnkmg melodramatlc
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inversion of intimacy. Intimacy,-iﬁ the cinema, becomes the site of a strange
| transformation: it is turned ins?'de out. }In the previous chapt\ers, I suggested that
Laplanche’s general theory of seduction supplies a mOdeIlfor thinking through the. "
internalization of the cinema, and how its theory of repressioﬁ' implies a correSponding
exteriorisation. But if in the 191-08, American lﬁlm sought to contain and ‘repress’ ﬁim
monstratién via the conservati_ve frame of older fheatrical modes, this melodramatic -
compromise would also be elaborated for the sﬁectator in new ways by the 1920s. Here,
inspired by Butler"‘s statements on hegemoﬁy a'nd'hypostasis, I will argue that -
spectatorship sought out some externalized hypostasis of the newly implanted intmsive
address of the narrative cinema. Dra’wihg on our schema of the seduction itinerary, I will
explorevhow‘ a new creature was born out of this exteriorisation: the movie star. Butler’s
work since the late 1990s emphasises the “scene of address” which precedes the
: hypogtatic gesture. Shifting back here from the psyéhic interior to the cultural exterior, I
| will déyelop Butler’s alliance with Laplanche (with respéct to the ‘primacy of the other’)
~ to think thrdugh the populist hyposfasis of universﬁl spectator a’s a new k}egemonic
-category. The scandalbus erotic address of film came to be ilypostatized and §irculated
‘ ihcreasingly by the early 1920s Hollywood as the notion of a substantive “sex appeal”: I
suggest that what was once a trait of the new cinematic form (thé éttraction) was
becoming a characteristic of modern American (spectatorial) personality. American film
_spectatorship as a populist enterprise produced sex appeal as one of its hegemonic
_ qualitiés. As Butler argues; this hegemonic geStufe /presuppd;ses aﬁ underlying process of
éultural translation. . In this chapter, I will examine the Work of the scholar, Miriam

Hansen, who has arguably gone the furthest in understandihg the ways in which the -
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Hollywood compromise was effected, and how it‘ laid the populist foundations of the first
golden age of the American cinema.

: 'Followihg ffdm this examination of the development of Hansén’s theoretical -
work, in a discussion of early stars Theda Bara and Rudolph Yalentino we will see that
the first icons of cinematic sexuality also index the pfo_c'ess of hegemonic translation and.
its discontents. These exoticised personalities béfray thé Hypostatic gesture necessary to
eétablish the Hollywood spectator. : F or Grifﬁtﬁ’sBabelian dream, the ‘vamp’ and the
- ‘sheik’ were the stain of an unsurpassable confusion of tongues, and yet, in these films it-
is photogenic pErsonalify itself that is the exigent site of a drive to translate. It is not
accidental that it is first in exoticized stars that we see}ﬁlayv oﬁt the personal drama of |

filmic attraction, as the drama of personality as attraction.: :

~ Hansen’s ‘Blue Flower’: Stars and Hollywood Hegémony SERRRETNE
In her work since the 1980s, from Babel and Bdbylon.4 Sfecfatorsh‘zp in American Silent
Cinema (1991) to her 10ng—staﬁding work on Benjamin’s reflections On\ﬁlm, Hansen
vteStéd ahiétorical theoriés of Specfatorship, arguing in favoﬁr of the less ‘strucfural, more
‘ .historicavlly dynamic, pﬁrticipatory notion of cinema as an alternative public sphere in
which film |
| offered an alternative because it engaged the contfadictions
- of modemity at the level of the senses, the le;zel at which
“the impact of modern technology on huﬁlan experienée
was,mc)st palpable and irr‘eversiblle. ..the cinema hot bnly |

traded in the mass production of the senses but also provided
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an aesthetic horizon for the expérience of industrial mass s}ociety
(Hansen “Mass” 70). .- =
In this model, of which she ‘h‘as produced numerous iterations over the years, she takes
seriously the power of sfandardizatiq’n to bring together diverse populations, even as sﬁe,
denies that this process is a totalizing one: mass culture is “often in excess and in conflict
with the regi_rhe of production that spé,wned [it]” (69). The latest version of this model is
~ the influential notion of classical c'ihe‘ma as “\}emaCular_modemismf’ (1999): an attempt
- to understand the universalism of the Ho}lywood appeal, without grounding this appeal -
6n some a priori (ideologically-inspired) norm. Instead of relying on these norms, the
" dream factory of Hollywood has “produced and globéliied anew sensoﬁUm; it
_constituted, or‘ tried to constitute, new‘ subjectivities and subjectS” (7 1.). 'This theory of
the mass appeal of Hollywood, ‘I would suggest must be read as the culmination of the
two dominant sti‘ands_of Hansen’s research over thé last thirty years. Her numerous
~essays on Benjamin’s'engagemént with cinema seem to have provided Hansen Wlith a.
‘revision of her conclusiohs in Babel and Babylon, on the origins 6f the\classical '
Hollywood spec_ta‘torsvhip..64 The vernacular modernism thesis is consistent With the:
themes highlighted in her more recent ‘archeological’ studies of the Benjamihian corpus,
where Hansen argues that what is at stake in the optical unconscious that ﬁlm reveals is a
reawakening of the “mimetic faculty” (which grounds his theory of language). Benjamin
_ understands the mimetic as the human ¢apacity to perceive and process similarities.

Hansen consistently argues that while Benjamin sees cinema as a cultural formation

%4 In addition to “Benjamin, Cinema and Experience: “The Blue Flower in the Land of
Technology”, Hansen’s other essays on Benjamin include: “Benjamin and Cinema: Not a
One-Way Street”, “Room-for-Play: Benjamin’s Gamble with Cinema”, and “Benjamin’s
Aura”. . R s TR
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symptomatic of modern shock, he also invests cinema with the utopian possibility of
| being its antidote. With the rearrangement of modern perception seen in the montage of .
film, the optical uhconscious is like'a nontechnical (“eqilipment-free”) outcome of
technology,'vwhat he will call “the ‘blue flower’ in the land of technology” (which Hansen
cites in her title): .
B although ﬁim as a medium enhances the hisforical demolition |

of the aura, its particular form of indexical mediation enables it

tolend a physiognomic expi’ession to objects, to make second nature

return the look, similar to auratic experience... Such film practice...

~ [would] _focus its mim'otic devices on a non-sensuous similarity, on
hidden correspondences in which even the dreamiworld of commodities -
~ may ‘encounter us in'the structures of frail intersubjectivity.’
((Hansen “Blue” 204, 209-10) - |
-+ Influenced as it is by the Benjaminian notion of the “optical unconscious,” then,
Hansen’s conception of vernacular modernism is clearly affiliated with the aesthetic .
~ \

“registei"? t.hat‘ Gurining highlighted in his work on the visceral appeal of the cinema of -
attr.':lction's.6~5 'Like the Eisensteinian montage of attractions, the vernacular modernism of
- classical Hollywood “is crucially anchored in sensory experience and sensational affect, '_
in processes of mimetic identiﬁcation.that'are, more often than not partial and excessive
in relaiion to narrative comprehension” (Hansen “Mass” 70). Film vernacular works
‘ J

because it, at once, trains the perceptual apparatus and reflects upon (or at least dwells

upon) this sensOry' discipline. While I whole-heartedly agree with Hansen when she

- %5 This affiliation is indexed in citations and footnotes in the work of both scholars.
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implicitly pléces the “attractional’ element back into the heart of classical narrative -~
cinema, Would contest her account of vernacular modernism insofar as it is underwritten
by the concept (as annouﬁCed in her subtitle) of “the mass production of the sénses”.'
Like Williams’ account of “film bodieé” and Gunning’s account of the mo‘dern urbanized
body, Hansen here relies on fhe presupposi‘tion‘s. of an immediate body, as the vessel or
receptacle of modernity’s pressures. As I have .'zxiready'argued in the cases of Williams:
and Gunhing, emphasis.on tﬁe'conCept ofa disCiplihéd bddy deemphasizes both the = -

- trauma (as opposed to shock)‘of these subjectivizing practices, and the largér movement
of the diaiectic of spectatorship in this prbdﬁction of a film mass. In response to the
positing of this immediate body in Chapter 1, if we take the disciplined body as an |
élready constituted product, the traumatic process by Which this body is constituted, that
is, the dialéctic by which the body cbhaes incorporated, is obscured. As I have argued;
following Laplanche and Butler, the hypostasis of a'- spectatorial body presupposes and
requires the prior incorporation of the foreign body of the cinematic address, as the site of
'cﬁltural seduction. What Hansen negle‘cté 1s that the attractions m}ode is\‘cransub§tantiated '
| by narrative cinemé; transiated into the terms of the narrative form, the attraction not only .
poses limits to filmic representation, it produces new unspeakable quasi-categories
(foreign bodie’s) through the asymmetries of its address. Remembering that alterity in the
theéry of seduction represents the place of an insistent form as fproto-éontent’,' Ihave
argUed that ;[he attraction does not simply get incorporated as fetishistic excess by
narrative film, but in the context df melodrama it becomes a‘n' index of hegemonic

contestation and elaboration.
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... While Hansen’s interest in cinema as “the blue flower in the land of technology”
Sée'ms consistent with her vernacular modernism thesis, this consistency comes at the cost
of an important exclusion in the development of her wofl;. -What gets cast away with ,‘the
verﬂa_cular modernism fhesis in Hansen’s work after Babel and Babylon (vs)hat I would
suggest one can see implied in her earlier work) is the important concept that cinema -
itself introduces an excess which checks its own fdtalizing tendenciés.~ While in her later
“work she.iwi-ll hypostatize a coIlecti\‘?es vernacuvlar.expériencevia the Benjaminian notion
| of “collective innervation” of a newly 'standardiZedsénsOrium, in her early work, as
demonstrated in the introduction, this poijulist hypostésis is always mediated (via the
concept‘ of aura) through feprese‘ntations of an alterity which cannot be brought up into its
‘ collectivity (“Not a One-Way” 313). Hansen attempfs' in the notion of vernacular "
modernism to account for the Babelian aspect of Hollywood populism, but in doing so
she deemphasizes the necessary problems of translation that haunt any hegemonic theory
.df, film vernacular. Paradoxically, while the concept 'of vernacular modernism seéms to
highlight both film as vernacular, and (in its emphasis on the r;'lanufacm}ed sensorium)
| : \
ﬁlm as a process of incorporation, the question of translation and a-dialectic of
spectatorship are strangely absént and/ or deemphasized.

« .- Considering these claims fégarding vernacular modernism (and the‘ manufactured
sensorium it posits') in the context of her broader corpus, we find that in Hansen’s earlier
work on the silent period; much more attentiQn_ is paid to the crucial role played by the
film star in classical 'cihema’s establishment. At the end of Babel and Babylon, in whaf is
arguably an earlier versibn of the vernacular niOderriism thesis, Hansen proposes that the

stars arise as fantasmatic fetish-objects precisely when the fissures of the dream of film as
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ideﬁtiﬁcatow, relation to Valentiﬁoﬁfunctioned er the femalé viewer (Babel 25 0).: -
Whereas the excessive s‘ex’ual display of Woman inhibited the universalist pretensions in
Intoleraﬁce,‘the ambiguous appeal of ‘Vélentvino seems to have the opposite function for
Hansen: hi§ erotic persona fapilitétes the expansion of the Hollywood address. -

| . | According to'Haﬁsen’s-'»historio'graphical account in Babel and Babylon then, it is
the films of the late 1910s and 1920s, organizéd around the emergénce of the ﬁlm star,
that provided the important bridge from the nafrative‘ﬁlms of the transitional period to

- the maSs appeal of “Classical” Hollywood. While in this earlier work Hansen calls upon é
psychoanalytic theory of fantasy to engage with the star-{feﬁicle ﬁims of Valentino, in the :
later “vernacular thesis” tﬂis frame has been abandoned aﬁd with it the‘ notion that the
chtic spectacle of feminine séxuality, as representation of the other’s body (i.e., the body
" as foreign body, of the body in i'tsvforeignness) constiﬁite"s a limit.to the universal
pretensions of cinema. What is it 1n the‘conspicuoﬁs display of the star which first allows
‘it tgke on this central place in the Hansen’s historiography\, and then be abandoned?

The shift away from the centrality of‘the‘star mué_t, I believe, be\thought of
alongside another Shift percepﬁble Hansen’s work on Benjamin in the 199055 fr;>m an.
interest in redéeming and developing the insistent aiterity of the auratic in the
Benjaminian theory of cinema (described in the introduction), Hansen increasingly (from
1999’s “Benjémin »and Cinema: Not a One-way Street”) puts emphasis oﬁ the theory of ;
the optical unconscious, as a site of mimetic play in modernity. Like Benjémin then;‘
Hansen drifted away from her advocacy of this problerﬁatic. I would like to return to this

early work to reanimate its important contribution to film theory.
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~ While in the series of articles in the 1990s and 2000s she explicitly cements this
conceptual connection betwegn her oWn work and Benjamin’s, in her first artiblé on the
subject, Hansen claimed that Benj amin’s ambivalence With‘ regard to aufa indexes -
another, more primary, psychic ambivalencé. In the ﬁnal¢ of “Blue Flower” Hansen =
argnes that Benjamin’s response to Adorno’s reduction of aura to ‘commodity. fetishism
itself betrays another form of fetishism: “his theory of experience hovers over and around
the body of the mother” (Hansen “Blue” 2 14).‘ - The first returned gaze is maternal, so that
the other who first gazed back is the mother: “[t]he prototyne of a look that leaves a
résidue’, that lingers beyond it actualization in space and time, is the maternal look” (215).
Hansen charges that Benjamin’s theory of experience “undeniably pafticipates ina
patriarchal discourse on vision insofar as the auratic gaze depends npon a veil of
fdrgetting. .. a reflective yet unacknowledged form of fetishism which reins(:fibes the
fernale body as a source of both fascination and thréat” (215).. And yet, Hansen sees a-
nnance in this charge: the auratic gaze in Benjamin is not only a fnrm of fetishistic -
~disavowal of the mother’s difference, it is also an index of this primary\‘direct‘address’. )
N Nuancéd as this rnay be, Hansen’s critique of Benjamin is clear: the fnimetié faculty, and
its monument in the auratic e)gperience can only c.ome about through a psychic
containment and disavowal of the maternal (its reprcssion), which is its prototype. As
| she did in the histhiographical work of Babel and Babylon, Hansen again argues that the
‘,univ'ersalizing gesture (Benjamin’s ‘positing of an apparently universaI mimetic faculty)'is
intgrrupted by the repressed yet insistent contingency (the disavowed maternal gaze) out
of which this ‘univ’ersality’ was born. .In both cases, she is critiquing the‘ Benjaminian

hypostasis of the mimetic faculty. -
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In part, Hansen’s discarded feminist critique of Benjamin is a function of the
evolution of the critical atmosphere of film studies in the 19905 (as feminism became less
central for a generatic.)n‘of film scholars); I would suggest that if we bracket for a moment
the question of . feminist political struggle, another resonance of Hansen’s argumént might
bé pickéd up.. In both strands of her work, though she remains committed to thinking
through the Babelian problem of film populism, what gets cast away increasingly is the
, foreignnéss implied in the cinematic address. ‘In the kéy moments of Hansen’s early =
- work, as we have already suggested, we find this foreignness asserted in the ididmatic .
confusidn reflected by the spethCIe of feminine sexuality in fhé Babeli"an!populism of
American natraﬁve cinema, and as an auratic remainder of the maternal gaze. Even when
an apparent ‘solution’ is found in the star, it 1s crucially staged as a scene of this
“confusion of tongues”. At the nexus of discourses of génder, sexuality and ethnicity,
Valentino is read as an ambiguous, liminal,‘transitibnal figure, but ultimately his glterity
' and his singular place in the history of Americah film in under'stobd by Hansen in terms |
“of gender. To come back to the question of the explicit feminism of Hansen’s ¢arly

work, we might sﬁspect that it was this political exigency that caused to her to read this
Babelian confusion as fundamentally determined by gender trouble, and that it is this .
exigency.that Hansen sought to let go.of in an attempt to expand her theory of film
populism. 'While,, »a‘swé will see in the final chapter, ‘Woman no doubt becomes the
fundamental bearer of the scandal of the film address via melodramatic hypostasis,
ge.nder(I Would suggest) _nonetheless is not the heart of the problem of film populism per
. .se. ‘Having said this, Hansen’s early erk rerhains an importént éngagemenf with the

foreignness of the film address. Before reformulating an engagement with Valentino’s
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films as a screening of this drama of translation, it will be useful to consider the -

development of the star’s sex appeal as a hypostatic elaboration of spectatorial seduction.

The Seduction Plot vo.f the Film Spectator: Photogenie as Hypostatic Elaboration - .

¢ With its cult 6f personality, the promotional arm of the studio system took the
cldsé-up out of the walls of the picture palace‘in‘ order to offer its audience a new way of |
relating to fhe cinema. Richard de Cordova érgﬁes that the film star emerges in the 191.0s |
as the extraihural life of the‘ actor becomes the focus of the close-up; the primary venue |
and support to this new form of film consumption is the film fanrmagazine, which
- specifically fostered fanaticism with the stars of fhe screen.% In his study de Cordova
plots the moments in this development as follows: from 1907 to 1909 an initial interest
with the actor’s pérformance’(a hold-over of the theatrical era), from 1909 to 1914 the
appearance of the “i)icture personality”, and from 1914 on the ascendance of the star. I
Would like to corisider his distinction be’tween the ‘personality’ and‘~‘staf’ for a moment,
as I think it brings ihto relief something crucial about the incorporatidn of the at'Fraction. ‘
Whereas with the picture pérsonality what was promoted was the “player’s profe;ssional :
~ existence” (i.é., théir name, their presence and reputation in various.productions, and
their acting experience), by 1914 (i.e., around the end of the transitional éra) the object of
interest for these promotional materials became the private life of the stars: In fan
‘magazines like Motion Picture World and Photoplay; serial stdrie‘s_appeaf in the mid-
téené (with titles like ;‘_My'Experiences as a Film Favorite” andrf"kl‘he Real Perils of

; _
Pauline”) which tell the tales of this rise to fame.

% See de Cordova’s “The Emergence of the Star System in America.”
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- With ail_thié attentioﬂ paid to thé extramural, profilmic life of the actor, as =
Roberta Pearson has argued, screen pérfoﬁnance was becomi‘ng less a matter of
| expressive skill and éctin'g stylé (as it had been in the stage-inspired performances of
early éinema), and more about the “verisimilitude” of the abtor’s ‘screen ﬁre’sence’,, about
the cingmatic appearance of their very being on the s.creen.67 For a magazine stofy to
sucéeséfully promote a star, it had to in some way capture something about (or at least
refer to) this photogeﬁic preseﬁce whi;:h was aiways feprese’nted byVa star portrait. In
- other words, a star’s public pérsonality should agree with theif screen persona, which -
should, in turn, a’gree with and emphasize their screen presence. For the.two most
. popular stars of the mid‘teens," Mary Pickford and Charlie‘Chaplin, this personal -
agreementwa‘s successfully constructed out of their_ biographies. This is the important
point which must be emphasized in the theory of the star, the biography was ultimately a
justification, or perhaps we could say an alibi, for."chis screen presence. It was not simply
that these were charismatic people whose unique essence was efcpressed by the motion
' pictﬁre (we r‘night call this the “substantialist” thesis), but that there was some singular
_ _ \
quality about their presence on screen that had to'be given a narrative frame. We have to
lobk no further than the case of the third most popular star of the teens, Theda Bara, to
find a vi’Vid. illustration of this phenomena (Brownlow Hol{ywood 160). Famously, Bara
made her name with the film 4 Fool There Was (1915), in which she played a man-
-eating, gold-digging vamp whose seductive attention systematically destroys the life of
the protagonist. This film would come to popularize this female type in the movies from

that point on, and she continued making these kind of films until thé»end of the teens.

6 S‘ee Robérta Pearéon’s Eloquent Gestures: The T ransfdfmation of Performance Style in
the Griffith Biograph Films. - ’
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But when, soon after its release, news came that her real name was Theodesia Goodman,

and that she was born to al ewish-American family from Cincinnati, one Photoplay

- reviewer wrote in an article called ‘“Purgatory’s White Angel” of September 1915: “I -
prefer to disbelieve thosé stupid people who insist Theda Bara’s right name is Theodesia
Goodman, and she is by, of and from Cincinnati...I see no reason for disbelieving what it
most pleases me to beliévé ... (Franklin).: The reviewer, credited as Wallace Franklin,
goes on to describe an alterﬁative history for The‘da Bara (which happened to be complete

fiction), in which she was the daughter of a French mother and Italian father, that she was
a trained painter, that she had acted in the Grand Guignol theatre, and, ﬁnally, that she
was a “proféssional sorceress”. What do we make of this gesture of apparent disavowal - '
}in which the plain truth is revealed only to be denied, and then replaced with an exotic

| fiction? While’ the‘r‘e'was obviously money.to be made off of this fiction of Bara’s

persona, what this article attests to is that what was 'primarily important was not this:

bersdna, but What it attempted to narrativize: the exotic screen presence of Theda Bara.

| Here, 1 Would suggest, we must attémpt an interpretation of this myth of ;)riginas

| indexing something real (i.e., efficacious) in the image. ‘Th‘is myth has a hypostétic» .
structure, positing a substantive to domesticate the implant of the cinema. Like this

hypostatic positing of a fantasy-past to justify.the eiotic presence, the French concept of

photogéﬁie attempted to delineate a personal quality that is revealed uniquely by the
cinema. And yet, in introducing this cbnpept’, that which is personal threatens to get
invaded by the cinema. There is in this formulation, as there is 'in Benjamin’s notion of

aura, and in Miinsterberg’s theory of film, a tension between photogenie as something

given by film or, rather, as an a priori merely enhanced by it.
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.o In hié review “Beaﬁty in fhe Cinema” (1917) the French critic Louis Delluc
| discusses two of the greatest HollyWobd film stars of the day, the Bﬁtish Charles Chaplin
and the J apan’esé dramatic actor, Seésﬁe Hayakawa (made famous in the DeMille’s The
Chear). From his non-American perspective he argues that what represénté beauty fOr ,jthe
cinema (its properly aesfhetic value) is manifested in the “absence of infellectuality” that
these two stars share in common (Délluc 138). ‘Where the European'cinema of the time is
characterized by aesthetic f‘embeilishments” désigned to raiSé film to the status of art, .
Delluc suggests that the great American ﬁims focus on the abstraction already inherent in
| the images of its scenes and stars. It is the ,“m'elancholic;’.rb)eing of theée stars, of their
quality of being both émotionally_ present for,viewérs aﬁd yet also mysteriously detached.
Delluc, like otherF rench .critics writing in the 19'1 0s, saw the properly cinematic not in
“terms of embellishment, but in terms of a revelatory endowment. In the work of Delluc,
Louis Aragon aﬁd (in the 1920s) Jean Epstein, a cohcept of ph’otoée_nie (the photogenic) _
was being dével_oped which sought to define this singular endowment of the cinema.
'Iﬁdéed, in fheir critical reception of Am_ericar; films, this photographic c\"luality of the stars
S
shone most brightiy to French eyes. For tﬁese theorists, cinema (and particularly the
American ciﬁema) inyests’ the mundane witha - .~
- mystefious asi)ect and loses all reiation to purpose... screen et
. objects that were a few moments ago sticks of furniture or
- books of cloakroom tickets are transformed to the point where
they take on menacing or enigmatic meanings. (Aragon 166)
The critic and-'ﬁlmmakver‘J ean Epste}in 'famousiy developed the concept of photogenie in

the 1920s to include “any aspect of things, beings, or souls whose moral character is -
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enhanced by filmic reproduction” (Epstein 314). The cinema granted personality as “the
| spirit visible“ in things and people, their heredity méde evident... [e]very aspéCt of the.

- world, elected to life by the cinema, is so elected only in the condition thét ithas a-
personality of its own” (Epstein 317). While Epstein clearly has an sﬁbstantialist notion
N ~of personality here, I would suggest that We recall Benjamin’s concept of aura ahd
HahSen’s early reading of it, in which he argues that aura is the bersoniﬁcation of the -

_ impefsonal; and with the; advént of the silent niovie'star, aura becomes reattached to the -

- person. Personality referred not to the authenti‘cfexpréssion’of the soul but to the screen-
image. Here I think that Benjamin’s notion of aﬁra can be used to complicate the
substantialist thesis (i.e., that cinema reveals the truth of personality), as wéll as to

question his own-la-ter anti-auratic positions in “The ' Work of Art\ in the Age of .
| Mechanicai Reproduction”; in-film aura, fhe spectatorial interior penetrated by film, is

reexternalized. An uncanny implant, the screen auré became the ultimate\refereﬁt of the

star’s ‘personality’. For American spectators no less than for these French critics, what is |
perceived as thé fascinating and foreign core of the new cinematic art is'that pe;sonality
without a name, thé mute monstration of the personality as a new hegemonic; spectatorial
category. .Wé might then look at the theory of photpgenie as'an attempt to understand
how the‘addréss of the cinema in force beyond signification comes to be associated with
the personality via hypostatization (i.e., the positiﬁg’ of the substantive on the basis of
some accidental).

| When the novelist Elinor Glyn supervised Rudolph Valentind on the film Beyond
the Rocks (1922}, she had already written‘a serial in the early 1920s which had :attempted .

to define the novel concept of “IT”, of sex appeal and sexiness, which the new youth of
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the.Jazz Age seemed to embody.68 Valentino, she announced; had IT. As we will see in

-j the next chapter, this theme became the centrepiece for the Glyn-supervised film IT of
‘19.&27,. starring Clara Bow. The natureof IT (as sex appeal, sexiness) is never defined in
ﬁh’n, only indicated and presented cinemntically:' “she’s got IT!”, i.e., IT is indexed in

| the form of its presentation, e.g. the close-up of a gesture or affect, some filmic
punctuation in the arrangement of the mise-énlscene or the editing. A 'populist theory of
photogenie, the notion of IT attempts to hypostatize the internalized film attraction as the

- outward expression of personality, to universalize it as a cultural category, as something
startlingly new revealed by of the encounter with cinema, for all to see.‘

‘At heart of the problem of Hollywood BabeI; as a populist project, remains this |
question of mass etppeal. To review, in the introduction we discussed Butler’s theory of
hegemony and her insistence of a spectral particularity that haunts any populist category,

" and how its haunting return produces neW‘ unspeakeble e)dgencies for hegemonic
contestation. I suggested that we understand the establishment of the ‘classical’ spectator
1n these terms, in relation to 1ts own repressed’ centent ‘In chapter two \I argued that the
theory of the attractlon descrlbes not only the mise-en-scene of early cmema
spectatorshlp, but it also refers to the proto content of spectatonal form a traumatlc
excess of monstratlon_rove’r narratrqn. In 'chapter three; I further Fgrgued that the
melodramatic pictorialism of Holtywood introdu:cedth_is:rnqnstration as a matter of
speetatoﬁal interiority. Hansen’s work on the e;less‘i“eal period hes drawn out the next tnrn
Qf this hypostatic e}lahoratipn:, as 1n the case of Ben; grnjnian_ aura, that which has been

tranmatically internalized (which for Hansen is represented by the maternal seduction):

- % Laura Horak’s “Would You Like to Sin with Elinor Glyn Film as a Vehicle of Sensual
'Education.”
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returns as an involuntary externalization of aura, only to be hypostatized as the
spectator’s nhotogenic substantive. | |

CIf we interpret Hansen’s work‘ on Valentino asa de facto response to Benjamin’s
abjecting statement on the star (and a turning of Benjamin against himself), we could say
that the Valentino drama seeks to stage a reflexive encounter with this alien-ness of aura.
Again recalling Butler’s critique of Laclauian hegemony within the corpus of American

silent film, the hypostatic category of personality is allegorically ‘tested out’ on figures of

- alterity. On the way to becoming universal, a hegemonic signifier is taken up, and

challenged by the “impossible’ figures” which inhabit its margins, so that for Butler

" hegemony is always responsible to, and dialectically “challenged” by an unspeakable

. which it inadvertently produces.

‘Confusion of Tongues’: Rudolph Valentino and The Translational Scene

Here look at the one with the torch... she’s much safer! (From Cobra, 1925: the

character Jack Dornlng to Valentino’s Count Rodrigo Tomam upon se\elng the Statue of

Liberty as they arrive in New York by boat)

If we were to return to Valentlno followmg the traJ ectory of Hansen has taken Asmce the
pubhcatlon of “The Mass Productlon of the Senses we mlght say that he becomes akey
condult for sensual 1nvestment and identification in the context of wontan s c1nerna of the
eaﬂy' 19'205; jnst as in Willlianis"'analysis of the tfeatment of fen’lalevhodies in Muybridge,
{\}alentino.’s’movies train their spectators in scopic desire. But itis 51gn1ﬁcant that in

“The Mass Production of the Senses”, Hansen does not take up the prommence that she

o had formerly glven to the star, desplte the fact that the cult of the star was established by

the Hollywood vemacular, and that many of the star vehicles take the attractiveness and
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charisma‘(')f the star as their main .plot theme. This‘curious 'dis.continuity with her -

previous work is instructive fqr us. Justas Hansen criticizes Benjamin fetishistically

“forgetting” the maternal body as the prototype for his theery of auratie experience,l

Hansen here forgets her oWn work on the aura of/the star, as the ‘foreign body’ whose

translation initiates the hegemony of Hollywood speetatorship. |

In the Babelistic context of Babel and Babylon, it is interesting that Hansen’s
dlscussmn}of Valentino does not dlrectly d1scuss the many scehes of translatlon in the

| ‘ maJonty of his films, in that her book is structured by a dlSCUSSlOl’l of the fate of Griffith’s
dream of film as a universal language. We noted already that though she argues that
Valentino’s films (as instances of a genre specifically addressed to female spectators) '
came in direet response to the faiiure of Grif_ﬁth’s dream, the prohlem of cultural /

v linguistic differ_enee is consistently overlaid by (what for Hansen is) the more ‘primary
uroblem of sexual‘ difference / identity. When referenee is made to Valentino’s
exoticiZation, it is therefore in the context Qf the culture war that surrounded him, in‘

| 'whieh he was either fetishized (by his fa_ns.)j.‘of demonized (by his detrac\tors) Howeuer,

: 1f we look at his ﬁlms, we find a ptofouhd engagement With the s!c;ene of trahstation. i
What does it mean that “the Great Lover” is positioned as a translator” The Valentino
role 1s never that of the Amerlcan man, and h1s ethmclty is always expheltly specified, so
that h1s fotelghness is not only part of his persona, 1t 1s part of hlS screen presence. Given -

(,thls cmerhatw confusmn of tongues” that Hansen artlculates I would llke to take up the

theme of translatlon in Valentmo s films in relatlon to what psychoanalys1s itself has said

about the scene of translatlon To open this dlscussmn I would call attentlon to an
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particularly emblematic opening credit sequence in one of Valentino’s most popular

films: Blood and Sand (1922).

JESSE L LAS K-Ypresents

RODOCPH VALENTINO-

lit

Vicente Blasco iLaflez

BLOODS SAND

Fro» the novel by IBANEZ and the play by TOMCUSHING
h/riUenJor the srerzen. hyd JUNE MATHIS \

A FRED NIBLO PRODUCTION
<Jicl/i/ iamobmtc/ictu re
camMU-mmi

BT
Figure 4.01 The Matador’s Cape (Blood and Sand, 1922, Paramount Pictures)

At first glance, the opening credits of Blood and Sand seem to reflect, as a kind of
framing emblematic shot, the doubly fetishistic dynamic that Hansen argues characterizes
much Valentino’s work: the credits roll against the background of a cape, frontally
draped across the frame’s field of vision, as if it is a projection screen (Figure 4.01). At
the very top of the frame, peering over the cape, are the eyes of Valentino, Svengali-
esque, barely visible and gazing directly towards the spectator. Perfectly still,
acknowledging himselfas an object for the spectator, Valentino is apparently passive as a

screen for spectatorial desire, and yet he forcefully returns the spectatorial gaze. From
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this perspective then, this scene (at first) seems to encapsulate Hansen’s reading: here

Valentino’s “appeal depends to a large degree on the manner in which he

Figure 4.02 The Valentino Look. (Cobra, 1925, Paramount Pictures),

combines masculine control of the look with the feminine quality of “to-be-looked-at-
ness”” (Babel 272). For Hansen, as Mulvey has recently confirmed, Valentino’s case
tests feminist theories of spectatorship (Mulvey, Doane), which give exclusive
voyeuristic pleasure to the masculine position (i.e., making women abdicate the seat of
their own scopic desire), by reversing the dynamic of the filmic gaze: “[t]he power of the
Valentino gaze depends upon its weakness... upon its oscillating between active and

passive... [t]he erotic appeal of the Valentinian gaze... is one of reciprocity and
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ambivalence rather than mastery and objectification” (Babel 279).8 Hansen argues in
this context that female spectatorship is scopophilic rather than voyeuristic; i.e., less
explicitly centred by the need for mastery because the feminine scopic component drives
are not subject to the same phallic organization as that of the male gaze (Babel 278-9).
Harkening back to the emblematic shots of early cinema, this opening tableau seems to
sum up the perverse ambiguity of the Valentino scenario in the display of the exotic
object (as a screen for spectatorial fantasy) which will represent him in the film: the cape
ofthe matador. And yet, the direct gaze back at the spectator seems to make this
scopophilic reading problematic, in that it disrupts the centre of gravity of the framing
scenario. Valentino’s signature display of the exotic ornament takes us beyond a simple
fetishistic appeal of the difference he represents: like the function of the matador’s cape,
it is a fascinating lure, the frame for his piercing direct address.

In her scopophilic reading, Hansen relies on the notion that the polymorphous
perversity of the feminine scopophilic gaze allows the spectator a more flexible
identificatory play, “dressing up Rudy” in a variety of fantasmatic scenarios (scopophilic,
sadistic, masochistic) {Babel 281). In this direction, Hansen concludes her discussion of
Valentino by mobilizing Freud’s notion of the staging of fantasy in “A Child is Being
Beaten” to account for the multiplicity of identifications which Valentino evokes. We
have previously discussed this article in the context of Linda Williams’ work, but let it
suffice to emphasize again that at the heart of this psychical process of fantasmatic

elaboration is a real invasion: what sets in motion the reflexive, sado-masochistic

® Mulvey, Laura. “Thoughts on the Young Modem Woman of the 1920s and Feminist
Film Theory”. Visual and Other Pleasures. 2ndEd. New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2009,213-32.
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movement of fantasy is a more primary situation of passive reception and unilateral
invasion by the adult. This scene of (what Laplanche would call) “originary masochism”
returns us to the two discarded strands left out of the Hansen’s more recent engagement
with Hollywood Babel (the auratic as the repressed maternal in Benjamin and the central
gravity of the star as index of the limits of the Hollywood address); | suggest that these
are both points in which the problem of seduction is encountered in Hansen’s work, even
if then turned away from. We have already taken note of Laplanche’s translational
reading of Freud’s seduction theory, but I would like to add to this discussion of
Valentino a reference to the later work of the psychoanalyst (and Freud’s first lieutenant)
Sandor Ferenczi, who provided a version of the seduction theory as a psychoanalytic
Babelian myth.

In his final 1933 article, “Confusion of Tongues between Adults and the Child
(The Language of Tenderness and of Passion)”, Ferenczi returned to Freud’s seduction
theory in arguing that the role of sexual trauma in the neuroses “cannot be valued highly
enough” (297). Of interest here though, is the way that Ferenczi sketches out seduction
explicitly as a scene of (mis)translation between a child and the adult world. Trauma
arises when the child’s call for “tenderness” (in that it’s dependently attached to the
parent for its care) is inappropriately answered by the “passionate” [sexualized] language
of the adult. Unable to translate the adult language, the child in these cases ‘swallows’
the sexualized address of the adult ‘whole’ (thereby incorporating the external attack as
an internal one via a process of fantasmatic identification with the adult perpetrator). As
we already saw in chapter one, Laplanche developed Freud (and we can add Ferenczi’s)

restricted theories of the pathological seduction into a general theory of seduction as the
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“fundamental anthropological situation”, and the “humanizing” traumatic condition of the
unconscious. The adult world is first of all an overwhelming foreign tongue, which the
infant is nonetheless forced to adopt but, paradoxically, this accommodation (or
compromised translation) leads to the production of an unspeakable register that haunts
the forms of the adult’s expression. Laplanche has, again, developed this point to say that
(neurotic) psychic life as such, and the most intimate personal psychic reality is the result
of the traumatizing (“detranslating”) messages from the other.

What can we take from this psychoanalytic hypothesis? This primal Babel myth
replays the theme of Butler’s inflection of hegemony: within a hegemonic context, any
effort to rise above (sublate) a primary contingency is in effect a tacit compromise

formation with it. With respect to the question of Hansen’s development, that which

Figure 4.03 Rudy as Argentine Tango Dancer/ Gaucho. (The Four Horsemen ofthe
Apocalypse, 1921, Metro Pictures Corporation)
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she essentializes as the maternal (and/ or the feminine) and its patriarchal disavowal, is
more usefully understood as the primal scene of (mis)address, a confusion of tongues; in
the context of the establishment of the narrative cinema and its populism, the
substantialization of the sex appeal and its hegemonic circulation, also replays the
Babelian scene.

In the vast majority of Rudolph Valentino’s films made between 1921to 1926
(i.e., from 1921 °s Four Horseman ofthe Apocalypse to the posthumously released Son of
the Sheik in 1926), we find a preponderance of scenes in which Valentino plays a hero
inhabiting the interstitial space between two cultures. Whether his character is living in a
foreign land (as in Four Horseman o fthe Apocalypse, The Sheik, Young Rajah and
Cobra), or (as in The Eagle) he is posing as a foreigner in his own land, Valentino is
positioned as the sender and recipient of foreign messages, in which he translates and is
translated by others (Figure 4.03-6). In Blood and Sand, Cobra and The Eagle this
moment of translation is literalized for the spectator as well; at different moments in these
films foreign language intertitles (of Spanish, Italian, and Russian) are translated right
before our eyes in a dissolve of the text. In this apparently small gesture repeated in a
number of films over his career (and for different studios), we see the Hollywood film
narrator presenting itself as above and beyond language, a cosmopolitan form that
purports to translate in the blink of an eye. Valentino, the translator and the foreign body,
is at the centre of a drama of film as global form. Gaylyn Studlar has developed some of
the (post)colonial implications of cultural translation in a discussion of Valentino’s ethnic

masculinity in her book This Mad Masquerade: Stardom and Masculinity in the Jazz Age.
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There she recounts the public backlash against Valentino’s stardom, often couched as it

was in racialist/ xenophobic terms of the post-Progressive Era 1920s. An affront to the

Figure 4.04 Rudy as Indian Rajah. {The Young Rajah, 1922, Paramount Pictures)

apparently established values of white American masculinity, his Italian masculinity
paints Valentino variously as a gigolo and lounge lizard, an effeminate “powder puff’,
and a racial pollutant ( “the ‘slag in the melting pot’ of America”) (Studlar 300). While
there is no doubt that he stirred a diversity of passions in the American cultural
imagination, less attention has been paid to populist implications of cultural translation in

his work.
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Figure 4.05 Rudy as Spanish Matador. (Blood and Sand, 1922, Paramount Pictures)

While in some ways the posthumous Son ofthe Sheik can be seen as Valentino’s
most self-aware film (in that it mixes the blood and thunder of the original with a touch
of the parodic), let us take the more earnest Cobra (1925). Though it is often seen as a
late, lesser melodramatic version of the Valentino film it is, I will argue, unique in the
way that it gives allegorical reflection to the Valentino predicament. In Cobra, he plays
the Italian Count Rodrigo Torriani, the noble inheritor of both an ancestral “palace” with
a large collection of exotic antiques, and a paternal passion for women. The narrative of

Cobra is structured around Torriani’s relationships with two American women:



177

Figure 4.06 Rudy as Arabic Sheik. (The Sheik, 1921, Paramount Pictures)

a gold-digging society seductress named Elise Von Zile (played once again by the dark-
haired, perennially exotic Nita Naldi) and the relatively plain, blond working girl Mary
Drake (played by Gertrude Olmstead). The film presents two melodramatic outcomes to
the problem of the Valentino’s foreign sex appeal: 1) erotic abandon, which evidently
leads from indulgence to self-destruction and the ruin of social order; 2) (and in this we
find the film’s novel clarity) Valentino as both translator and purveyor of the exotic.

The film opens in an Italian café terrace at dusk, and we are introduced to Torriani
as the target of two different desiring gazes. Our first introduction is to Vittorio Minardi,
a “gentleman by profession” who is looking for Torriani, to try to extort money from
him. In a shot- reverse of Minardi, we see a figure in the comer of the café obscured by

vined pillar. As Minardi says to the manager of the café with a suggestive glare, while he
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does not know the count, his daughter does and “I have a letter.. In the next frame we
find Torriani sitting away from us, apparently watching as a couple who sits in the table
next to his; the woman looks at him eagerly as she is seated. In the introductory intertitle
that follows, we are told whether there was trouble or not “there was always something
magnificent about the young Count Torriani”. The intertitle clearly attempts to account
for the intersection of the two gazes. Finally making his appearance, in the next shot we
see Torriani for the first time; he returns the glance of the young lady, and subtly raises
his glass to her, as he drinks his aperitivo. Torriani’s appearance, from the start of the
film then, takes place at the intersecting point of this exchange of views: the one
captivated by him, the other seeking to exploit him. This crossfire of gazes is in fact a
central motifin the film as a whole, and will be repeated a number of times, with varying
outcomes. In this film then, as in his penultimate film The Eagle, the attempt to negotiate
this intersection of addresses is to translate, and exchange the one (for a kind currency)
for the other. As purveyor of exotic objects, Torriani capitalizes on his own foreignness;
but as translator, he becomes the victim of it.

In this first scene this gets played out in a situation in which the scheming

Minardi waits outside the café for Torriani, hoping to catch him as he exits. But cued to
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Figure 4.07 Torriani the Translator. {Cobra, 1925, Paramount Pictures)

Figure 4.08 Torriani Translates. {Cobra, 1925, Paramount Pictures
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the trap, Torriani sets the would-be extorter on the wrong trail, one which leads Minardi
to an innocent, plain-looking American antique dealer named Jack Doming.

Mistaking him for the Count, Minardi pounces on Doming, vehemently threatening him
in Italian and waving his cane at him. At this point, Torriani intercedes (without
introducing himself) and offers to translate between English and Italian, all the while
knowing that Minardi’s attack is meant for him (Figure 4.07-8). This is the first scene of
a series in the film in which the Valentino character is forced into the middle of a conflict
set off by some passionate act on his part. Here the love letter to the daughter Rosa,
standing in as the written form of his passionate address, gets waylaid and puts the Count
in an exposed position. While this conflict is temporarily deferred by Torriani’s
deception, in the next scene we find the three men together again, at the Count’s estate.
Minaldi has identified Torriani, and has come to exchange the embarrassing letter (as the
remainder of his exposing address) for money. Having nothing but his Italian antiques,
Doming offers to buy a precious goblet in exchange for the extortion pay-off: reluctantly,
the Count agrees (Figure 4.09-10). The rest of the film follows from this act, repeating
this scene, as the Count returns with Doming to the U.S., taking ajob as an assessor and
broker of ‘old world’ European antiques. While trading in exotic objects to the wealthy
but ignorant American “new rich”, Torriani finds himself entangled with both Drake (his
true love) and Von Zile (his true lust), all of which implicates his dear friend and boss,
Doming. Torriani evades (and at times unsuccessfully) the danger of his

own seductiveness by selling it off, and literally exchanging his passionate attachments
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Figure 4.10 Torriani the Broker in the Exotic. (Cobra, 1925, Paramount Pictures)



for women (and antiques) with Doming. This conflation of Torriani’s personal sexual
attractiveness and his expertise in dealing with the exotic objects of value becomes
embodied in two moments of the film’sfantasia. In a quintessentially melodramatic
figure of simplicity, Torriani's character represents for America the allure of the old
world, embodied in a short “flashback” scene in which Torriani seems to picture in his
mind the stories of ancestral womanizing, in which we see his ancestor (played by
Valentino in flamboyant period costume) trying to handle the fallout of his multiple
sexual affairs. In a later scene which follows a second barter (where Doming again pays
off a would-be extorter), Torriani looks at two small sculptures of a cobra facing down a
lion: an intertitle announces his expression, “[w]omen fascinate me...as that cobra does
its victim”. In a point of view shot we see the porcelain snake become (in a dissolve) the
alluring Von Zile as a snake (who has been introduced to Torriani in the preceding scene)
(Figure 4.11). This moment of revery ends as Torriani looks up from the talisman, to
gaze directly back at the spectator. It is as if the fetish object is literally struggling to
become reanimated, and to take on a life of its own. Taken by itself, the réanimation
invites a fetishistic reading of woman as castrator; read along with the flashback scene (as
another réanimation) things seem quite different, with the sculptures and the portraits
becoming ominous indexes of an internal attack. As nobleman from the old world, what
allows Torriani to be reader and assessor of exotic objects, is that he is able to see beyond
their exchange value: they are signs still immediately connected to their traumatic past
(i.e., their aura). And this past, as we see in the flashback scene, is for Torriani, an
invasive sexualized legacy. In addition to reading these scenes in terms of a psychical

‘return of the repressed’, we might think also think of them as a kind of allegory for the
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Figure 4.11 “Women fascinate me, as the cobra does its victim.” (Cobra, 1925, Paramount
Pictures)

Figure 4.12 The Reanimated Old World. (Cobra, 1925, Paramount Pictures)
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melodramatic exteriorisation of aura," which on the one hand attempts,to give expressiOn
to the unrecognized, unspeakable subjects of hegemonic discourse (the foreignness of
aura), but which on the other hand, can Only do this by inVOkingi an unsurpassable -
Babel_ian confusion (Figure 4.12). o

» Coming back to 'the.emblematic ecene of Blood and Sand,rValentino’s exotic
talismans pictorially represent within the scene the unassimilable, untranslatable point of
his personality.v His films are, in effect, 'allegories.of assimilation, which attempt to
- understand the incorporation of the foreign appeal of photogenie in the dialectic of -
American film spectatorShip, as itself a narrative of national assimilation. This problem
of foreignness is overlaid onto the personality of the Valentino character, which in all of
these ﬁlms must not only attempt to translate those around him, but musf
melodramatically struggle to communicate his ‘true self’. While he was not the first Latin
lover or male seducer, the.Valentino character was the first to shift the foreign seducer
into avnassionate,‘ chivalrousi heartthrob. For the American audience,‘ this internal
’ dichotomy is routinely conflated with the externalized conflict between his foreignness
and his potential to be a new (Amekrican) man. In these translation films it ie precisely
~ this he'gemonic shift that is at stake. And this scenario has differen_t ioutcomes: where, in
‘ Young Rajah and The Sheik his character’s true identity seems to coincide with the -~ ~
gratification of hie true love for tlie' girl, in Cobra; Torriani fakes a stereotyped persona to
s‘acriﬁce his own_happinese to secﬁre that of his best friend. The expression of himself as
a decent virtuous character always meets with a moment when it is derailed and
overwlielmed by nassions,'by the other’s, by his own.‘ ‘The Valentino character is caught

~ between gentlemanly, fraternal tenderness and alien, sexualized passion,‘ and it is only by
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finding some (relatively tenuous).compromise between the two (which often includes
some ‘self-sa'criﬁce) is the hero redeemed.
- However, the scenario of the Valentino characters in these films is not sufﬁciently

| i)osed ih th¢ quest for authentic personal expfession (i.é., in translatiﬂg his interiority fdr
the others), rathér, as we see in all of these; translation films, the focus of ‘the drama is
élways on the passionate effect that he has on others, and that others have on him: the
scene of the confusion of tongueé. In other wofds, it is pre'cisely in what the Vélentino

‘ _character cannot translate in his-own personality that forms the crux of the drama. AHis
capacity to seduce the women around him (his sex appeal) is aligned with his investment
in foreign purs&its and practices. The famous “Valentino gaze” (in Which a close-up and
subsequent eye-line match inform us of fhe woman who will be the object of his attention
and conquest) repr_esénts the éeductive foreignness of his o§vn personality as photogenie,
but it is also important to note that in these films thé‘female love-object is figured in the
same way. The Valentino character is both the object and subject of seduction.

In cdnclusidﬁ, in the work of Sﬁdlar and Hansen, Valentino (as\star) has been
understood tb crysfallize the ambiguities of group spectatorial identiﬁcafion (WI;ether the
identiﬁcation be by race., class, gender or sexual orientation). By symbolically
emBodying the ambivalént fractures of an identity gfoup, the star is credited with making
the Ho]lywolod ﬁlni appealing to a much wider aﬁdience‘.l But, as I have tried to argue,
‘the aScendency of Hollywood changes the céntre of gravity of nérrative'ﬁlm, and gets
inside the spectator. With this 1n niind, the cult of personélity of thé‘ star might thén b_e’

| - understood not justasa fetishistic or empty signiﬁer thét temporarily solves the social

~ antagonism, but as emblematizing the site of a ‘confusion of tongues’, and a work of
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hegemonic translation. I suggested that we think of cinematic aura as the excessive
remainder that accompanies the hypostatlc gesture of ﬁlm ponullsm in Butler’s terms
though we might also thlnk of aura as a by-product of the translation underglrdmg
hegemomc unlversallty, an 1nd1cator of an unantlclnated spectatorlal 1nt1macy, revolvmg
around the cmematrc presentatlon of the unspeakably socral In thlS sense, 1t is not
enough to reJect the hegemony ‘of the classwal spectator but to understand the ways this

- new hegemonlc form of umversahty was born out of 1ts contlngent cultural matrix and

\ bears these marks fundamentally It was necessary to investigate the way that this new .
form of intimacy became an issue not only' within the cinema (we have already begun to |
consider this), but how the cinema itself became a site of populist iniimacy, with

anonymous others, and with the stars on the screen. . . .
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Melodramatizing Visual Pleasure: .
The “New.Woman” of the Gaze ..

_ The cinema [at the time of Pandora’s Box]... is still silent. Its expressivity, the way it
speaks to the mind and the senses is different, and different affective values attach -
themselves to gesture, décor or face. With it, the relation of expression to repression
changes; conflict and contrast, antinomies and argument are suggested, and percelved by
an audlence in forms spemﬁc to the cinema. (Elsaesser “Lulu” 12) «

Any analysis of the seduction plot must deal with the questlon of gender since women
were, and still are, often assumed to be.the predominant audience for this kind of .~
sentimental or pathetic fiction. (Jacobs “Seduction” 425)

Back In Suicide Hall: The Legacy of Film Seduction .. = -

Critics like Jacobs and Staiger have noticed a decline in the seduction plot in the 1920s

. and the emergence of more active female types like the flapper, with our discussion of |
our last chapter in mind I would suggest that this is related to the relative domestication
of visual sexuality during the IT craze of the 1920s. In this final chapter, we will consider
the unhomely implications of this domestication for the American film spectator: the
‘photogenization’ of sexuality. Whereas with Kant, aesthetics had been grounded in a

- theory of the disinterested, autonomous subject, with the cinema, an aesthetics of
invasive alterity comes into view as a dialectical counterpoint to the “excessive =~
personalization” of the movie star cults (Gledhill “Stars” 218).” Cinematic seduction
represents the spectre of a theory of aesthetics not secure in the boundedness of a mature,
transcendental ego, but vulnerable to external influences: of a spectator marked inside by

the traumatic visions of the darkened rooms of his/her youth. As I'have argued

- | throughout the dissertation, this aesthetic threat has been figured in sexual terms.

" See Kant’s The Critique of Judgement.
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Reéalling our introduction‘, The Dowanrd Path’s final reel (entitled ‘In Suicide‘
| Hall) finds that the female profagonist of the serial has become a showgirl.  She ends her
life by ingesting poison in the same saiOon that_'she.previously had entertained in. Her =
downward béth is completed not only at the diegetic level with her death and suiéide, bﬁt‘
Qith the conflation of her work of eroticizéd display, self-harm and thé act of ingestion.
In the mutoscope reel’s hyperconcentration of action, the symbolism of SV&{allowing is
hardly innocentv or incidental. The serial posits lthe true poison of the downward path as
the young woman’é internalization of the v»ic‘e that has been thrust upon her. In the
preceding reel, The New Soubrette, we find thé Woman in the same setting, apparently
~ enjoying her role as central sexual a&raction; the f;)xicity of this assumption of the - -
séubrette-role_ follows in this last sceﬁe. I suggested that this scene allegorized the
moment of sympto_nﬁatic returh, in which the violence inherent in the process comes
home to robst, in areflexive way. .o

Thus far, we have looked at various tﬁeoreticél hypostases mobilized by film -
historians, and in this chapter we will consider the lega;:y of intemalizin\'g the spectatorial
hypostasis, and the ‘melodramatic elaboration. it involves. I \;Vill open .th_e' chapter\ with‘a
" .divscussion of the importance of feminist critique for early spectatorship theory. 'One of
the lasting lessons of feminist film theory is to stage the drama‘ of film spectatofship as an
“exprobriation”_ of the personal (Doane Femmes 78). 1would like to read the femihist
debafe that arose after the publicatiovn‘of Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinéma” in the context of the tradition of mélodrama in the West. Insofar as it invests
“Woman” with fhe status of the infans, as the éarriei‘ of the burdén of the unspeakable, I

would suggeét that feminist spectatorship theory be read as melodrama.
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We will exﬁmfne films of Louise Brooks at the end of the silent e\ra'which
| represent the violent seduction of youth as itsélf a scenario of spectatorship: thé seducer
- bombards the innocent youth with exotic sexual r.nessages‘ which in her immaturity she isl
unequipped to defend égainst. I exaimine thése seduction scenes in four ;)f her films:
Beggars of Life (1928) Pandora’s Box (1929), Diary of a Lost Girl (’15929) and Prixde

Beauté (1930). The case of the iconic Brooks allegorizes the crisis that the cinema

constituted for theories of aesthetic reception: cinema itself as an invasive sexual agent.

- The New Woman of the Plastic Age: Spectatorship Theory and the Melodramatic Mode
If we regard the hisfc)lry of film spectatorship. in America; including its‘ theories in the
criticism of the time and the aéademic debates of thg 1970s and.1980s, we find that the
E spectator most féferréd to is not, in fact, the privilcged idedlogical’spectator, but the
exceptional spéctator: the innocent child, the no_n-.ac'climéte'd imnﬁgrant, and the difficult
new woman. While critiés and promoters of the teens mused prescriptively about the
ideal canurher,' and criticalltheorists posited the monol.’ithic. spectator of the csta}blished
Hollywood .apparatus, this was most often in the context of questioning this model, and
arguing With vits exciusive terms. With a few notable utdpian excepfioﬁs, debates
fegar’ding'the film speétafor have tended to Work throﬁgh exceptions to the rule.”* Our
Wager is that this habitual itinerary iS not simply a rheforic.al stfategy, but that the |
repeated positing of the exception indexes an acting out of the foreclosed infans of the '- e
Spectatof.~ In this light, it is signiﬁCant that in the 1970s. when the classical mode of

Hollywood in the"pbsbsoun'd era was the chief object of research and debate, gender was

- " First among these remains Balazs’ “Der Sichtbare Mensch.”
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this privileged exceptio‘nali"case.' When feminist film theorists of this generation:
contribute to the establishmc:nt of the thebry of the classical film spectator they highlight
aﬂ irr’eduéiblc sexual violence in the ‘cinematic process for the female spectator. The
grave severity of this liﬁe of critique has come under such héavy attack within film -
studieS; that a number of key feminist critics have questioned their own ‘commitmehts to
previdus POSitions. ‘But in the éontext of the seduction of the spectator, film feminism’s |
affirmation of the sexual Violen'ée of the claSsical film spectator brings sorﬁething
- important into view. |

o In surveying the development of film speCtatotship theory out of the encounter
with French semiotics and psychoahalysis, we see that Mulvey’s foundational “Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” crucialiy exposed the political terms of the debate, ﬁnder
the sign of gender. ‘Her theory, already discussed, that Woman is the symptomatic
spectacle of classical Hdllywood cinema,'.would béconﬂé a key parameter of the =
spectatorial debate. The th‘eoret.ical movement that followed from: this, characterized by
: what Rodowick has gailed “political modernism”, did not stray from the territory that
Mulvey set out, éven if it treated itasa battleﬁéld of ideas about gendér, spéctaclé and
' po'stmodernpatriarchall-cultu_re.72 In‘ouf infroduction, we outlined the crisis within film.
studies that lead to the turn to history away from theoretical accounts of the film |
spectator. ’The ab.strva'ct'universalist aspect of film spectatorship, while leading to
monolithic tendencies within theoretical positions, made it possible'fbr film to be a site of
hégémonic contestation within a hetérogeﬁous ‘Americe'm social body. I suggested we read

spectatorship as the flashpoint of a developiné film populism the proper object of which

2 Aftér Mulvéy, critics includihg Burch, Heath, Silverman,' Williams, De Lauretis,
Gledhill, Studlar and Doane belong to this discussion.
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was its own unspeakable alterity. In chapter one; I read Peter Brooks work on “the '

~ melodramatic imagination” with Judith Butler’s accodnt of hegemony: as populism,“ ;

spectatorship embodies a process of “signs in conflict” (Peter Brooks), of “competing

uoiversalities’; (Brooi(s Melodramatic 203, Butler Contingency 136). In the last ehapter,

we demonsfrated how the establishment of the classical Hollywood spectator did not

' sim.ply' exclﬁde marginal ﬁgures, it presuppoSed encounters with them, attempting to

bring together a vast spectatorship under the ﬁegemonic banner of personality and sex

+ appeal. ‘While American narrative cinemd”s’ hypostatized spectatorial perSonality was its

ehief object (and so presented its own essentaliZing theory of the ﬁlm spectator), building

from our discussions of melodrama in chapters one and three, I would further argue that -

the “essentializing mode” of soectatorship theory (and p‘orticularly the feminist gaze

debates) can be read melodramatically as pertaining to and Wrestling with this cinematic

hypostasis. If, as we have argued, melodrama i; most productively thought not simply as

a genre or sensibility,'but as a form of hegemonic contestation and.elaboration of

‘ society’s oWn unspeakable preoccupations, then affirming the melodrd‘matic mode of -
gaze theory simpiy posits that while (at one level) it sought to locate the (gendered)
substantial principle of ﬁlm spectatorship, at another le\)el it posited the female spectator' o
as the subject of both suffering and virtue. Gaze theory articulated its spectatrix as a -
liminal ﬁgure which by ifs very being, represents the finitude of theideolog;y,of looking
in the HollyWood era.. Perceived in its melodramatic aspect, the incredible preponderance
of diScussions .(amo‘ng feminist, postcolonial and queer theorists) of exclusions and a

| exceptioné to {he universal logic of the 'spectetor comes into some relief: rether than .

arguing over the real of spectatorship, these theorists enuriciated different relations to the
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infans of spectatorship, furthering film populism in different directions via the thetorical
.- atrategy of positing various emblematic spectaters.fThis is also to check the voluntarism
of recent emblematic history, which efnphasizes the scopic mobility ef the flapper and
restores continuify with the feminist spectatorship of the 70s and 80s.

| As the silent era approached ite end in the late 1920s, the erotic appeal of the first
sex symbols had gone through a “process of humanization”, an increasing inclusion of It
into hegemonic discourse (Higashi Virgins 72).l' Where.from the mid teens, figures like
. Theda Bara and Nita Naldi played _the poppiar Vamp as anxious representations‘ of female
sexual agency, by the mid twenties other feminine types were presehted by the
H.ollywood film: the virtuous Pickford girl, the kept woman, the gold digger, etc.” As the
notion of “sex appeal” as a popular category circulated, as it came t'o’:be associated less
 with marginal contingents within American society; a new figure of femininity comes to |
symbolize the dream of a new social change and mebility.,ih ’A‘merican modemity: the
flapper. ‘Made famous in ﬁlms stan"ipg Cel‘lee‘n Meore; Gloria Swanson and Joan -
Crawford (among ethers), the ﬂapper presented a woman both approacH'able (uﬁlike the -
| serpentine opacity ef the vafnp) and coolly detached from the mundane. With tae'
‘ ﬂapper, the vfemale spectator finds both a new screen‘representative anda spectafdrial
compromise; the flapper Iooks and attempts to fabricate her own image. She is capable
~of both COnsuming‘images and posing (for) them. If the flapper 1s the dir'ecf descendent
of this hufnanizing'process associated with film pablicity, then this, I would suggest,
implies the flapper’s reﬂexive relationship to the cinematic image.' :

o v .
- Recently, film scholars attempting to reengage film history with feminism have

.See Staiger’s “Les Belles-Dames Sans Merci, Femmes Fatales‘, Vampifes, Vamps, and
Gold Diggers: The Transformation and Narrative Value of Aggressive Fallen Women”
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turned to the historical figure of the flapper as “New Woman” as a way of displacing the

| spectatorship theory of 1970s. In schoIarly anthologies of the past decade, the flapper has
come to embody the missed encounter between feminist gaze theory and film history.”™
This éritical discussion highligﬁts_ thc; centrality of women, both as producers (n’oveliéts, |
screen-writers, personalities, actors) and consumérs, something grossly heglected in the
canonical history of Hollywood. If, as the érgument goes, spectatofship theory of the
1970s saw Hdllywood as masculinist hege'mo_ny‘, it passed over the cool feminine -
ambivaience of the last dc;,cade of the silent era. An illuminating eXafnple of this latest
‘emblematic’ turn to‘lhis‘tory in film studies is Laura Mulvey’s own revisifation of her
work qﬁ the théory of the male gaze. |

In “Thoughts on the Young Modern Woman\ and Feminist Film Thebry”, Mulvey
| acknowledges that her pioneering work in film theory hés been usefully tested by other
scholars (including, prominently, Miriam Hansen)‘anvd needs to be reéonﬁgured in
relation to new historical research. For Mulvey, following and develbping Hansen’s
work on Valentino, it is the flapper’s spebtatorial ambivalence which proglematiz‘gs her
| brigin_al theory of thé male gaze: “[r]ather thah relaying-the' female spectator’s look af the
female star through the male protagonist and coﬁstructing the voyeuristic spectator of
‘Visual Pleasure ana Narrative Cinema’, the flapper film Createsavshifting pattern of
looks”,(“Thoughts” 214). Asa Way of historically correcting spectatorship theory,

Mulvey aligns this apparent ability to fashion a more “active” and “desiring” relation to

the gaze with a changing socio-economic milieu of the 1920s, in which young working : L

women were influencing the commodity market, and their collective consumer demands i

L See Reclaiming the Archive and A Feminist Reader In Early Cinema. .. .. .- | B
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were being heard. Unsurprisingly (as we saw already with the early films of De Mille),

work, consumption and leisure all become thematic sites of examination for early

“women’s films’. As the protagionist/ hero of many of these films in the 1920s, the

flapper is an agent in this yvOrld, able to ‘dance’ betWeen the workplace, the.‘night club or
amusement park, and the home, deftly maneuverirtg (though not without some measure of
dramatic conflict) between the different spheres of modern life. Mutvey affirms
flapperism’s cool ambivalence as a ferﬁinine er’rlblem of mobility and moderhity. The |
twenties cult of personal style is explicitly tini(ed to the adaptive plasticity of the flapper-

type. The flapper (as spectator) understands and seems able to take control of her

' appearances, and to put on different poses and roles: her self-reflexive gaze is presented

as sélf-fashioning.75 I have already mentioned Clara.Bo‘w’s star-vehicle /7 (1927) in the ‘
context of the hypo_statiiation of photogertie as the hegemoﬁic category of sex appeal. IT
follows the struggles of a young, attractive Working girl to seduce her boss, who is the
owner and manager of the New York department store that she works at (Fi igure 5. 01)

At ﬁrst Bow’s Betty Lou is noticed by the boss’s fopplsh friend, Monty (played by

William Austln), but then her handsome boss Cyrus (Antonio Moreno) starts to fall for

- her, deSpite the class difference. The affair is interrupted by a misuhders_tanding when

Betty Lou poses as a single mother to her roommate’s infant, to protect the child from
bemg taken away by ch11d welfare In the end, her sex appeal shines through to Cyrus
desplte his class anx1ety, and is ﬁnally overcome by the revelatlon of Betty Lou s true

moral worth. Desplte the happy endlng, the grav1ty of thlS ﬂapper melodrama resides in

the Betty Lou’s ability to navigate the class conflict. What allows for the populist

7 I refer here to the phrase in Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning.

’
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resolution is the mediation of a third term to overcome the socio-economic difference;
here again, as it had in the case of Valentino’s ethnicity, it is the universalism of IT that
surmounts the social antagonism. Where in the previous chapter | was interested in the
populist implications of It, in this chapter | am interested in the fallout of this hegemonic
category as it is integrated in Hollywood’s staging of spectatorship. The drama of the sex
appeal is at the centre of the flapper films as a reflexive staging of this ‘taking on’ of the

sexy, which includes scenes of tailoring (for) the gaze.

Figure 5.01 The Shopgirl’s Desiring Look. {It, 1927, Paramount Pictures)



196

Figure 5.02 The Flapper’s Self-Fashioning Gaze. (It, 1927, Paramount Pictures)

Early in the film, after being asked out to dinner by Monty after work, Betty Lou
goes home and surprises her roommate by taking out scissors, tailoring and redesigning
her work dress (while still wearing it) into an evening gown. In this evocative moment in
the film, Bow’s flapper presents spectatorship as part of her comportment to the modem
world; a freshness of vision, an ingenuity which allows the flapper to see new
possibilities, new arrangements of the present (Figure 5.02). The roommate’s initial
reaction is that of disbelief and shock, but once she understands Betty Lou’s intentions,
she smiles, goes over to her and helps her with the alterations. The film then alternates to
a scene of the upper classes getting ready to go out for dinner, but not before a little
comic exclamation coming in the form of Betty Lou being accidentally poked by the edge

of the scissors, while the roommate continues the tailoring work.
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If Bow’s character in IT represents the utopian assumption of the hegemonic
category of sex appeal by the New Woman, if it holds out the promise of ultimate
happiness and of the ability to pursue her own desire and ambitions (as the American
dream), the film only subtly evokes a darker scenario in the representation of the life of
Betty Lou’s roommate, the single mother. The comedic glancing wound with the scissors
which she accidentally gives Betty Lou, comes as a result of her re-designation. She is
representative of another, darker outcome for the modem woman. The roommate is
figured as a pathetic, fallen woman. Laden with maternal responsibility, Betty Lou’s
double in the film is unable to participate in the game of IT; the roommate is a woman
stuck in the mundane, and tethered by her parenthood while Betty Lou repeatedly seems
to escape all gravity because she has sex appeal, and can control her own display. The
glancing wound of the tailoring scissors, | would suggest, evokes the violence of this
reflexive gaze. In Mulvey’s recent turn to the flapper as a new model of female
spectatorship, thus, seems to leave the question of the violent legacy of the image
unexamined, a legacy that was the critical hallmark of the first wave of feminist film
studies.

As one of the sharpest of the gaze theorists, Mary Ann Doane has consistently
highlighted the patriarchal exclusions of Hollywood cinema. She has written on a
number of American and European films which allegorize the cinematic abstraction of
Woman as spectacle, which (as she argues) “chronicle the expropriation of the woman’s
look and voice and the consequent transformation of the woman into Woman— a
position inaccessible to women” (Femmes 78). The argument iterated in these essays

develops her work on the impossible viewing position of the spectatrix in American
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narrative film (which came to prominence with her essays on masquerade). Doane
contends, in the essay “Remembering Women: Psychical and Historical Constructions in
Film Theory”, that the film apparatus necessitates the forgetting of feminine memory,
i.e., the real personal histories of women. In this context, she discusses Louise Brooks’s
final starring feature role in Prix de Beauté (1930). The film opens to a scene at a French
beach, in which Lucienne (played by Brooks) and her beloved, André seem to be the
portrait of happiness, that is, until the next day when she finds out about a beauty contest
to determine the “most beautiful woman in France”. But even in this first scene, we are
privy to the coming attractions of the narrative; our first view of Luci is the admiring
point-of-view of André’s best friend Antonin, as she changes into her bathing suit. First,
we see only her bare legs protruding out of car door, then Antonin looks in through the
back window of the car and watches her disrobe. The oval frame of the car window gives
the point-of-view shot an iris-effect reminiscent of the old fashion peepshow, setting the
table for the scopic problematic to follow. As the French title suggests, this film (a very
early French sound production, though shot as a silent film) follows the rise and fall of
‘Miss Europe’ (a young, beautiful stenographer Lucienne), from the time of her
‘discovery’ in a public contest to her murder by the hand of the lover (André) whom she
leaves to follow her stardom.

Despite hearing her lover’s scorn at the suggestion that she send in a picture of
herself, she does so and wins. About to propose marriage, André is preempted by
Lucienne’s sudden departure to take part in the Miss Europe pageant. She wins this
contest too, and becomes the object of many suitors’ affection. Though André is

eventually able to persuade Miss Europe to return to domesticity with him, one of the



199

suitors from the pageant appears later to seduce her into movie stardom (Figure 5.03).
Finally, in one of the most evocative (and at the time shocking) final scenes in film
history, Brooks’ Lucienne is shot to death as she watches the rushes of her first film,
consisting of footage of her singing on stage. As the projector flickers on, displaying her
singing image on the screen in the background, in the foreground lies Lucienne’s

inanimate body (Figure 5.04).

Figure 5.03 Seduced into the Movies. {Prix de Beauté, 1930, SOFAR Films)

The film’s narrative presents something like the story of a star production line, a
factory of images, as the spectator follows the days of the week that lead up to
Lucienne’s celebrity and then her demise. In this final scene, the cinema itselfis
fundamentally implicated in Lucienne’s murder. Lucienne’s downward path is clearly

linked to the mediated dissemination of her image, having culminated in her becoming a
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Figure 5.04 Miss Europe, Forever Image. {Prix de Beauté, 1930 SOFAR Films)
budding movie starlet: “in Prix de Beauté, the successful cinematic abstraction of woman
is simultaneous with her death... [i]n both states, she becomes the desirable image”
(Femmes 93). The film suggests that this beauty process is intimately associated with the
modem media world: the contest is put on by a national newspaper and the spectator is
introduced to Lucienne early in the film as telephone operator and to André as a worker
at a printing press (ostensibly for the very newspaper in which the contest is published).
Cross-cutting early in the film between these protagonists and shots of various
mechanical operations, are echoed again in the final murder scene; the montage there
places the actions and gestures of the murderer side by side with those of the film’s
director, the projectionist, and the moving parts of the film apparatus. To extrapolate on

Doane’s argument, film here re-members Woman in its own disfiguring way, and
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separates the spectatrix from experiencing her image and her viewing position as her

own. The scenario reflected in the ﬁlm_is not simply abstract: it screens the itinerary of
many of the silent film actresses of the time. The ‘original jazz baby’ Clara Bow got
into motion pictures by Winning a beauty prize at the age of fourteen. Growing up in'a

poor dysfunctional Brooklyn tenement, Bow sent a photo of herself and w1th1n Weeks

was makmg ﬁlms (Koszarskl 309). One of the top- grossmg stars of the second half of |
- the twenties, Bow was exploited and then dumped by studio system w1th the commg of
- the talkres. That undeniable token of her humble past-- her Brooklyn accent—- made her';

- unfit, it Was said, for sound ﬁlms. After almost a decade making films, at the age of 26,

Bow retired to a solitary life marked by mental illness and at least one suicide attempt.

Vlewed asa European commentary on the Amerlcan cult of sex appeal of the 1920s Prix

'de Beaute emphasrzes the v1olence of the c1nematrc process in a way only 1mp11ed ina

ﬁlm like I T

Accordmg to Doane along w1th a number of others in the motion plcture canon

'Przx de Beaute allegorizes the c1nemat1c process as sexual expropriation and therefore

\

highhghts an alienatlng female subJectlon to the extemal apparatus of the cinema.
Doane would return a few years later to d1scuss1ng the theme of expropriation in relation
to another ﬁlm starrlng Brooks, G W Pabst S Pandora S Box (1929). Agaln Doane

reads the ﬁlm as an allegory of sexual exproprratlon in the dying years of Weimar ‘

Germany:

Pandora s Box, fa1r1y class1ca1 in much of its de51gn does not,
in 1ts modermst moments escape the power—knowledge relations

of_ the problematlc of sexual difference. Lulu /i the mfamous Brooks
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role] occupies the derealized image, the image released from -
- referential constraints—an image that only magnifies an'
- exploitative desire and calls forth the modern anxieties of male

- consciousness. (Femmes 162)

As a representative emblem of (Americanist) modernity, the ﬁlms of LouiselB‘rooks seem

‘to allegorize the dark implications of the reﬂexiye gaze of the New Woman to whichI
referred earlier.}. And ye't,‘ the externality of Doane’s apparatus means that Woman cannot
'occupy a position of :agency in the diegesis 'of the film, nor as active viewer; she is |
relegated to the mythical icon of male sexuality. Here is an example of the way that
spectatorshlp theory has been melodramatically attached to a reductive conception of
scoplc agency either the ﬂapper isa mercurial self fashlomng spectatrlx orsheisa
dangerous femme fatale excluded and v1ct1mined by}\the alienating expropriatlons of the
'c1nema While we returned to Doane s account \of the female spectator asa Way of giving
.cou‘nterpoint to the voluntarism of the more recent accounts, Doane S empha51s on |
expropriation does not give a full description of the Vfl‘apper’s scopic ref'lex‘iyity."\ To this
point, _we have ;fo.cused‘ on the Freudian theory of seduction asy a way of dialectizing any
notion of the 'spectator’s:a‘gency. If one of the’ﬂapper’s ch1ef characteristics as emblem |
of late s1lent ﬁlm spectatorshlp, is her ablllty to.mampulate and frame her own 1mage
then this can only be poss1ble on the ba51s of an 1nternalization of and ﬂuency with the
spectatonal mechanism. E N | |

o If we are to arguethatthe.female protagonist of ‘thelate silent era plays out the
; 'ambiyalencze ’of film seduction, 'then \ye must tal<eserious‘ly the/melodrvama of this critical

antagonism; in other words, our model going forward must not simply be to overcome
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 this antagonism,"but to preserve it at some level. ~.A16ng these lines, I would argue that
the New aWoman’s assuinptioﬁ éf sex appeal (as a key pillar of persbnalized
spectatorship) forces us to c.onsider the sympfomaﬁc return of the dangerous woman at
the end of the silent era (which we will see allegorized in thé films of Louise Brooks), as
an after-effect of tile penétration of the cinematic into the personal. The work of: . o
 abstraction that the cinema expressés in terms of gender differenée gvokeé not s'ifnplfr a
lack of memory (as Doane would have it),‘ but’anothe’r kind of spectatorial reme_rnbrancé
- that we have thus far modeled on p‘sychic .implantatioryl, and assopiated in chapter 3 with':

the spectatorial repression of the attraction. -

~ Luluin Danger: The Seduction Plbt ofthe F flm Spectator

A trained modern dancer who toured with the Denishawn bompany, ‘and then appeared in
the Ziegfe_ld follies, Brooks worked inHollYWood from 1925 to early 1929, Wheﬁ she left
Paramount with the emergence of the talkies to accept G.W. Pabst’s invitation to work
‘for him in Berlin. After making three impoﬁant films in Europe at the énd of the
twenties, ‘h‘ér rﬁove back to America was upset by the -fact theit she had burne-d her bridges
‘at Paramount. Having fallen out of favour with the new Hollywood of the talkies, she

| sank into obscurity, béfore her films weré ‘rediscovered’ amoﬁg cinephiles in the"19‘505.v

- Thus, Louise‘Brobks’. image todéy has 'largely been c.le{/eloped in relation to one film,.
Pan'dora 's Box. The icoﬁic German film tells the story of Lulu, as bofh' ‘kept woman’
and elusive showgirl, ‘h‘ef seductive beaufy leads to the death and ruin of all who associate
witﬁher. Thomas Elsaesser and Doane have both framed Brobks’ Lulu as more of an

abstract icon than as a character in the classical sense: As we noted in the preceding
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chapter, it was also European critics (French more specifically) that 1ntroduced the
concept of (what they called) photogenie, to the personal appeal of the Amerlcan film
stars that they loved watching. Brooks’ work in Pandorq ’sBox'has been hailed as an
erﬂbodiment of the “intelligence of the cinematic process” (Henri Langlois) and as:the -
quintessence of the principle of photogenie. While three of the Louise Brooks films that I
take.up in this chapter are European producﬁbns; nevertheless, these films emphasize «
Brooks’ Ameﬁcaﬁness as a kind of foreign prcf;sence, an embodiment of eroticized "
- photogenie. ‘This point is accentuated by a legend that circulates around Brooks’ life and
career: rumours have circulated that on her first trip to Ei:lrope in the early 1920s, Louise
Brooks was thé first person to dance the Charleston on thé continent.. While this claim
may be apocryphal, like the myth that circulated éround the life of Theda Bara it indexes
a regjster of currency with fegard to Brooks’ Americanness, and her status as a carrier of
a foreign enthusiasm piays a hilge role in the succeés of these late silent ﬁlmé. Her screen
presence is aligned with a New World exoticism, and her pérsonal‘appeal becomes the
}' object of her films’ drama. Criticism of the film has been forced to giv\e sense to this -
exoticisrﬁ.. |

The debate betweeh these Elsaesser and Doane reflects the aforementioned
 critical ambivalence surrounding the figure of the New Woman; in his essay “Lulu and .
the Meter Mén”,‘ Thomas Elsasser argues that Brooks’s Lulu is the emblem of the new
modéfnity. 1In an anticipation of recent work, Elsaesser aligné Lulu with the ﬁapper:

.sheisa i)eing of externality, animated without inwardness; attentive, but
- without memory; persistént but without will power or discipline;: -

- intelligent but without self-reflexiveness; intense but without pathos. Her
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- superiority residee in the fact that these effects-without-causes are
* experienced by the men as both fascinating and a threat. (“Lulu” 15)

Luln, the showgirl seductress whose very presence eeems to spell doom for 511 of the .
charactere around her, is framed b‘y- Elsa‘sser'as being an abstract image, without depth or
psychology. Doane largely follows Elsaesser’s acconnt of Lulu in this regard, but
emphasizes the gender politics of her abStraction: “[s]he exemplifies the power accorded
to images which aligns them with a malignant femininity—;most symptomatically when

- the iniages are not firmly anchered diegetieally or referentially” (Femmes.154). For |
Doane, Lulu the temptress exposes and underinines the patriarchal propriety of the
cinematic referent, whereby the incessant efferts to possess her or to exchange her -
ultimately lead to ruin, including her own. Doane’s repeated engagement with the films
of Louise Brrooks‘on the theme of cinematic expropriation is no accident. Brooks’ screen
image came to intervene,in the actor’s life in a profeund way. Much of the critical .
discourse snrrounding Brovoks emphasizes the ways in which she seemed to live out the
self-destructive narretive of her most famous charaCter. AWhen‘ later in life, Brooks came

‘to write a set of menloirs of her experiences in the cinema, the collection was entitled
Lulu In Hollywood. Lulu’s murder by J ack the Ripper in the ambiguous finale of
Pandora ;s Box has been alternatively read as either signifying the violent punishment of
the patriarchal economy (Doane), and/or as an excessive ‘pure gift’ of death, in which
something new has aﬁived on the scene (Elsaesser). In both cases, Brooks’ iconic . :
abstraction is highli‘ghté(i over the diegesis of her performance. Pandora’s black box,
then;' seems to be the cinematic apparatus which, with its exposing aperture, creates the

icon of Lulu out of a photogenic presence. =
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. Lulu hés no depth, nb psy;:hology, and despite the fact tha_t:'she seems constantly
| to be encountering her own image, there is no discussion of her as a spectator. - Like Prix
de Beauté, Pandora’s Box ends with Lulu’s sexualiéed murder by a man, this time, the‘- -
serial killer Jack the Ripper. Unlike André, however, Jack’s motivation is not deVeloped
in terms of his character psychology; its cause seems to come from a pure serial - -
-compulsion. But perhaps the most striking thing about the violent finale of Pabst’s film
1S Lulu’s part in it; Jack’s murderous intentions‘ seem, at first, to be disa'rfned and: - -
3 ‘neutralized by Lulu’s 'generoéity. Déstitute and working as a prostitute, Lulu ‘gives =
herself” to Jack: she exposes herself to him, fully aware that he c;annot pay, and that there
is a sex killer;on the lobsc.' “While Lulu is ceﬁéinly not responsible for her own death,:
she is captivated by the scene of her own endangerrﬁent. It is perhaps in the mysterious
appearanée of the seria1 killer Jack, that‘we may gef some pefspective on the agency of -
Lulu, and of the problefn of agency for spectatofshib; For most of the film, any attempt
on fhe part of the spectator to understand Lulu’s intentions is aligned with the various |
‘characters in the film (e. g.,‘her lover/ husband Dr Schon, his son Alwa,\f’theCoqntess o
| Géschwitz) who try to win Lulu over: any effort is frusfrated and ultimately leads to
~ disaster. When she is .put on trial for the murder of her newlywed husband Schén, the-
court finds her guilty. on the basis of an assertion aligning her vﬁth the ’mythical Paﬁdora, |
and not-on her bsyc_hological motivation or e\;iden'ce.b But in the figure of Jack, I would
argue, Lulu.ﬁnds her double: an individual moved by the logic of compulsion, even when
- it leéds beyond the Law. Against the argument that she is a depthl’esé creature of -
| modemity, Lulu pfesénts us with a particularly arresting case of a flapper who, I would .

argue, bears the marks of a traumatic history with respect to her own image. - As critics



207

~of the film heve‘noted, images of Lulu play an integral role in the film, being exchanged |
end displayed by the people arqund her (e.g., the portraits in Dr. Schon’s apartrnent, -
© Alwa’s design sketches for her costume, the newspaper photos of Lulu at the trial and the |
white slave trader Casti-Piani’s pictorials), but 'whiI‘e this has been linked, alternatively,
to her modernity and/or her exploitation, I would like to suggest a link between her . -
cbmpulsive endangerment and. exposing herself to the image. |
Quoting from a memotr and interpretation of her experiences written in her latter
- -years called “Pabst and‘ Lulu”, Brooks explains; "It is Christmas Eve and she is about to
receitze the gift which has been her dream since childhood.: Death by a sexual maniac”
(Bro'oks }“Pabst and Lulu” 13). She is describing the climax of Pandora’s Béx‘ in which
Lulu‘is-the victim of the sex murderer; but the phrase also points to a violent 1egacy of the
 past, of the consummation of a fantasy-scene of sexual invasion. Her interpretation of the
final scene suggests that the murder repeats something that has been latent ali along for:
Lulu. A victim herself of sexual molestation at the age of nine, Btooks might also have
been talking about _herselt'. With this knowledge, it is indeed startling to note that.in all of
Ter last starring roleé Brooks’ characters are the subject of an act .of sexﬁal violence (and
‘ often the act is serially repeated), arnund which the natrrative centers. Bfacketing her .
:, ‘Brooks’ own biography, I think that this points us towards the cinematic seduction of her
films. - | |
In chapter three, in our discussion of Ben Brewster’s work on the turn to what has
become the Holiywodd narrative form, I proposed the terrn “fantasia” to describe the
melodramatic compromise (between narration and monstration) enacted by “a move from

the direct photography of real environments to the presentation of a world much more
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penetrated by phantasy” (“A Scene” 324). One of our “emblematic’; examples of this .
fnove was the prologue sequence in DeMille’s Male and Female (1919), in WhiCh a boy
house servant spies on thé various characters through their bedroom key holes,‘ |
witnessiyng t_hem in moments of private intimacy. In the spectatorial dialecﬁc from
attra;:tions to éeduction embodied in this emblematic moment of Hollywood fantasia, oné‘
of the things that I sought to highlight was the way in which the apparent voyeurism yof
classical narrative cinema had, in fact, lead spéctétorship theory to leave the primacy of
 scopic identification unquestioned. In this final chapter, Brewster’s characterization of -
~ the HollyWood diegésis as the “presentation of a wbrld.". . penetrated by phanfasy” must
be reconsidered in thinking about Américan film spectétorship as a scene of sexual
viol‘encve,»‘putting emphasis on this cinematic penetration. Having been pi'eceded,
- compfb’niised, aﬁd incorporated by ﬁyl‘m és a‘fnbnstrative fbmi, ‘Amefic':ah_ narrative film
asfantas_ié was chéracterized by a penetration of thé spectatorial interior, an infrusion of
the cinematic gaze, to which no attémpt to ‘cover our eyes Wéuld Bér its entry. It is of this

Brooks

\

aspect of Hollywood fantasia as scene of 'se_;ductioh that the late films of Louise
Screen with such vivid.clarity. In her 1ast American éilént featuré, William Wellman’s

- ‘Beggars of Life of 1928, Brooks p'laysr a girl.who murders the man wﬁo had adopfed her,

| after being sexual asséulted repeatedly. After killing him in self-det;énse, she runs off

| witﬁ a young migrant who happehed to stop by, lboking for_charity. ‘The young man
lvxelps'her‘. to eQade the law, ahd the various predators that they méet along tﬁe way, by

- riding the railé in poo’r, preQdepressioh Ameﬁca. _While the film is Bfooks’ ﬁne'st
drafnatic performance in an American producfion ‘by far, it is of interest here because 6f |

the way its opening screens fantasia as seduction scene.
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Figure 5.05 The Beggar’s First View: Dead Man Eating. {Beggars ofLife, 1928, Paramount
Pictures)

"He's always been after me

pawin' me with his hands-

Figure 5.06 The Girl’s Disclosure. {Beggars ofLife, 1928, Paramount Pictures)
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The film begins in media res, focalized by the perspective of the young train-
hopper, played by Richard Arlen, who follows his nose to the front door of a farmhouse.
The ‘beggar’, who stands in for the spectator, comes to the front door of a house looking
for charity, only to find the master of the house murdered at his breakfast (Figure 5.05).
As the hobo enters the home, he discovers a young woman who seems to have committed
the murder. Unlike the evocation of seduction in the Pabst film, in Beggars ofLife the
traumatic seduction is represented on screen, screened in flashback as an intrusive
memory-vision: the seduction and murder is run in double exposure on an extreme close-
up of Brooks’ troubled face as she recounts the story to Arlen’s confused youth (Figure
5.07-8). Like the hobo, the spectator is in the position of the one who does not know
what he is seeing. The Arlen character first thinks he is seeing a man eating his
breakfast, then he thinks he has caught the murderer, but by the end of flashback, the
meaning of the initial crime scene has been again transfigured, and he, in sympathy, helps
her to evade the law. Importantly, the spectator is not given a “censored” view. We do
not begin ‘after the fact’ so as to expunge the incestuous sexual assault; in fact, having it
stylized in this way only serves to emphasize it, to make of it the site of an (arguably,
exploitative) display. The stylization of the mise-en-scene and of the montage in this first
scene emphasize not only the actions of the plot, but also (and perhaps more prominently)
their corresponding passions. The stylized flashback of the attack and murder place
emphasis formally on this association of the novelty of the cinematic address and the

force of the sexual assault.
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Figure 5.08 Fantasia: In Danger. (Beggars ofLife, 1928, Paramount Pictures)
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Against the background of the film’s conventional progression (both in terms of
the generic and formal continuity rules), as a narrative of escape in which the boy tries to
protect the girl both from the law and from the various seducers who attempt to possess
her, the opening scene accentuates its fantasia (the shocking stylization of perspective) by
focalizing the presentation of limited scopic information. In contrast to the rules of
continuity, the spectator is without the traditional master shot in this first scene until the
end of the flashback, which function as an ultimate perspective with which to identify.
The disorientation of the narrative and the shot selection seem to be moving in the same
direction: the violent fantasia repeats and gives sense to ambiguities of the initial scene.
Itis as if the boy’s lack of knowledge (and, by extension, the spectator’s) is repeated and
completed by the girl’s recollection. Brooks’young girl, adopted into the home, was also
naive and unprepared when she was assailed by the molesting advances of the old man:
her innocent view was marked by an intrusion that is represented in the fantasia as
spectatorial in nature. The scene displays, emblematically, the intrusive nature of
Hollywood fantasia: figured as the Monstrator-Seducer, it shows more than it can tell, or
we could say that its capacities for monstration are not equaled by its narrative
capabilities. This scene of spectatorial intrusion is a motif in Brooks’ films, and is figured
as seduction scene. What Freud discovered in his (later abandoned) seduction theory, is
allegorized here: the aestheticized display of passionate, sexualized images that
spectators are inundated with in the narrative photoplay, threaten to inhabit the interior
and to lead astray, as the etymology of seducere suggests.

With this in mind, let us reconsider the famous first scene of Pandora's Box in

which the meter man, a proxy (as Elsaesser has noted) for the spectator within the
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diegesis, is introduced to Lulu by witnessing an unexpected intimacy between her and the
shabby old Schigolch. We can tell by their rapport that, in fact, there is personal history
between them. Where Elseasser has taken this first scene as an emblem of the way Lulu
produces spectatorial frustration (the meter man loses her attention in favour of the
unlikely old man), the spectacle witnessed remains this unexpected intimacy. Whether it
is Lulu’s relationship to Schigolch, the ‘theatre ofjealousy’ backstage at the revue, the
ambiguous death scene of Dr. Schon, or her own death scene, Pabst’s film is particularly
reflexive in the way it makes this moment of witnessing the other’s intimacy the centre of
its drama. In this light, it is curious that Schigolch’s virtual omnipresence in Pabst’s film
has not been addressed in the criticism. Why is this little old man present in some way,
in virtually every scene of the film?7In the first scene (after the meter man has left),
when Lulu is unable to recall a dance step to a song that Schigolch incants, he suddenly
grows violently enraged and moves to strike her. The violence of this moment suggests
that not only does he have a history with Lulu, but that perhaps part of this common past
is introducing the showgirl into the business, that he has been the one to impress upon her
the logic of display. In her recent commentary, Doane suggestively remarks that
Schigolch is portrayed alternatively as a father-figure, and as a pimp.7/Though Doane
leaves this point undeveloped, she goes on to notice a motif that runs throughout the film
in which Lulu sits in Schigolch’s lap, a gesture (we might say with the seduction theory

in mind) suspended between the sexual and the ‘presexual’; the motifis then repeated at

7 The one scene in which Schigolch is not present in the diegesis, the famous scene
backstage at the cabaret, his henchman Rodrigo is present as one of the performers in the
show, watching the dramatic triangular conflict between Lulu, Schon and his fiancé/ his
son Aiwa.

77See Doane’s “Pandora’s Box DVD commentary”.
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the narrative’s climax (Figure 5.09-11). Lulu apparently disarmed by herjohn’s charms,
sits in the lap of The Ripper, in the lead up to her murder (Figure 5.12). | would argue
that Schigolch is another allegorical representative of the cinematic Monstrator-Seducer:
the one who exposes the innocent spectator to traumatic views. The precision of this
‘visual rhyme’ of the lap motif cannot be ignored; the serial repetition of this gesture, and
punctuating variation of the finale forge an associative link between Schigolch and Jack.
Indeed, in the final moments after Lulu’s murder, the departure of The Ripper and Aiwa
is intercut with a view of Schigolch eating a Christmas cake in a public house, as a
holiday parade marches by. This is followed by yet another visual rhyme that connects
Jack and Schigolch, and which echoes the freshly committed murder. Schigolch’s cake is
adorned by mistletoe, just as Lulu had been at the moment of the murder; and the spoon
that Schigolch picks up to devour the dessert glistens in the candlelight, just as the

Ripper’s murder weapon had in the preceding scene. It is as if,

Figure 5.09 Lulu and Schigolch: Lap Motif#1. (Pandoras Box, 1929, Nero-Film)
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Figure 5.10 Lulu and Schigolch: Lap Motif#2. (Pandora’s Box, 1929, Nero-Film)

Figure 5.11 Lulu and Schigolch: Lap Motif#3. (Pandora's Box, 1929, Nero-Film)
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Figure 5.12 Lulu and Jack the Ripper: Lap Motif#4. {Pandora 5 Box, 1929, Nero-Film)

after the Ripper has walked into the foggy London night, he is replaced by Schigolch, the
murder of Lulu associated with the gluttonous oral incorporation of the father-seducer. A
kind of invasion has already taken place (represented by the Monstrator-Seducer,
Schigolch), to which the murder would be a kind of return home. In other words, we
might indeed think about the emphasis throughout the film on the spectacle of intimacy
as an intrusive scene (the other seen), and of Lulu as haunted by a traumatic gravity, and
not simply as modernity’s emblematic “mercurial” nymph.

In Diary ofa Lost Girl (Pabst, 1929), Pabst and Brooks’ second collaboration, the
theme of seduction is even more overt. Where Pandora’s Box only suggests Lulu’s
seduction by Schigolch, Diary ofa Lost Girl recounts the story of a girl’s rape and

subsequent excommunication. Brooks plays Thymian Henning, a young girl on the edge
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of womanhood who is impregnated by her father’s adult business partner. Banished to a
perversely harsh boarding school where she is sadistically mistreated by the staff,
Thymian survives her abandonment by seeking help from a friend of the family, the
Count Orsdorff, whose ‘help’ includes finding her refuge and work at a local brothel.
Once again, the first scene of this film begins in the middle of the action. The
opening shot finds a middle-age bourgeois woman opening up a parcel. The spectator
comes to the knowledge that the parcel contains what is to be Thymian’s confirmation
gift from her Aunt Freda: a diary. Aunt Freda looks into another room to find her brother
(Thymian’s father) the widower pharmacist Henning and the maid. The maid is
distraught as she packs up her things. On entering the room Aunt Freda exclaims to
Henning “So, you had your way with this house-keeper too!” While the spectatorial gaze
is initially focalized around the figure of Aunt Freda, unexpectedly another view of the
scene breaks in from the other side of the room. This medium longshot is followed by
the reverse reaction shot of Brooks’ Thymian, whose point of view it clearly was, having
just witnessed the scene between her father, the housekeeper and Aunt Freda from
another door (Figure 5.13). She rushes in and asks: “Why is Elisabeth leaving—today of
all days?” This intrusion of Thymian’s perspective on the scene accomplishes a startling
disruption of continuity, introducing her in the film by associating her with an unbound,

seeking view (Figure 5.14).
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Figure 5.13 Thymian Intrudes. (Diary ofa Lost Girl, 1929, G.W. Pabst)

Figure 5.14 “Why is Elisabeth leaving—today of all days?” (Diary ofa Lost Girl, 1929,
G.W. Pabst)
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Figure 5.15 Thymian Interrupts her Father’s Conquest. (Diary ofa Lost Girl, 1929, G.W.
Pabst)

Figure 5.16 Thymian Despairs. (Diary ofa Lost Girl, 1929, G.W. Pabst)



This scenario is soon repeated in a subsequent scene during her confirmation
party. Thymian walks in on her father again, this time catching him ‘welcoming’ the new
maid that he has just hired on (Figure 5.15). | have highlighted these scenes in the film
because they prefigure and prepare the way for Thymian’s subsequent seduction. She
catches her father in two consecutive scenes of secret passion with young house-girls, not
much older than Thymian herself. These two scenarios amount to a seductive message to
his daughter, who could not help but identify with the two women (Figure 5.16). Pabst
adorns Brooks for both scenes in virginal confirmation dress, and a white garland of
blossoms, emphasizing her innocence. When she asks her father’s partner why the maid
Elisabeth must leave, he promises to tell her, but only during a rendezvous that night.
Following her party, at the appointed time, the lecherous partner descends on Thymian in
her room, letting her in on her father’s secret by repeating it with her. In his first
appearance, the father’s ‘partner’ (and so symbolically, we could say, alter ego) watches
the young maid depart in distress, while looking at pornographic images behind the
pharmacy counter. As it was in Pandora’ Box and Prix de Beauté, the seducer is
associated with the consumption and exchange of sexualized images. Once again, the
father’s partner is figured as Monstrator; i.e., simultaneously seducer and someone
seduced by the sexuality of images.

In conclusion, the preponderance of these seduction scenes in the late films of
Louise Brooks allegorize, | argued, a fundamental dynamic for the American narrative
film of the pre-talkie era: above and beyond her status as seductress (viewed playfully or
nefariously), the flapper is a figure of a spectator who is herself seduced by the moving

image. Indeed, if as we suggested, the notion of sex appeal is marked by its encounter
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with film, then I would argue the hypostasis of gender and sexuality in the cinematic age
benefits from the dialectical model of the seduction theory. Feminist theorists have long
highlighted the violent legacy of images in processes of feminine subjectivation, and, |
suggested, what is played out in the development of the polemical debate within feminist
film studies over the sexual violence of film spectatorship is precisely this exposure to the
cinema, to what | have called the infans bom out of the cinematic spectatorship, the
founding pregnancy of its silence. In previous chapters | have aligned the silence of the
pre-sound era with the productive discrepancy inherent between showing and telling in
the American cinema; in this chapter, 1tried to demonstrate the ways that this
fundamental discrepancy gets internalized as a problematic for the film spectator and
projected allegorically as a Monstrator-Seducer. As the final instance in the seduction
itinerary, the symptomatic return of the infans of the cinema is played out reflexively in
the fantasia of the final years of the silent era explicitly as seduction scene.

If, as | argue, we are seduced into spectatorship, we must reread the critical
discourse on visual pleasure in its melodramatic context, as a forum for debating the key
hegemonic terms of film spectatorship, as sites of populist intimacy and exchange. By
reconsidering the question of the visual pleasure of film spectatorship (and the various
theoretical and cultural hypostases of a spectatorial body) as a melodrama, that is, as
indexing an exposure to the unspeakably social, we can approach what remains crucially
important in this hegemonic category: that the classical film spectator named an emerging

populist form of intimacy in America.
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Conclusion
Screen Memories?:
.. The Afterlife of Seduction
and the Intimacies of Hollywood Fantasia

| Too E‘arlv! Too Late!: Early Freud Reads Early Cinema...After Freud, After Cinema
In the early 1930s, a series of studies were published on the effect of motion pictures on
children, known as the ‘Payne Fund’ Reports. Numberiﬁg‘ a majeétic thirteen stubdi‘es in
all, they generally conﬁ_rrhed what cénsorship é.dvocates had beéﬁ as‘serting for ﬁlore than
‘ fwo decades: that being a film spectafor has an impact on children and yoﬁth.' In one of B
'the studies, the soc_iologiéally-oriented Movies and Conduct, Herbert Blumer echoes :
. 'Mﬁnstefberg’s earlier wdrk in speaking of “implant[ed] attitudes” .and: “emotional
possessiqn”‘tq describé the child’s reception of the cinema (Blumer 194, 126). Like the
- other accounts 6f the cinema’s seduction of the youth, Blumer'glso obliquély.conﬁrms
the sexual nature of that i\nﬂuence.‘v In ‘an intereéting elliptical ‘omission’ in the preface to
hlS work (which functions rhetorically like the suggestive ‘sCreéﬂ’ of the peepshow), .
Blumer remarks: | R
- No treatment is given in this volume to the inﬂ’uence.‘of motion pictures on
sex conducf and life. Méterials collected in the course of the stﬁdy s‘hbw
this inﬂucﬁce to be considerable, but their inclusion has_ been féﬁndi T
inadvisablé. The omis’éiOn is not tb be construed as implying the absence
. of the inﬂuence. (Bhimer 1) |
In the preceding dhapters, I have ‘érgued‘that the sexuaiized rhetoric which pervéded the
discourse of American film spectatorship (in its first thirty,yeafs,' and in ifs academic

incarnation) speaks to the insistent anxiety around the seduction of moving pictures, as an
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~ agent of f:ultufal invasion. Whilé certainly the findings of the Payne Fund studies must
be put in the context of the cultural war that was going on in America (which lead in
1934 to the strict enforcement of fhe Hays Code in Ameﬁéan film production),vthe'y also
position their subjéct, the young spectator, as a viCtim of seduction _tragically aﬁd
helplessly stuck between two temporal moments: the child having watched too early
(pfehnaturely) With'recognition and help coming too late. While these broad-based " -
v ﬁﬁdings arriving at the end df the silent era (after a generation of children have gern up
- in the cinema) appear a fitting bookend aﬁd support for the themes of this resea;ch’, ‘the -
reason I ‘highiight thexﬁ here is because they speak to the apparent unﬁmeliness of\akstudy
of cinematic seduction. - | |
By deﬁniti(')n,v the afterwardly nature of seduction (in Freud and Laplanche) is in
‘ tﬁédiscovery, par_adoxi/cally in the pre'sent,“ of sométhing which must have already '
| happened, as something which will have happened éS a result of its ‘deferred action.” Itis
partly bWing to the temporal conundrum of the aprés‘ coup that Freud would cometo
‘abandon the realism of his exogenous théory of sexuality, in favour of the endogenous
notion of infantileiseXuality..< NeCéssaﬁly then, to speak of éeductidn is élways éfter the
| fact and r¢trospective1y: it arrives belatedly, because it was sent too eafly. In this light,
We might consider the apparently untimely presentation of this dissertatioﬁ research: a
theoretical re-evaluation of the classical film spectator. after the demise of its theoretical
f_ra.r‘he (psychoénalysiS) and, arguably, after the demise of its form (cine'ma), from the
| 'perspective of the abandonéd ‘pre»-pS)IIchoanalytic’ seduction théory,and the scholarship

of the (arguably) ‘pre-cinematic’ era of motion pictures (foo early and too late).
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- In terms of the currency of the field of film studies; this project appears almost . -
.anachr(.)nistic in its inve;c,tment in spectatorship thebry and psychoahalysis.?, ‘And in more
cultural terms, what does it mean to épeak of seduction (as‘ the traumatic gravity of
moving pictures, with their éingular auré and address), in a moment of hyper- -+ -
sexualization, and unprecedénted technological reproducibility and di/ssemin‘ation. That
- 18, what can seduction mean in a culture in which, as Jean Baudrillard wrote, ‘?the sexual

has become strictly the actualization of a desire in a moment of pleasure”, and for which
: hypef—monstratioﬁ of sexual and intimate ‘reality-shows’ is the rule (Baudrillard 39).
Surely spectatorial seduction has been abandoned? To this post-Benjaminian question -
~our research poses, I think, two responses. The first is that, the notion th;t theeraof . :
seduction has ended due to the rise of pornogréphy and citation culﬂge, amounts, I
‘ bélieve, toa contemporary-versiénof the aﬁti-éﬁratic ‘modernity thésis’:,that se'xuallity
and the gravity of the image has béen so evacuated be its hyper-reproducibility, that
‘cbnsumefs of images are no longer captivated by the anachrohistic aura of the cinematic
- image. »This‘ post-auratic, post-traumatic‘ (and perhaps post—subjective) view is tomy
mind far too prematﬁre, and as | érgued"with'respect to the modemity thesis itself, it does
, nét accountvfof the continuing hyper-auratic tendenciés in the media culture of the 21 |
;:‘e‘ntu'ry; . .

The second point that I would make is, as I argued in chapter three, faken’

'melt')dramaticallly,' anachronisni indexes aspects of a historical legacy which have
seémingly been put of circulation, but which nevertheless become revived in new and

| unexpected ways.”s In taking up the abandoned theory of the film spectator with the

78 This problem has been taken up in various ways in the recent anthology, edited by
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abandoned seduction theory (not to mention the old metaphysical charge of hypostasis), I
| propose a theory which gi_ves priority to the scene of address of the other, i.e., a théory’ of |
- exogenous, traumatic enculturation can help excavate the exposure at stake in the cbncept
' of the film spectator. The inevitable (indeed, necessary) hypostatic gesture of theory (of
 critical theories, of ‘working’ populist theories) is a response to the unspeakéblé.exi‘gency

of the cultural address: in force beyond signz}‘icafion. :

- That Downward Path: Plétting S:eduction" B
- The anachronistic paradox of my operafion has beén in }the ’namé of working backwards
to find the enduring éarly crisis to which the psychoanalytic th;eory of film spectatorship
would form aﬁ afterwardly. melodfamatic response. The hypostatié charge against this
field of film theory is entirely apt in that it was, indeéd, mobilized to proj éct its notions of
" the subject onto ﬁlm asa screén., And yet, we entirély 'miss the enduring trﬁth ofthe = -
psychoanalytic moment in film studies, if we disregard the Correlatién that it pqs.i.ts'
between cinerha and sexuality, and more broadly between the practice of Spectétorship ‘
and,‘What I will cail, the cultural life of interz’oritj.;.‘ In the work of the scholars to whom I
have paid th¢ ’m'ost attention in theA preceding pages, I havc attempted to follow the
insi)iration of their gesture to tak‘evcinef'na first, which‘by‘and large has gone handﬁi'n hand
With a historiographical s.tudy of film. In di%fererit ways, I have argued that Liﬁda-
Williams,‘ Tom Gunning, Miriam Hansen, Ben Singl’er and Ben Brewster hav_é offered, in

 the bodies of their historiographic works, theoretical hypostases of a film spectator which

have (in reaction to narcissism of the psychoanalytic model) emphaSized the ways that

A\

Charles Acland, Residual Media.

J
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cinema intervened and forged its spectators out of the manifold conditions of modernity.
.IWhile takingthisihspiration, and guided by the historical persistence of the sexualized
| thetoric circulating around the problem of film’s spectatoriél influence, I sought a
dialectical middle ground which would both honour the gesture of historiography (of.
turning back to the film object in its contingent history) and reengage__with.What in the
| theory of the classical film spectator should not be ignored (the culturalchiasmus’ of film |
and sexuality). |
In positing the séduction plot of the film spectator on the model ofL'aplémche’s -
ge'neral theofy of seduction and Bﬁtler’s‘thebries of hegemony and s‘ubjlection, my.

intention was to sketch out a dialectic of spectatorship internal to the formal

. developments of early American film history as a seduction subplot in counterpoint to the

important discoveries of film historiography. As the theoretical ‘patron-saint’ of film

‘historiographvy, this sub-plot was, I discovered; already. nascéntly at work in Walter
. Benjamin’s varioﬁs_ambiValent reﬂections on the cdncept of auré in'modernity. Aura, as
Hansen has found, holds the place in Benjamin’s thought of the primal relation to the -

‘ | . : N

other: it is the residﬁe generated out of an encounter with the traumatic proto-content of - |
~ the other. Returning to our first point, the seducﬁon theory giveé an alternative account
of the way that the cinematic address (as traumatic proto—c'ontent) has been incorporated
.‘by_th&:a‘ spectator,'énd of how this hyhostasis rel.ies,fundamenfally on the foréign body of
the film address. -Whéreas, the \(arious Lacaniaﬁ hypostases ,Of the spectator in the 1970s
and 1980s were guilty of what Butler calls empty, abstract formalism (disregarding as

Imaginary detritus the founding, foreclosed, contingent ‘contents’ out of which its

‘empty’ form appeared), Laplanche and Butler emphasize the realism of this preserved



227

proto-content (as the legacy of the historical accidents which haunts its substance). In -
focusing my chapters around how film historiographers theorize particular moméntous
events in American film history, I have sought to highlight this dialectical legacy. .-

- In chapter one, I introduced the traumatic encounter with this proto—content'of
silent film in a discussion of the mythi'cal“.‘ﬁrst'séx act” in film history (the Edison |
Company’s 1896 one-réeler, The Kiss), and the pioneeriﬁg work on the history of \

 cinematic sexuality of Linda Williams. I arguea that in her Foucauldian concept of the
film body, as the institution of film as a biopolitical site of investment, Williarﬁs rightly»i a8
highlights the way in which film intervenes in the culture of sexuality. Ialso suggestéd"
~ that in the de?elopments of her spectatorship theory over time, we can perceive an
emerging nafrative of ‘an insistent dialectical counter-piece in the foreign body of the
‘spect’acl_e of alterity. After regarding a borresponding incongruity in the laughing film
bodies of the spectators of The Kiss, I argued that Williams— reading of this film aéﬁthe ik
first sex act should be further nuanced; thought of asa spectatorial primal scene, it is the -
site of a traumatic deposit: the kiss is sent todéarly', arriving belatedly. As prototype, The
| : Kiss (including accounts of its reception) allegorizes the enéounter with the cinematic -+
vspectacle of the other’s intimdcy as én enigmatic address; I argued that it should pe SR
théught 6f és a cultural embodiment of the con'tem'porar}-i Fréudian seduétion theory of
the'mid 1890s. After developing the notion of a proto-content of this traumatic address
as a message ‘in force beyond signification’ in the works of André Bazin,‘Giorgié |
Agamben and in a (refreshingly uﬁCharacteristic) statemeht by Slavoj ZiZek, I suggested
that we giv¢ the 'proVisiona‘l ﬁamc of the infan& to'thé tfaumétic silence of Siient cinema. |

Finally, I took up the melbdfamatic turn in Williams® more recent work, arguing that as
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the foreign body of the cultural message, the infans might be thought as fhe unspeakably
social referent of .the melodramatic mode of American moving pictures.-. .

- The purview of chapter two consisted of a discussion of the period between the
laté 1890s énd 191'3, known as early cinema, which I characterized as the insténce Qf
spectatorial implantation. Within this historical era, two distinct periods have been-
‘critically agreed upon: the spectacle era (or the cinema of attractions) and the
(increasingly narrative) transitional era. Iﬁ its émphasis on spectacle over narrative,

- Gunning has developed an extremely persﬁ'asive and influential modél for thinking about.
“the speciﬁéity of the first period betweén the emérgence of the motion pictures and 1907
the cinema of attractions. Mobi.lizing direct address, thical trickery aﬁd visual novelty,
'Gunning regards the cinema of attractions in the context of modemity, as a Benjaminian
-practice of distractidn which amplifies and inoculates the spectator from the novel shocks
of modernity. In a discussion of"G‘unnir_lg’s work, >(VandA his early collaboration with André
Gaudreault) and a number of peepshows from 1904, I suggest that there is a tension in his
-'_notion of the attraction between its visceral visuality and its monstrative address, and that
‘thi_s ;equirés us to Question the app'rdpriateness of his “‘exhibitionist’ model fér tilinking
* about the speétatqr of this era: I thé'n regard the ‘ban’ on the attraction in the transitional | |
era as kind of latehcy period, as anélogous to the absfracting fixation of the address of ‘the}
other in the early life of the psyche. In a discussion of Hﬁgo,Mﬁnsterberg and Traffic in

vaouls‘ (1913),'I suggest that we find in the_diScoﬁrse of the early 1910s a figure of _the
~cinema as a Moﬁstrator—Séducer. This should be seen, I érgue, in counterpoinf to the
narrative project of the transitional era to maké of the promiséuous ‘traffic’ of the film

address the object of oversight and growing internalization.

)
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- I'follow the development IOf thié internalization of the film attraction after 1915,
arguing in chapter tﬁee that, fully incorporated, not only is the a&raction integrated into
the narrative form, but that its status is melodramatically translated by the new |
Hollywbo'd mode. From the visceral attractions of early cinema to this period of -~
narrative seduction, monstration comes to have a gestural a‘ddress—value.“. In light of
Keil’s critique of the modernity thesis (as not able to*acéount for the seeming -

- anachronism of the ﬁlelodramatic turn,) I reviéw two important works on the theatrical
- inheritance of narrative film (Singer, Breﬂ&ste’r & Jacobs) tracing (between them)a )
dialecﬁé of transition §vhi_ch, I argue, amounts to a melodramatic conservation (as
Lz;plancheén represéion) of film monstration. -After circling back to earlier statements of
Brewster’s oﬁ the larger implications for the spectator of the emergence of the
- Hollywood addre's_sbas penetrated by fantasy, 1 introduéed the cbncept of “fantasia” fo
describe the _monstrati\}e compromise that melodrama enacts. Thé Hollywood Monstrator
stages its attractions in terms of an eruption of the spectatorial interior:} fantasia lo'ok.sv '
_ inwérd by rhébilizing anew roving‘ fo’Calizaﬁon of perspective, melodrﬁ”mafic L |
exi)réjséif)nism and. ‘faﬁtasy’ spectacle scenes.’ I regard how these new fofmai tendencies
becamé taken up allegorically as a dramatic ‘content’ of the exarﬁplary silent era films of
| CecilyB.i DeMille; the'quintessential.Hol_lywoodfMonstratozf-Showman. With the
~consolidation of the fantasia form. of Hollywood, as the public monstration of intiﬁla(;y, I
argue'd‘thaf classical narrative cinema should be regarded as a develop’mént of the -
' American melo‘dramaticv mode. .
In chépter four, framed by a discussioh of the film corpus of Hansen, I suggested

that her forgetting of star appeal in the theory of vernacular modernism, mimics the
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forgetting of aura which she had discovered in her impbrtant work on Benjamin. Where
in Babel and Babylon she had given a central posmon to the star appeal of Valentmo in
constltution of ﬁlm as an altemat&e public sphere in her later ant1 auratlc model the star
is absent. In its popuhst golden age, I argue that aura becomes a central hegemonic
‘category for the Hollyweod spectator as a result of fantasia’s melodramatic monstration -
of the interior. The hypostatic elaboration (or we could say cultural sublimation) in the
early twenties of /¢ as“sex_ appeal, is a popﬁlist universalization (and domesticating '

: humanization) of the invasion of cinematicphoiogenie. Reading Butler’s emphasis on |
the trensietion dynamic that‘ underwrites hegemonic categories wi_th Ferenczi’s primal
scene of (mis)translation, I suggest that the emblematic ‘d'rama of sex ap'p_eal,‘in
Valentino’s films, is an allegorical screening of the foreign ‘confusion of toﬁgues’ at the
heart of the censtit_ution of Hellywood film’s spectatorial populisrr% of It. |

Finally, in the_’ last chapter, coming back ﬁoﬁl historiogféphy to the emblematic
 feminist theories of the (female) spectator, I sﬁggest that the enduring melodramatie tfuth
of these gaze theoriee is the positing of -spectatorship asa cultural form \Sf sexua\l _

| invasion: i.e., that B_ehind ell‘ of the substantial debatee over the gender of spectatorship
was tﬁe theroughgoing problematic of the intemal violence of the spectatorial legacy;

‘The chapter ends with a discussion of the motif of sexuall violeﬁce in theﬁﬁims of Louise
Brooks, as'ﬁnall scr_eening-of the symptomatic return of the seduction of the film
spectator. -Where in ehapter three, I considered the int.rusive nature of fantasia, in the .

- films of Brooks this invasion is explicitly sexual ln nature, and one'e again, the cinema

itself is presented as a dangerous Monstrator-Seducer. -
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D
J

‘The Penetralia of the Cinema: Hollywood Fantaéia and the Intimacy of Film Populism

N

But is intimacy not precisely the name that we give to a proximity that also remains- ..

~distant, to a promiscuity that never becomes identity? (Agamben Remnants 125)

- In conclusion, while this study has sought to excavate the traumatic legacy of - - : .

spectatorship, it does this in an effort to rethink the gravity of this concep_t in.the wake of
its apparent decline. In this regard, the narrative of our argument tends to swing. - .

dialectically from a discussion of the developmental.exigencies of the seduction scene

+ towards hypostatic efforts to incorporate this otherness. By re-grounding spectatorship .

on the foreignness of film as cultural address, I see this project as an attempt to develop
Williams’ notion that American cinema is a fundamentally melodramatic mode. I believe
the virtue of this frame is to seriously account for the hyper-auratic essentializing

5 .

tendencies Withi_n'American‘ﬁlm culture since the early. days, while at the same time,

_ seeing these cultural hypostases as directly responding to the inexhaustible invasiveness

of cultural enthusiasm. ‘ S e s LN T

It was the American poet VacheltLindsay, who in his 1915 book on film, The Art

\

- of the Moving Picture, suggests that intimacy characterizes one of the three genres of the -
moving picture (with action and splendour).” What characterizes the intimate film is .

cinema’s ability to pose an inferior for the spectator’s view. While Lindsay’s argument

would equivocate on the meaning of this interior I would like to take this suggestion as a
way of thlnkmg about what is at stake in the contlnumg legacy of Hollywood fantasia.

F antasia, I argued, developed as an accommodation (repression) of the monstrative

‘novelties of the cinematic attractions, first emerging from early cinema into narrative, by

e Llndsay, Vachel. The Art of the Movmg chture Ed Stanley Kauffmann New York
NY Modem Library, 2000. Print.
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reinterpreting them as interior Views. Cinema’s intimacy \yas thus born out of its
1ncorporatlon of 1ts own mfans I also suggested in passmg that one could read the ent1re
hlstory of formal 1nnovat10n of Hollywood in terms of this spectatonal d1alect)1c of
fantasra every 1ncorp0rat10n of a novel attraction (sound colour, w1descreen 3-D, CGI)
in turn fabricates a new 1nter10r for the Mo.nstrator Inits melodramatlc compromlse,
fantas1a creates a contamed droram1c vessel for the circulation of its enigmatic messages
for the ’encounter‘W1th the cultural secrets of the vunspeakably s001a1 The cinema is posed -
- as (and poses) an interior to.allow spectators to approach the unhomely penetralra of -
| culture the call of the mfans. Agamben s comment that intimacy does not close the
' d1stance w1th the other but 1slthe mark of an‘ uncertam prox1m1ty and exposure seems apt
to descrlbe the popuhst 1nt1macy made possrble by Hollywood fantas1a |
Reammatmg for collectwe monstrat1on the abandoned contents trapped in the -
inner crypt” (as the extenonty lodged at the heart of the 1nter10r), Hollywood ﬁlm S
makes these secret views the auratic obJect of popuhst spectacle Clnematlc seductlon
- I Would suggest is not at an end; its hfe has always been in its after-life. The motlon- |
p1cture may be'moving out of the space of the cmema but it was always movmg and
changmg 1ncorporat1ng unprecedented vlews and presentmg them to the collectrve |

exposure of the screen.

-8 For the figure of the “crypt” as an alternative way of thinking about the uncanny
alterity at the heart of the subjective interior see Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok’s The
Wolf Man’s Magic Word and Jacques Derrida’s “Fors: The Anglish Words of Nicolas
Abraham and Maria Torok.”
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