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Shifting Paradigms in the 
Australian Historical Film 

STEPHEN CROFTS 

I T IS AXIOMATIC that national cinemas can playa crucial role in defin
ing and redefining national identity. This is evident in countries with elab
orate state control of product, such as most Chinese films since 1949 and 
Russia between the mid-1920s and glasnost, as it is in contexts of rela
tively laissez-faire approaches such as New German Cinema of the 1970S 
or Hollywood. 

It was precisely on grounds of cultural nationalism that Australian 
activists campaigned through the 1960s for the revival of a feature-film 
industry. While there had been continuous documentary filmmaking since 
the Second World War, and while some filmmakers found work making 
TV advertisements and others after the mid-1960s made occasional TV 

series, cinema screens had since 1945 been dominated by Hollywood, and 
secondarily by British product. Of the forty-one features made in Austra
lia between 1950 and I969, twenty were wholly or substantially financed 
and controlled by non-Australian interests (Pike and Cooper 1981). One of 
the earliest articles campaigning for the feature revival, written by Tom 
Weir in 1958, deserves quoting at length for its insights into Australia's 
acute cultural dependency: 

Films have been the distinctive art form of our generation. Perhaps they will 
continue to be. In countries like France, England and the USA films have also 
been the most important means of heightening a people's feeling of commu
nal personality, bringing them the shock of self-recognition that Herman 
Melville was concerned to give when his own America was a dependent cul
ture .... Anybody who has sat among a mass audience in a British or 

I 



2 STEPHEN CROFTS 

American cinema, while a locally made film takes some story as the excuse 
for an observant romp over familiar streets and landmarks and for an imagi
native statement of their national characteristics, knows the blend of stimu
lation and assurance that comes from it. It plants one's feet on the ground. 
The workaday world is integrated with the world of one's imagination. 

It is disastrously not so in Australia. It is typical of the underdeveloped 
personality of our people that we have practically no indigenous films .... 
Like pre-Chaucerian England, tugged between Italy and France, we are also 
torn between two dominant cultures, those of America and Britain. No 
wonder our voices are thin and so weakly articulated as to be barely audible 
to visitors when they first step ashore. The daydreams we get from celluloid 
are not Australian daydreams. Our kingdom is not of this world. (Weir 
1958,144) 

These remarks may have particular salience for other postcolonial cul
tures such as the Canadian. 

They pinpoint a chronic cultural diffidence. Though this has been 
somewhat modified in the 1980s, Australia must be the only nation-state 
in the world that celebrates its defeats, whether it be on the battlefield, at 
Gallipoli in 1915, or in the sporting arena with a horse, Phar Lap, done 
over, in the local parlance, by the Yanks. 

Australia's cultural assertion has had to counter its blithe subservience 
to other countries' economic, political-strategic, and cultural interests. In 
a local film culture dominated by Hollywood assumptions about enter
tainment, genre, stars, acceptable narrative modes, and so on - and sup
ported by vigorous lobbying from the MPDAA, sometimes at the federal 
government level - Hollywood films have, throughout the feature-film 
revival, dominated local box office to a greater extent than in almost any 
other foreign market: between 70 and 80 percent, compared with, say, 50 
percent in Germany in 1978 and 50 percent in France in 1989. In its own 
tiny reversal of the predominant cultural flow, Australia in the 1980s 
aimed to export more films to the United States. In this exercise, the 
world-renowned Australian film, Crocodile Dundee, was the tip of an 
inglorious iceberg. Scores of films, maybe as many as a hundred, were 
made which had no clear sense of audience address. Chary of tackling 
Australian-specific issues for fear of losing American audiences, and 
simultaneously mostly lacking the sound generic bases to make American 
films, they were aptly named "mid-Pacific" films, for the textual reasons 
just cited and for the exhibition reason that they ended up as theatrical 
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failures in Australia and cable fodder in the United States. Such a readi
ness to second-guess what another country will expect of Australia is char
acteristic of its cultural dependence. 

THE PERIOD FILM 

I wish to focus on one aspect, or symptom, of that dependency in the fea
ture-film revival. It is the category of history, which is deployed exten
sively in the revival's best-known genre, the period film of I975-I98I and 
beyond, and is taken up differently in a second group of historical films 
from the late I98os. The period film's canonic texts include Picnic at 
Hanging Rock (I975, Peter Weir), My Brilliant Career (I979, Gillian Arm
strong), Breaker Morant (I980, Bruce Beresford), and Gallipoli (I98I, 
Peter Weir). The later historical films included The Year My Voice Broke 
(I987, John Duigan), Celia (I988, Ann Turner), and Flirting (I990, John 
Duigan). Further details and distinctions of this shifting paradigm will be 
elaborated later. 

But first, what does it mean, in so culturally dependent a country as 
Australia, to talk in the I970S of Australian history? It is not enough to 
say, as does a character in Kings of the Road, that "the Yanks have col
onized our subconscious." Quite apart from psychoanalytic quibbles 
about theorizations of the nonconscious, one has to ask what "indige
nous" culture there was originally and whether it is recoverable anyway 
(one might recall the I985 Screen debate between Teshome Gabriel and 
Julianne Burton). Aside from the Aboriginal culture, which white settlers 
have all but obliterated, white Australian cultural identity was until the 
Second World War inextricably bound up with the imperial ties of the 
Commonwealth. Thus, in a symptomatic reading, Bill Routt could note 
the structuring absence of the mother from melodrama and other genres 
of the I920S and I930S where such a figure might be expected to appear 
(Routt I989). She is, of course, the motherland, Britain. Only in the later 
I950S did a radical nationalist historiography construct an Australian 
identity defined against British dominance. Its key moment was the I890S, 
and its icons the man of the bush, his larrikin defiance of authority, his 
genuineness and mateship with his fellows. Though cogently and power
fully criticized in the I970S for its romanticism and gender-blindness, it 
was this moment of Australianess which substantially filtered through, 
with varying gender inflections, to the period film of the later I97os. This 
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is a distinctly different historical project from that which beset the politi
cized filmmakers of the New German Cinema. Theirs was a project of 
coming to terms with a past (Vergegenheitsbewaltigung) that Nazism had 
left in a pall of unacknowledged shame. In Australia's case, it is less a mat
ter of not disavowing the past, but rather of trying to discover some indig
enous white Australian identity. If not chimerical, the task is very precari
ously founded, because so disjoined from any historically rooted national 
conSCiOusness. 

Thus when a veteran cultural nationalist of the revival, Philip Adams, 
describes the period film as Australia's Western (quoted by Hamilton and 
Matthews 1986, 82), the comparison is frankly suspect. The Western as 
literature mythologized the American West almost as it happened, not sev
enty years afterwards. And the westward settlement of the United States 
was fueled by a potent mix of historically coincident nationalism, reli
gious fervor, migration, intensive industrialism, and vibrant capitalism. 
No such mix obtained in Australia; even many of the components were 
lacking. 

If the period film's historical roots were still searching cultural ground, 
its generic components were anything but Australian. This should not sur
prise, for no genres could survive the twenty-five year virtual hiatus in fea
ture production. The lack of generic tradition, and the consequently 
extreme hesitancy of generic definition, is abundantly evidenced in con
temporary taxonomies (Burstall 1976). Preceding the period film, the 
ocker comedy stood as the first genre of the revival. Moreover, it was an 
indigenous genre. "Ocker" describes avowedly crass behaviors found in 
the Australian male, and the ocker comedy presented his exploits in pica
resque narratives of soft-core and bibulous inspiration. While popular at 
home - most had box-office success in a funding context of government 
subsidy - their success in Britain hinged on the star theatrical status of 
Barry Humphries, whereas in the United States they were critically reviled 
and barely seen. The period film emerges as a reaction-formation agair.st 
their relentless vulgarity, masculinism, and obsession with bodily func
tions. For the ocker film was both distasteful to the high-cultural assump
tions of critics who rhapsodized about Elvira Madigan and an impedi
ment to the export aspirations of the Australian Film Commission, the 
government agency that partly or fully funded most of the period films. 

The period film appeared to solve these problems. It became Australia's 
flagship genre, internationally showcasing the new Australian cinema, 
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and slotting neatly into the exhibition niches of film festivals and arthouse 
cinemas as a fresh new "national voice" in the world scene. It was generat
ed out of the force-field of Hollywood, European film, and British televi
sion. Defining itself against Hollywood, as did virtually all national cine
mas at the time that were familiar with Hollywood, it blended the 
aesthetic protocols of European art film with those of British quality tele
vision drama. It projected a polite gentility, a certain innocence, a middle
brow cultural worthiness. Indeed, it had the moral and political blandness 
of address of Masterpiece Theatre. Character takes precedence over 
action and narrative complexity, and sensibility over issues of moral 
choice (Kieslowski's Decalogues constitutes a striking recent contrast). 
Narratives are not goal-directed but largely episodic and inconclusive, fol
lowing characters through facets of unfolding sensibility, often tracing 
tales of adolescent maturation. Camera movements and mise-en-scene are 
languorous in their exposition of Australian light, land, and vegetation, 
and of elegantly aestheticized turn-of-the-century worlds of period cos
tume and decor. The cinematography proudly renders the specific vast
ness and beauty of Australian landscape. Aestheticizing its uncanny 
desolation, it vouchsafes within Australia a sense of national cultural defi
nition, of homeland, and overseas has a significant marketing function for 
tourism and investment industries. Well-known titles beyond those 
already mentioned are Caddie (1976, Donald Crombie), The Devil's Play
ground (1976, Fred Schepisi), The Getting of Wisdom (1977, Bruce Beres
ford), and The Mango Tree (1977, Kevin Dobson). Instead of the vulgar 
masculinity of the ocker comedy, the period film often offers strong, inde
pendent women sidelining recessive, sensitive men. The exceptions are the 
well-known convergences of the period film with the Boys' Own heroics of 
such male-centered films as Breaker Morant (1980, Bruce Beresford), Gal
lipoli (1981, Peter Weir), The Man From Snowy River (1982, George 
Miller not of Mad Max), and Phar Lap (1983, Simon Wincer), and such 
miniseries as The Dismissal and Anzacs. 

The period film's celebration of the distinctiveness of Australian land
scape and of the antiques and imputed atmospheres of a national past had 
a modest but significant function in focusing some national confidence in 
a phase of political uncertainty. The films' popularity with the AFC was 
much bolstered by the plaudits of overseas critics and audiences to these 
films of well-wrought innocence. In the United States, in particular, their 
sunlit innocence offered welcome respite from the early years of Reagan 
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and proliferations of horror and violence movies. But these were not genu
inely historical films in the sense of presenting the complexities of class, 
gender, ethnic, regional, and other variations and conflicts in a given his
torical past with vibrant connections with their viewers' present, vibrant 
enough, if need be, to upset viewers' notions of that present. Rossellini's 
historical films are one obvious contrast, as are Fassbinder's, Germany, 
Pale Mother, and many fifth-generation Chinese films. The period film 
relegates history to the aesthetic, to mise-en-scene, while its narratives 
recycle Australia's fumbling towards maturity, a narrative archetype of 
Australian discourse since the 1890S. This elusive maturity - which histo
rians and social commentators from the 1890S to at least 1980 have seen as 
being just around the corner - is predicated upon a more secure sense of 
cultural identity and history than the period film offers. 

The historical setting of the period film requires examination. With 
some exceptions in the 1930S (Caddie, Careful He Might Hear You), the 
1950S (Sunday Too Far Away, Devil's Playground), and early years of 
white settlement (Eliza Fraser, Journey Among Women), the bulk of 
period films are set around the time of Australian federation, its nominal 
independence from Britain in 1901. However, the country is still depen
dent in constitutional, economic, political-strategic, and cultural terms on 
Britain, as well as in economic, political-strategic, and cultural terms on 
the United States. No revolution or independence or republican move
ment has thrown off these ties. The period film's fixation-point, then, is 
the moment of Australia's first fumblings toward independence. Its peri
odicity thus became a tabula rasa for a 1970S quest for identity which 
found its strongest precursor in the rebellious moments and assertions of 
independence in the two decades of the turn of the century. But at the 
same time, the aestheticizing project of art film exhibition-targetting typi
cally erases historical specificity. Further, almost all period films located 
their atmospheres and action beyond most living memory. Given the lim
ited amount of writing on Australian history - characteristic of a postco
lonial culture - there was little means of calling the films to any historical 
account. Meticulous recreation of period detail here usurped wider con
ceptions of history. The period film's nostalgic glow would not alert a 
viewer to such facets of Australian history as near-genocide of the Aborig
ines, a brutal convict system, armed class conflict, as well as the severe 
inequities across axes of gender and ethnicity, nor, on the political credit 
side, to Australia's instituting the world's first universal suffrage (for 
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whites only), or the most progressive work conditions and highest pros
perity in the world at certain moments. 

Yet, if the period film secured a sense of historical identity limited to 
photogenic landscape and museum pieces, that modest achievement did 
facilitate more substantial later inroads into audio-visual representations 
of history. It cleared the ground for the bold and profound popular analy
ses of recent Australian history conducted by a number of miniseries of the 
1980s. The two most significant were both produced by the Kennedy
Miller team responsible for the Mad Maxes (1979,1981, and 1985, George 
Miller) and The Year My Voice Broke (1987, John Duigan). These effected 
realist historical analyses of the two major traumas of Australian postwar 
history: its involvement in the war in Vietnam supporting the United 
States and the 1975 dismissal of the elected Labor government of Gough 
Whitlam by the representative in Australia of the queen of the United 
Kingdom. Miniseries such as these are arguably as close as mainstream 
broadcast television can get to the historical films of Fassbinder, Sanders
Brahms, and Rossellini. As we shall see, Australia's historical films of the 
late 1980s are beneficiaries of the historical miniseries and its contribution 
to Australian cultural confidence. 

GALLIPOLI 

Gallipoli serves as the best example of the period film's construction of 
history, both because it is one of the best-known films of the genre and 
because it purports to deal with the most celebrated event in Australian 
history, the 1915 battle of the Allies' (and Australians') defeat on the east
ern front in Turkey. 

How, then, does it construct this episode of the First World War? Few 
Australian military engagements have so clearly marked the country's hes
itant sovereignty as its support of Britain in the First World War, a support 
enthusiastic enough to ensure only a narrow referendum defeat for a bill 
authorizing conscription, foolhardy enough to send thousands of Anzacs 
(Australian and New Zealand Armored Corps) to their deaths in Euro
pean trenches, and yet, recirculated through the public holiday of Anzac 
Day, discursively powerful enough to enshrine Gallipoli, a minor incident 
in the war, as the prime marker of Australia's "growing up." 

It was, to be sure, the first major engagement of Australian forces, and, 
taking place in 1915, it did occur at an appropriate time after federation 
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for a young country to be seen to be testing its "manhood," but Australia 
has not subsequently fulfilled the promise of taking up arms for itself. 
Exercising an enormous cultural influence in Australia, the Gallipoli myth 
supplies a moment of founding pride in Australia, adopting the genre of 
the tragedy of innocents, with the anti-British subtext that "the Anzacs 
had been sent on a fool's errand," victims of incompetent British strategy 
(Rickard I988, I20). 

Instead of any such historical reading, director Peter Weir claimed to 
"[go] back to the source of the myth" (Weir I98I). This transpired to be 
the mythologizing of war correspondents Bean and Ashmead-Bartlett, 
whose dispatches' intense romanticizing of noble, bronzed death softened 
the impact of the appalling casualty figures. The film behaves, then, as if 
these were the sole contemporary renditions of Gallipoli and so overlooks 
the savagery and brutality reported of Australian troops, the specifically 
imperial loyalties of the volunteers, and the contemporary social divisions 
in Australia between loyalists and pacifists, between Catholics and Protes
tants. It recycles the myth without any attempt to exploit the benefits of 
historical distance, of critiques of the world's first imperialist war, of this 
war's minimal relevance to the underside the world, of war's masculinism 
- all of which notions were in circulation in Australia in I98I. 

Not all history disappears, however. But the monstrous bungling laid at 
the feet of the British is authorized at least as much by the anti-British defi
nitions of Australia in circulation in the early I980s and asserted the year 
before by Breaker Morant as it is by most historical accounts of the war. 
The vague message of pacifism is otherwise unspecified. Its generality can 
be judged from Pierre Trudeau's comment on the film: "Everyone in the 
UN should see it ... as an argument for disarmament" (quoted on chan
nel 7 news, Adelaide, 5 October I98I). The generality is supported by an 
aestheticizing project similar to that of the Neue Sachlichkeit in Ben
jamin's critique (Benjamin I970 [I934]). War is prettified by being accom
panied by Albinoni's Adagio and Bizet's Pearl Fishers, and the harshness 
of trench conditions is rendered by a close-up of a rather theatrical-look
ing ant on a biscuit (Fixed Bayonets is a reminder of the possibility of 
utterly different filmic versions of war). 

If history gets short shrift, what displaces it? Characteristically for the 
period film, obsessive attention is paid to the minutiae of tunic buttons 
and old biscuit tins. Second, the generic assimilation of the war film to the 
period film does not so much allow attention to war - which figures only 
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sporadically through the second half of the film - as masculinize the 
period film. As in Breaker Morant, women are marginalized, here into the 
damned whores of Cairo and the virginal blonde hanging out clothes on 
the edge of an Australia desert (see Summers 1975). Unlike Breaker 
Morant, relations between a group of mates dwindle down into the 
homoerotic couple of Arch and Frank, blond and dark, Anglo-Australian 
and Celtic-Australian, sacrificial victim and survivor respectively (Der
mody and Jacka 1988, 159). The film develops their relationship through 
running in the outback, enlisting and having fun at the pyramids, at much 
greater length than the war episodes. This anthem for doomed youth is 
less savagely immediate than Wilfred Owen's. Its male youth is shown, a 
la Henry Lawson, the Australian poet, as being prepared for national! 
imperial defense by its manly training working and living in the bush. And 
its youthful male body is displayed visually for some viewers, running in 
the outback and running on the battlefield. Thus suffused with elements 
of the buddy movie, the film's romantic earnestness nevertheless pro
scribes any irony about its homoeroticism, its heroics, or its mythologiz
ing evacuation of history. 

THE HISTORICAL FILM OF THE LATER 1980s 

This second phase of the revival's historical films crucially brings the his
tories represented within living memory. Its forerunner was News/rant 
(1978, Phil Noyce), and other key texts are The Year My Voice Brake, 
Celia, and Flirting. Sweetie (1989, Jane Campion) stands in oblique rela
tionship to the group. There are as yet too few films to identify a generic 
grouping with any certainty. They might provisionally be called historical 
films, but the category should also include such miniseries as The Dis
missal and Vietnam. The taxonomic question can be held over. Mean
time, suffice to say that these films are less declamatory and nationalistic 
than the period film, more reflective and realistic. Consciously connecting 
their histories with their audiences, they refract historical issues through 
the everyday, unglamorized lives of their protagonists. Their settings are 
post-1945. They attend to local, sometimes national, issues within an 
often international framework, but with no nationalist rhetoric. The pro
tagonists often grow up to question the histories that produced them. 
These films have a surer grasp of their own local issues than does the 
period film and on that basis pitch themselves with more cultural confi-
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dence at overseas markets. While they retain from the period film a lush 
cinematography that is a passport to art film exhibition circuits and a hall
mark of Australian revival film overseas, they largely eschew their prede
cessors' languorous fetishization of landscape and antiques. History and a 
relative narrative density reclaim their space. 

News/ront is the best-known film of this grouping. Contemporaneous 
with the period film, it boldly proposes links between the public and the 
private by cross-cutting a social history of the period 1948-1956, particu
larly via newsreels, with the life of a newsreel cameraman, Len Maguire. 
Public and private interpenetrate constantly within the professional, 
domestic, and religious spheres of his life. In this period of growing Amer
icanization of Australian life, Len stands firm as the principled Australian 
who resists u.s. consumerist values, climactically in his refusal to sell foot
age of the violence of the Hungary versus Russia water polo match of the 
1956 Olympics to his brother, who has left Australian newsreels for Holly
wood. As avatar of bush-based left Labor Australian values, Len func
tions as the film's critical touchstone as regards other features of the 1948-
1956 period. Among the most significant of these are the postwar waves of 
immigration, the sclerotic dominance of the Menzies conservative govern
ment, its referendum to outlaw the Communist Party and the Catholic 
church's support for the government view. 

Not only does News/ront incorporate a nonmythologized history and 
bring the historical period within living memory, it also explicitly connects 
its period with the 1970S of its production. A concluding montage links 
Len's refusal to sell out to Hollywood interests with the 1972 election of 
the reformist left Labor government of Gough Whitlam. While the search 
for an Australian heroism does not percolate through the historical films 
of the 1980s, they are significantly located within living memory and make 
connections to the historical present of their moment of production. The 
most inventive of these is analyzed below. 

CELIA 

Celia shares with News/ront both the concern to show how the public 
impinges on the private, how politics affects everyday life, and the desire 
to connect recent history with its contemporary viewers. But its strategies 
differ from those of Noyce's film from ten years earlier. First, it has none 
of the historical sweep of News/ront's panorama of the major events of 
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the 1948-1956 period, focusing instead on the one (southern hemisphere) 
summer of 1957-1958. Its history is more indicative than synoptic, more 
local than general. Second, the bearer of the historical truth its preferred 
reading would like to deliver is not an adult who incarnates certain left 
Labor Australian values - and who is thus overtaken by post-1956 extra
diegetic history and left somewhat to bask in the rose tint of nostalgia -
but rather a nine-year-old girl whose values of independence, integrity, 
and humanity deliver a similar critique of 1950S Australian conservatism, 
but with the impassioned directness of a confident child. Her values are 
not so different from Len Maguire's, but they can be projected forward 
into the film's future, our present, with the radiance of youthful optimism. 
Adult Australian viewers are addressed in terms of their own childhoods, 
not in terms of the adulthoods of their parents. 

It follows, third, that the forms of connection between diegetic history 
and time of viewing differ in the two films. News/ront's concluding mon
tage extends its historical reach from 1956 to Whitlam's 1972 election vic
tory, as close to its 1978 production date as existing discourses of political 
embarrassment about the trauma of Whitlam's 1975 dismissal would per
mit. Celia attempts no such docudrama strategy. Its connections are less in 
the public realm of history than in the private realm of the family. They pre
suppose viewers' identification not with the preponderantly male figures of 
History and its "recorders" on newsreel, but with a female figure represent
ing a putative past of the film's viewers. Celia is less a children's film than a 
film for adults with a readiness to identify with a child protagonist - and 
with some cultural knowledge of the later 1950S and its politics. 

A fourth key difference from News/ront proceeds from the film's open
ness to the imaginative world of children and its promotion of female over 
male characters. It is an openness to metaphorical connection rather than 
rationalist logic; a readiness to countenance fantasy and play; the possibil
ity of freedom from the doxa and prejudices of adulthood; and finally, a 
move away from documentary history, with its insistence on the empiri
cal, towards historical fable, with its alertness to metaphor and the event, 
action, or gesture with telling, symptomatic insight into a historical 
moment. In this last respect it more closely approximates the gestus of 
Kuhle Wampe, Strike, or Fellow Traveller than it does The Front. Over
all, its politicized working through of recent history via the family finds a 
precursor in German film of the 1970S and 1980s, most clearly Heimat and 
Germany, Pale Mother. 
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The historical moment of Celia's diegesis, the summer holiday of 1957-
1958, intertwines world, federal, and state politics. Khruschev's "secret" 
speech of February 1956 denouncing Stalin's abuses of power, together 
with the Soviet invasion of Hungary later the same year, sent shockwaves 
through the world's communist parties, including Australia's, producing 
rifts between Stalinist old guard and varieties of New Left, and generating 
anger and confusion among its activists and intellectuals. Federally in 
Australia, 1957 saw the formation of the Democratic Labour Party and 
with it a consolidation of the anticommunism then common throughout 
the "Western" world. In the state of Victoria, the government of Henry 
Bolte in the summer of 1957-1958 took increasingly drastic measures 
against plagues of rabbits. 

These strands of history impinge directly upon Celia in a thought-pro
voking narrative of naturalistic appearance which owes virtually nothing 
to any generic formula. Political history impacts directly, personally on 
Celia, with the rabbit muster, and before that with the local McCarthyism 
which produces the sacking of Mr. Tanner and the loss to Celia of her 
close friendship with the Tanner children. Before anticommunism exiles 
the Tanners to Sydney, Celia is stoned alongside the Tanner children, 
denounced as "dirty Reds." She shrieks out, "No Granny!" when her 
father burns his mother's Marxist texts. The everyday fascism of this suc
cessful bureaucrat allows him the wild historicizing that claims that Com
munists would have allowed the Japanese to invade Australia; in response 
to this, Celia confides to her rabbit, Murgatroyd: "I hate him." 

In accordance with 1950S discourses, the film early on metaphorically 
aligns rabbits with Communists. Just after her father, Ray, has excoriated 
rabbits as "vermin, like snakes and rats," the image shows Celia drawing 
the rabbit she did not get for her birthday, while on the sound track a 
priest inveighs against the Australian Peace Council as a Communist Party 
front; Celia holds up her drawing to a stained-glass Christ, saying "Liar!" 
Cinema newsreels enjoin that "rabbits are a serious menace to Australia's 
economy." With the muster of pet rabbits, Celia defaces a newsphoto of 
Premier Bolte in her classroom and avers: "If Mr. Bolte doesn't know the 
difference between pet rabbits and wild rabbits, he should get the sack." 
The paralleling of Communists and rabbits points to the ease with which 
moral panics can shade into inhuman persecution. Celia can differentiate 
better than her father or her state premier. 

For all her political sophistication, there is one crucial respect in which 
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Celia's being a child is central to the film's design: namely, her child's 
imagination and susceptibility to nightmares of the Hobyahs, creatures 
from her school storybook. Viewer sharing of these fears is invited to the 
extent, for instance, that when Sergeant John, her uncle, sneaks around to 
steal Murgatroyd as part of the muster, Celia sees him as a Hobyah; here 
the "objective" view fleetingly precedes hers. And so when Celia describes 
John as a "Hobyah," prods the Hobyah's sludge-like flesh with her father's 
gun, and sees the creature offering her a pet dog she does not want, it is 
quite natural that she should exact revenge on this creature who takes 
away from her what she is closest to. Celia is not represented as seeing 
Uncle John till he is dead on the kitchen floor. The innocence of childhood 
is thus preserved, and with it a marvelous means of licensing viewer sup
port for the killing of a policeman, a critique of authoritarian values that 
is hard to dismiss as mere childlike whimsy. No mean achievement, this, 
especially in a film of overall naturalist appearance. Refreshingly, moral 
right takes precedence over legal process. Celia's mother, Patty, colludes 
with her in covering up her guilt. 

Apart from the hero figure of Celia, other figures offering positive foci 
of identification are the Tanners, especially the mother, Alice, and Celia's 
mother, Patty. Alice's warmth gradually wins over Patty from Ray's 
repressive anticommunism. And while Ray's philandering with Alice does 
not prompt Patty to talk of leaving him - the 1950S setting is naturalistic -
she takes the side of Celia and her rabbit against Uncle John. The rabbit 
issue brings home to her the oppressiveness of male politics. When Ray 
accuses her of being "duped" about anticommunism, she responds with 
reference to the politics of their marriage, "Not anymore." And on occa
sion, women's resistance can reverse laws: the government relents on its 
muster of pet rabbits in the face of petitioning women. 

It is time to return to the ageing of the film's address. Revolutionary and 
postrevolutionary art, particularly of the Soviet socialist realist kind, 
adopted a future anterior tense, as it were, saying to its addressees, "This 
is what happened; you are the beneficiaries of your forebears' noble sacri
fices" (Crofts 1976). Celia adopts this textual mode of address without 
buying into the authoritarian politics of Soviet socialist realism. The film 
invites its viewers not to a ritual obeisance to an imposed order, nor, ala 
News/ront, to admire the larrikin principles of (some of) our parents, but 
rather to reexamine our own political upbringings, political options, and 
political aspirations, in short, our own relationship to the historical forces 
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that have shaped us. That it can do this is due in no small measure to its 
openness to a child's view of the world which is not sanitized or romanti
cized a la Spielberg, but can endorse the killing of a most cherished cul
tural symbol of authority. At the same time, the film's metaphorical fluid
ity facilitates a critique of conservative authoritarianism which moves 
easily between the public and the private, between "male" and "female" 
domains. 

CONCLUSION 

That Celia was able to achieve such advances on News/ront - not to men
tion the period film - testifies to two key advances in cultural politics of 
the decade 1978 to 1988. First is the feminist movement, which has so sub
stantially modified conceptions of public/private, gender roles, and the 
gendering of behaviors. The second has been an Australian shift from 
celebrating local resistance to overseas influences to a more confident 
local attention to everyday life. In part this is a function of worldwide his
toriographical shifts from the large picture and struggles against global 
imperialism to history "from the bottom up" - itself promoted by femi
nism - but it is also a function of a recently forged relative confidence in 
Australian identity. Forged particularly by the major miniseries mentioned 
above which made sense for mass audiences of the two major recent trau
mas of Australian national identity. A relative confidence because, while it 
does not afford Australia any central role in the world, it has in some 
quarters sufficiently quelled worries about its inferiority to allow serious 
analysis of what goes on within its borders. 

Stephen Crofts is professor of film at Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia. He 
is currently completing a book on Australian cinema. His articles and books have 
been published in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. 
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Hollywood Images of the Pacific 

GLENN K. S. MAN 

THROUGHOUT ITS golden years, and especially in the I930S, Holly
wood's images of the Pacific formed and reflected the popular attitudes of 
American audiences toward the South Seas. The Hollywood South Seas 
film flourished in the period from I925 to I942. During these years, films 
that offered pictures of Polynesian life and the white man's influence 
included such works as Moana (I925), White Shadows in the South Seas 
(I928), Tabu (I93I), Never the Twain Shall Meet (I93I), Rain (I93I), Bird 
of Paradise (I932), Mutiny on the Bounty (I935), Jungle Princess (I936), 
The Hurricane (I937), Her Jungle Love (I938), South ofPago Pago (I940), 
Aloma of the South Seas (I94I), and Son of Fury (I942). Unsuccessful but 
interesting remakes of these films include Bird of Paradise in I95I, Mutiny 
on the Bounty in I962, and Hurricane in I979. Another Bounty film came 
out in I985, The Bounty, but it was not based on the Nordhoff and Hall 
novel as the two earlier ones were. As escapist fare, the Hollywood South 
Seas film offered a two-hour glimpse of an edenic paradise where the 
natives were simple, childlike, and innocent, where everyday activities 
consisted of fishing, gathering coconuts and bananas, feasting, dancing, 
and, of course, lovemaking, and then more lovemaking. The natives 
might exhibit savage behavior in their initial contact with the white man 
and in their adherence to certain customs such as volcano feeding to 
appease the wrath of Pele. On the whole, however, this savagery was 
countered effectively by the innocence of their life-style, uncontaminated 
by the concepts and practices of money and property, which were respon
sible for the numerous vices associated with Western civilization, such as 
greed and avarice. 

I6 
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First and foremost, then, the Hollywood South Seas films offered the 
romantic myth of the noble savage in which the tropics were a pagan para

dise where Anglo-Saxon customs and inhibitions could be shed along with 

Western clothes. This particular generic myth of the South Seas film 
derived from such immediate literary sources as Melville's Typee (1846), 

Frederick O'Brien's White Shadows in the South Seas (1921), and Nord

hoff and Hall's Mutiny on the Bounty (1932).1 In Typee, Melville, who 

had spent several weeks in the valley of the Typees in the Marquesas, 

wrote of the Typees' simplicity, beauty, and innocence in contrast to West

ern civilization: 

One peculiarity that fixed my admiration was the perpetual hilarity reigning 
through the whole extent of the vale. There seemed to be no cares, griefs, 
troubles, or vexations, in all Typee. The hours tripped along as gaily as the 
laughing couples down a country dance. 

There were none of those thousand sources of irritation that the ingenu
ity of civilized man has created to mar his own felicity. There were no fore
closures of mortgages, no protested notes, no bills payable, no debts of 
honour in Typee; no unreasonable tailors and shoemakers, perversely bent 
on being paid; no duns of any description; no assault and battery attorneys 
to foment discord, backing their clients up to a quarrel, and then knocking 
their heads together; no poor relations, everlastingly occupying the spare 
bed-chamber, and diminishing the elbow room at the family table; no desti
tute widows with their children starving on the cold charities of the world; 
no beggars; no debtors' prisons; no proud and hard-hearted nabobs in 
Typee; or to sum up all in one word - no Money! 'That root of all evil' was 
not to be found in the valley. (Melville 1981,181-182) 

Nordhoff and Hall's Mutiny on the Bounty contains a similar passage. 

The narrator, midshipman Byam, says: 

The people of Tahiti were fortunate in many respects - the climate, the fer
tility of their island, and the abundance of food to be obtained with little 
effort; yet they were still more fortunate, perhaps, in their lack of money or 
any other general medium of exchange. Hogs, mats, or bark cloth might be 
given as a reward for building a house or the tattooing of a young chief, but 
such property was perishable, and considered a gift rather than an 
exchange. Since there was nothing that a miser might hoard, avarice, that 
most contemptible of human failings, was unknown, and there was little 
incentive to greed. To be accused of meanness was dreaded by chief and 
commoner alike, for a mean man was considered an object of ridicule. By 
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our introduction of iron, and inculcation of the principles of barter, there is 
no doubt that we have worked the Indians infinite harm. (Nordhoff and 
Hall 1936, 198) 

The novel gives dramatic form to the utopian critique of civilization when 
Mr. Nelson, the ship's botanist, says to Byam that the crewmen would do 
better to stay in Tahiti than return to the rigors and restraints of home: 

"Imagine, then, how the men must feel, who have so little to go home to. 
What have they to expect at the end of the voyage? Before they have been a 
week ashore most of them may be seized by some press gang as recruits for 
another of His Majesty's ships. Who knows what the situation may be by 
the time the Bounty reaches England? We may be at war with France, or 
Spain, or Holland, or heaven knows what power; and in that case, alas for 
any poor seamen arriving in a home port! They won't even be given the 
chance to spend their back pay. The sailor leads a dog's life, Byam, and no 
mistake." (Nordhoff and Hall 1936, II2-II3) 

The 1935 film adaptation of Mutiny on the Bounty, directed by Frank 
Lloyd, displaces this utopian critique in the exchange between Byam 
(Franchot Tone) and Fletcher Christian (Clark Gable) as they enjoy an 
idyllic swim with Tehani (Movita Castenada) and Maimiti (Mamo Clark). 
Byam sighs, "People here are simple, kind, yet somehow they're royal 
also." Christian replies, "What a contrast to the ship." On the ship, a 
sadistic Bligh, played with relish and gusto by Charles Laughton, binds 
the men in fear by his unfair administration of the law and by his excessive 
punishments. The utopian quality of island life in contrast to the reality of 
the ship is impressed on Fletcher by Byam on the eve of their departure 
from Tahiti. Fletcher tells Byam to inform Maimiti that he will return 
someday. Instead, Byam warns Fletcher, "It's a dream, Fletcher, this island 
isn't real, it's a dream, that ship is taking us back home." 

The Marlon Brando remake of Mutiny on the Bounty in 1962, directed 
by Lewis Milestone, expanded the idyll in Tahiti with emphasis on the 
sensual romp of the seamen with the native women. The narrational 
voice-over by Brown, the assistant botanist, comments on the privilege 
which the sailors' white skin confers upon them in the natives' eyes: 

To the Tahitians, a light skin was a mark of beauty; the men were regarded 
as beautiful no matter how nonsensically their features were arranged; they 
were beautiful and they could do no wrong; they did no wrong at every pos
sible opportunity. 
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This commentary is accompanied by images of lovemaking in all parts of 
the island and at all times of the day. 

One of the most tantalizing descriptions in literature of an idyllic South 
Sea existence occurs in Melville's Typee as he illustrates a typical day with 
the lovely child of nature, Fayaway: 

Here I often lay for hours, covered with a gauze-like veil of tappa, while 
Fayaway, seated beside me, and holding in her hand a fan woven from the 
leaflets of a young cocoanut bough, brushed aside the insects that occasion
ally lighted on my face .... 

Every evening the girls of the house gathered about me on the mats, and 
... would anoint my whole body with a fragrant oil, squeezed from a yel
low root, previously pounded between a couple of stones, and which in 
their language is denominated "aka." And most refreshing and agreeable are 
the juices of the "aka," when applied to one's limbs by the soft palms of 
sweet nymphs, whose bright eyes are beaming upon you with kindness; and 
I used to hail with delight the daily recurrence of this luxurious operation, in 
which I forgot all my troubles, and buried for the time every feeling of sor
row. (Melville 1981, 163-164) 

The closest parallel to this found in a Hollywood movie occurs in the 
1932 Bird of Paradise with Joel McCrea as Johnny and Dolores del Rio as 
Luana. Johnny is part of a yachting party that happens upon a South Seas 
island. He falls in love with Luana, the chieftain's daughter. However, 
because of her royal lineage, Luana is taboo to the touch of any man 
except that of her intended royal prince. Undaunted by this taboo, Johnny 
kidnaps Luana during her wedding ceremony to the native prince and 
takes her to the secluded island of Lani. What follows is a typical South 
Seas idyll. Johnny and Luana spend a few days in a honeymoon-like exis
tence. They build a grass shack, they fish, they gather coconuts and bana
nas, and they make Polynesian love calls to one another. The love calls 
may have been borrowed from Johnny Weismuller's howls to Maureen 
O'Sullivan in Tarzan the Ape Man, made a year earlier in 1931, an African 
jungle film that shares the noble savage-innocent paradise myth of the 
South Seas film. 

Hollywood's image of the South Seas as an idyll for the white man 
among people who are primitive but happy in their simplicity is but one 
aspect of the South Seas genre. Another version of the genre offers images 
of the destruction that the white man brings in his wake. In this version of 
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the South Seas myth, the imposition of both civil and religious restraints 
may "civilize" the natives, but it also saps their passionate and carefree 
nature while destroying their native culture. Frederick O'Brien offers this 
observation in his book White Shadows in the South Seas (1919): 

I am persuaded that the Polynesians, from Hawaii to Tahiti, are dying 
because of the suppression of the play-instinct that had its expression in 
most of their customs and occupations. Their dancing, their tattooing, their 
chanting, their religious rites, and even their warfare, had very visible ele
ments of humor and joyousness. They were essentially a happy people. full 
of dramatic feeling, emotional, and with a keen sense of the ridiculous. The 
rule of the trader crushed all these native feelings. (O'Brien 1919, 164) 

The 1931 Hollywood film version of Somerset Maugham's "Rain," set in 
Pago Pago, echoes O'Brien's commentary as it focuses on the zealous 
white Christian missionary, Davidson, played by Walter Huston, and his 
attempts to convert and break the sensual and free-spirited Sadie Thomp
son, played by Joan Crawford, a prostitute fleeing from the law in San 
Francisco to the South Seas. Davidson succeeds in breaking Sadie's will, 
which parallels his success in having subdued the natives' carefree spirit. 
At one point in the film, directed by Lewis Milestone (United Artists), 
Horn, the hotel keeper, tells Dr. MacPhail, Davidson's traveling compan
ion, that the new commandment in the islands is "Thou shalt not enjoy 
yourself" and that: 

You behold here the last remnant of a paradise, that's my quarrel with 
reformers, all dried and shrivelled up. Now take these islanders; they're nat
urally the happiest most contented people on earth; they ask nothing of life 
except to be allowed to eat, dance, and sleep; thinking gives them a head
ache, trees and the sea give them all they need to eat, so they don't have to 
fight. They're satisfied with their gods, with their winds and waves; and 
along comes Mr. Davidson and tells them that they're lost souls; they've got 
to be saved whether they want to or not. Too bad man can't develop his soul 
without losing the garden of Eden. 

In The Hurricane (1937), the strict administration of civil laws by Ray
mond Massey's French Governor De Laage on the island of Manukura sti
fles the natives' instinct for romance. In an early scene, he jails a native for 
stealing a canoe, overlooking the man's motive and the act's unharmful 
effects. The native had taken the canoe for a moonlight ride to please his 
lady love, who had seen gold fish sparkling on the water. When De Laage 
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refuses to bend, Thomas Mitchell's Dr. Kersaint, who acts as chorus for 
De Laage's conscience throughout the film, warns De Laage that he is los
ing his heart and soul to an inflexible service to his government. 

The central conflict in The Hurricane pits De Laage, representative of 
law, repression, duty, honor, and sophistication, against the native hero 
Terangi, played by Jon Hall, who represents passion, physical beauty, and 
uninhibitedness. Terangi represents most the native quality of free-spirit
edness. His dogged resistance against imprisonment, his continual escapes 
after being jailed for a minor infraction are the surest sign of his instinct 
for unhampered movement and space, just as De Laage's refusal to inter
cede on his behalf and ask for a pardon is a sign of his rigidity and rep res
SlOn. 

Many of the South Seas films play on the myth of the islanders' sweet 
primitivism and the lure of a simple, uncluttered life as well as on the 
destructive results of the white intrusion into the lives and culture of the 
Polynesians. Though this utopian critique of Western culture is at the cen
ter of the South Seas myth, what is of greater interest is how many of these 
films subvert this critique through certain pro-Western elements which 
ultimately dominate. 2 For example, while John Ford's The Hurricane 
(Samuel Goldwyn, I937) furthers the myth of the noble savage in criticiz
ing the repressive laws of the white man, it ultimately empowers the white 
characters over the natives by contrasting the Polynesians' one-dimen
sional simplicity with the Westerner's ability to incorporate the virtues of 
both cultures. All of the Western characters are able to mediate between 
civilization and nature. For example, in acting as De Laage's conscience, 
Dr. Kersaint gives voice to the adaptability necessary to blend Western 
with native culture. He says to De Laage, "You will do something to your
self if you decide to govern these islands according to your ideas rather 
than theirs." Mrs. De Laage, played by Mary Astor, expresses the same 
sentiment when she greets De Laage on her return from France by asking 
him if he has finally "fallen under the spell of the tropics" since she went 
away. He answers, "No, I am staunchly under the spell of honor and 
duty." When her husband later refuses to intercede for Terangi, Mrs. De 
Laage, impelled by a sense of guilt for her husband's intractability, takes it 
upon herself to present Terangi's wedding gift to his newly wedded wife, 
Marama, played by Dorothy Lamour. At the end, Mrs. De Laage urges 
Terangi and his family to escape before her husband lands on the island. 
Yet another mediator is Father Paul, who rescues Terangi from the sea 
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after his final escape and hides the information from De Laage. When De 
Laage discovers Terangi's presence on the island and demands to know his 
whereabouts from Mako, the native boy, Father Paul intercedes, "There 
are stronger things than government, De Laage, something deeper, more 
real; this child has that in his heart; though you should torture him, he 
wouldn't speak." De Laage, ironically, is the primary mediator between 
white and native values since he learns in the end to balance the affairs of 
both head and heart within himself. At the end of the film, he feels infi
nitely grateful to Terangi for saving Mrs. De Laage's life during the hurri
cane. Learning finally the value of love and the need for flexibility and 
mercy, he allows Terangi and his family to escape to a secret island. Even 
as the film criticizes De Laage as representative of the repressiveness of 
civilized culture, it privileges him, reflecting the dominant ideology which 
proclaims that the Westerner can be both loving and sensual as well as 
sophisticated and principled. Meanwhile, the natives remain pure in pas
sion and sensuality, but simple and childlike. 

Two other Hollywood films that subvert the utopian critique of West
ern civilization by privileging pro-Western elements are the two film ver
sions of Nordhoff and Hall's Mutiny on the Bounty, the 1935 Clark 
Gable-Charles Laughton version and the 1962 Marlon Brando-Trevor 
Howard remake. Both films perpetuate the conflict between the sensual 
exuberance and uninhibitedness of the white man's life in the South Seas 
and the repressive conventions of Western culture, represented in extreme 
fashion by the severity of Bligh's command on the ship. Each film, how
ever, subverts its utopian critique, and each does so in different ways. In 
the 1935 film, Fletcher Christian's act of rebellion against Bligh's harsh 
treatment is the natural resolution of the conflict between freedom and 
repression. However, the movie relegates the rebellion and the story of 
Fletcher Christian's voyage to Pitcairn's Island to secondary status. After 
the mutiny, the focus shifts to the character of midshipman Byam, played 
by Franchot Tone. Byam is a prosocial character who opposed Christian 
in the rebellion. Forced to accompany Christian and the rebellious crew to 
Tahiti, he isolates himself from them and remains in Tahiti after Christian 
and his men flee from the English warship Pandora. Taken back to Eng
land for trial, Byam is unjustly convicted for mutiny, but wins a pardon 
from the crown after receiving staunch support from Joseph Banks, presi
dent of the Royal Society. In an impassioned speech before the admiralty 
in his trial, Byam praises Christian for his action against Bligh's tyranny, 
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then denounces his unlawfulness in the same breath. His speech encapsu
lates the strange fracture we find in the movie's two heroes, the rebellious 
Christian and the pro social Byam, Byam standing for changing the laws 
through conservative means and undercutting the justness of Christian's 
unlawful behavior. 

The movie also deflects from the utopian critique of the South Seas 
experience in its portrayal of Bligh as irrationally cruel and sadistic. In 
doing this, the movie views the conflict between Christian and Bligh as a 
personal one and moves away from the implied social issues. 

The I962 version of Mutiny on the Bounty also focuses on the personal 
aspect of the conflict between Bligh and Christian, thereby blunting the 
social issues involved. Trevor Howard's parochial, blunt, and unimagina
tive Bligh clashes with Brando's cultivated, foppish, and stylish Fletcher 
Christian. The two men take an immediate personal dislike to one 
another. The most significant deflection from a utopian critique in this 
version of the Bounty episode, however, is Brando's interpretation of 
Fletcher Christian's character after his mutinous act. After the rebellion, 
Brando, whose Fletcher Christian delighted in the charms of Tahiti more 
than any other character, slips into despondency over the implications of 
his actions, the loss of his career and reputation. Bligh had left him with a 
telling remark, "What a big price to pay, Fletcher, for a little show of tem
per." Back in Tahiti, Brando refuses to go on shore and remains in his 
cabin in a state of despair. After the Bounty flees Tahiti on the approach of 
the English warship Pandora and reaches Pitcairn's Island, Brando 
announces a decision that is directly opposed to all historical accounts of 
the famous mutiny, but in line with his interpretation of Christian in the 
second half of the film. Brando's Christian announces to an unwilling 
group of hearers that he has decided not to burn the Bounty, but to return 
to England to give evidence of Bligh's tyranny and responsibility for the 
mutiny. At the same time, Brando hopes that the admiralty will see fit to 
judge them innocent and restore them to service in the royal navy. To pre
vent Brando from carrying out his wishes, the crew burns the ship, and 
Brando is fatally injured in his attempt to save it. In the I962 version, 
therefore, Fletcher Christian's conscience and desire for exoneration 
undercut the edenic lure of the South Seas and its utopian critique of West
ern society. 

If the I935 and I962 Bounty films overturn their utopian critique of 
Western civilization through the pro social figures of Byam and, ironically, 
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Fletcher Christian, respectively, the third film version of the famous 
mutiny, the 1985 The Bounty, prevents any possibility of a utopian critique 
by privileging the establishment figure of Bligh, played by Anthony 
Hopkins. The movie, directed by Roger Donaldson for Dino de Lauretiis, 
filters the events of the voyage and mutiny through Bligh's perspective as 
he defends himself in a hearing before the naval court. In this version, 
therefore, it is not surprising that Mel Gibson's Fletcher Christian turns 
out to be an ingrate to Bligh's favored treatment of him during the first 
part of the voyage before the landing in Tahiti. Through Bligh's perspec
tive, the movie also depicts how the idyllic life-style in Tahiti corrupts the 
hardy English souls of Christian and the other sailors. According to Bligh, 
the sensual life on Tahiti weakens the men's resolve and discipline and 
promotes indolence and laxity. In this light, Bligh's harsh treatment of 
Christian and the men after leaving Tahiti is an attempt to restore order 
and discipline. For Bligh, the mutiny would not have occurred except for 
the corrupting influence of the concupiscent life on the island. 

Bligh's interpretation of the Tahitian experience in the 1985 film high
lights yet another important aspect of South Seas lore - that healthy unin
hibitedness may eventually cloy and lead to idleness and dissipation. The 
1931 movie, Never the Twain Shall Meet, is a good example of this aspect 
of the South Seas myth. Directed by MGM'S tropical pictures expert, W. S. 
Van Dyke, who also directed White Shadows in the South Seas (1928), 

Trader Horn (1930), and Tarzan the Ape Man (1931), the movie stars Les
lie Howard as Dan, a wealthy San Francisco lawyer entrusted with the 
legal care of a half-breed Polynesian girl, Tamea, played by Conchita 
Montenegro. Tamea shakes up the San Francisco household by insisting 
on wearing her skimpy sarong, breaking into sensual native song and 
dance, and extracting kisses from Dan as payment for her obedience to the 
matronly housekeeper. Frustrated by his white fiancee's refusal to name a 
marriage day and charmed by the refreshing candor and unconventional
ity of Tamea, Dan falls in love with the native girl. Dan's father sends 
Tamea back to her South Seas island to save his son's reputation, but his 
scheme backfires when Dan follows Tamea and takes up residence in her 
bamboo hut. 

Up to this point, the movie has taken pot shots at Western culture's 
uptight conventions in the light of Tamea's uncluttered life-style. How
ever, the movie takes a turn when it moves to its South Seas location. The 
traditional idyll is short-lived. Tamea's sensuality proves sirenlike in draw-
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ing Dan into a fallen state of drink and dissipation. He degenerates into a 
lazy, drunken beachcomber. When Tamea takes on a native lover, her 
transformation from virginal native girl to dragon lady of the South Seas is 
complete. Tamea's sensual uninhibitedness, which seemed so refreshing in 
San Francisco, is now responsible for betrayal, jealousy, and indolence. 
However, Dan's white fiancee, Maisie, comes to his rescue when she 
unexpectedly arrives on the island, declares her love, and persuades him 
to return with her to San Francisco. 

Never the Twain Shall Meet was made in 1931, and the movie's image 
of the corrupting influence of Polynesian life must be seen in the context of 
the taboo of miscegenation in the American society of the times, a taboo 
reflected in Hollywood's handling of the subject in the 1930S. The Produc
tion Code of 1930 expressly forbade the depiction of miscegenation or 
interracial sex relationships on the screen. 3 However, because the Produc
tion Code was not enforced until 1934, movie studios found ways to depict 
such restricted subjects as adultery, crime, and miscegenation in an attrac
tive way. In other words, they took advantage of the subjects' taboo 
appeal, while at the same time managing to stay within the spirit of the 
code by undercutting that appeal in various ways, usually by condemning 
such activities. For example, the classic gangster films of 1930-1932, Little 
Caesar, The Public Enemy, and Scarface, undercut the appeal of the ener
getic, charismatic gangster figure by choreographing his well-deserved 
death by violence at the end, which provided the moral message that crime 
does not pay. To make certain the public got the message, these films also 
contained prologs that proclaimed the gangster a social problem which 
the nation needed to eradicate at all costs. 

Just as the gangster film found ways to undermine the attractive figure 
of the gangster, so too films that dealt with miscegenation found ways to 
undermine the tabooed interracial relationship. A temporary liaison may 
be tolerable, but in the end, it is depicted as harmful or impossible. So 
even though Dan's affair with Tamea in Never the Twain Shall Meet may 
be a refreshing break from the conventions of Western society, it is ulti
mately destructive. The movie upholds the prohibition of miscegenation 
through an embarrassingly rich assortment of racial statements from the 
mouths of its characters. Dan's law partner in San Francisco warns him 
that "east is east, west is west, and blood is blood"; then he tells Tamea 
that "Dan is of the white race, and so is Maisie," in an attempt to keep her 
apart from Dan. When Dan's father sends Tamea back to her island, he 
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tells Dan, "This girl is of a different race, a different world; you have your 
reputation to think of." Later, when Dan realizes his predicament on the 
island, he says to a fellow beachcomber, "I'm going back to white people, 
back to my own kind!" And when Maisie comes to Dan's rescue at the 
end, she pleads, "This is east, Dan, you're west; you'll never be anything 
else." 

Another South Seas film that deals with miscegenation is the 1932 Bird 
of Paradise, directed by King Vidor for RKO. Unlike Never the Twain 
Shall Meet, it offers a gentler, more romantic way of extricating Johnny, 
its white hero, from the arms of Luana, his Polynesian lover. Quite sim
ply, Luana gives him up for his own good. When I mentioned Bird of Par
adise earlier, I failed to provide some important information about 
Luana's island - it has a very active volcano. In the Hollywood South Seas 
film, this inevitably means that a maiden, usually the heroine, will be 
sacrificed to appease the wrath of Pele. Bird of Paradise is no exception. 

When Johnny kidnaps a willing Luana during her wedding ceremony to 
a native prince, he not only incurs the wrath of the natives, but the wrath 
of Pele as well. Because Luana broke a taboo in her affair with Johnny, she 
bears the responsibility for Pele's eruption and must be sacrificed to 
appease the volcano's anger. The natives capture Luana and Johnny, 
intending to feed both to the volcano. On the way to the fiery pit, how
ever, johnny's fellow crew members rescue the lovers from the natives, 
whose spears are no match for the white man's guns. Back on the ship, 
while a wounded Johnny lies unconscious with Luana tending to him, the 
ship'S crew discusses the feasibility of taking Luana back with them to civ
ilization. The miscegenation theme arises in this conversation. One crew 
member says, "She won't stand our ways, won't adapt." Another replies, 
"Oh, come on, this is 1932; she's a swell girl and I like her." The captain 
interjects, "That boy's whole life is wrapped up in his family; if he brings 
back a native girl, it'll break his mother's heart." Another crew member 
says the oft-repeated line in Never the Twain Shall Meet, "East is east and 
west is west." This scene then cuts to one in which Johnny asks Luana for 
water. And, as if to prove the argument of the first crew member that 
Luana would not be able to adapt to Western ways, the film offers dra
matic evidence when a frustrated Luana can't provide water for Johnny 
because she doesn't know how to operate the bottle dispenser and has no 
idea of the function of the tap in the sink in front of her. 

Meanwhile, the natives arrive with a proposition to the captain - sur-



HOLLYWOOD IMAGES OF THE PACIFIC 27 

render Luana and Johnny will be free of the curse; keep her and Johnny 
will forever bear Pele's wrath and bad luck. The captain refuses to hand 
Luana over to them, but Luana decides to give herself up in order to free 
Johnny from Pele's curse. In saying goodbye to Johnny in the penultimate 
scene, she quenches his thirst by biting into a fruit and feeding him its 
sweet liquid through her kisses. When Luana marches to the volcano at 
the end, her face radiates with love and joy. Bird of Paradise, then, uses 
the "greater love hath no woman than to lay down her life for her man" 
gimmick to separate the interracial couple in order to keep within the 
boundaries of acceptable taste laid down by the Production Code of 
I930 .4 

In summary, Hollywood's romance of the South Seas extends beyond 
the simple boundaries of the myth of the noble savage in an edenic para
dise. The other major themes that characterize the genre - the spoilage of 
paradise by the white man, the utopian critique of Western civilization, 
the subversion of this critique by pro-Western elements, the corrupting 
influence of a sensual and indolent island life, and the theme of miscegena
tion - complicate the image of a golden age of uncorrupted native culture 
lovingly depicted in I925 by Flaherty in Moana. Only three years later, 
Van Dyke's White Shadows in the South Seas (only thinly based on 
O'Brien's book) painted over Flaherty's suggestion of an eternal and 
closed-off paradise with its dark portrayal of a white trader's rape and 
domination of a virgin island and its natives to satisfy his lust for the 
island's valuable pearls. By the I930S, the cultural politics of the South 
Seas genre film would include not only a critique of the white presence and 
its "civilizing" influence, but also the tension between that critique and the 
dominant pro-Western ideology inherent in most, if not all, classical Hol
lywood films made during the heyday of the studio years. The genre's flir
tation with miscegenation is one significant illustration of this underlying 
tension between a radical tendency and the prevalent ideology, between 
the appeal of taboo and its ultimate cancellation. 

Glenn K. S. Man is associate professor of English at the University of Hawaii at 
Manoa. 
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The Illusionary Island: 
Hollywood's Pacific Place 

RAYMOND F. BETTS 

INITIALL Y DISCOVERED and explored by Europeans in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, the Pacific islands have in more recent years 
been removed to a special place in the Western imagination where they 
appear as romantic settings of shimmering light and iridescent colors. 
This special act of transport has been a major enterprise of the American 
film industry. 1 

U sing machine technology in a factory environment, the film studio has 
generally profited from the photographed contrast with itself. On the 
screen it has projected visions of tropical paradise with softly undulating 
definitions formed by waving palm, soothing surf, and swaying dancer. 

Nothing original is to be found in this canned ecology. The landscape, 
as the mood it induced and the theme it inspired, was first designed by 
Herman Melville in his novel Typee. Since then and before the advent of 
the motion picture film, this environment reappeared in numerous writ
ings, those of Pierre Loti, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Jack London being 
among the most obvious. Hollywood's achievement was essentially the 
translation of verbal descriptions into moving images. 

Although many of the successful films were adaptations of equally suc
cessfulliterary works like White Shadows in the South Seas, The Hurri
cane, and Tales of the South Pacific, plot and situation had already 
become formulaic by the time the full-length sound picture had been 
established as the standard of the industry.2 Yet before it was made the 
regular setting of exotic escapist fare, the South Seas had briefly appeared 
in a more natural light, most clearly in the work of Robert Flaherty, most 
dramatically in the work of F. W. Murnau. Flaherty filmed his Moana, 
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released in 1928, on location in Samoa, where he took care to understand 
and carefully record what he observed. This effort to repeat in a tropical 
setting what had been brilliantly achieved in Nanook of the North failed. 
Samoan ceremony and tradition formed the theme, one not popular 
among moviegoers. 3 Murnau, who enlisted the support of Flaherty in the 
filming of his 1931 release, Tabu, used all amateur Tahitian actors to 
achieve authenticity in a production that has been recently described as 
"the one great masterpiece of tropical cinema" (Peary 1983, 21). However, 
at the time of the film's release, a critic soberly assessed what would be 
general audience reaction to the film. "In the first runs," he wrote, 
" 'Tabu' ... is not going to set anything on fire" (Variety, March 25, 

1931,17). 
Neither picture fit into the new frame constructed in the "dream fac

tory." The proportions of the successful South Sea islands film were given 
by David O. Selznick, who, one year after the release of Tabu, asked King 
Vidor to do such a genre film: 

Just give me three wonderful love scenes .... I don't care what story you 
use so long as we call it Bird of Paradise and [Delores] Del Rio jumps into a 
flaming volcano at the finish. (Vidor I953, I93) 

Vidor agreed to do just that, thus loosely adapting Richard Walton Tully's 
popular theatrical production of Bird of Paradise to the screen, with film
ing done in Hawaii. Considered a "pioneer" in the area of South Seas 
romances (see Variety, September 13, 1922, 19), Bird of Paradise made 
popular one of the two plots that came to dominate all such films: boy 
meets girl and encounters local taboo. So routine had this plot become 
that it served as a vehicle of comic deception in Waikiki Wedding, the 1937 
film in which Bing Crosby starred. 

The other theme, equally trivialized, reached the screen dramatically a 
few years before Bird of Paradise. That theme is the corrupting influence 
of Western civilization on Polynesian life. It was developed in White Shad
ows in the South Seas, offered in 1928 as the first MGM talkie, but a film 
that was also the first Hollywood box-office film entirely prepared on 
island location. The film stock itself was processed and projected on site 
in a special studio that had been built "entirely with native labor and was 
located within 50 feet of the shores of the South Sea on a strange little isle 
of the south Pacific," as the program for the premiere proclaimed. 4 The 
location was Tahiti and the title of the film, taken directly from the Fre-
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derick O'Brien novel on which it was based, suggested the negative results 
of exported Western civilization. Scene four of the script establishes the 
mood of the film: 

Brown-skinned women, who reek of the contamination of the white man, 
listlessly gape into the stores where cheap finery and gimmicks of every sort 
are hung to tempt them. (Typed script, Theatre Arts Special Collection, 
UCLA) 

The some fifty Pacific island films that Hollywood produced between 
White Shadows in the South Seas and Dino de Laurentiis's Bounty of I984 
contrived romance, condemned intrusive Western materialism, or com
bined both. Yet however arranged and developed, theme and plot were of 
less importance in explaining the popularity of this genre of film than was 
the exotic appeal of the setting and the light in which it was bathed. Just as 
the Western film embraced space, the one set in the South Seas captured 
light. This light, at least in the eyes of film directors, was exceptional, 
nowhere to be seen in the incandescent-lit world from which they came. 
F. W. Murnau put the condition poetically as he sailed toward Tahiti and 
the filming of Tabu in I929: 

Now when we are nearer the Southern Cross, it has become luminous, and 
for us it is a sort of symbol. Soon, when we have crossed the Equator, it will 
shine down on our books and our dreams, for it is towards our books and 
our dreams that we are voyaging. (Eisner I973, 208) 

Robert Flaherty, the great documentary film producer who initially 
worked with Murnau on Tabu, not only disagreed with him on the script 
but also charged that Murnau's sense of lighting was more European than 
"Pacific" (Eisner I973, 2I6). It may well have been, as it certainly was for 
most directors. Carried away by their own vision, they and their camera
men brought it back, properly developed, so that it would be reflected 
from the screen into the eyes of the viewer. 

However few were as introspective about their vision of things as had 
been Murnau, their scripts abound in verbal suggestions of how the South 
Seas ought be photographically illuminated. 

South Sea Rose (1929), Scene I: " ... silver breakers washing against the 
silvery coast." 

The Hurricane (1937), Shot 66: "It is sundown, the sun riding the rim of the 
ocean like a golden coin." 
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Hawaii (1966), Shot II: "Silence. Through the luminous mist two great cliffs 
and misty pinancles of rock of the island of Bora Bora." 

The Blue Lagoon (1979), Shot 36: "The clear light seems to make the air 
crystal - magnifying the colors - the green of the palms, the pink of the 
coral, the white of the sand and the blue of the lagoon."5 

The last entry demonstrates how color was later added to light. With 
the technicolor process, the filmed island paradise could exceed any real
ity, could thus approach the color-vibrant world of Paul Gauguin or Henri 
Matisse. Just such a thought rose brightly in the mind of James Agee as he 
was planning a film script on Gauguin, entitled Noa Noa after Gauguin's 
autobiographical account of his life on Tahiti. Agee planned a series of 

ultra-sensuous detail shots, almost orgiastically rich in form and color, of 
flowers, foliage, fruit, portions of faces and bodies of men, women and chil
dren; and of the most voluptuous of Gauguin's paintings of the period ... 
in that order. (Agee 1960, 77) 

Agee died before he completed the script. However, "orgiastically rich" 
colors can be seen in the introductory scenes of Dino de Laurentiis's 1971 
version of The Hurricane, where the credits rise along with a sunrise on 
the sea and, shortly thereafter, conclude as the young lovers walk along a 
reef bathed in golden sunset and the spray of ocean waves. Better yet are 
the first few minutes of De Laurentiis's Bounty, where the initial beat of 
music is contrasted with a dark screen and then relieved by the appearance 
of a burnished golden sky announcing dawn over a silhouetted island 
beyond a gold-flaked sea. But for sheer continuity of this visual condition, 
no film has exceeded the 1980 version of The Blue Lagoon, commendable 
only because of its photography, all, save some underwater shots, done 
with natural light. 6 In a newspaper interview, the photographer of the 
film, Nestor Almedros, declared that he liked filming in "the magic hour," 
the brief moment before sunset, "the most beautiful light of day, a little 
like an aquarium, and you don't know where it is coming from." The 
director of the film, Randal Kleiser, spoke in more direct, colorful lan
guage: "I wanted to do this film about textures - white sand, brown skin, 
turquoise water, dark blue skies and lush green jungles" (Honeycutt 1979). 

Kleiser could have been, indeed should have been, thinking about film 
texture as well, the translucent celluloid surface that has none of the depth 
in which is found the rough, the coarse, the irritating. Hollywood's 
islands were prelapsarian places where life glowed - except when dark-



34 RAYMOND F. BETTS 

ened and disturbed by the outsider, whether rapacious white man or rag
ing hurricane. 

"On screen, it is sheer loveliness that meets the eye," wrote the film 
reviewer for Cue magazine (September 12, 1953) of the 1953 film Return to 
Paradise. And so it always was. The problems and difficulties of on-set 
location were hidden from sight, and the ecology of the islands was selec
tively filmed. When Vincent Canby reviewed the film The Blue Lagoon 
for the New York Times, he remarked that "no sand fleas ... , no sting
ing jelly fish" were found on that special island, and there were "no days 
when the wind dies entirely and the sun turns the beach to fire" (Canby 
1980). Nor was lack of cleanliness a demonstrated problem. "And speak
ing of cleanliness," wrote one reviewer of the 1935 version of Mutiny on 
the Bounty, "you should note the snowy whiteness of Clark Gable's and 
Franchot Tone's shirts and pants after months and months at sea and 
ashore" (Wagner 1935). Such sanitized conditions were the delight of the 
movie as a visual medium. Already in 1931 James A. FitzPatrick, producer 
of many "travel talks" in that decade, described the special comfort of 
landscape only seen and, accordingly, environment otherwise unsensed: 

I think travel always brings a certain amount of disillusionment. For this 
reason the person who sits in a comfortable theatre chair has an advantage. 
He can see some of the more interesting aspects of the world without the 
dirt and bad odor and bad food that are often linked with an actual visit. 
(New York Times, July 19, 1931) 

Like the Polynesian maidens manufactured by Hollywood in the 
interwar years, and still lithesomely posed in available publicity "stills," 
the settings were carefully arranged and engineered to realize what was in 
mind, not in fact. Thus, a special historical irony was focused in the cam
era lens: the fictional creation of the "island paradise" in Hollywood and 
its subsequent exportation to the actual islands. The effect has been 
widely criticized by those concerned with problems of cultural imperial
ism, and it is acidly etched in Albert Wendt's novel of modern Samoan life, 
Leaves of the Banyan Tree, where it is most directly stated in the hero's 
description of the Samoan woman he desires: "She is like the Hollywood 
dream" (Wendt 1979, 210; see also comments on pages 188, 189-190,226). 

In the engineering of this perfectly formed world, the ill effects of 
unpredictable weather and unexpected land-form deficiencies were over
come by set designers. Among the many examples of improvement-on-
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nature, all of which were the subject of special feature newspaper and 
magazine articles, none was more comically described or grandly con
trived than King Vidor's properly framed paradise. Because of the con
straints of time in the film schedule of Bird of Paradise, Vidor forsook the 
longer trip to Tahiti for one to Hawaii, the place that would subsequently 
serve other open-lens-observers of the South Pacific. Vidor and Wells 
Root, a script writer, looked through copies of The National Geographic 
and travel brochures in an effort "to become a couple of carefree Polyne
sians," Vidor commented, even though neither one of them "had ever been 
further [sic] west than Catalina Island" (Vidor 1953, 190). 

One photograph in a travel brochure caught Vidor's eye. The picture 
showed palm trees, a lagoon, and a yacht. What it did not show, because 
brushed out of the picture, was an adjacent country club and a number of 
residences; what it did not reveal was the shallowness of the water, which 
prevented the close entry of a yacht. "I stormed at this trickery," Vidor 
wrote, "until I realized that I was not the one to complain too strenuously 
about techniques of illusion" (Vidor 1953, 196). Thereupon, Vidor con
structed his own paradisiac scene in Hawaii when he found that the only 
suitable lagoon was without palm trees. 

Then, I decided to employ the telephone company's large trucks, built for 
installing telephone poles, to move cocoanut palm trees from an inland 
grove to a selected beach near which the yacht could maneuver and subse
quently anchor. With their derricks the linesmen transplanted about twenty 
impressive trees. By now the natives were beginning to wonder about my 
sanity. (Vidor I953 , I96) 

This built environment was no doubt one of the most elaborate, but it 
was also one of many. Even Murnau, who strived for authenticity in his 
Tabu and who praised the use of natural light, was forced to industrial 
means when the rain-doused palm torches to be used for a night scene 
would not light. He then experimented with magnesium flares (Eisner 
1973,218-219). A similar problem beset the photographers of White Shad
ows in the South Seas when they were confronted with unexpected bleak 
skies. They were forced to use a set of lights with power provided by a 
generator. Hunt Morgan, an MGM executive involved with the picture, 
said that "the outfit weighed ten tons, and the natives called it a 'sun 
wagon' " (New York Times, July 1, 1928). For the 1980 version of Blue 
Lagoon, a concrete slide and hydraulic pump were installed on the Fiji 
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island of Nanuya Levu to form an otherwise unavailable waterfall, and a 
one-hundred-piece polyurethane sculpture was constructed in Melbourne 
and then assembled on site to serve as an ancient shrine (Honeycutt 1980). 
The most impressive of all the environmental changes was done away 
from the island setting, that of the hurricane for the 1937 film of that 
name. The enormity of the undertaking, done principally on a miniature 
set in California, is best described in budgetary terms. James Basevi, the 
special-effects person, was allocated $400,000 by Samuel Goldwyn for 
the hurricane. "Of this amount $150,000 was spent to build a native vil
lage .... The other $250,000 was spent in destroying it" (Life, October 
25,1937,107). On the other end of the production scale were the two spe
cial sound problems the crew filming Return to Paradise encountered in 
Samoa. The first was "the perpetual pounding of the surf." The second 
was "native stomach rumble," which "has caused a lot of retakes, too" 
(Byron 1952). 

The visual promise that Robert Flaherty had seen the movies offering 
and which he realized in his antipodal films, Nanook of the North and 
Moana, was matted out. With the natural film, Flaherty had written, the 
leitmotiv was man in conflict with nature. Therefore, 

the boundaries of the studio become the sky, the sea and the far horizon. No 
stars save those within the astronomer's ken .... life must be judged not by 
the standards of the studio, but by measurements of its very own. (Flaherty 
192 4) 

Flaherty only adjusted; he did not falsify or contrive. His principal 
adjustment was not of scene, but of desired action. Flaherty failed to find 
an appropriate Polynesian character, a male lead for his film Moana, the 
tropical equivalent of Nanook, the remarkable Eskimo in the film of that 
name, with whom the Western film audience could readily identify. 
"Strange as it may seem," wrote his wife, Frances Flaherty, "types that 
photograph well are few." This condition, she continued, occurred 
because "[i]n these equatorial latitudes of lotus ease, thought has molded 
the faces not deeply if at all and in repose they become curiously empty" 
(Griffith 1970 , 57). 

The lead actors and actresses who appeared in subsequent island films 
were part of the demography of imperialism, either hyphenated in their 
ethnic origin or foreigners outfitted in Hollywood make-believe. The so
called native girl in The Bird of Paradise was Dolores Del Rio, a Mexican 
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actress. Moira MacDonald, a Scotch-Samoan woman, was considered by 
the director of Return to Paradise to be "ideally suited for one of the two 
feminine leads" (Robson 1952). The young Tahitian mother who was the 
heroine in the 1937 version of The Hurricane was born in New Orleans 
and began her career as a singer. She then donned a sarong and changed 
her name from Slaton to Lamour. Her male counterpart, the young 
"native hero" of the film, bore the name of Terani in the picture, was 
known as Terutevaegiai by the Tahitians with whom he swam, and was 
given the screen name of Jon Hall, but was in social fact Charles Locher, a 
second cousin by marriage to the Hall who had coauthored the novel from 
which the film was adapted. The script for Waikiki Wedding, the 1937 film 
in which Bing Crosby starred, states in Scene C-II, "A big, powerfully 
muscled, young Hawaiian, starts toward the car ... " (typed script, 
Margaret Herrick Library, AMPAS, C-5). The actor is Anthony Quinn. A 
still publicity shot for this film shows one of the dancers who provided 
local color. She is Marie de Forest, appearing as one of "the undulating 
eyefuls," according to press-release prose. She is also an example of Holly
wood's cross-cultural footwork, if the press release is again referred to, 
because she "dances tap, ballet, adagio, Hawaiian, and other routines 
with equal facility" (publicity photograph, AMPAS collection). 

On a grander scale, the demography of the South Seas was altered. 
Large numbers of the islands population were reassembled and even dis
placed to meet the Hollywood expectations. Rather than being filmed in 
French Polynesia, where it is actually set, Hurricane was filmed in Samoa 
"because it is under u.s. rule," Life magazine (November 22, 1937, 22) 
announced, and because it "has obliging natives." MGM set up a casting 
office in a grass hut on the island, perhaps an indication of respect for cul
tural relativity. Some of the people there recruited were further obliged to 
journey to Hollywood to appear in the set scenes filmed on Catalina 
Island. In the production of the first version of Mutiny on the Bounty 
some twenty-five hundred Tahitians were amassed from some forty vil
lages for the "crowd" scenes in the film. Moreover, two "native villages" 
were constructed, as they would have appeared two centuries before, with 
one of these villages accommodating two hundred families. Adding to the 
serious weight imposed on the local scene were the one hundred tons of 
equipment set-up (New York Times, November 3, 1935). In the second 
version of Mutiny, the one in which Marlon Brando played Fletcher 
Christian, the arrival scene of the Bounty in Matavai Bay called for a 
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beachside greeting by 5,000 Tahitians. Some 6,055 Tahitians had been 
assembled by the local leaders, who then commanded, "Take all or none!" 
Thereupon 6,055 appeared in joyous welcome (New York Times, Febru
ary 19,1961). 

The underside of this culture contact, the one with no pastel tint, was 
the prejudice that appeared in text and in scene. At a time when the Hayes 
Office issued edicts that forbade scenes in which different "races" encoun
tered amorously and in which love was graphically depicted, Hollywood 
could linger over the sensual in its empire under the Southern Cross. In the 
reversal of the typical sexual-racial stereotype, the aggressor in the filmed 
tropics is frequently the woman, and the desired object is the white male. 
Scene 23 of South Sea Rose (1929) suggests the following action at the bar 
of a grog shop: "Maya, a hot native girl, comes over to the cabin boy and 
starts making a play for him." The script then calls for a caption to read, 
"Uh-uh - I ain't that kind of a boy" (typed script, Theartre Arts Special 
Collection, UCLA, 14). In Waikiki Wedding, a similar situation is pre
scribed. Scene C-66 is one in which Tony (played by Bing Crosby) is lean
ing against a tree: 

A seductive young girl, named Wela, stands close to him. 

WELA: Your name Tony? That's nice name for you. 

TONY: What's your name? 

WELA: Wela, That means hot. 

TONY: Urn-hum - that's a nice name for you. (Typed script, Margaret Her
rick Library, AMPAS, C-28) 

Then, from the script of Song of the Islands, the 1942 film in which 
Betty Grable starred, comes this scene, number 64, in which the sexually 
aggressive female, Palola, is played by Hilo Hattie: 

MED. SHOT. TRAVELLING WITH JEFF, RUSTY AND PALO LA 

As they cross the clearing, Palola slips her arm through Rusty'S and wiggles 
up close beside him, giving him an admiring smile. 

PALO LA (sentimentally, to Rusty): Aloha. 

RUSTY: Hey ... hey .... cut it out. 

He tries to free his arm from her, but as he slips out of one hold she has him 
with another. 
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PALOLA (adoringly): Aloha mean ... my love to you. 
You say to me ... 

39 

RUSTY (indignantly): Me? I don't speak a word of your language. (Then to 
Jeff): She's got more arms than a centipede. (Final script, October 13, 1941) 

Even when not so suggestive of the imagined sensual nature of tropical 
life by the sea, the character and social attitudes implied of the Polynesian 
were stereotyped and condescending. Behavior was considered simplistic, 
innocent, and child-like; or, as Franchot Tone, playing Roger Byam, says 
in the 1935 version of Mutiny on the Bounty, "They're simple and kind, 
and somehow they're royal." Polynesian behavior was also considered 
unrestrained, unadjustable to the regulated life of modern society. Over 
and over again in the dialogue of the 1937 version of The Hurricane the 
Polynesian is described as a bird who ought not be caged. At the very time 
Margaret Mead was studying the intracies of Samoan life and Claude 
Levi-Strauss was demonstrating the complexities of so-called primitive 
societies, Hollywood was reinventing the "noble savage." How telling is 
the remark about the Tahitians that Murnau made in' a letter he wrote 
from Papeete on October 14, 1929: 

I am sending you herewith some photographs of our main characters who, 
we think, while they have all the qualities of pure native appearance, still 
will appeal to a white audience. Personally, I think these people, with their 
childlike charm and grace, would be a sensation if they entered European or 
American studios. 7 

The standard Hollywood formula also called for the romantic side of 
the amorous encounter under the fronds of the coconut palm or in the 
lagoon to involve white male, Polynesian female. 8 Seldom does the viewer 
see the opposite. Most pronouncedly, this role reversal occurs in the Dino 
de Laurentiis 1979 production of Hurricane, where the pallid and slightly 
built daughter of the American governor, Charlotte Bruckner, played by 
Mia Farrow, pursues the young, sinewy Samoan, Matangi, played by 
Dayton Ka'Ne. 

If there is an appropriate summary statement, it is the one describing 
scenes 252 to 257 of the 1935 version of Mutiny on the Bounty. It reads as 
follows: 

CLOSEUP CHRISTIAN AND MAIMITI 

As they hold their first deep kiss, their faces recede slightly under a wash of 
whitecapped sea breaking high into spray over black rocks, then rushing 
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shoreward in a smoother of foam. DISSOLVE to: palm trees bending under a 
commanding wind. DISSOLVE until only the swaying palm tips are visible -
all else is night sky brilliant with tropic stars and swept by driving white 
clouds. (Script, May 23,1935, Theatre Arts Special Collection, UCLA, 94) 

There it is, all summed up - plot, action, mood, lighting, and relation
ships - Hollywood's illusionary island. Yet what is obviously missing 
from this assessment is consideration of the preceding scene, the one that 
explained how the several studio-cast Fletcher Christians and their more 
modern counterparts, like Johnny Baker in Bird of Paradise, got there in 
the first place. 

They were most frequently conveyed by sail. 
The fully rigged sailing ship has been one of Hollywood's favorite arti

facts. It is a most photogenic vehicle, rigged up and sail billowed, 
sweepingly horizontal and thus most accommodating of the camera's 
frame. It is also a very complicated mechanical device that creaks and 
groans, rolls and pitches, allows "extras" to scurry about and climb up 
and down with a lusty choreography that contrasts with the condition of 
the solitary theatergoer fixed in a seat. Then, of course, no vehicle of 
human contrivance has met destruction more spectacularly, in greater 
anguish, while battered by an uncompromising sea against an unyielding 
coast. 

Whether majestically negotiating shoals or agonizingly breaking up on 
a reef, the sailing ship was nearly as regularly a moving object in the South 
Seas film as was the hula dancer.9 For its many seaborne pictures in the 
I930S Hollywood had the world's largest fleet of wooden-bottomed, can
vas-topped ships, some one hundred (Dunn I932, 38). There were even 
three Bountys afloat for the I935 version of the film bearing the ship's 
name. And one of them, constructed according to original blueprints, 
sailed to Tahiti and back (Popular Mechanics, June I937, II6A). 

The sailing ship, in Hollywood's set of symbols, stood for timeless 
grace and orchestrated management. The ship also stood high for the 
rational West: a world that was tightly structured, hierarchically ar
ranged, and driven forward with precision. Perhaps most significantly, the 
ship represented the spirit of adventure, of determination, of exploration, 
and of domination. To appreciate these qualities, the movie audience was 
invited to compare them with the delightful disorder that prevailed when
ever the sailboat appeared on the island scene. No ships dropped anchor 
with greater effect than did the three different Bountys that arrived in 
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Tahiti, on the screen, in 1935, in 1961, in 1984. The long shots of this occa
sion showed the Tahitians rushing to the shore, joyfully setting out to 
greet the ship, and then to make "its bulwark alive with garlanded heads 
and brown laughing faces .... "10 Such practice was inconsistent with 
severe British naval code but was perfectly consistent with the desired 
vision of cultural contrast. The film critic for the London Mercury agreed 
in his review of the 1935 version of Mutiny on the Bounty: 

You feel that what ranks as civilization in the Bounty . .. is a nightmare 
prison which the Western world, driven by its own feverish egoisms, has 
built up around itself. When the sailors walk on shore under the palm trees 
of Tahiti, with sounds of laughter and music in their ears, it seems to them 
all like a dream; they are dazzled from having just woken up. (Davy 
I936, 434) 

Hollywood's voyage to the South Seas was a brightly lit journey 
inward, a gentle, ukelele-accompanied criticism of the rectangular world 
of soaring skyscrapers and extended production lines. "After the third 
kiss," states the script treatment of Song of the Islands, "Manhattan has 
lost - Paradise won!" (revised treatment, January 10, 1940, Theatre Arts 
Library, UCLA, 5). But the particular setting in which lips longingly 
touched, that Pacific island world to which the Western imagination 
repaired, was in fact never filmed. The place no longer existed. Charles 
Darwin had already stated that the Tahitians "now fully understand the 
value of money" in his description of his visit to the island in 1835 (Darwin 
1962, 405). Paul Gauguin tried to fix a small portion of what was left of 
the pre commercial on canvas at the end of that century. The last of that 
other world was disappearing from sight when the movie camera was set 
up to photograph it. 

"[W]e had come only just in time to see a fleeting ghost," wrote Frances 
Flaherty when she and her husband arrived in Samoa in 1923 (Griffith 
1970,63). No other filmmaker made such a telling comment,u No other 
had any such anthropological interest. The year that the Flahertys had 
spent on Samoa in an effort to understand what they would film was time 
that did not fit into the usual Hollywood shooting schedule. 

Telecommunications were coming of age in Samoa. Robert Flaherty 
himself realized this on his second trip to Samoa, in 1927, which was the 
principal reason for its being a short one. As codirector of White Shadows 
in the South Seas, he found a group of cameramen huddled around a radio 



RAYMOND F. BETTS 

on the beach in an effort to listen to Abe Lyman and his orchestra broad
cast from the Coconut Grove in Hollywood. Flaherty left Samoa in dis
gust (Griffith 1970, 76). 

Flaherty was dead and new forms of culture contact were greeted with 
amusement by the time Mark Robson arrived in Samoa to direct the film 
Return to Paradise nearly three decades later. Robson learned that on one 
island, "the natives ... travelled as long as four days by boat to see a Roy 
Rogers western" (Robson 1952). 

Over a longer period of time, for a good half century, Hollywood was 
engaged in creating an island empire of light, one that compelled admis
sion rather than forced submission. Its illusionary islands were visited by 
many millions for a small entrance fee and usually with much less effort 
than that which had been expended by those Samoans who had wanted to 
see the American Far West in which Roy Rogers roamed and sang. 

The South Sea islands were regularly sighted downtown. "Those with a 
yen to Get-Away-From-It-All," wrote a Los Angeles reviewer of the 1937 
film version of The Hurricane, "will find almost as much color and native 
charm at the Carthay Circle [theater] as they would on an expensive 
tour ... " (Motion Picture Digest, December 27, 1937, 59). And so the 
many stayed home and sat in the dark, where they were briefly trans
ported on a beam of light to the place of sparkling sea, golden sunset, 
waving palms, bronzed bodies, and that fresh hibiscus blossom placed 
tantalizingly behind the female ear. This vision of things was regularly 
underscored with music which, as the instructions for scene 214 of the 1935 
version of Mutiny on the Bounty insisted, "must interpret an idyllic 
dream-life on a primitive paradise" (script, 77B). 

Raymond F. Betts is professor of history and director of the Gaines Center for the 
Humanities at the University of Kentucky in Lexington, Kentucky. 
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Context and The Makioka Sisters 

MARKUS NORNES 

ASIAN CINEMA has captured its share of attention from Western crit
ics, but until recently there has been scarce effort to adapt theoretical dis
course to Asian cultures, which are products of significantly different tra
ditions from our own. While the most promising current work surrounds 
mainland Chinese film, Japanese cinema may stand as the most maligned 
when it comes to theoretical criticism. To the Distant Observer is the most 
prominent example; Noel Burch appeals to thousands of years of poe
try and theater to accommodate prefigured theoretical values. Indeed, 
Burch's theoretical inclinations survive his investigation of Japanese cul
ture and history unscathed, and in a general sense the book arguably 
reveals more about Burch in the late I970S than Japanese cinema of the 
I920S and I930S. This approach considers the cultural context only inso
far as it supports the application of a Western theoretical paradigm, and 
the theoretical discourse itself rarely comes under scrutiny from an indige
nous perspective. A welcome change has begun, now that critics have 
begun to question the adequacy of their models and problemetize their 
vocabulary. 

This former reticence to coming (at least) halfway has certainly contrib
uted to Asian film critics' lack of interest (and often open disdain) for 
Euro-American theory. As for cultural theory in general, most of the cen
tral thinkers of poststructuralism and postmodernism - including Lacan, 
Barthes, Foucault, Derrida, and Kristeva - have been introduced to Japan 
through translations and criticism. However, these theories were swept 
into the faddish hyperconsumer culture of postindustrial Japan. Novelist 
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Oe Kenzaburo describes a situation in which theories were shuttled in and 
out of currency in a mode of "acceptence" and "discharge": 

For acceptance of Foucault, Barthes had to be discharged. Only after Lacan 
was dismissed could Derrida be accepted - but only to await the next new 
<thinker .... Cultural heroes came and went. However, the curtain dropped 
on new cultural trends in our country as soon as these advocates found there 
was no one thinker or cultural theory for them to shuttle on the American 
and European conveyor belt." (Oe 1989, 203) 

According to Oe, this may have been avoided if Japanese critics had gone 
beyond translation and transplantation of theory and had interpreted it in 
light of Japan's reality and culture. 

This paper takes the opportunity provided by Ichikawa Kon's The 
Makioka Sisters (Sasameyuki, 1982) to modify Western theory for the 
Asian, specifically Japanese, context. While this is clearly a massive proj
ect, I will attempt a more modest interrogation of theory, at its most basic 
level, by revising the notion of the "subject." I've drawn on an indigenous 
model for subjectivity from a controversial source: nihonjinron. These are 
the "debates on Japaneseness" that have been criticized for their apparent 
compatibility with neonationalism and implicit racism. Western scholars 
have tended either to reproduce nihonjinron writing uncritically or to dis
miss it out of hand. Unfortunately, these latter critiques often attack the 
nihonjinron notions of homogeneity and uniqueness by positing another 
order of homogeneity, that is, the universal adequacy of Western science 
and epistemology. I will explore the possibility of recuperating a model for 
subjectivity from nihonjinron. At the same time, I'll use the example of 
The Makioka Sisters to turn nihonjinron against itself by demonstrating 
how the model itself leads to idealizations that attempt to expulse differ
ence and posit homogeneity; these idealizations have crucial political ram
ifications that nihonjinron authors consistently skirt. 

The "subject" of poststructural theory was formulated in opposition to 
the coherent, stable, autonomous "I" of Western metaphysics. Invoking 
the very word subject involves taking a political stance against the human
ist tradition. The concept subject unloads all the assumptions of the vari
ous discourses orbiting it, as well as the whole of Western thought at 
which it is aimed. To assume that a simple transference to other cultures 
can be made is to negate or deny possibilities of alternative constructions 
of the self and its social determinations. One way to derail this problem 



MARKUS NORNES 

would be to redefine subject in terms of Asian subjectivity, renaming the 
subject to divest the discourse of excess Occidental baggage. This will 
place the critic in a position to draw upon Western-produced theory in a 
meaningful manner while maintaining cultural specificity. 

Conventional attempts to describe the Japanese self provide the founda
tion for building a more complex idea of a Japanese "subject." Suzuki 
Takao has suggested that the self is defined in terms of role, which is per
petually reinforced and defined linguistically (Suzuki 1986, 142-157; see 
also Lee 1976, 991-999). He points out the complexity of various forms of 
address in Japanese language, such as "you" and "I." Japanese favor forms 
of address that define one's role, as opposed to proper names, which 
emphasize a discrete individual. For example, when a couple has a child 
they tend to address each other as Otosan (father) and Okaasan (mother), 
or, as in The Makioka Sisters, Koi-san calls her (adopted) brother-in-law, 
"Teinosuke-niisan," literally "older brother Teinosuke." 

Takie Sugiyama Lebra notes a similar importance for role. In compiling 
the oral autobiographies of Japanese and American women, she found 
that she learned much more about how social structure operates from the 
Japanese women. The American autobiographer "puts herself in a posi
tion to choose from among alternatives, as if her identity is anchored in 
such freedom of choice." Japanese women, on the other hand, saw them
selves entrenched in a social structure. Their lives are "coded in such a 
way as to reflect some aspects of 'social structure' or of the 'role' which 
one is supposed to play" (Lebra 1984, 295). Tom Kasulis succinctly brings 
both Suzuki's and Lebra's observations together: 

The notion that the world is a stage and we are the actors is not Japanese. 
For the Japanese the world, the human context, is not a static backdrop 
against which people play out their individual roles. Rather, the context is 
an organic reality ... establishing the interrelationships that define indi
vidual persons. In Japan, personal significance always occurs in medias res; 
it arises out of the demands of the social, linguistic, or philosophical frame
work. The individual becomes meaningful insofar as he or she is an out
growth of the relationships established by the operative context, not vice 
versa. (Kasulis I98I , 9) 

The primacy of context is the crucial distinction between the Japanese 
and Western conceptions (and constructions) of self. Hamaguchi Esyun 
(1985) takes a first step towards a concise definition of the Japanese "sub-
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ject."l Though he formulates his ideas in opposition to the sovereign indi
vidual of Western humanism rather than in tandem with poststructural 
notions of subjectivity, he comes to conclusions similar to the latter. 
Hamaguchi identifies a critical weakness in Japan studies based on a 
wholly Western paradigm that assumes the self is an individual actor, or 
"an entity which is equipped with a certain set of rules or patterns of rec
ognition, evaluation, and action, and which consistently chooses actions 
relevant to the achievement of the goals it sets for itself" (Hamaguchi 1985, 
297). In this approach, which dominates Japan studies in the United 
States, the self is "objectified" as an autonomous individual, much as 
Lebra notes in her American autobiographers. As an unspoken assump
tion underlying Japanese studies in both Japan and the West, Hamaguchi 
feels this concept of self (mis)leads theorists to untenable conclusions. 

Hamaguchi asserts that the Japanese (and other East Asian cultures) 
"objectify" the relationships among people, the context, rather than the 
existence of the singular individual. Both he and Kasulis find this orienta
tion reflected in Japanese language. The word for human being, ningen, 
reflects this emphasis on relationships (Hamaguchi 1985, 300; Kasulis 
1981, 6). It combines two characters, nin (person) and gen (between); 
strictly translated, human being means "between people." Furthermore, 
the Japanese word for "individual" (kojin) possesses none of the force of 
the English word. The first character of the word is a counter, so the indi
vidual is referred to as one person among a larger set (Kasulis 1981, 6).2 
Hamaguchi feels interrogations by social sciences must account for this 
quite different conception of self-in-nexus. For this "relational actor" he 
describes, Hamaguchi coins a word for the Japanese subject: "contextual" 
(kanjin). 

Whereas the individual actor conceptually severs self from other, the 
contextual finds them inextricably bound. The individual actor believes 
that relationships are subject to freewheeling manipulation, but relation
ships for the contextual are constitutive. The contextual is not simply an 
association between egos; this system emphasizes the coexistentiality and 
complementarity between contextuals. As a locus of overdetermination, 
the "I" of the contextual is unfathomable without "you"; dualities like II 
you, self/other, or individual/society cannot accommodate the overlap
ping constituency of the contextual. Hamaguchi (1985, 312) writes that, 
"among Japanese, 'I' (self) means 'you' for 'you' or 'your you.' Here, the 
actor as the self is not a staightforward ego but a self which is an object 
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seen from the point of view of his partner." Trinh T. Minh-ha (1986-87, 

27) states a position strikingly similar to the contextual, though in much 
more provocative (and appropriately less coherent) language than Hama
guchi: 

A critical difference from myself means that I am not i, am within and with
out i. IIi can be I or i, you and me both involved. We (with capital W) some
times include(s) other times exclude(s) me. You and IIi are close, we inter
twine, you may stand on the other side of the hill once in a while, but you 
may also be me, while remaining what you are and what IIi am not. The 
differences made between entities comprehended as absolute presences -
hence the notions of pure origin and true self - are an outgrowth of a 
dualistic system of thought peculiar to the Occident (the "onto-theology" 
which characterizes Western metaphysics). They should be distinguished 
from the differences grasped both between and within entities, each of these 
being understood as multiple presence. Not One, not two either. "I" is, 
therefore, not a unified subject, a fixed identity or that solid mass covered 
with layers of superficialities one has gradually to peel off before one can see 
its true face. "I" is, itself, infinite layers. 

Context preexists the contextual. According to Hamaguchi, the "objec
tified" relationship of the contextual is characterized by a radical interde
pendence, essentially one link of a chain of relations whose connections 
branch beyond comprehension. So the context, or aidagara, of the con
textual is a local manifestation of a much larger system called en: 

[TJhe existence of interpersonal networks of an infinitely large scale is 
assumed, and hence relations do not result from intentional encounters or 
transactions between individuals. Thus, the existence of interpersonal rela
tions among specific actors is interpreted as a subsystem of the network. In 
this case, any single human connection is not a segment of a line but is 
directly or indirectly influenced by other connections or lines. Since antiq
uity, the Japanese have expressed this correlation by the notion of en (cor
relative causal terms). Likewise, when subsystemic connections between 
people were formed within the extremely large system of human causal 
chains - the system of en - they have been called aidagara (social contexts). 
(lfamaguchi1985,310) 

Running through Hamaguchi's model is an uneasy tension between this 
infinitely complex system overdetermining the contextual and a relatively 
autonomous subjectivity entrenched within it. Hamaguchi identifies this 
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over arching network as en, a concept that has little currency in idiomatic 
usage. Most people would define it loosely as "fate," using it to describe a 
relationship that seems inexplicably determined. However, etymologically 
en derives from the Sanskrit pratnya-samutpada, a central concept in 
Indian Buddhism. This is clearly the sense of the word that Hamaguchi 
draws upon, for it refers to the co-conditioned, co-produced nature of 
reality-in-quotes and could provide the basis for a more thorough interro
gation of agency in the contextual. More crucially, it also clears a space 
for a heterogeneity of subjectivities that nihonjinron authors like Hama
guchi rarely if ever afford or explore. 

In any case, the similarities between the contextual and the decentered 
subject of antihumanist theory are certainly worth investigating. If any
thing, the notion of contextual will adjust the theoretical discourse to a 
partially intrinsic orientation. My brief introduction to Hamaguchi's 
thought necessarily reduces and co-opts his position to align it for such an 
encounter. Hamaguchi seems to invite just such an approach when he 
writes that we "should not try to explore the nature of contextuals and 
contexts on the basis of contextualism as a primary cultural value for the 
Japanese. We should, instead, try to elaborate contextuals and contexts 
into general analytical concepts and then apply these to reality in order to 
clarify the fundamental socio-cultural structures of Japan" (Hamaguchi 

1985,318). 
In this spirit, I will use the contextual as a site of translation, a focal 

point for the reintroduction of current film theory. At this point, I will 
turn to the example of The Makioka Sisters to examine two specific ideal
izations of aidagara that centrally rely on the expulsion of difference. The 
first idealization involves the masochistic aesthetic evident in the male 
characters and spectators. The second draws on the distinction Japanese 
make between "inside" and "outside" relations, using film studies' notion 
of ideology to examine the class discourse running through The Makioka 
Sisters, as well as its larger implications for Japanese in their growing 
international role. 

The Makioka Sisters is a nostalgic look at upper-crust life in Osaka on 
the verge of the World War II. The four sisters at the center of the story 
live in a peaceful world ripping at the seams, a world where marriage 
assumes greater importance than the war, which skirts the edges of the 
narrative, promising to destroy their way of life forever. Ichikawa's lush 
vision of prewar Kansai is a veritable summation of the distinctive style he 
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has developed. Parenthetical flash cutaways, flashbacks embedded within 
flashbacks, the use of ambiguous space, and the occasional appeal to 
direct address make for a peculiar style of quiet innovation. Dismissed as 
empty aestheticism devoid of (correct) politics, critics dub Ichikawa a 
"stylist" and leave it at that. 3 His films reflect an orientation privileging 
form over content, not unlike Ozu, and his films are as consistently exper
imental in their own way. The Makioka Sisters represents an increasingly 
rare instance when Ichikawa's tale commands as much attention as his 
telling. 

Like most of Ichikawa's films, The Makioka Sisters is an adaptation. 
He and Hidaka Shinya refined and reduced Tanizaki jun'ichiro's five-hun
dred-page novel to a series of somewhat episodic sequences of exquisite 
beauty. The precredits sequence and the ending are among the most strik
ing in Ichikawa's oeuvre. Outside of the spectacular imagery, there is little 
excess in The Makioka Sisters, at least as much as could be expected in 
such melodramatic material. The relatively quiet tack Ichikawa takes is 
readily apparent if contrasted with Shima Koji's 1959 version of the same 
novel. This earlier adaptation faithfully stages Ichikawa's most obvious 
omission, a massive flood, with all the realism Godzilla-like special effects 
could muster. 4 Also missing in Ichikawa's version are Tsuruko's six (!) 
children, her traumatic mid-novel move to Tokyo, Sachiko's miscarriage, 
Koi-san's near death bout of dysentery, her illegitimate pregnancy fol
lowed by the baby's death by strangulation during birth, and an omiai or 
two, here or there. s Itakura's death, the moment with the most potential 
to push the melodrama over the top, occurs off-screen; the restrained 
scene in which Koi-san reveals his death to Sachiko is a single forty-five
second long shot without music. The resulting adaptation avoids the 
generic tedium of homudorama (domestic melodrama) to concentrate on 
the sisters and their men (with the maids flitting in and out of the back
ground). This intense focus on the inside of a family (lacking parents and 
children) provides a context for engaging the gender discourse in terms of 
issues of identification. 

The film opens with cherry blossoms, spring rain, and the tight close
ups of two sisters, speaking women's language, sister to sister, woman to 
woman, female character to female spectator in direct address, excluding 
the male spectator from the proceedings with the ease of grammatical 
inflection. 6 The male's position in this fiction is revealed moments later, 
not as the locus of action and attention, but as spectator of the pageantry 
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of Japanese woman, desiring, but out of the loop and decidedly out of 
control. This male character is designed to be the conduit for the male 
spectator's identification, which may be best understood through the 
model of masochism identified by Gilles Deleuze. 

Deleuze provides a likely place to begin, considering the personality 
that originally produced this narrative. Any reader of Tanizaki will be 
struck by his unabashed masochism. His foot fetish is legendary, and 
sometimes as twistedly amusing as Buiiuel's. This fetish, his obsession 
with silky, white skin and abusive, controlling women, are sublimated in 
The Makioka Sisters though certainly present in the figure of Teinosuke, 
Sachiko's husband and Tanizaki's alter ego. For those unfamiliar with the 
author's writing, an example from his last major work, Diary of a Mad 
Old Man (Paten rojin nikki, 1965), brings these themes together with some 
force and humor, providing a backdrop for the coming discussion. The 
novel features a dying oldster obsessed with his daughter-in-law, whose 
beauty he compares to his mother's. The man concocts a scheme to put 
impressions of her feet on his grave marker, imagining his post-mortem 
pleasure: 

When she treads on my grave and feels as if she's trampling on that doting 
old man's bones, my spirit will still be alive, feeling the whole weight of her 
body, feeling pain, feeling the fine-grained velvety smoothness of the soles 
of her feet. Even after I'm dead I'll be aware of that. I can't believe I won't. 
In the same way, Satsuko will be aware of the presence of my spirit, joyfully 
enduring her weight. Perhaps she may even hear my charred bones rattling 
together, chuckling, moaning, creaking. And that would by no means occur 
only when she was actually stepping on my grave. At the very thought of 
those Buddha's Footprints modeled after her own feet she would hear my 
bones wailing under the stone. Between sobs I would scream: "It hurts! It 
hurts! ... Even though it hurts, I'm happy - I've never been more happy, 
I'm much, much happier than when I was alive! ... Trample harder! 
Harder!" (Tanizaki 1965, 155) 

While the masochistic discourse in The Makioka Sisters is not so imme
diately apparent, it lurks beneath the surface and is funneled through 
Teinosuke's desire for Yukiko. Tanizaki seems to invite, if not authorize, a 
reading via Deleuze. In his retheorization of masochism and sadism, 
Deleuze splits Freud's single-entity model, calling Sade and Masoch "great 
anthropologists, of the type whose work succeeds in embracing a whole 
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conception of man, culture, and nature" (Deleuze 1971,16). Deleuze iden
tifies distinct languages and structures which distinguish what was previ
ously considered identical. "Disavowal, suspense, waiting, fetishism, and 
phantasy together make up the specific constellation of masochism," and 
behind the masochist's torturer is not the father, but the oral mother 
(Deleuze 1971, 63). This aesthetic is central to Japanese cinema, and any 
number of examples can be found from a wide variety of films: a war film 
like Hawai, marei okikaisen (Yamamoto Kajiro, 1942) features a melo
drama centered on a fatherless son, his mother, and the beautiful death of 
the war hero; Imamura Shohei's films are filled with maternal women and 
infantilized men; and Masumura's Blind Beast (Maja, 1969), provides a 
surgical description of the masochistic aesthetic, where a blind artist 
chops his lover into pieces on a massive sculpture of his mother's body 
before committing suicide. From these few examples, it's clear that defin
ing the Japanese inflection of masochism will require extensive work; this 
paper will take a step in that direction by examining the more subtle artic
ulation of the aesthetic in The Makioka Sisters. 

The construction of the opening scene defines the aidagara of the family 
and sets the masochistic aesthetic into play. Withholding the common 
courtesy of an establishing shot, Ichikawa introduces his characters face 
by face in close-up after close-up. 7 Eyelines shoot in every direction, forc
ing the spectator to guess spatial relationships as well as the presence of 
characters outside of the limited range of the frame. This gesture, offering 
disembodied heads in ambiguous space, is typical of Ichikawa's experi
mentation, but it also orients the identification of the spectator and begins 
to define aidagara. After a slew of tight close-ups of the sisters, Ichikawa 
reveals Teinosuke, who looks, motivating the first medium shot of the 
scene, a view of the object of his gaze: Yukiko. 

Yukiko is immediately tagged the locus of male desire; she is Tanizaki's 
supernal woman, the oral mother. 8 The sadistic model of spectatorship 
defines the female as a lack and an object of control, but in the masochis
tic aesthetic the male contextual desires the plenitude of the pre-oedipal 
mother, which the female represents. She becomes the good object to 
which he submits, disavowing difference in aidagara and fantasizing a 
return to an idealized plenitude: 

... there is between sadism and masochism an irreducible dissymmetry: 
sadism stands for the active negation of the mother and the inflation of the 
father (who is placed above the law); masochism proceeds by a twofold dis-
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avowal, a positive, idealizing disavowal of the mother (who is identified 
with the law) and an invalidating disavowal of the father (who is expelled 
from the symbolic order). (Deleuze 1971, 60) 

By virtue of his earlier death, the father is absent from the text. At the 
same time, Ichikawa's Yukiko is explicitly compared to Tanizaki's 
supernal woman, the author's object of masochistic desire. In one scene, 
Koi-san clips Yukiko's toe nails. Teinosuke opens the shoji screen, peeks 
in, and the scene brims with eroticism. Yukiko gazes back at him and 
(very slowly) covers her exposed legs. Teinosuke's desire is connected to 
Tanizaki's by way of Yukiko's shapely legs and toes. 9 His hopeless desire 
for Yukiko surges throughout the film, haunting the background of the 
narrative in longing gazes and furtive glances. Teinosuke acts out the mas
ochist's /ort-da game, which obsessively returns to the moment of separa
tion from the oral mother, sustaining desire through distance, waiting, 
and ambivalence. In one scene he steals a kiss from Yukiko; in the next, he 
presides over her omiai. 

In the masochistic model, the male submits to the object of his desire 
rather than controlling, possessing, destroying it. In The Makioka Sisters, 
Yukiko may be the object of both the spectator's and Teinosuke's male 
gazes, but she is in a position of relative power because he is a yoshi. In 
Japanese society, when a family (particularly one of high social status like 
the Makiokas) fails to produce a son, a son-in-law is "adopted" into the 
family as a yoshi. Thus the problem of perpetuating the family name is 
alleviated by a stand-in male heir. The yoshi will inevitably be a second or 
third son, and his entry into the family and adoption of his wife's name 
sets an interesting social dynamic of power into play: 

In the old family system the practice of son-in-law adoption and matrilocal 
marriage always involved a certain conflict of structural principles: the prin
ciple of male dominance on the one hand, and on the other of the inferiority 
of the non-blood-related stranger-member recruited into the closed society 
of the family group. In the last resort the principle of male dominance gener
ally proved the weaker and such households were proverbially expected to 
be those in which "the wife was king." ... An old proverb says "do not go 
to be an adopted son-in-law while you still have three goo of rice bran to 
your name."lO 

This is not the stereotypical, passive Japanese woman we are accus
tomed to thinking of in the West, and the film is replete with examples of 
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the male characters' submissiveness. Returning once again to the first 
scene, had Teinosuke not been yoshi, he would certainly have taken an 
active role in a conversation about finances (first word of the film: okane/ 
money). First view of Teinosuke: he looks off to one side, ignoring the talk 
as he dreamily admires the shape of Yukiko's mouth. The conversation is 
simply none of his business. When the male characters come home they 
don't receive the usual benefits of the returning husband. Upon their 
return, the women give them an unenthusiastic, "Okaeri." Neither of the 
wives bothers to offer mi no mawari (literally, "around the body"), which 
basically means the poor yoshi must undress themselves. 11 Other scenes 
offer more direct examples of the men's lack of power in the Makioka 
household. When Sachiko accuses Teinosuke of kissing Yukiko, he mus
ters up a display of offended, aroused masculine anger, then abruptly 
shifts gears and grovels like a good yoshi. The following scene contains an 
extraordinary display of female power when the sisters accuse Tatsuo 
(Tsuruko's husband, titular head of the Makioka family) of damaging 
their name by mishandling the newspaper scandal and offending their 
dead father by selling the family business. Finally, in a gesture Americans 
seem to misinterpret as simply typical male misogyny, Tatsuo (who feels 
strongly that he upheld his duty to the family as yoshi) claims he'll leave 
the family, reducing his wife to tears. He waits till the rest of the family 
leaves the room before groveling to her - he readily makes up because he 
has nowhere else to go but back down the social ladder. Japanese male 
spectators identifying with these men (primarily Teinosuke) place them
selves in like positions of submission. They desire the women and, at the 
same time, submit to their control. 

Yukiko also asserts her control over the gaze, relegating the status of 
"to-be-Iooked-at-ness" to the men. She is always aware that she attracts 
more than her share of gazes from the male characters. She accepts and 
acknowledges this gaze, turning it back, bringing it under her control. As 
Teinosuke admires her mouth in the first scene, we see her over his shoul
der, returning his gaze. Then, back in closeup, Teinosuke becomes embar
rassed by her assertive gaze and looks away. The same thing happens in 
the Tanizaki homage descibed above. In another scene, Yukiko, Sachiko, 
and Teinosuke sit in a train on the way to an omiai. A soldier sits across 
from them, admiring Yukiko's stunning appearance. She looks up at him, 
once again employing the power of her gaze, and he looks away, blushing. 
She asserts her authority and reduces the men to passivity by rejecting her 
objectification. 
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In an interview concerning his next film, Ohan (1984), Ichikawa stated 
that in The Makioka Sisters, he made Yoshinaga Sayuri (Yukiko) act with 
only her eyes and nothing else. 12 In Ohan, on the other hand, he asked her 
to act with her entire body. The comparison is interesting because in 
Ohan, her body may do all the acting, but it's constantly denied the spec
tator's gaze. Ichikawa shoots Yoshinaga in shadows, face nodding to the 
ground or turned away. Her kimono are plain, and her body faces away 
from the camera (until a final orgasmic reunion between husband and 
wife). In The Makioka Sisters, however, Yoshinaga's body, clad in bril
liant, dazzling silk, is constantly on display. She is the idealized object of a 
male gaze, yet she returns it with a controlling gaze invested with the 
power of her character and identified with the law. 

Finally, because it is the only sure means of expulsing the father from 
the symbolic order and returning to the pre-oedipal mother, death is at the 
heart of the masochistic fantasy. The Makioka Sisters is no exception, 
although the reference certainly more oblique and suggestive than the pro
vocative quote from Tanizaki's Diary of a Mad Old Man. Yukiko is typi
cal of Tanizaki's supernal woman in that she promises union with the oral 
mother, yet is ultimately unobtainable. Teinosuke's loss and eternal sepa
ration are sealed in a symbolic death in the final scenes. When the family 
gathers at Osaka Station to see off Tsuruko and Tatsuo, Teinosuke stands 
in the background, watching with envy as Yukiko is comforted by her new 
fiancee. The sasameyuki (lightly falling snow) drifting down on the train 
station links the subsequent scenes as an overtone, gradually accumulat
ing layers of emotional resonance. In the penultimate scene, Teinosuke sits 
alone in a bar, drinking sake and watching the sasameyuki through teary 
eyes. The gentle snow melts into falling cherry blossoms, that symbol of 
evanescence and beauty - beautiful because it's dying. As the family 
strolls through the pink petals, Ichikawa reprises the opening's introduc
tory close-ups, reserving Yukiko for last. Yukiko admires the fluttering 
petals, eclipsing Teinosuke, who literally zooms out of the picture (and 
Yukiko's life) with a sonic swoosh straight out of Star Wars. 

The second idealization also involves a homogenization of aidagara, 
and relies on the dyadic concept of uchi/ soto, basically corresponding 
to inside/outside, or more specifically: homogeneity/heterogeneity. By 
means of this specifically Japanese dyad, this section will apply notions of 
ideology to contextual construction. Looking specifically at the class dis
course in The Makioka Sisters, this will enable an understanding of the 
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problems minorities face in Japan, as well as serious implications for 
Japan as it becomes an international power. 

Two people meet; they enter a context whose surface is inevitably skat
ed by the dyad. Borders are cut; an other is defined either uchi or soto. 
The boundaries of uchi expand and contract like a membrane, enveloping 
an entire nation or the most private interior. The other is uchi or soto with 
respect to one's ie (stem family), dozoku (a more inclusive definition of 
family), company, school, work section, club, nation, and the like. As a 
cardinal framework into which all communication is laid, it either binds 
or cleaves apart the aidagara of the contextual. In the idiomatic usage, a 
workmate is uchi to the common company, yet soto to one's family. While 
all cultures have some conception of inside/ outside, countries like Japan 
and China grant the structure more importance, assigning it words with 
common currency (Ma I990). For example, a woman may refer to her 
husband as uchi no hito, literally, "inside person." A conscious knowledge 
of another person's status in regard to uchilsoto affects the grammar, 
vocabulary, and gestures one uses. I will recast the uchilsoto dyad as a 
naturalized ideology that structures the Japanese world, exposing a funda
mental operation of exclusion based on class, nationality, and race. In the 
uchi of Japan these seem to become noncategories - their distinctions 
begin to blur. 

The ideology of uchilsoto affects the characterization, narrative, and 
acting style of The Makioka Sisters, particularly casting the class dis
course in its terms. The help in this family are ever-present. They eaves
drop around corners. They move through the shadows of the back
ground. Their dark figures hover around the margins of the glowing, 
kimono-clad sisters. We may have reason to think Ichikawa sympathizes 
with their position when, for example, the cook's son dies at war and the 
Makiokas ignore her suffering, caught up as they are in their Kansai soap
opera lives. Ichikawa seems to criticize the Makiokas, yet, at the same 
time, the servants' simplicity and naivete are the butt of continuous jokes 
and ridicule. 

Whether or not Ichikawa sympathizes with the servants is really beside 
the point, however, because the servants are emblematic of soto. They 
may be inside the house (and servants were traditionally positioned uchi), 
but strictly speaking, they're held firmly soto to the Makioka family. The 
entrance of a soto servant precipitates an amazing transformation in fam
ily members. Barriers are constructed; family face, tatemae, is abruptly 
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painted. Koi-san will frankly expose her naked body to the youngest 
maid, but when the maid reveals an active interest in her personal affairs, 
the servant is promptly shushed. One can almost hear the door of uchi 
slam shut. 

In her relationships with men, however, Koi-san challenges the edge 
constituting the dyad's distinction. The institution of the family inevitably 
reacts to this provocation, enforcing the incommensurability of uchi and 
soto. When Kei-bon uses speech patterns that denigrate the photographer 
Itakura (acknowledging, reinforcing class difference), Koi-san tells him 
not to "talk so big." This indicates that her relationship with Itakura 
evolved to the point that he is uchi to her; therefore, Kei-bon's informal 
(i.e., impolite) language belittles her as much as Itakura. By virtue of his 
lower class, Itakura is soto. Thus labeled, his entrance to uchi "must" be 
denied by the family. The Itakura threat is brought to a sudden halt with 
the help of a timely brain tumor, but Koi-san ends up with a lowly bar
tender in the story's end. Choosing a love match clearly unacceptable to 
the family status, the incommensurability of the dyad requires Koi-san's 
(at least "on-stage") banishment from the Makioka family, leaving the ide
ology of uchilsoto unchallenged. 

Through this manipulation of characterization and narrative, The 
Makioka Sisters naturalizes uchilsoto ideology, interpellating the contex
tual and perpetuating the dyadic distinction as an integral facet of aida
gara. This naturalization is more subtly reinforced by the structuring of 
uchilsoto in the formal operations of the film, which suggests it plays a 
role in spectatorship as well. In an articulation of Ichikawa's style peculiar 
to The Makioka Sisters, a voyeur is spacially situated in certain scenes. 
Toward the end of these scenes, the voyeur's point of view commands the 
camera, and only then is his or her existence revealed. In a typical scene, 
the two elder sisters are alone, dressing for one of Yukiko's omiai. After so 
much putting on kimono and pulling around obi, Tsuruko discovers that 
when she breathes, her tightly wound obi emits a faint, embarrassing 
squeak. The sisters lose control, falling over each other in childlike gig
gling fits. By this time, the camera has settled to a position to one side, 
slightly outside of the room. A reverse angle reveals (in retro) that the pre
vious shot was roughly the point of view of a (soto) servant watching this 
scene of intimacy with her mouth agape; suddenly aware of the voyeur, 
the sisters jump to their feet, smoothing their kimono and transforming 
into women - effortlessly sliding into behavior appropriate to the soto 
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aidagara introduced by the presence of the servant. The spectator, having 
identified with one of the family members, may be considered uchi to the 
Makioka family. It's a privileged position, affording the spectator an expe
rience of both uchi and soto contexts. The soto voyeurs structured into 
the film's form push the spectator soto for a moment, but only for a 
moment. This opens up fascinating questions about spectatorship: can 
one speak of a spectator position structured uchi or soto to the characters 
in the diegesis? Is soto spectatorship unpleasurable or a form of distancia
tion? Or does it have more to do with primary identification and an artic
ulation of desire? 

Up to this point, we've seen how uchilsoto ideology informs and struc
tures The Makioka Sisters, how it denies soto people mobility through 
institutions like the family, and how the film naturalizes the sotoluchi dis
tinction of the contextual. Treating the dyad as ideology extends beyond 
its conventional meaning, but it emphasizes how fundamental and all per
vasive the distinction is, as well as the severe implications of being placed 
soto. Though I hestitate to draw on another nihonjinron author, Nakane 
Chie addresses these implications forcefully, speaking of uchilsoto in 
terms of an "us" and "them" mentality: 

The consciousness of "them" and "us" is strengthened and aggravated to the 
point that extreme contrasts in human relations can develop in the same 
society, and anyone outside "our" people ceases to be considered human. 
Ridiculous situations occur, such as that of the man who will shove a 
stranger out of the way to take an empty seat, but will then, no matter how 
tired he is, give up the seat to someone he knows .... 

An extreme example of this attitude in group behavior is the Japanese 
people's amazing coldness (which is not a matter just of indifference, but 
rather of active hostility), the contempt and neglect they will show for the 
people of an outlying island, or for those living in the "special" buraku (for
merly a segregated social group now legally equal but still discriminated 
against). Here the complete estrangement of people outside "our" world is 
institutionalized. (Nakane 1970, 20) 

This attitude ceases to seem "extreme" in light of uchil soto ideology. 
For years the myth of Japan's homogeneity has masked the systematic dis
crimination of a range of minorities considered soto to Japanese society, 
and the family becomes an institution crucial to their exclusion. As The 
Makioka Sisters makes clear, before a person is brought into the family 
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uchi through marriage, an investigation is undertaken (sometimes by a 
detective) into his or her family background. This investigation seeks to 
ensure that the prospective bride or groom is not burakumin, Ainu, or 
Korean and shows no other unfavorable dispositions, such as a diseased 
or mentally ill relative. Despite legal equality and Japanese citizenship 
authorized by the constitution for burakumin and Ainu, the institution of 
the family ensures that they do not infiltrate the uchi of either the family 
or of Japan. 

Koreans are also kept soto by the state, which legally defines Japanese
ness in such a way as to exclude people of foreign descent. The Japanese 
possess a penchant for record keeping, so hiding soto genealogy becomes 
virtually impossible. Family registers (koseki) are generally consulted 
before job offers or marriage proposals. A Japanese of Korean descent 
may be a native speaker who graduates from the national school system 
and pays taxes, but her Korean blood obliges her to hold a Korean pass
port. This state discrimination is enforced upon all Japanese of Korean 
descent, no matter how many generations have lived in Japan. As "for
eigners," they must leave their fingerprints with the government (some 
leave their fingers in protest). The same is true for all foreign nationals, 
whose numbers are growing. As post-postwar Japan begins to require 
more cheap labor, many Southeast Asians are being imported to work for 
wages Japanese themselves consider too low. The government has gener
ated no policies to deal with this influx of foreigners, and in the future this 
issue will only become more pressing. Officially, it's possible to apply for 
naturalization, but the process is complicated (and, unofficially, it 
requires money, connections, and status). Naturalization also requires 
one to adopt a Japanese name (i.e., suppress one's ethnicity with an uchi 
signifier), which many "foreign" Japanese are unwilling to do. They are 
kept securely foreign, safely soto, in their own country. 

A number of filmmakers indirectly address uchi/soto ideology, particu
larly Imamura Shohei, Tsuchimoto Noriaki, and Oshima Nagisa. Some 
short illustrations will show how central (though implicit) a concern the 
dyad is to political filmmaking. In Imamura's Ee, ja nai ka (1981), two 
soto people are murdered as scapegoats for an Edo-period rebellion: an 
Okinawan and a Japanese who spent too much time overseas. Tsuchimo
to's celebrated documentary Minamata: The Victims and Their World 
(Minamata: kanja-san to sono sekai, 1972) describes the controversy sur
rounding a company that dumped toxic chemicals in a bay, causing con-
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genital diseases in villagers living nearby. The victims of the (unconta
gious) disease also found themselves victims of sotoness - pariahs in their 
own communities. 13 Finally, the violence perpetrated by defining Koreans 
soto is the central concern of Death by Hanging (Koshikei, 1968). The 
police attempt to cram the main character into the conventions Japanese 
society prescribes for its members of Korean descent; significantly, that 
character is named "R" - a soto sound. 

Oshima displays an understanding of how uchilsoto ideology enforces 
its exclusionary distinctions in the language itself. There is a separate set 
of (derogatory) words for discussing burakumin, a vocabulary of signifi
ers that place their referents sotO.14 Furthermore, loan words such as 
mazohizumu (masochism) and homudorama are written in a script 
reserved for foreign words (katakana). This difference, apparent only in 
writing, marks the boundaries between uchi and soto. English has italics 
for foreign words, but usage is relatively flexible and, unlike Japanese lan
guage, italics are never used for assimilated words. Even kango, Chinese 
vocabulary imported with Chinese characters as early as the sixth century, 
are to this day distinguished from indigenous words (wago). The charac
ters themselves retain separate Chinese (on) and Japanese (kun) readings; 
the uchi and soto pronunciations are very rarely mixed. 

These distinctions are of crucial importance, because language is at the 
heart of Japaneseness. It defines the exclusive uchi of Japan. To this day, 
many Japanese believe foreigners are incapable of mastering their lan
guage, so when foreigners approach the command of a native speaker they 
find themselves objects of suspicion or hostility (see Miller 1982). Their 
appropriation of the language threatens to destroy the incommensurable 
difference. The language affords foreigners access to an uchi they are not 
supposed to enter ("R" spoke Japanese in Death by Hanging, but could 
never be Japanese). 

Many of the current nihonjinron debates surrounding the nature of 
original Japaneseness are pitched in issues of language. While the distinc
tion between the uchi of Japan and everything soto is carefully main
tained, distinctions within the uchi between nation and race blur, if not 
disappear. The prerequisites of Japanese nationality ultimately involve 
genealogy, not simply birthplace and language acquisition. Furthermore, 
60 percent of Japanese consider themselves middle class (what one author 
has called the "middle mass"), and if the lower-middle and upper-middle 
percentages are added to the figure, it rises to 90 percent (Murakami 1982, 
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32-33). This middle mass mentality smudges class distinctions in addition 
to the question of race and nationality. In the end, we arrive at an enor
mous collection of people, diverse, yet all falling in one uchi from which 
the Other has been expulsed and whose face is a seamless, specious repre
sentation of homogeneity. 

While it makes valuable observations about social formation, nihon
jinron discourse regularly produces such representations by eliminating 
difference within catagories such as nation and race, by attempting to 
exclude Otherness from aidagara. We've seen how Hamaguchi's model 
can lead to such conclusions, but also how the notion of contextual may 
facilitate applications of poststructuralist theory, ensuring that they attend 
to the Japanese perspective at the level of theory. As an Eastern revision of 
poststructural notions of subject, the contextual holds much potential for 
studies of Japanese cinema, even if it simply problematizes terms like 
"subject." It would also be interesting to see if this work is useful for other 
Asian national cinemas, for cross-cultural studies between Asian cultures 
produce less extreme differences. My discussion of Hamaguchi's work has 
been necessarily synoptic and overly schematic. There is also a problem of 
enunciation here: this American-(white)-bred male presumes to describe a 
Japanese subjectivity. A Japanese reading filtered Hamaguchi may find 
nothing in common with this writing, but perhaps the Japanese reader will 
find the idea of "contextual" more engaging than that of "subject." 

Markus Nornes is a graduate of the University of Southern California and works 
in the Tokyo office of the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival. 

Notes and References 

1. Hamaguchi (1985). Hamaguchi is a psychologist, and several of his col
leagues are developing this model (including Kimura Bin and Kumon Shumpei). 
Of the translated work, Hamaguchi's is the most useful. See also Kumon (1982). 

2. Hamaguchi (1985, 302) also points out that the word for self,jibun, literally 
means "one's share." 

3. See Bock (1985, 217-244, 363-365). David Desser is interested in Ichikawa to 

the extent that he's a precursor to the new wave. See Desser (1988, 41-42, 179-
180). 
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4. An even earlier version was shot by Abe Yutaka in 1950, but I have yet to 
find it. 

5. An omiai is a formal meeting for an arranged marriage. Many readers and 
spectators have trouble keeping the characters straight. In his translation of the 
novel, Edward Seidensticker (Tanizaki 1981, unpaginated preface) provides a 
"cast of characters," which I adapt here: 

TSURUKO: Eldest sister and mistress of the "main" house, which by tradition 
wields authority over the collateral branches. 

SACHIKO: Second sister and mistress of the branch house, where the Yukiko 
and Koi-san live. 

YUKIKO: Third sister, age thirty, still unmarried. 
KOI-SAN: Or "Taeko," the rambunctious youngest sister. She waits impatiently 

for Yukiko to marry so she can marry one of three possible men. 
TATSUO: Tsuruko's husband, who took the Makioka name and became the 

active head of the family upon the retirement of the father. 
TEINOSUKE: Sachiko's husband, who also took the Makioka name. 
KEI-BON: Or "Okubata," the lazy son of a local merchant with whom Koi-san 

eloped at nineteen. 
ITAKURA: A photographer of no background to whom Koi-san is attracted 

after her betrothal to Kei-bon is too long delayed. 
6. In Japanese, there is a language for women and another for men. One "can

not" speak the other. A good book on the subject is Shibamoto (1985), although it 
curiously denies the discourse of power within the male and female languages. 

7. In an interview, Ichikawa describes this strategy as an introduction which 
blocks differentiation between the sisters; that will come in the course of the film. 
Yodogawa (1983, 73). For other articles and interviews concerning the film, see 
Ichikawa and Hidaka (1983); Kuroda (1983); Nagatsuka (1983); Nomura (1983); 
and Shin ada (1983). 

8. For a general discussion of Tanizaki's masochism in terms of the supernal 
female, see Lippet (1980, 82-103). See also Keene (1971, 171-185). Keene's work 
suffers from an inadequate understanding of masochism but does point out that 
Tanizaki used Western authors such as Poe as models for articulating his maso
chism. 

9. Another reference to Tanizaki occurs within the first ten minutes of the film 
when Taeko puts her cheek against the smooth, white skin of Sachiko's back. 
Sachiko brushes her off saying, "You're cold!" Taeko looks at her skin with a 
most devilish, unnerving look. 

10. Dore (1962,177). For discussions of yoshi, see Dore (1962, 175-178); Sano 
(1962, 123-127); Beardsley, Hall, and Ward (1962, 161-163); Hendry (1981, 99-
107); and much of Lebra (1984). 
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II. See Lebra (1984, 131) for a discussion of mi no mawari (and the potential 
for empowerment it offers women). 

12. Shinada (1983, 56). Yoshinaga Sayuri also discusses Ichikawa's focus on 
her eyes in her biography (Yoshinaga 1988, 180-181). She also explains that Ichi
kawa asked her to act like a bunraku puppet in Ohan (pp. 190-195). 

13. See Desser (1988, 163-166). To his credit, Desser notices that "there is 
much in the dynamics of these responses that compares to the burakumin" and 
hibakusha issues (p. 165). (Hibakusha are survivors of the Hiroshima holocaust, 
forced soto for surviving.) The chapter entitled "Forest of Pressure" (pp. 145-170) 
covers the various documentaries and feature films that address issues of soto dis
crimination, and most of his examples are less subtle than the ones I provide. 

14. Lebra (1984, 87) notes, "I was often warned that one should not use dis
criminatory words like eta, burakumin, shinheimin, and the like when referring 
to former outcasts. Many Japanese have declared to me that they have no preju
dice, and that such people no longer exist. But when it comes to marriage, the old 
prejudice dies hard." 
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The Rhetoric of Mirror, 
Shadow, and Moon: Samsara and 

the Problem of Representation 
of Self in China 

YUEJIN WANG 

(The myriad things) evolve by assuming different 
images/ shapes, their beginning following their 
ending like a circle, ever so elusive. 
LIU AN (179-122 B.C.), Huai nanzi 

I look in the mirror and see a stranger who swears 
that it is me. 
PETER SLOTERDIJK, CritiqueD/Cynical 
Reason 

IN THE DARKNESS of the young couple's bedroom, the woman starts to 
sob. The concerned husband - his name is Shiba - swears his love for 
her. The wife flares up and accuses the man of loving no one in the world 
except himself. "Stop cheating me and yourself," the wife snaps. At this, 
Shiba slaps her on the face and shuffles into the living room - he is a crip
ple. Confronting a large mirror, he is suddenly seized by a fit of self-odium 
at seeing his own image reflected in the mirror. With one violent stroke, he 
smashes the mirror. The sulking young man then finds himself near a 
lamp. He tips the lamp so that it slants. Posing in a manner emulating 
some classical sculptured figure or some body-builders' show, he lets the 
overturned lamp project the shadow of his poised figure onto the wall. He 
goes up to the black wall, draws the imaginary configuration of his body's 
blown-up contour with his cane, steps back, and sinks into his sofa to 
gaze at the drawing of his body on the wall. Shiba then steps out onto a 
high-rise balcony overlooking the Beijing streets. He stares at the moon. 
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We cut to the moon, which takes up the full frame. What follows is a 
series of shot-reverse-field shots alternating between Shiba, with a blank 
expression, and the full presence of the blank moon. Framed frontally, 
Shiba climbs over the rail and slips down, out of the frame. Cut to a high
angle shot overlooking the night scene. Fade into darkness. A march 
breaks out on the sound track while the ending subtitle states to the effect 
that six months later, Shiba's wife gives birth to a boy who is named Shi 
Xiaoba. The credit and the ending of the film: Samsara. 1 

If the film is predicated upon the riddle and unriddling of who Shiba 
really is, the final sequence encapsulates in some specular artifices all that 
the narrative about the self generates: questions of doubleness (self and its 
other), fragmentation and unity, illusory projections and reality, masking 
and unmasking, self-recognition and self-revulsion. 

With these questions raised, however, the film ends. The film has been 
till the final sequence a charade about the true self of Shiba. Yet the prom
ised answer withheld and concealed for the last revelation is never given. 
The pseudo-revelation gesticulates as an answer. Actually what it does is 
stage a symbolic pantomime of the search for an answer to the question of 
what is the self. The initial question that prompts the narrative is no more 
than being reiterated here, only in a more symbolic form. Instead of being 
offered a key to what Shiba's true self is, we are left with nothing more 
than a keyhole through which to peep into the dark chamber of privacy 
called the self. What is more, the screen character himself is ostracized and 
reduced to a spectator sharing that keyhole with us. 

What is the representation of the self if not a representing of the repre
sentation itself? Samsara allegorically furnishes an answer: self consists in 
the tropological structure that falsely promises a deferred final definition, 
which is substituted by that very representational structure. The center of 
the vortex is after all a void. The clue to the nature of a labyrinth is the 
labyrinth itself. "Consequently, the successful film can never ultimately 
satisfy us; rather, it rewards our passion to see by offering us still more to 
see until we are thrown beyond the bounds of its narrative space" 
(Andrew 1984, 148). Insofar as Samsara is a film, and insofar as this final 
pantomime sequence is excessively a series of specular engagements - see
ing and being seen, viewing and showing - a special point seems to be 
made here: the self amounts to no more than a specular structure. As Paul 
de Man put it, "The specular moment that is part of all understanding 
reveals the tropological structure that underlies all cognitions, including 
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the knowledge of the self" (de Man 1984, 71). The structure of specularity 
posits a doubleness whereby the reciprocity and exchange between the 
seen and the being seen are choreographed. Self is dispersed and lost in 
this vertigo of vacillation between the seeing eye and the being seen, none 
of which could solely claim the ontological status of the self. Visual tropes 
as epistemological devices and figures substitute the object to be known. 
Ways of how to know replace the ultimate question of what is to be 
known, hence externally suspending the possible knowability. 

The choreography of shadows and mirror images - and the act of 
silently addressing them - is a classical trope. Tao Qian (365?-427), in his 
"The Body, Shadow, and Spirit," for instance, built an exquisite edifice for 
a sustained tropological performance. Under the same heading, three 
poems were put together, each conferred with a voice. The body is made 
to address its shadow; shadow answers back; and Spirit intervenes (Tao 
1975,73-92). The debate among the different voices of the fragmented self 
is dramatized here with a poetic intensity. The sustained figure to some 
extent parallels the Western trope of prosopopeia, "the fiction of an apos
trophe to an absent, deceased, or voiceless entity, which posits the possi
bility of the latter's reply and confers upon it the power of speech. Voice 
assumes mouth, eye, and finally face, a chain that is manifest in the ety
mology of the trope's name, prosopon poien, to confer a mask or a face 
(prosopon)" (de Man 1984, 75-76). 

Embedded in this poetic figure is the formal agitation to stage the 
poignancy of self through some kind of specular structure. "Not an eve
ning passes," wrote Tao Qian, "but 1 drink, finish it all by myself, my eyes 
watching my shadow" (Tao 1975, 274; English translation from Owen 
1986, 80). A full formal articulation of the desire has to await the belated 
advent of the cinematic apparatus to materialize. Yet precisely because of 
this embedded insatiable longing in the early poetic artifice for self-expres
sion in some more specular fashion, it is hard to distinguish whether by 
recalling Tao Qian's invention, we are reverting to the problematic of the 
self or the earliest impulse towards a specular structure of which cinema is 
only a belated technical manifestation. Shiba in Samsara faces his shadow 
in the same way Tao Qian had faced his - the cinematic apparatus here 
does no more than materialize a poetic trope or imagined visual structure. 
It amounts to saying that Samsara has belatedly shot an ancient script 
written by Tao Qian. 

The "I" as the linguistic phenomenon necessarily differs from the 
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referential "I." The so-called self is played out in the space between the 
desiring or scheming "I" wanting to become and claiming the utopian or 
masked self and the distance and difference that posit its antithesis against 
the articulating "I." Desiring/ pretending to be what one is not - this inner 
conflict lays out an existential ground for the aesthetical formalization of 
the doubling, an artifice of specular reciprocity. The existential tensions 
tend to get their resolution in, or rather are displaced into, formal appa
ratus. 2 

Prosopopeia as a representation of the topology of the self is conse
quently concerned with "giving and taking away of faces, with face and 
deface, figure, figuration and disfiguration" (de Man I984, 75-76). This 
specular doubleness generates antinomies of outer/inner, mask/hidden
ness, seeing/ seen, the surface role and "true self." The very boundary 
crossing, vacillations, ambiguities, and indeterminacies of these antino
mies go into the making of narrative about the self. 

In Samsara, the role, the mask, and the inner "true self" are caught in a 
vertigo. We initially recognize three levels of self in Shiba almost simulta
neously thrust upon us. First we see the sardonic, iconoclastic cynic lurch
ing through the vanity-fair world, scornful of sentimentality, defying con
ventions, engaged in illegal dealings without a sense of guilt. In fact, he 
carries an air of "being more sinned against than sinning." There is 
another Shiba, related to the cynic, who justifies his unconventionality as 
based on a dignified ethic vision of being true to himself, having no use for 
deception either to others or to himself. 

The flamboyant display of sardonism and the ethical self-righteousness, 
precise because of its degree of self-consciousness and its calculated 
excess, betray a hidden self (or other?) vulnerable to what he openly 
rejects, susceptible to conventional sentimentalities, longing for what has 
been denied of him, capable of warmth and passion in spite of his outward 
display of nonchalance. The hidden other is unveiled in rare moments 
when he pulls down the cynical mask and proves himself capable of genu
ine love for the ballerina, marked by his flat refusal to get involved in the 
mean scheme of trapping the unsuspecting victims. 

The film thus titillatingly offers the tip of a submerged iceberg of the 
self. It promises to be an interplay between the inner integrity and outer 
dissembling of the self. The cynic seems all but a mask at war with the 
"hidden self," even though this charade undermines the very claim to sin
cerity and authenticity - Shiba's true-to-myself ethical avowal. 
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Parallel to this antinomy is the interplay between the unprepossessing 
outer physiognomy and the inner moral strength. Shiba starts out as an 
unglamorous figure, short and lean. To make things worse, halfway 
through the film, he falls prey to a horrible blackmail and is mutilated and 
becomes a cripple. Self-pity and sentimentality attending such pathetic 
occasions are consciously avoided. When his girlfriend asks to see the 
wound, he calmly refuses: "I do not want to display my muscles in public." 
He abruptly and unceremoniously ends his relation with the girl. Without 
displaying the wound, he is nevertheless displaying his put-on grim aus
terity. 

The self-inflicted harshness, the pretense of laughing at his own suffer
ing and misfortune posit two selves: the empirical self, distraught with 
pain and unwilling to swallow the injustice of the world, and the reflexive 
self, rising above the situation by making slight of the suffering, philo
sophically absorbing the evil of the world with a grim smile of scorn. The 
suffering self correlates to the hidden self, mired in the normal human 
reactions to external forces; the satirical self amounts to a mask, unflinch
ingly austere, sardonically grim, capable of laughter even at the darkest 
moment too poignant even for tears. 

However, this inner / outer interplay crumbles in the final moment 
when his wife suddenly cries out: "you care for nobody else except your
self!" We are startled. The assumption of the inner / outer discrepancy has 
all this while assured the spectator of the final revelation, unmasking, and 
demystification. When it comes, it turns out precisely opposite to our 
expectation. Instead of seeing the "integral" honest soul unveiling itself, 
we are told that the mask is his true self. 

Shiba's slapping of his accuser on her face is an ambiguous gesture: it 
could be a deeply hurt gesture of denial - fretting at the thought that even 
his wife fails to see his inner self; the slap could also be taken to mean his 
indignation at the uncompromising disclosure of a painful truth with 
which he himself has been reluctant to come grips. Either way, the ensuing 
groping pantomime confrontation with three different "mirror" images is 
a final symbolic enactment of coming to terms with the self. Either way, 
the final pantomime sequence is a groping in the darkness about the con
fused identity, the confused labyrinth of self in which the protagonist 
could not find a way out. 

The theatrical solipsism of the final sequence breaks away from the pre
ceding part of the film in several ways. It dismisses the preceding inner / 
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outer antinomy as an illusory charade that ultimately reveals nothing 
about the self. It dismisses all the other spectators in the film as legitimate 
spectators wrongly burdened with the role of seeing his true self - hence 
the narcissistic enclosure or a space of specular solipsism. 

In this darkness, however, what has been dismissed returns. Having 
excluded all other spectators-in-the-film, he himself replaces them to 
watch his own mirror image and shadow. The distance and discontinuity 
between the self and other within himself are reenacted again. With the 
initial setup of the artifice of inner / outer discrepancy dismantled, Shiba 
now frets at the failure of his own mirrored physiognomy to represent 
what he really is. The smashing of the mirror is only the final desperate act 
of protest at the undestroyable inner / outer discrepancy. 

If the whole film holds out an initial promise of finally unveiling the self 
of Shiba, the fulfillment of that cinematic/narrative promise is no more 
than reiterating the initial promise. If Shiba has been immersed in role
playing in front of the spectators-in-the-film ("Stop the role-playing," his 
actress-girlfriend pleads), he nevertheless is unable to step out of the role 
of role-playing even when locked in facing himself. Role-playing may be a 
charade to others with the implicit assumption that the role could easily be 
transcended. The film ends, however, with the frustrating moral: that 
once out of the role, he still has to playa role to be convinced whether the 
role may not be part of his self or some other self. The self-as-the-specta
tor is nonetheless perplexed at the self-as-the-projection. The bewilder
ment is still the uncertainty of whether the mask he puts on is condemned 
to be an eternal part of him, whether there is a hidden true self behind the 
mask, whether he could be other than this body. 

This cinematic narrative about the self correlates to a historical trajec
tory of the modern self in China, while the scenario of this historical move 
uncannily found its supreme expression in Hegel long ago. In reading 
Didero's Rameau, Hegel spelled out a trajectory for Spirit's historical itin
erary. The "honest soul," inhabited by Didero's Moi, assumes a constant 
relationship with the external forces, therefore it is integral. This "noble" 
consciousness is destined to move towards a "base" self, exemplified by 
Didero's Lui, a distraught, disintegrated, and alienated consciousness in 
rebellion against the external forces (Hegel 1967,509-548). 

In the post-Mao era, the change from blind allegiance to external 
power to autonomous self-expression, from pious subscription of the col
lective "noble" spirit to the "debased" form of integration, from submis-
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sion to a traditional morality to moral defiance, has all but acted out the 
Hegelian move from the noble self to the base self. With the rejection of 
the archaic noble vision, the base self attains a self-determining freedom 
which Hegel celebrated. 

The move has its price. The self has to undergo "renunciation and sacri
fice." "Assuming a negative relation with external powers, meting out 
depreciatory judgement which rends and tears everything," the base self 
has to go through the pain of a disintegrated, alienated, and distraught 
consciousness. The nobility of the base self consists in bearing this pain. 

But of its baseness there is no doubt. The truth of the self, at a certain stage 
of its historical development, consists in its being not true to itself, in there 
being no self to be true to: the truth for self, for Spirit, consists precisely in 
deceit and shamelessness. (Trilling 1972 , 44) 

The moment of finding the self is the moment of its loss. This is the par
adox underlying Shiba and the cynical generation this screen character 
represents. Flouting the smug moral sentimentalism, lampooning the falsi
ties and shamness, he needs to put on a mask that is relentless, uncompro
mising, and outrageous in order to obtain the scathing power of destruc
tion. Yet the promised or implied hidden behind the mask turns out to be a 
moral void. Shiba has indeed moved from the despised "noble spirit" 
towards the celebrated "base self." The cynical mask may well be a mask 
that conceals something behind - which means the mask is deceptive, not 
true of! to the hidden self. But the mask grows into something that can no 
longer be lifted. The concealed behind becomes a moral void. The mask 
becomes intransitive - it is a mask of nothing, of emptiness. Shiba may 
well want to be true to himself, but then there is no self for him to be 
true to. 

Furthermore, as the representational act of an epistemological quest, 
the search for self seems, paradoxically, doomed to be thwarted. Self is 
lost precisely in the moment of its avowed discovery, dispersed in a mud
dled and confused expression. Either grasping the meaning at the expense 
of expressive clarity or the full articulation with the loss of meaning. If 
expression has secured its lucid referent - what is expressed - it no longer 
needs to express; it no longer stands in need of itself. Expression is striving 
not after what is to be expressed, but after the ways of expression and the 
(epistemological) clarity and (referential) groundingllocale with the the
matic epithets bracketed. As the elaborate tropological structure is neces-
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sarily dispersal and distraction, it foretells the loss of the self in the act of 
expressing the self. 

To gain a sense of self structurally implies its undoing. The moment of 
finding is necessarily the alienation - not in the early Marxian sense, but 
in the Hegelian sense of liberation, critical detachment, and self-reflexiv
ity, which entails splitting and fragmentation. The loss of self leads to a 
search only to wind up with a loss again - in the new fragmentation. Sam
sara - cycle - is true also in this sense. 

Thus it is inevitable that the specular structure itself replaces finally 
what it is structure oj, having moved from the transitive to the intransi
tive. The representation of the self is substituted by the self-representa
tion, while that which is to be represented is eternally deferred. Self 
becomes the quest itself, the specular structure. The mise-en-scene of Shi
ba's engagements with mirrors, shadows, and the moon becomes the ulti
mate answer to the quest of self. The question of what Shiba's self is can 
only be answered with how it can be staged. Thus 

To put it in slightly different terms, the representational system, through its 
use in the discourse, is made equivalent to things themselves; we may under
stand this process as one by which subjects inscribe themselves as the center 
of their world and transform themselves into things by transforming things 
into their representations. Such subjects have the right to possess things 
legitimately because they have substituted for things their own signs, which 
represent them adequately - that is, in such a way that reality is exactly 
equivalent to their own discourse. (Marin 1988, 72) 

With the self becoming increasingly "epistemologically unreliable" (de 
Man I979, I87), it could only hope to moor its anchoring onto its tangible 
tropological structure whenever the very topology of self is evoked. 

There is, however, an internal revolt in the film against the self's entrap
ment in specularity. Upon his girlfriend's request for his photo so that she 
could at least evoke the bittersweet memory of their relations by looking 
into his picture, Shiba's response is almost negative. No pictures, he 
insists, could truly capture his true self. Thus said, he nevertheless fishes 
out a - or rather, the - picture for her: a photo showing the baby version 
of Shiba with its completely naked body. Dismissive of all pictorial repre
sentations of the self, Shiba nevertheless has to allow himself visually fig
ured in a picture of his toddlerhood. 

Likewise, the successive confrontations with three different specular 
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figures move towards a more blank and increasingly less graphic image. 
This mounting repudiation of the graphic image in the specular objects 
parallels the more emphatic questioning of the validity of the selfhood as 
specularly represented. The interrogation is directed towards the very act 
of seeing, the mode of specularity, and spectatorship which constitute the 
most expedient ways of an epistemological quest. Yet the very act of ques
tioning the reliability of the self as parasitic on specularity is itself parasitic 
on what is being questioned. Breaking the mirror image suggests the dis
satisfaction with the outward manifestation of the self. The shadowy 
image now opted for becomes an illusive way of overcoming the self-as
outward-appearance: it is both an image per se and a denial or repudia
tion of its own image status via its blankness, its glossing over of topologi
cal differences. It creates the illusion of having stripped the outer 
appearance in return for inwardness. This inwardness best accommodates 
the topology of personality and the need for imaging the inner nature, 
thus realizing a paradox, that is, the inner nature which defies imaging 
and visibility is nevertheless imaged forth. 3 The final moment of interro
gation of the self! specularity is caught in this "double motion, the neces
sity to escape from the tropology of the subject and the inevitable 
reinscription of this necessity within a specular model of cognition" (de 
Man 1984, 72). A Buddhist master presents a dazzling specular artifact -
not unlike the mise-en-scene of mirrors in Orson Wells's Lady From 
Shanghai - to get the point across. 

For those who could not understand, he set out a clever expedient. He took 
ten mirrors and arranged them so that one occupied each of the eight com
pass-points, with one above and one below, in such a way that they all faced 
one another, about ten feet apart. The figure of Buddha was placed at the 
center, and illuminated with a torch so that its images were reflected back 
and forth. Thus his students came to understand the meaning of passing 
from (the world of) "sea and land" into (the realm of) infinity. (Zan et al. 

I96I ,96) 

Seen against the Buddhist ethos which disclaims the primacy of sight in 
return of the inner vision, the master's use of specular artifice to make a 
point seems all but a profound irony. Yet it precisely acts out the double 
movement: the simultaneity of the escape from the deceptive visual tropol
ogy of the self and the inevitable anchoring of the self in the specular rhet
oric to disclaim itself. Samsara again suggests that the act of repudiating 
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the image status itself contains its own critique, antithesis, and reversal. 
The dismissal contains within itself the seeds of the inability of dismissal. 
The epistemological inadequacy of seeing-as-discovery and self-as-image 
has to be seen in order to dismiss the seeing-as-the-way. Seeing is believ
ing; and to believe in disbelief equally takes the act of seeing. One more 
dialectical reversal in Samsara, however, is that the seeing takes place in 
darkness, where one cannot see. The rhetoric of negation itself breeds the 
affirmation and vice versa. 

II 

Shiba's smashing of the mirror - hence his own mirror image - has thus 
been taken to be a climactic moment of interrogating the specular repre
sentation of the self. The specific cinematic choreography in Samsara is 
maneuvered in such a fashion that the symbolic act suggests one more 
dimension. 

After slapping his wife on the face, Shiba walks from the depth of field 
towards the camera. As he draws near the camera, the film cuts to a simi
lar frontal shot framing Shiba gazing into the camera at a slightly oblique 
angle. The continuity of the shot with the preceding shot is such that we 
assume the cut to be no more than bridging a temporal gap of the other
wise prolonged walk towards the camera, and Shiba's final positioning is 
the resting point of the preceding movement. The spatial relationship 
between Shiba and the camera remains the same. Shiba's stern gaze into 
the camera grows more intense. He raises his cane and strikes at the cam
era. In the wake of the sudden clattering and shattering, we see the config
uration of the broken glass and realize that Shiba has actually confronted 
a mirror instead of the camera. The film seems to have deliberately omit
ted some expository shots of Shiba's positioning before the mirror, 
thereby creating the visual illusion that Shiba is actually confronting the 
camera. 

This equation of the mirror and the camera breeds something disquiet
ing. Shiba does violence to his own mirror image - that goes without say
ing; by doing so, he also symbolically does violence to the camera since it 
substitutes here as the mirror in experiencing Shiba's "murderous gaze."4 
Why does that menace implicate the camera, which is a synecdoche of the 
film medium? To say that the smashing of the mirror also symbolically 
smashes the film medium would sound too shattering in effect (like the 
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mirror-smashing). Yet a look at how the semantics of the film is bound up 
with cinematics may make the correlation less than idle speculation. 

To explore the self is to explore the labyrinth of consciousness. What is 
cinema if not a persistent exploration of the ways in which the mode of 
consciousness can be visualized? It is therefore not surprising to reflect 
that a majority of the greatest films in history - Persona, Citizen Kane, 
Last Year at Marienbad, to name only a few - in purporting to explore 
the condition of the human mind necessarily explore the medium and 
instrumentality of cinema itself. With each step deeper into the labyrinth 
of the human subjective world, cinema discovers its own new possibilities, 
stylistically or formally. With this uncanny correlation in mind, one finds 
that, with a film like Samsara, obsessed with the problem of the self, the 
exploration of the self is necessarily equivalent to the exploration of the 
cinematic condition. The stylized color scheme, the self-conscious use of 
pictorial setting (for example, the art gallery sequence), and so on, should 
surprise no one. Since self is incessantly questioned, the very medium itself 
is reflected upon. 

By projecting his own shadow onto the wall in the final sequence and 
posing in front of the lamp, Shiba becomes his own director, actor (that is, 
impersonator), spectator, and even screenwriter (he draws on the wall by 
tracing the projected but now vanished contours of his posture). The 
structure of cinematic properties stands in lieu of what is filmed - the con
figuration of the self. Thus while the shadow-play and shadow-watch act 
out the tropological structure of the self, they at the same time become an 
explicit gesticulation of cinematic self-referentiality. While figuring the 
self! other with the implication of a willed self-delusion and self-recogni
tion, the projection of the shadow at the same time logically refers to the 
condition of cinema. 

What marks the final sequence off from the preceding body of film in 
Samsara is a completely different mood: somber, pathetic, above all, 
reflexive. The film sinks into a brooding pantomime - its excessive mute
ness thus becomes a sign of reverie. Is it the mode of silent film - the ori
gin of film history - that has been unconsciously evoked here? The main 
body of Samsara strikes one with its relentless self-conscious play with 
iconoclastic witticism (so self-conscious and strained that they fail to be 
witty). In fact, the original novella (by Wang Suo, who is also the co
screenwriter) from which the film is adapted is fiercely indulgent in explo
sive linguistic "cracks." The film inherits the same vein - until, however, 
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the final sequence, which asserts the autonomous status of the "cinematic 
self" unmatched by the novelistic discourse. The only way cinema here 
claims its power is by reverting to the silent mode of shadow play, the ori
gin of the cinematic medium. Thus the film teleologically questions itself 
by disavowing and negating the preceding modalities of representation. 
As if in keeping with the screen character's painful soul-searching and self
questioning, the film itself needs its correlative interrogation of its own 
mode of existence/expression. It is Shiba who shuts up his scathing 
mouth; it is also the film shifting off its noisy gears by sinking into mute
ness. If Shiba disowns his reflected image or the hitherto worn mask, the 
film formally disavows its preceding modalities and generic tendencies. As 
Shiba has been bent on searching for his true self, so is the film equally 
bent on finding out its generic incarnation and stylistic anchoring. 

The film has up to the final moment flirted with various generic possi
bilities, presuming them, proceeding with them, and finally casting them 
behind. Romance fails to mature. Shiba meets one of his old acquain
tances, a now rich but down-crested woman returning from abroad, disil
lusioned, hence starving for emotional fulfillment. Yet the brewed menage 
a trois after the encounter never amounts to anything. Shiba's love and 
then marriage with his ballerina-lover promises to hover over the working 
out of the deus ex machina - here an allegory of the fallen man blessed 
with the reviving kiss of the descending angel. Yet the film allows no single 
spectacle of the ballerina on stage, and the whole affair proves to be love's 
labor lost. The film noir at moments threatens to take over, yet it only 
leaves the imprint of a horrifying spectacle of torture (the electrical! 
mechanical drilling into Shiba's leg). And then it careens into the gro
tesque, the black humor of the crippled man trying to balance himself on 
the high-rise railing. The comedy of repartee sporadically has its glories: 
yet the final silent sequence of the film, with it heavy muteness and grim
ness, teleologically dismisses all the proceeding linguistic exuberance as 
mere indulgences in gibberish. It is as if the film narrative motor has its 
own discontent, its own anxiety. The discontent is with the all the availa
ble modes of expression, the cinematic rituals that fail to stage the con
temporary problems and sentiments. In this light, Shiba's violent act 
against the mirror staged as a smashing of the camera logically amounts to 
a symbolic act of violence towards the camera - the film medium. The 
film, frustrated along the way of fleshing out a cinematic narrative, finally 
brings its grievance / vengeance against itself. Hence the final lapse into 



THE RHETORIC OF MIRROR, SHADOW, AND MOON 81 

silence. It is here that film finally settles with the most congenial mooring: 
a quiet, inward-looking, and reflexive mise-en-scene of mirror / shadow / 
moon. 

The soul-summoning (a search for the lost self) goes hand in hand with 
the cinematic self-reflexivity, that is, the return to its origin. Thus to sum
mon the soul of the existential self is at the same time to call back the soul 
of the cinema - the semantics and the cinematics are indistinguishably 
related. In representing the self, the cinema necessarily represents itself. "It 
must represent," writes Foucault, "but that representation, in turn, must 
also be represented within it." Thus 

The binary arrangement of the sign ... presupposes that the sign is a dupli
cated representation doubled over upon itself. An idea can be the sign of 
another, not only because a bond of representation can be established 
between them, but also because this representation can always be repre
sented within the idea that is representing. Or again, because representation 
in its peculiar essence is always perpendicular to itself: it is at the same time 
indication and appearance: a relation to an object and a manifestation of 
itself. (Foucault 1973, 64-65) 

The moment of self-referentiality here is a return to the origin - the cul
tural and cinematic origin. Cinematic apparatus itself can no longer be 
held as a transparent medium, but shown as loaded/burdened with tradi
tional anxiety, existential yearnings, and historical memory. As Stanley 
Cavell has noted, "some internal affinity of the phenomenon of nostalgia 
with the phenomenon of film, the popular nostalgia now associated with 
movies stands to be understood as parody, or avoidance, of an inherent, 
treasurous property of the medium of film as such."5 Cinema is a ritual 
that symbolically enacts the nostalgia as cultural longings. As such, it is 
prefigured in ancient ritualistic engagement. If Plato's cave is the earliest 
prefiguration of the Western cinema, the Chinese fang shi's soul-summon
ing remains the earliest precursor of cinema in China. 

His majesty could not stop thinking of his departed wife. Shao Weng, a 
magician from Qi, said that he could make her spirit appear. So during the 
night, lamp and candles were lit, a tent curtain set up, offerings of wine and 
meat displayed, the emperor was requested to sit behind another curtain. 
After a while he saw a beautiful woman like Li Fu Ren sitting down and 
walking around. But he was unable to obtain a closer view. With a mount
ing elegiac sadness, he composed a poem: "Was it her or not her? I rose from 
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the seat to see - how was it that she paced in grace, but seemed to come 
towards me so slowly!"6 

The poignancy of absence is countered here with visual accessibility and 
immediacy. What is revealed here is that from the very beginning the 
shadow-play - call it cinema - finds a way of externalizing what is other
wise only to be internalized. It facilitates the ritualistic emotionalism of 
remembrance, of retrieving the vanished - activities one would assign to 
the domain of the self's engagements. From the very beginning, shadow
play lends itself to being the substitute of mind/body's configuration. By 
enacting the ritual of soul-summoning, the shadow-play already lays out a 
formal grounds for the belated staging of the modern morality play of 
self's splitting, its loss and recovery. 

What happened with the invention of cinema? It was not sufficient that it be 
technically feasible, it was not sufficient that a camera, a projector, a strip 
of images be technically ready. Moreover, they were already there, more or 
less ready, more or less invented, a long time already before the formal 
invention of cinema, 50 years before Edison and the Lumiere brothers. It 
was necessary that something else be constituted, that something else be 
formed: the cinema machine, which is not essentially the camera, the film, 
the projector, which is merely a combination of instruments, apparatuses, 
techniques. Which is a machine: a dispositij articulating between one 
another different sets - technological certainly, but also economic and ideo
logical. A dispositif was required of demands, desires, fantasies, specula
tions (in the two senses of commerce and the imaginary): an arrangement 
which gives apparatus and techniques a social status and function. (Comolli 

1985,742 ) 

The idea of a cinema prefigures the actual availability of the cinematic 
apparatus. Or rather, what we regard as filmic apparatus is not essentially 
the technical combination, but rather the deep-seated cultural impulse and 
its need for symbolic expression. The anxious gaze prefigures the cine
matic spectatorship; the nostalgic interior screening of the lived or imag
ined slices of life preconditions the inevitability of the optical projection of 
the images onto the screen. The new technology phases out the old con
sciousness; yet the old impulses are nevertheless embedded in the machin
ery. Thus when the cinematic medium received its fullest exploration and 
profoundest reflection in Alan Resnais's Last Year at Marienbad, it was 
almost inevitable that the film, in its self-reflection, should be about mem
ory, forgetfulness, rehearsing again and again the filmic capacity for call-
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ing back the images. The mind's screen merges with the actual screen; 
mental space becomes indistinguishable from the optical space. It is more 
than a coincidence that Korkarlen (The Phantom Chariot, 1920), one of 
the earliest silent films, should be a narrative about soul-summoning. 

If the prefilm longing for cinematic expression includes, among other 
things, the need to stage drama of the split self, the recalling of the wan
dering souls, how do these classical sentiments resurface in the modern 
medium? Is it that the film, for all its sophistication and partially dreamed 
of possibilities, has forgotten and repressed the old concerns, opting 
instead for the new semantics inborn with the very invention of the 
medium and the modern age? Should we say the loss of the self of cinema 
parallels the loss of the self in cinema? 

Modernity calls for self-reflection. Cast in a strong impulse towards 
modernity, Samsara questions itself; yet it questions itself only via a return 
to the origin: the premodern experience. After all, Samsara means cycle. 

III 

Thus Samsara "remembers" in spite of itself. The final sequence in Sam
sara strikes one as peculiarly and definitely archaic (not in its negative 
sense). The successive and excessive engagement with mirror, shadow, 
and the moon all but seems a visual transcription of the classical Chinese 
tropes or topoi. The old phantoms are summoned. Yet what is the conse
quence of opening up this Pandora's box? Are the old bottles readily avail
able for new wines? If the self is a specular structure, if indeed this struc
ture is informed by an archaic sensibility, it follows that what affects 
specular structure affects the configuration and constituency of the self. 
The issue becomes particularly crucial when the film is groping for a mod
ern self by being self-consciously mutinous and iconoclastic towards the 
received cultural formulae. 

The specular engagement in classical literary experience posits a special 
modality of viewing. It generates a peculiar classical vision of the self. 
Crassly put, the self arising out of the specular moments moves more 
towards a nonself. The self-formation is more of a state of merging 
between the self and the external world. 

Man is (lit., I am) crowded together with the myriad other things in the 
Great Changingness, and his (lit., my) nature is one with that of all other 
natural things. Knowing that I am of the same nature as all other natural 
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things, I know that there is really no (separate) self, no (separate) personal
ity, no (absolute) death and no absolute (life). (Yin 1977, 2°4-2°5) 

If self is seen as tropologically shaped, then in the classical Chinese cul
ture, the most emphatic moment of self-assertion is cast into the rhetoric 
of dissolution. The boundary between the interior and the exterior is to be 
traversed and abolished. The attainment of the self is the moment of 
uncertainty as to what is the external world and what is the self. 

This is not unlike what Freud described as the "oceanic feeling": "a feel
ing of an indissoluble bond, of being one with the external world as a 
whole," the feeling of "limitlessness and of a bond with the universe" 
(Freud 1961, 12-15). There is, however, a difference. Freud spelled out a 
trajectory from the oceanic bond to the separation of the self and the uni
verse. The Chinese chart is precisely its reverse. 7 

Closely related to this tropological self is the idea of the disembodied 
eye/ gaze. The theory of the mode of viewing, best articulated by Shao 
Yong (Ion-Io77) of the Song dynasty, encourages viewing the wu (the 
external objects) with the eye of wu. It posits an imagined spectatorial 
position where the "I" is renounced; the external world is seen with the 
disavowed subjective vision as if the world were seen through the wu's 
eye. The ideology thus generates an idea of a "universal eye" 

[b]ecause I know I am an other, and the other is also "me." Both I and the 
other are equally wu. Therefore it is possible to adopt the universal eye as 
my eye which is capable of viewing everything [or, lit., "from which nothing 
can fail to be viewed"]. (Shao 1986, 1050) 

The idea of the universal eye/gaze finds its extreme expression in Wang 
Shouren (1472-1528): "The eye has no body; it takes the myriad colors as 
its body" (Wang 1980, 105).8 The ontological status of the eye/ gaze is dis
owned and disembodied. If we follow the (Western?) aesthetic that 
prioritizes the eye (especially in cinema culture) and assigns the subjective 
gaze the primary condition of stepping into subjectivity, then this subjec
tivity seems all but disavowed in the Chinese context following the disem
bodiment of the eye. 

Consequently what might have been deemed by the modern imagina
tion as the threshold experience of self-recognition is often - in classical 
Chinese contexts - the moment of self-annihilation or the merging of the 
self with the nonself. 

Mirror has been excessively deployed in the Lacanian algebra to sym-
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bolize the phase of self-recognition, the preparation for entering into the 
symbolic order in which the child could articulate "I." The cultural use of 
mirror in classical Chinese tradition bespeaks the otherwise. One looks 
into the mirror not so much to see oneself as to evoke and remember the 
other with whose identification one has a vague sense of the "self" equiva
lent to nonself. One might say this other is represented in the Lacanian 
vocabulary as the mother or the maternal body. Yet the psychoanalytic 
scenario drives towards the difference or separation between the maternal 
body and myself, while the Chinese scenario leans towards the fusion. 
One does not have a distinct sense of self until one can find oneself merged 
with the other - call it the mother in the Lacanian phraseology. If we con
tinue with the mother / son trope as figuring the self-other antinomy, the 
Chinese experience of mirror-viewing is best thematized in a historical 
tale. In A.D. 74, Emperor Ming of Han was so grieved over the late 
Empress Yin (Yin Taihou), his departed mother, that he went to visit 
Yuanlin, her tomb. Bending over to scrutinize the departed dowager's toi
let and mirror, the emperor looked into the mirror into which his mother 
used to cast her gaze. Completely overwhelmed with a pricking poign
ancy, the emperor cried. His retinue all lay prostrate on the ground, not 
daring to look up. This historical event, originally narrated in the Hou 
Han shu, was seized upon by Sima Guang, a later historian of the Song 
dynasty, author of Zizhi tongjian (The mirror of universal history - the 
title itself includes a metaphor of mirror). With slender textual clues, Sima 
Guang imagined that the Emperor Ming must have been deeply touched 
by looking into the mirror into which his mother had looked. Emperor 
Ming looked into the mirror to see not himself, but an Other. Now the 
actual psychological experience is impossible to verify. But what is reveal
ing is that Sima Guang's historical exegesis of an otherwise inaccessible 
experience of mirror-viewing in itself already posits a mode of viewing. 

Articulating the "I" in classical cultural discourse is often a matter of 
finding a figure of identification whose articulation stands in lieu of that 
of mine. Since personal grievance and the pathos of self have been fully 
articulated by Qu Yuan, for the later-born, to express the self is to express 
the Qu Yuanian expression. In the late Han dynasty when bronze mirrors 
began to figure self-consciousness, two most common figures of identifi
cation are Wu Zhixu, frequently iconographically represented on the 
backs of bronze mirrors, and Qu Yuan, often textually echoed in mirror 
inscriptions. Inscriptions often complain of how one is misunderstood by 
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the world. By evoking Qu Yuan, one feels a better sense of the self. To 
look into the mirror then is to remember Qu Yuan. The act of self-recog
nition is equivalent to the act of remembering the other. 

Likewise, the moon is often evoked as a figure of identification with the 
bygone ancients. "The living does not see the ancient moon / Yet the 
present moon did once shine on the ancient man / The ancient and the 
living man are like the flowing river / Sharing the moon as it is" (Li 1980, 

II78- II79)· 
The primary conferring of the self comes from the remembrance or the 

evocation of the absent interpersonal other. The recalled other almost 
takes presence over, substitutes for, and replaces the "I" that does the 
recalling. 1 see, therefore 1 remember; 1 remember, therefore 1 am. Since 1 
am by way of remembering the other, therefore what 1 am is what 1 am 
not, or vice versa. The fullest sense of self arises precisely in this total iden
tification with either the external world or the historical collective other. 

The typical self-expression employing the trope of the moon is that the 
suffering individual feels himself misunderstood by the world. It is only 
with the moon's receptive gaze that one is capable of some communion. 
Though the moon is frequently evoked with the implication of a mirror 
(see, for example, the odes to the moon in Li et al. 1966, 703-713), the 
identification is essentially not with one's own other projected onto the 
moon-mirror, but a communal entity that has been gazed on, hence 
shared by, all the sages and like-minded suffering individuals in the past, 
present, and future. Thus one seeks a spiritual communion with the vast 
transcendent otherness embodied in the moon in order to disavow this 
blind temporal world. "The world is a dream," declared Su Shi, the great
est poet of the Song dynasty, "[I'd] better hold up my wine cup to the 
moon over the river" (Su 1970, 75-76). The moon prompts the desire 
towards self-annihilation in seeking union with it. The gaze at the moon 
often borders on rejection of this world. The sequentiality of the move 
from the mirror to the moon in Samsara implies the willed choices and 
rejections in settling for a supreme figure of identification. The sequential
ity is perfectly in keeping with the classical poetic logic. The move is from 
the phase of mirror-image (in which the configuration of the bodily self is 
more graphically registered) to the shadow-of-the-body phase (which 
oscillates between the appearance and disappearance of the body, hence 
between a self and nonself), and finally to the moon-as-mirror phase, 
which absorbs the gaze without returning any configuration of the self's 
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body. What the blankness of the moon reflects is the "image" of the dis
persed self, the realm of nondifferentiation. The disfiguration of his "true 
self" by the blind world prompts Shiba to restore the true image of the self. 
Neither the reflected mirror image (the unliftable mask) nor the self
created shadow on the wall could accurately embody his self. It is by look
ing into the moon that he sees the perfect reflection: the annihilated bodily 
form. One attains the self via negative. The explicit rejection and embrac
ing of these different mirrors as figures of identification betray the film's 
complicity with the classical scenario. 

Shiba attains a selfhood by acting out a classical scenario that has 
already been acted by a gallery of historical personae ranging from Qu 
Yuan to Wang Guowei, or even to Master Hong Yi. Upon his self-willed 
death, Master Hong Yi left a swan-song-like note concluding with a cou
plet of tranquil lines: "If (one) presses the images for meaning, the differ
ence is a thousand miles wide of the mark; / Ask me what is proper, I for
get the words / The spring is fully present on the verdant branches, the 
moon, the heaven's mind, is round" (Chen I965, 482). 

This mode of viewing and the traditional associations clustered around 
the mirror / shadow / moon naturally collapse into the mise-en-scene of 
these tropes in Samsara. What we have then is a symbolically ambiguous 
space that allows vacillations between two modalities of specularity, the 
classical Chinese and the modern (Western?). Mirror experience is one of 
the most semio-symbolic engagements in the Western critical conscious
ness. Two factors prevent the film from being locked in a completely 
archaic Chinese space - the fact that we are in an age of openness and 
exposure to Western ideology and aesthetics and the fact that film appa
ratus is a Western "language" with its embedded "unconscious." The ques
tion - a little absurd maybe - is what kind of mirror is Shiba facing? If we 
insist on contextualizing it in its immediate textual/narrative proximity, 
then this is the mirror that certainly generates the classical Chinese mus
ings; but if we contextualize it in the recent trend of Chinese films - the 
new surging cinematic interest - excessive, self-consciously stylized - and 
aligning it with its peers such as Obsession (I989),9 for instance, we feel 
that somehow the archaic reading of the sequence is a little biased. The 
film is actually caught between these two claims. Therein lies the problem 
of the self - that it not only has to find an expression, but it may also fall 
short of control over the range of implications generated by the expressive 
expediencies. The mirror / shadow / moon images as tropological device in 
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film inevitably drift towards two directions - the nonself, on the one 
hand, and self-recognition, on the other. It is not the choice of expressive 
adequacy that is at stake here; rather, it is the inevitability of the fate of 
the modern Chinese self to be caught between the traditional textuality 
(the net whose nodal point is the self) and the new impulse towards 
restructuring the traditional textuality. 50 the war is not merely between 
the mask and the inner soul, but more of a battle of/between the books, 
cinemas, symbolic languages, modes of perception, and traditions. The 
anxiety rankling within the breast of 5hiba is a lesser hermeneutical issue 
compared with the agitation of formal expressions and their hermeneuti
cal slipperies. 

One may also conjecture a possibility of transition: precisely because 
the "coefficiency" of the two different values congealed in the same visual 
tropes - the nonself merging and self-recognition - it could well be imag
ined that the field of visual tropes becomes the foremost space where the 
transition in the modes of visual! cultural discourse is effected. The old 
values may well be edged out or phased out, substituted or usurped by the 
new mode of self-consciousness. In this respect, the filmic images as bur
dened with cultural values and historical memories will also carry the his
torical burden of changing the mode of discourse, or rather shortchanging 
the inner meanings of the inherited discursive forms. 

There might be, however, disquieting consequences. The final sequence 
of Samsara is compelling precisely because it thrives on the symbolic rich
ness accumulated from a rich tradition and the historical weight and mem
ories unleashed from these classical topoi. Once the sedimented residues 
are disengaged from these tropological devices, will they hold equal aes
thetic appeal to us? That may of course depend on the identity of this "us." 
If it is a forgetful generation, then the historical whisperings never made 
any difference. 

The poignant irony is that Samsara, with a pointed edge of iconoclasm 
and defiance towards tradition, is helplessly caught in the historical cycle 
- the ricorso to the past which it seeks to break with. The aesthetic choice 
of the most traditional tropes repudiates its political radicalism. The dis
crepancy reverts to some radical iconoclasts of the May Fourth Move
ment: seeking to break away from all traditional forms of discourse, they 
nevertheless found that it was in the archaic prosodic forms that they 
could best express their personal or innermost grievances. This explains 
that, as a film avowdedly driven by the desire to search for a modern Chi-
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nese self, Samsara fails in many ways to stage the ineffable pathos of the 
self; the moment of its true powerful mastery of formal articulation occurs 
when it reverts to the formal mechanism that has the potential of annihi
lating the self. Again, to reiterate the paradox set forth earlier, the 
moment of finding the self is the moment of its loss. 

Yuejin Wang is a doctoral student in the Department of Fine Arts, Harvard Uni
versity. He has published articles in Framework, Wide Angle, Public Culture, and 
elsewhere. He has also translated Roland Barthes's Fragments d'un discours 
amoureux into Chinese. 

Notes and References 

1. Samsara (Lun hui, 1988, Xi' an Film Studio), director Huang Jianxin; script 
Wang Shuo; distributed by China Film Export & Import Corporation. Clark 
(1989,40) provides a succinct synoptic account of the film: "It is one of several 
films made in 1988 based on a novella by the writer Wang Shuo. The chief protag
onist in Samsara ... lives without a family: his parents, high-ranking cadres, 
have died. Shi Ba makes a living in the private sector greatly expanded by Deng 
Xiaoping's economic reforms of the 1980s. Like other entrepreneurs with social 
and political connections, Shi Ba dabbles also in some illegal business. Success 
brings threats of blackmail. Resistance to the demands brings a severe beating. 
From then on Shi Ba drifts. Refusing to join a friend in blackmailing foreigners, 
he marries Yu Jing. This relationship proves a disaster. One evening, in a macho 
act, Shi Ba throws himself off a balcony." 

2. Following Levi-Strauss, Jameson (1981, 79) writes: "the aesthetic act is itself 
ideological, and the production of aesthetic or narrative form is to be seen as an 
ideological act in its own right, with the function of inventing imaginary or for
mal 'solutions' to unresolvable social contradictions." 

3. This may well explain why in classical Chinese culture the expression of the 
self so often involved the watching of one's own flickering shadow while the 
strong ethical! aesthetical propensity tended towards the annihilation of visibility. 

4. I am here taking liberty with William Rothman's phrase without being able 
to retain the richness of its original import. For detailed exposition of the notion, 
see Rothman (1982, 53, 104, 107, 346). 

5. Cavell's observation comes out of his seminal reading of Max Ophuls's Let
ter from the Unknown Woman. Upon finishing the letter addressed to him from 
an "unknown woman," the man is shown "to be assaulted by a sequence of 
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images from earlier moments in the film." There is a sense of "calling up the film's 
images." See Cavell (1988, 227). 

6. Ban Gu (1962, 3952). There are a number of similar accounts in other his
torical texts and biji writings. See, for instance, Wang (1965,81-82). 

7. Though the Song scholars stressed the initial merging - "The heaven and 
man initially were not different. There is no need to say 'merging' " - this insis
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"Lynching" as Entertainment: 
Race and Gender in 

David Lynch's Wild at Heart 

SHARON WILLIS 

Two EXPLOSIONS. Two spectacular images, one captiva tingly monu
mental, the other nauseatingly violent. The captivatingly seductive first 
image we see in Wild at Heart, the lighting of a match, magnified in 
extreme close-up to fill the frame, to make a whole scene of that banal 
event, gives way to shock and revulsion in the film's second sequence. A 
seductively fetishized image, then, is itself exploded in the horror and 
revulsion that completes the opening sequence. But this horrific effect, 
which stops the gaze - dead, I almost want to say, stops it dead - is itself 
constituted fetishistically. This kind of violence only produces its effect by 
means of the technology of verisimilitude; it must look real. David 
Lynch's Wild at Heart begins, then, by trading off between two kinds of 
scenes, two fetish effects. 

The murder in the film's opening sequence comes to act as its "primal 
scene." This scene, the prehistory to the film's romance plot, and to its 
road trip, begins with a shot of the elaborate vaulted ceiling of a ballroom. 
Neither the music, diegetically set up as dance music, nor the clothes of 
the assembled crowd provides us with any temporal cues, so we are placed 
in a kind of timeless, generalized prehistory (this may be the prevailing 
temporality of the whole film). Bob Ray Lemon (Gregg Dandridge), the 
one black person in this crowd, approaches Sailor Ripley (Nicholas Cage) 
and threatens him with a knife. The rest of the sequence consists of Sail
or's brutal retaliation, first smashing the man's face repeatedly on a ban
nister, and then bashing his skull on the marble floor until it cracks and his 
brain spills out. Because this murder scene falls outside the narrative, and 
because it orchestrates violence as driving repetition, this sequence figures 
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rather more as spectacle than event. But it also stages an anxious fantasy 
in which the menacing black man is the mother's agent; he has been sent 
by Marietta Pace (Diane Ladd), the mother of Lula Pace (Laura Oem), 
Sailor's girlfriend. 

Marietta presides over the murder; her look controls it as much as any 
look does. Camera work here dictates that "no one" is really supposed to 
see this scene, since the camera and editing apparently construct a move
ment across points of view - from Lula's in the middle of the staircase, 
looking down on Sailor and Lemon below her, back to Marietta's at the 
top of the stairs. However, this movement, which catches all the figures in 
medium long shot, finally produces a detachment from subjective point of 
view. Lula's and Marietta's looks are coded only as reactions, because the 
camera is riveted on the action from a point of view that does not corre
spond to either of the women's. In fact, so sharply does it diverge from 
them that the reaction shots are the only artifice holding all figures in the 
same space. But this is a space in which their relation to each other is com
pletely uncertain until the end, when Marietta is established as "on top of 
the situation." So the camera writes an interpretation of this scene that 
establishes the mother's guilt. 

Marietta's centrality sets up the film's central drama - that of the 
menacing and abject mother who relentlessly and brutally attempts to sep
arate the lovers. Although Lemon fondles Lula as he approaches Sailor, 
the cinematic inscription and subsequent narrative interpretation of the 
scene produce a different triangulation, a triangulation that is presented as 
a discovery of the secret "truth" underlying the events. It is to Marietta's 
gaze, and to her anxious, aroused facial expression, that the camera con
tinually returns (with occasional shifts to views of Lula's anguished face). 
And finally, when Sailor looks up from the foot of the staircase to point a 
bloody, accusing finger, the film positions Marietta as the controlling 
gaze, the determining force of the scene. 

Compositionally, the film inscribes a triangle with Marietta at its pin
nacle, as the central focus of Sailor's and Lula's looks; her own gaze bifur
cates the scene as it cuts between these figures. Our gaze, however, is 
unanchored to any point of view but the camera's agitated, disorienting 
mobility. At the same time, we experience the discomfort of being brought 
in too close, and from an uncomfortable angle. We watch, with a camera 
placed nearly at floor level, as Sailor smashes Lemon's head on the mar
ble. Any anxiety about how much we will witness - as Lemon's head 
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repeatedly descends out of view - is quickly dispelled in revulsion when 
the camera pulls back to show us more than we "should" see, his exposed 
brain. But it is precisely this shock, our affective, physical reaction to the 
abject body, that forces our look away. As the film repels our look, how
ever, it also deflects our attention; we can easily forget the terms at work 
here. 

Our revulsion at the abject body echoes throughout the film. Most 
strikingly, it is repeated with an almost justificatory, legitimating, and aes
theticizing symmetry when Bobby Peru's head is blown off. (This sight is 
rendered ridiculous by the excess of its flight several feet up and by its cou
pling with the spectacle of the two feed-store employees slipping on a 
bloody floor as they search for the severed hand that a dog carries away.) 
Such a symmetry produces a pattern that helps to aestheticize the opening 
scene, within the Lynch aesthetics, which characteristically couples dis
gust with transgression. 

Georgia Brown (1990) is the model of the critic who falls for this: 1 

"From scene to scene, in that candid, child-like way of his, Lynch amazes 
us with how far he's willing to go. But he just seems like a kid." For 
Brown, the disturbing racial referent here is neutralized in Lynch's inno
cent, adolescent provocation: "(Lynch shows he's stuck back in the 50'S by 
making all his minorities into terrorizers)," she writes parenthetically, and 
then goes on as follows. "It takes a psychoanalytic virgin like Lynch to 
place Oedipal desire and castration anxiety right up front. . . . Wild at 
Heart joins the boy's anxiety to a girl's by tapping into both the Gifford 
novel and that classic American on-the-road text, The Wizard of Oz." 
Without missing a beat, Brown lightly passes off Lynch's consistent use of 
black men in this film as figures of menace, and specifically sexual men
ace, as just another manifestation of his regressive, not to say infantile 
sensibilities. 

A 1950S nostalgia that clearly includes a desire for a simpler time, and 
simpler in the sense that racial separation and hierarchy held fast, is writ
ten off as almost an oversight, an insignificant, though unfortunate, fea
ture of a general and aestheticized infantilism. And this conflation, which 
is perfectly consistent with Lynch's own, permits a sexual fascination to 
cover over a racial one, just as "psychoanalysis" refers only to personal 
and subjective anxieties. "Psychoanalysis" here becomes a marker of con
sumer style and taste (you have to know its basic terms to see how trans
parent the film is, how artificial and artful is its "innocence"), so that it 
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serves to differentiate audiences into insiders and outsiders - the "hip" 
and the "uncool." In Brown's reading, the transparent psychoanalytic 
interpretation also perhaps guarantees the film's irony and its sophistica
tion, expressed as distance from its characters, its "content," and its con
text. It is the "psychoanalytically" sophisticated posture that allows the 
film discourse, and the audience "in the know," to register the "perversity" 
of the ordinary and to parade its own guilty pleasures, which are already 
read, interpreted, and accounted for. 

Like Lynch, Brown is willing to accept the simplest of "Freudian night
mares," in her words, as a significant transgression. Transgression here 
stands as a clear value, without our having to ask what it means. This 
position represents a steadfastly modernist understanding of avant-gard
ism, an understanding shared by the film and its critics, where the avant
garde transgresses stylistic orthodoxy by, precisely, going too far. As it 
turns out, most of these transgressions, and "goings too far," seem to be 
stylistic red herrings that distract us from other references and from the 
overdetermining elements and context that would cause us to read them 
politically. 

Besides acting as a Lynch signature, "shock" short-circuits analysis, 
which may account for the general critical silence about this scene. After 
the initial shock, then, we get back to reading. Bob Ray Lemon's murder 
is motivated retrospectively. He is Marietta's sexual emissary, as well as 
her homicidal one, we later learn. Apparently, Marietta's murderous rage 
is unleashed when Sailor refuses to, in her words, "fuck Lula's Mama" in 
the bathroom at the dance. But Marietta has rewritten the event, so that 
Lemon can claim that he has been asked to kill Sailor for trying to "fuck 
Lula's Mama," rather than for refusing to do so. To this conventional fig
ure of woman as a sexual menace, the film adds an additional charge: a 
white man is forced to kill the black male agent of "Mama's" murderous 
sexual lust. This is merely a reversal of a conventional fantasy structure in 
which white men fight black men over white women. So another fantasy is 
imbricated with the oedipal one. Yet, this sequence and the flashbacks 
that read it, interpret it for us, accomplish an erasure of the racial dimen
sion under the oedipal or sexual one. This erasure has a reminder, how
ever: the brutal murder of a black man by a white man is surreptitiously 
charged to the white woman's account. 

In the first flashback to the bathroom scene, a flashback coded as 
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Marietta's, we learn that Sailor has seen something, perhaps, that he 
shouldn't have seen, between Lula's parents. As it will turn out, this is a 
reference to Marietta's and Santos's murder of her husband. Indeed, this is 
the transgression that Sailor will pay for, along with the competing trans
gression of not "fucking mama." Interestingly, the scene between Marietta 
and Sailor in the bathroom - the generative incident - is repeated in a 
series of flashbacks alternately attributed to each of them, but always 
from the same point of view (that of a third party watching them), as if 
their memories were identical. The prevailing subjectivity established here 
belongs to the film's discourse itself. But the cinematic violence unleashed 
is filmically attributed to the sexuality of the phallic mother. Within this 
narrative logic that punishing woman is cinematically punished herself; 
her body is progressively rendered more abject. 

After the opening sequence, the film produces a break through the 
insertion of another suspended, magnified image. We see a crystal ball, 
across which passes Marietta's hand, its fingernails painted bloody black. 
This image serves to introduce one of the film's structuring subtexts - a 
rewriting of The Wizard of OZ - and to articulate Marietta into it as the 
wicked witch. The break in the film, which precedes Sailor and Lula's 
reunion and the beginning of the road trip that structures the narrative, 
casts the first sequence as its primal scene, the generative event. And this 
event is motivated by Sailor's having seen what he shouldn't see. But this 
must lead us to ask about the symmetry between his position and ours. 
We, too, have just seen something we shouldn't see. This parallel, how
ever, is embedded in the film's general tendency to link sex and violence in 
a particular erotics of shock. 

Repeated rhymes, some of which amount to obsessions, will inscribe 
that complex structure at the expense of other content, as the shocks claim 
the better part of our attention and investment. For example, the opening 
sequence, whose visual tension is augmented by Lynch's characteristically 
overloud and parodically intrusive musical sound track, is linked with the 
first love scene between Lula and Sailor by the very same music. In the 
shock created by the matching of sex and violence in the bleeding over of 
one scene into another, the racial determinant in the opening murder is 
erased, deemphasized, evaporated, before we even get to ask about the 
status of this gratuitous detail: why should Bob Ray Lemon be black? So, 
we need to invert the problem of the primal scene, of seeing what one 
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shouldn't see, in order to ask what we haven't seen that we should have. 
And this question will emerge again and again but always to the side, in 
the critics' responses, as well as in the narrative logic. 

In his New York Times review, Vincent Canby passes over the racial 
content of the first scene in order to emphasize, as most critics do, the 
striking Lynch style: "David Lynch's work is all a matter of disorienting 
scale, of emphases that are out of kilter. ... It's the old fun-house princi
ple. Nightmares are made real. Without moving, one seems to plummet 
through pitch darkness. The response in a fun house is a pleasurably scary 
physical sensation. The Lynch films go several steps farther: nothing in 
life is fixed. All reality is relative" (Canby 1990). Here, as in Brown's 
assessment, we have the rhetoric of daring and risk, of "going too far." 
More important, Canby is ready to write this scene off to a general sense 
that "all reality is relative." Somehow, the wacky, out-of-scale formal and 
technical articulation of the film has expunged all referentiality. But is this 
exclusively a formal issue? Why might we be so taken with "out-of-scale"? 
If we crave disorienting perspectives, I want to argue, this film may thrill 
us by disorienting our political perspectives, as well as our visual ones. 

Where Canby is seduced by "disorienting perspectives," Virginia Camp
bell gets off on the oedipal display/lure. She writes, "Most important, 
Lynch gave Wild at Heart his signature psychosexual kick" (Campbell 
199°,38). That signature is related to the one Georgia Brown emphasizes 
- a kind of regressive infantilism - and it is related, more obscurely, to 
the signature Canby picks out, "the out-of-scale" world of Lynch's images. 

Lynch's fascinating and often astonishing scale treats objects with 
obsessive attention, alternately monumentalizing and miniaturizing them. 
Thus, the film's editing and its camera angles, which produce surprising 
relations of image to frame, are strategies for oedipalizing the visual field 
along with the narrative, offering the spectator an uneasily and unevenly 
infantile point of view. At the same time, that strategy works by combin
ing different levels of appeal. Narratively, its family romance plot helps to 
keep violent excesses at a particular remove in a ready-made fantasy. And 
visually, the film offers deliberate and exhaustive fetishization of both 
image and technique. 

However, if we refuse to remain fixated, as the film itself is, on an oedi
pal drama of sexual differentiation and separation, we see that the rein
fantilized adolescent fantasy structure is a container for a more vicious 
subtext. Part of the thrill of Lynch's films, for critics, has been in accepting 
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the films' proposition that this oedipal structure is both the container and 
the content, a proposition that forecloses any reading of the specific artic
ulation of fantasies within that structure, and with it, any socio-historical 
referentiality. 

Campbell's delight in the "psychosexual kick" represents a typical 
inability to examine specifics. She is correct, at first glance, I think, to 
understand both Wild at Heart and Blue Velvet as rehearsing anxieties 
about the breakdown of the paternal metaphor in contemporary culture 
(by which I mean Lynch's lifetime, I950S through I980s).2 But on a closer 
look, as we will see, the primal scenes that structure this film produce a 
development firmly bound to the child's point of view, or, more properly, 
the son's. (After all, the central and deadly conflict here is between 
Marietta and Sailor, not Marietta and Lula.) While Lynch's films are all 
about struggles with what Campbell calls "the parents inside one's head," 
they are about protecting and preserving those internal imagoes, or inter
nal censors. And they invite us to protect ourselves from history and poli
tics by imagining that everything comes down to a private psychosexual 
adventure: it's all in our heads. 

If we take Wild at Heart at its word, so to speak, that the oedipal 
drama is both the source and the resolution of the narrative, then we need 
to focus on the primal scene structure, a structure that helps to hold the 
film together. Structurally speaking, these primal scenes work to gather 
and contain the film's random forces and to articulate its apparently arbi
trary details into a series of repetitions. The formal, obsessional structure, 
then, answers for the details, as a perfectly paranoid narrative logic brings 
everything into its own interpretive scheme. But the heart of the matter is 
not a simple oedipal drama. Our work, by contrast, should begin where 
the film leaves off, should begin to unpack some of the baggage loaded 
into this oedipal valise. 

At the exact temporal center of Wild at Heart, at the heart of the mat
ter, of its matter, is a scene that resonates with the opening sequence. This 
segment offers the film's second homicide, the murder of Johnny Farragut, 
one of Marietta's two boyfriends. In a film that insists upon lining up its 
characters along a clear, brutally simple dividing line between the "good," 
wayward, but ultimately innocent and the "perverts," those whose vio
lence is always sexual and whose sex is always violent, John Farragut 
(Harry Dean Stanton) is Marietta's "good" suitor, and gangsterish Santos 
is her "bad" boyfriend. But the agents of Johnny's death are a black man 
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and a white woman with an artificial leg (played by Grace Zabriskie, who 
plays Laura Palmer's mother in "Twin Peaks"). This mutilated white 
woman, Juana, is overcoded, one might say, overloaded with "difference," 
given her Cajun-Creole accent, her Latina name, and her connection to 
voodoo, however incoherently presented. She is the one who directs her 
black lover, Reggie, to kill Johnny so that they can make love. Indeed, the 
eerily claustrophobic scene incorporates Johnny's murder as a kind of 
foreplay, making Johnny a sacrificial victim in their lovemaking ritual. 

Since the scene culminates with Johnny's being made to see evidence 
that Marietta has betrayed him with Marcello Santos, this murder recalls 
the explicit primal triangulation of the story: Marietta, her husband, 
Clay, and Santos. This triangle has caused the murder of Lula's father, the 
one that Sailor has accidently witnessed. johnny's murder is orchestrated 
by the woman who commands man, so that the scene's tension, like the 
murder itself, appears to be controlled by a woman's voice, keeping time 
and repeating the phrase, "Fuck me now, Reggie." That phrase comes to 
coincide with the command to kill. 

This sequence opens with a close-up of Juana's face, established from 
johnny's point of view, as she leans in to kiss him on his taped-over 
mouth. We then see a close-up of Reggie and Juana kissing, their faces 
smeared with makeup, hers with dark makeup, his with white, as if each 
had rubbed some of the other's color off. Containing some of the most 
extreme close-ups of the film, this sequence frequently returns to shots of 
Reggie and Juana, dilated and tightly framed as they kiss passionately. 

Choreographed by cross-cutting between close-ups of Johnny, Juana, 
and Reggie, this sequence inscribes Johnny's face, and his gaze, between 
the bodies of the lovers. Where the frame gradually closes in on Johnny's 
face, it also maps Juana's distance from the action by framing her in 
medium, then in medium long shot. Meanwhile, it establishes Juana as a 
terrifying phallic dominatrix: we see her framed with her cane between 
her legs. Her cries, "Fuck me now, Reggie," control johnny's execution 
and seem to produce the temporal and spatial rhythms of the scene. In 
these respects, hers is a near perfect double of Marietta's position in the 
opening scene. It is the film's pretense, then, that she is Marietta's stand
in. 3 But since this scene opens up the central fantasy structure of the film, I 
want to suggest that Marietta may be a screen for Juana, the excessive and 
ambivalent figure: the mutilated woman, rendered prosthetically phallic, 
who is also a figure of ethnic and racial exoticism and difference. 
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Our spectator position moves into alignment with Johnny's as he 
watches Juana work herself into an obscene erotic frenzy: "I'm too fucking 
hot now. I'll kill him myself. Fuck me now." At this point, we see Reggie's 
face, monumentalized by a low angle, as he moves behind Johnny and 
puts the gun to his head. Johnny, in close-up, gazes sightlessly, directly 
into the camera. Just before the shot goes off, bringing on a fade-out, we 
see Juana again. We are lined up with Johnny as witnesses to this bizarre 
foreplay, witnesses not to his death, but to his last sight - the sadistic, 
lust-crazed woman who dominates the violent force of the black man, and 
the entire scene. Once more, a black man is the agent of the violence that a 
white woman's lust unleashes. But why is the primal couple, the sort of 
central switchboard of the film, this interracial couple, set up as both 
sadistically threatening and abject? (Significantly, critics rarely allude to 
this scene at all, and when they do, it is only through the figure of Juana as 
mutilated woman.) 

If the second "primal scene" retroactively reads the first one, and 
emphasizes its link between white women's lust and black men's violent 
power, the third image of a "primal scene," the film's closing sequence, 
seems designed to recast the first two in a more reassuring fantasy. In this 
last sequence, we watch Sailor and Lula on the car hood as he serenades 
her, but we watch from the point of view of their six-year-old son, Pace, 
through the windshield, or windscreen. One of the things this scene does 
is reinstantiate the "screen," the windscreen through which we have 
watched Sailor and Lula throughout this road trip; this is both a screen 
and a shield. When the couple is finally reunited, our point of view seems 
to be matched with little Pace's, which is now positioned to look up the 
mother's dress. But the camera's height is subtly displaced. In the shot
reverse shot structure here, we first look at Pace from above, from Sailor 
and Lula's point of view, and then we see them from a low angle. But they 
are framed in a medium shot, from the waist up. Another cut immediately 
frames them in medium close-up. In keeping with the film's fetishistic 
economy, we do not get caught looking up the good Mama's skirt. Sexual
ity is displaced upwards, to the singing mouth, while the parental couple's 
erotic connection is discreetly sublimated in song. The camera averts our 
glance, cuts the mother's sex out of frame, provides this subtle dislocation 
as an escape, an escape we share with the six-year-old boy, whose point of 
view oversees the narrative closure of the film. 

In some way, this six-year-old's point of view is the symbolic home that 
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we finally reach; it is the home of the film's gaze, and of our own, and, fig
uratively, the source of these fantasies. Consequently, the whole film dis
course may be retroactively and ironically attributed to this child, who 
then accounts for its infantile fantasies. But what fantasies are domesti
cated and defused as they are placed in the container of infantile fantasy 
and desire? And why are these fantasies consistently associated with race, 
with black men's connection to white women's "perverted" desires? 

As unaccountably as in the two previous sequences, and in a way that 
tightens their connection, men of color made a "cameo" appearance as the 
final threat to the central couple, but with this difference. In the final 
sequence, men of color do not operate as the violent agents of a woman's 
sexual desire. Instead, the sexual desire of the good woman and mother 
provides Sailor with a refuge from struggle, violence, and perhaps death. 
When Sailor leaves Lula and Pace in the car, abandoning the reconstituted 
family, he is quickly surrounded by a large group of young men, carefully 
selected, it seems, to provide a vast range of "nonwhite" figures - black, 
Latino, and Asian. His reaction to this menacing presence is to call them 
"faggots," thus provoking a beating, a beating that ends abruptly with the 
intervention of "good" witch. Wizard of Oz references thus intervene to 
help wrap up the film, to recast its fantasies as benign and comic, since 
Sailor wakes from unconsciousness sporting a cartoonishly grotesque bro
ken nose, a ludicrous phallic reference that will lend irony to his final 
song, "Love Me Tender." 

This last scene raises the question of where we may invest in the film's 
identificatory structures, where we feel relieved, released by the film. In its 
own ironic way, the film has provided us with the perfect alibi in Pace, 
because our temporary acceptance of his point of view must function to 
ironize our attitude toward all the identificatory postures the film offers 
us, to give our gaze a certain distance. This last scene reverses a central 
organizing principle of the film, which seems to be working on the ques
tion of what infantile fantasies would look like if they could be acted out 
with adult agency.4 Ultimately, this seems to be the source of the film's 
egregious violence, and its justification. This principle is reversed, and 
symbolically disclaimed, or disavowed, in the last scene, where all these 
adult fantasies are finally given back to the child, cinematically attributed 
to him. This is the "payoff," our reward for previous punishments, pun
ishments directed to our guilty gaze, the gaze that has watched the rape
seduction of Lula, the murder of Bob Ray Lemon, the lovemaking that has 
led to Johnny's death. 
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Farragut's murder is fraught with eroticized tension that is produced 
not only thematically, but cinematically, by the structure of interruption -
cross-cutting that suspends the action, freezes it, holds us up in anxiety. 
The scene is built of internal cross-cuttings among close-ups and parallel 
editing that links it with a sequence of Sailor and Lula's journey. Violence 
is displaced back and forth between this closed room and the open road, 
where Sailor and Lula come upon an accident whose one survivor (Sheri
lyn Fenn, from "Twin Peaks") dies after an incoherent conversation with 
them. Like so many of the apparently peripheral images that litter the 
"roadside" of this story, this battered young woman is one most critics cite 
as memorable for the uneasiness it creates. The dying woman's frantic 
scratching at her bloody hair and scalp (typically magnified by the ampli
fied sound track here) works effectively to make viewers' skin crawl. Like 
a series of other uneasy images that critics pick out for their "weirdness," 
or "repulsiveness," this one emerges as free-standing, as autonomous from 
the narrative. 

Since it occurs in a sequence that intervenes to interrupt the narrative of 
Johnny's death, this spectacular scene becomes frozen as an image frag
ment; it performs like a fetish. And the film's narrative stutters along in 
uneasy parallel with a series of fetish-images, images that operate as hid
eous accidents would, to interrupt, punctuate, or detour the trips of pass
ing motorists. So much for the form of such images. What of their con
tent? Many of them, especially the ones generated in this scene, link up 
with one or more of the film's subtexts, those "random" details that most 
critics read as contributing to the ambient "weirdness," while producing 
no pertinent meanings. This failure of analysis, of course, seems itself to 
be fetishistic in its refusal to look further, to look beyond the surface. 

We can reconstruct a subtext around this scene, where Sailor and Lula 
attempt to help the female accident victim as she stumbles around insisting 
that "her mother is going to kill her" and demanding that they find her 
purse, her comb, her lipstick. The scene offers an ironic invocation of a 
murderous mother, like Marietta, who may kill the children, and con
cludes with a special Lynch smirk. As blood gurgles out of her mouth, the 
dying woman murmurs, "get my lipstick, it's in my purse." The blood 
trickling out of a mouth painted blood red produces an obscene little vis
ual and verbal pun that connects to a series of image fetishes - Johnny's 
taped mouth, Lula's and Marietta's ever-changing lipstick colors. Most 
pertinent perhaps, the scene echoes Marietta's mouth and nails, objects to 
which the film pays as much obsessive attention as the character herself 
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pays to coordinating lip and nail color. The verbal echo here is based on 
Marietta's interdiction on Johnny Farragut's kiss: "No tongue. My lip
stick." The visual one is related to the scene of Marietta's greatest abjec
tion. Having smeared her face and hands with blood-red lipstick, 
Marietta dissolves into a hysterical attack after a phone call to Farragut. 
This sequence ends with Marietta lying on the bathroom floor, wearing 
wicked witch shoes, and vomiting. In a final gesture of aggression toward 
the female body, the film presents a medium close-up of Marietta's blood
red face dripping with vomit. 

The accident scene is structurally pivotal, for it signals an acceleration 
of the film's progressively intensifying fetishism, organized around wom
en. Women are constructed as both subjects and objects of fetishism (as in 
the previous scene), and the camera's fetishism increasingly takes on the 
degrading, punishing function as the female body is treated as an object of 
disgust and aggression. Our spectator position is brought into this aggres
sive economy in a particularly explicit moment: the clever verbal match 
that joins narrative segments when the film fades out on Johnny's murder 
to pick up Sailor and Lula entering Big Tuna. 

On the back of the fish-shaped sign that welcomes visitors to Big Tuna, 
the words, "Fuck You" have been scratched. We first see this sign from 
Sailor and Lula's point of view; but a few shots later it returns to center 
frame, with no mediating gaze. This is another Lynch signature - an aside 
in direct address. That strange dilated image, one that arrests the camera 
in a characteristic pause, matches directly with Juana's injunction to "Fuck 
me." This match must be taken together with another obvious echo, Lula's 
humiliation by Bobby Peru. Bobby and the camera both avidly examine 
Lula's body - he physically, and the camera visually. Bobby's offer, it 
should be remembered, is that he will leave Lula alone if she will just say, 
"Fuck me." This uncomfortably long scene is marked by a particularly 
loud sound track: Bobby's voice ventriloquizing the demand he wants to 
hear: "Fuck me." In a particular twist of obscenity, he wants to make her 
say his words. Figuratively, by saying his words, Lula is made to eat his 
words. And the metaphor of consumption is not out of place here. The 
camera repeatedly returns to close-ups of their open mouths - her panting 
and Bobby's decaying teeth, a spectacularly revolting detail that reads as 
both a supplemental special effect and a prosthesis. 

In this case, the demand, "Fuck me, fuck me," is really a verbal gesture 
of aggression and deflection: "Fuck You." In the coupling of this scene 
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with what has been written on the screen, framed and held up for us, we 
can read a powerful subtext of aggression toward the audience. That is, 
the audience is aligned with Lula, in a masochistic position. Such an align
ment occurs in the opening scene as well, where we read our own horror 
expressed on Lula's face. And it may be precisely this masochistic posture 
that offers another alibi to the spectator. If we are punished for what we 
see, by what we see, if we are victims, too, of disgust, revulsion, then we 
pay for our sight. 5 But there is more to this, because we experience our 
bodies at these moments. We start, or shudder, avert our eyes, gasp invol
untarily - all symptoms of helplessness, loss of control, and of the body 
and its affective responses prevailing over the intellectual, analytical, and 
discursive responses we might have. 6 One is allowed, then, to fall away 
from the film's discourse, to refuse an identification, any address, tempo
rarily. These moments offer themselves as eroticized thrills because they 
are experienced as powerful bodily reactions. The pretense of "eroticism," 
then, in some way excuses the image. Cheap thrills, these are, because we 
feel we have paid for them on delivery. 

The transactions Lynch's films offer us are organized by a set of internal 
mechanisms for mobilizing shock effects, and then containing them; they 
offer manufactured traumas. These mechanisms are twofold. A kind of 
internal censorship entails the preservation of a super-ego figure, a pater
nal authority instantiated by the punishment, and an explicit overinvest
ment in "style," and in the technologies of verisimilitude, fascinates our 
gaze to the point of paralysis. The camera's overseeing eye oversees us, 
too, and reprimands us. In this way, the film regularly exacts masochistic 
charges from the audience and amply rewards these by containment. In 
some powerful way, Lynch's films love and need censorship. (This is why 
"Twin Peaks" works so much better; it doesn't show it all.) Not only is the 
shock, the trauma, produced for the screen, and contained by the screen, 
but it is literally "screened" for us, held at a distance. If there is an identifi
able audience craving for shock in a manageable form, for shock as enter
tainment, we need to ask why people go to the movies for "uneasiness," as 
if one couldn't be uneasy enough in the world. But this is precisely the 
point, I think, that uneasiness, to be manageable, must be transferred into 
a narcissistic circuit, of affect and fantasy. Along with an aestheticization 
of social conflict, then, we have the political recoded as individual neuro
sis - Lynch's and our own - and managed as such. 

This film is built as a structure of "effects," shock effects, special effects, 
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and "weird" effects, all of which are elements of a style, taken to be a per
sonal signature. Again and again, what permits our disengagement is the 
film's emphasis on pyrotechnics. Every shock of horrific physical violence 
is cushioned by the explicit obtrusiveness of "style," based on the ironic 
discourse that manages the film (visual puns, verbal jokes, repetitions that 
link the horrific to the comic). It is "cool" irony that regulates the hot, 
affective shocks we give in to. And we can give in to them because we can 
count on the ironic cool of the film's discourse to manage our reaction, to 
catch us up and bring us back laughing. Since most of the shock of these 
violent images has to do with their verisimilitude, we are again lured by a 
structure of disavowal: "I know this isn't real, but nevertheless .... " Ulti
mately, then, we invest in the manufacture of perfect illusions. But in the 
verisimilitude of brains spilled on the floor is another disavowal. Race, 
racial conflict, and white anxiety and rage are foreclosed in a transfer of 
disavowal from the specific image and scene to the referential level; the 
lure of the first illusion is enough to cancel our interest in any external ref
erence. Similarly, Bobby Peru's mouth, as the center of the rape-seduction? 
scene, fascinates and disgusts us, but at the same time, it foregrounds the 
technical manufacture of such "real" effects and, precisely, at the expense 
of narrative content here, the humiliation of the woman. The pleasure of 
such images, then, has to do with our fascination with "real" effects and 
their ability to cancel, to grant "relief" from referentiality. Lynch's films 
seduce not only because they stage fantasies, but because they emphasize 
the technical staging of fantasy. Verisimilitude, and special effects, then, 
are themselves the site of investment. 

There is, however, another important series of effects, effects the film 
codes as minor. This series captures our investment, just as it implicitly 
structures the film as a road movie. These effects are almost "decorative": 
they present themselves as "local color," literally. But at the same time, 
structurally, they stand out as pure image, pure spectacle, foregrounded as 
a kind of punctuation, a transitional pause, around which the narrative 
slowly gathers as a kind of retrospective contextualization. There are sev
eral striking examples of this effect, some coded as threatening, some as 
benign. Among the threatening images are, of course, Bob Ray Lemon 
and Juana, but also the interracial gang that attacks Sailor. These 
instances encode an obscure subtext that plays with white racist fantasy, 
but perhaps more important, they inscribe the film's address to an audi
ence imagined and constructed as "white." One of the more benign images 
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is the elderly black man at the gas station. The musical sound track is ren
dered diegetic across this figure who comes into view as we listen. Tapping 
his foot, swaying, and smiling and pointing his finger at Lula, this figure 
becomes both an index of "local color" and an internal admiring spectator 
for Lula's parade. Without voice, without place, this character is, like the 
music, an index of the local, the ordinary life of a particular site. 

Two other images are similarly linked to music. They feature Koko 
Taylor singing in a New Orleans nightclub and the Creole woman dancer 
in the French restaurant where Marietta and Johnny dine. These figures 
are punctuations that act as music does to cue a change of sequence. At 
the same time, they function as an index of the "authentic," the "real" of a 
site and a culture taken to be elsewhere, outside the culture inhabited by 
the film's discourse. In this sense Wild at Heart's images of people of color 
register a contemporary phenomenon that Cameron Bailey finds in certain 
avant-garde filmmaking associated with Lynch, Demme, Sayles, Byrne, 
and Jarmusch, which couples a critique of mass culture with another ten
dency. According to Bailey, "Marginal cultures in these films work as 
repositories of the real, the only place left to look for authentic experi
ence" (Bailey 1988, 29-30). But, as Bailey suggests, this kind of exoticism 
and "xenophilia" is ambivalent: its other side is an aggressive desire to 
possess and contain its "others" and to reassure the cultural producers and 
consumers of their own positions. In this respect, the Creole woman 
dancer and Juana emerge as dense with meanings, as does New Orleans 
itself. All these figures signify the "exoticism" of racial mixture that is 
socially and mythically associated with New Orleans, known for its spe
cific Creole culture, a site where prevailing u.s. definitions of "white" and 
"black," of race and color, and the dividing lines that hold them in place, 
break down completely - a place where the dominant cultural outsiders 
do not know the codes. 

But in this film, most of these figures can only stand for "difference." In 
fact, they act as a kind of fetish of difference, since they are not presented 
as meaningful in themselves. Presenting such figures as punctuation, 
rather than as meaning, the film erases their overdetermining impact on 
the fantasies it stages. The referential charge of these figures is also dif
fused because they are inserted in a network of "cameos," featuring actors 
from "Twin Peaks," as well as such figures as John Lurie, an "insider," an 
intertextual figure who is a regular in Jim Jarmusch's films, and who has a 
similar cameo function in Demme's Something Wild. Thus, they help to 
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construct an audience of insiders who get the intertextual references, 
while at the same time, they contribute to the film's atmospherics - weird 
takes on an "ordinary life" that is somewhere out there. 

If we accept this position, then, the black figures, the figures of racial 
mixing in this film function to code an authenticity that is somewhere else, 
but that is nevertheless available, accessible to those with the proper mea
sure of cultural capital. But this cultural capital is connected to a sense of 
in-group hipness or coolness, one that distinguishes itself from Middle 
America by its appreciation of exotic and campy details. 

Wild at Heart, then, depends for its legibility on certain specific forms 
of reading competence and knowledge. These emerge again and again in 
critical discussions that consistently elide questions of race, class, and gen
der under a series of fascinations. These fascinations fix on the auteur 
himself, on psychosexual resonances, on film historical references, on 
urban ethnographic impulses, on collective nostalgia and cinematic spe
cial effects. Not coincidentally, these fascinations and lures are precisely 
the means by which Wild at Heart directs attention, and even notice, 
away from the combination of racism and misogyny that structures it. In 
other words, Wild at Heart targets an audience that can tolerate its racist 
and sexist fantasies, accept its strategies for neutralizing them as ironic. 
And that audience, for my purposes, is amply well represented by critics 
writing for a range of journals, from the Village Voice to Time. 8 

Most of the critics I have been reading seem to assume that "Lynch" is 
representing racism and misogyny, rather than enunciating them himself. 
But this view presumes that we can establish and master a clear separation 
in this case between the film's point of view and the discourses incorpo
rated and represented within it. On the contrary, it is a central strategy of 
the film to make those points of view slip into coincidence, and then slide 
apart, alternately. This critical position also implies a smug confidence 
that in our historical and cultural moment it is possible to "represent" the 
discourse of racism or misogyny without, from time to time, speaking 
them directly; that is, that there is a clearly defined "outside" to these dis
courses, one that we can choose and attain. The response to Lynch, I want 
to argue, is symptomatic of our difficulty in even thinking about this, let 
alone examining or analyzing it. Part of Lynch's popularity must be that 
he seems to reassure us about our ability to get outside racism or sexism, 
to separate ourselves from them on the individual level. So, Wild at Heart 
works to reassure us that representing and enunciating racism are distinct 
by invoking categories of "fantasy," "style," and the "avant-garde." 
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The "cool" associated with Lynch has to do with an appreciation of 
style and technique, but equally important, it has to do with the ways his 
"contingent" figures become central to the production of "distinction" (in 
Bourdieu's sense) for the audience. Wild at Heart, like all of Lynch's work, 
aims to capture the fascination of the professional middle class (or PMC), 

that class whose consuming activities always aim to produce distinction, 
to maintain its ragged and uneven differentiation from the class that 
generated it, the middle and lower middle class. 9 

David Lynch turns out to be the perfect emblem for his class. He has 
been constructed as a figure both for the avant-garde and for "authentic
ity." This ambivalence may be central to his appeal. Most recent press 
about Lynch seems fascinated by an ambivalence. Virginia Campbell, for 
instance, finds the work to be resolutely continuous with Lynch's subjec
tivity: "you ... have an obviously sophisticated person who intermit
tently affects extremely unsophisticated enthusiasms, all without a trace 
of irony." She sees the author's posture perfectly reflected in Kyle 
MacLachlan's Agent Cooper in "Twin Peaks," who is "reportedly a delib
erate, affectionate portrait of Lynch" (Campbell 1990, 34). 

Such a reading turns on questions of class, taste, and the complete iden
tification of the man with his work, as well as with a whole class of urban 
professional cultural consumers. Lynch is one of his own characters, at his 
best when offering "an affectionate portrait of himself." Part of Lynch's 
appeal may be the irony he invites his viewers to apply to his deadpan lack 
of it. If this is the case, then the figure of Lynch is the perfect compromise 
formation. He is an authentic "middle American" who shares his chosen 
audience's contempt for the people they imagine to inhabit that zone 
unself-consciously. He reviles the middle class that he comes from, but 
this gesture is justified by his continuity with it. The Lynch effect, then, is 
coherent with a particular professional middle class's effort to position 
itself as "hip" by projecting its own violent and rebellious fantasies onto 
the ground of the "ordinary life" of another class (and race), projecting 
those fantasies in order to consume them as the perverse, kinky side of 
thatlife. 

The posture of sophistication that helps to obscure the referential level, 
and the politics of representation in Wild at Heart, is also bound to the 
thematics of nostalgia that pervades it. A familiar 1950S and 1960s nostal
gia is almost ambient and serves to overdetermine both images and narra
tive. Now this is a common enough feature of postmodernist popular cul
ture. But Lynch gives the nostalgia a new twist by binding it firmly to an 
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oedipal subtext that effectively cancels any historical analysis. We read the 
I950S and I960s rewritten as The Wizard of Oz, and in Sailor's fetishism of 
Elvis, in short, the cultural consumption of Lynch's youth, and our own. 
Such a subtext is quite compatible with the film's ethnographic fetishism 
of "ordinary life." 

At the same time, some of the horror of a fantasmatically conceived 
ordinary life is expressed and channeled into the film's horrific imagery -
its "bad" or "sick" taste, which is structurally correlated with the camp 
posture it assumes toward its nostalgic subtexts. 1o But, in this case, good 
taste and bad taste amount to the same thing - the anxious inscription of 
a dividing line between the PMC and its parent class, the class of its par
ents. More important, as class and cultural struggles are increasingly 
represented in and through consumer products, such gleeful, aggressive 
spectacles of bad taste represent these struggles as nothing more than 
domestic, generational rebellions, waged on the terrain of private tastes, 
figured as individual choices. 

Meanwhile, the film enacts its nostalgia through an oedipal subtext 
that constructs the I950S and I960s as periods whose central conflicts and 
crises were familial, whose struggles were rebellions against paternal 
authority, waged by white middle-class sons and daughters. Read this 
way, the celebrated regressiveness that Lynch fans find so appealing is 
thrown into relief. For The Wizard of Oz, the subtext designed to parade 
a gleeful nostalgia for the images of our own past, was itself an allegory 
about the paternal function, popularized by regular annual television 
showings throughout our childhoods (and Lynch's). Such a retroactive 
allegory then serves a compensatory function; it produces the dream of an 
unassailable paternal figure, whose integrity is revealed and reinforced by 
the son's unsuccessful rebellions. Lynch's own successful assimilation by 
Hollywood and television testifies to this function and its satisfactions for 
a certain group of consumers. This is the upshot of the allegory: it is a 
story of rebellion, rebellion as adolescent adjustment and rebellion that 
functions as a sure means to ward off any radical political gestures that 
not only could not be contained within a family drama, but that might 
overturn its foundations. But instead, Lynch serves up social conflict in 
the more manageable, privatized terrain of the family, as a by-product, or 
a decorative frame to the "real picture." 

Quite inadvertently, Wild at Heart has exposed the real dark side of the 
ordinary life of our culture, across classes. It is not our perverse subjective 
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fantasies, our particular personal rewritings of the oedipal drama, but the 
ease with which these fantasies are imbricated with the dominant white, 
middle class's collective social anxieties about sexual and racial difference. 
What is perverse in this context is that those fantasies are not shocking, 
not even troubling, but rather, are banal, too banal to notice; they recede 
into the ambient weirdness Lynch's audience seems to crave. Despite its 
pyrotechnic efforts to shock, what's really wild about Wild at Heart is that 
it has exhibited the political side of our collective fantasies. And, appar
ently, no one has noticed. 

Sharon Willis teaches French, comparative literature, and women's studies at the 
University of Rochester, Rochester, New York. Her articles on French literature, 
feminist theory, psychoanalysis, and film have appeared in Diacritics, Substance, 
Theatre Journal, L'Estrit createur, and Camera Obscura. This essay is excerpted 
from a chapter of the book she is finishing, Public Fantasies: Sexual and Social 
Difference in Popular Film. 

Notes and References 

1. I am taking a variety of reviewers writing in the popular press as exemplary 
of Lynch's target audience, since they treat him with a respect, and even an adula
tion, as I will show, that bespeaks a cultural community. Among these are 
Richard Corliss (1990), Vincent Canby (1990), Virginia Campbell (1990), Dylan 
Jones (1990), and Lawrence Van Gelder (1990). The Nation's reviewer, Stuart 
Klawans (1990), offers a distinct exception to the overall celebratory rhetoric, but 
even he neglects to address the racist subtext of the film. 

2. Upon closer examination, however, the rest of Campbell's statement is 
extremely telling: "He transformed Lula's mother, Marietta, into a character who 
parallels Dennis Hopper's Frank Booth in Blue Velvet. . . . Wild at Heart plays as 
a kind of Pink Velvet . ... It's the feminine side of the great horrible adventure of 
facing one's sexual nature and winning liberation from the parents inside one's 
head" (Campbell 1990, 38). Such a strict parallel could only work if one represses 
the difference in power relations socially mapped onto sexual difference, for one 
thing, and for another, if one refuses to explore the obsessive tendency in Lynch's 
work to treat the female body with a combination of disgust and aggression. 

3. I thank Robert Cagle for pointing out a significant supporting detail here. 
Later in the film, when Bobby Peru visits Perdita (Isabella Rossellini), we see a 
photograph framed between their two heads. The image, coded as a conventional 
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"family portrait," displays Perdita and Juana as mother and daughter. The famil
ial figures here are bound in a network that includes Sailor as well, since he and 
Perdita have worked together for Santos, and both are aware of the "romance" 
that ended badly for Lula's father. 

4. lowe this formulation of the problem to Leonard Green, from whose criti
cal insights this paper has profited throughout. 

5. This economy might be connected to what Kaja Silverman has called 
"reflexive masochism," which "encourages a splitting of the 'moi' into two con
trary images, that of the one who pleasurably inflicts pain on behalf of the exalted 
standard which it purports to be, and that of the one who pleasurably suffers that 
pain - the possibility of being broken, not only in turn (i.e., according to the 
principle of instinctual reversal), but at the same time" (Silverman 1989, 34). 

6. In her essay, "Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film," Carole Clo
ver describes a version of this affective shock to the "witnessing body" as central 
to the functioning of slasher films: "Cinefantastic horror, in short, succeeds in the 
production of sensation precisely to the degree that it succeeds in incorporating 
the spectators as 'feminine' and then violating that body - which recoils . . ." 
(Clover 1989, lI8). Lynch's work exploits a similar mechanism, I'd argue, except 
that such effects are coded as "borrowed" from the popular horror genre. The 
campy posture of Lynch's work, then, also helps to suppress the gendered subtext 
that Clover brings out, to suppress it, that is, by framing the whole process as a 
self-conscious rehearsal of effects that are appropriated "unself-consciously" by 
the spectators of the genre it pretends to quote, rather than reproduce. 

7. My colleague, Mieke Bal, has objected to my naming as "rape-seduction" a 
scene that she reads as simply a rape. It is worth noting, therefore, that the effects 
of this scene are all the more obscene, violent, and, consequently, politically 
offensive precisely on account of this ambiguity. If the scene cannot be read as a 
rape, it is because Lula is presented as swept up in a kind of masochistic arousal; 
the scene is thus all the more violent, since it locates the ambivalence in the wom
an's response. 

8. Let me make it clear that I am part of this audience. Otherwise, I would not 
have experienced the film as I did, as a vicious assault and as a parade of a partic
ular social unconscious. To respond this way, I quite clearly have to feel 
addressed by it, almost "taken in" by it, to the extent that I can read its intertex
tual references, that I share much of its grounding knowledge and aesthetics. In 
other words, it is only because I feel implicated in both the film's address and its 
discourse that I can read this way, and react this way to it. However, such resist
ance also depends upon the spectator's simultaneously having access to certain 
counter-discourses that come into contradiction with the film's structures of visi
bility - for instance, feminism or antiracism. For it is precisely on the ground of 
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such counter-discourses that one feels the most attacked by the film, if not the cul
ture at large. 

9. Fred Pfeil makes a powerful argument about how consumerism functions to 
produce distinction. Pfeil describes this aspect of postmodern consumer taste as 
"the instantly self-cancelling nostalgia for the authenticity of the non-coded, non
commodified 'real'." This position is coupled with a particular "attitude towards 
the commodification and fragmentation of the self," characterized by "horror and 
disgust towards those trapped in and defined by the endlessly proliferating codes, 
cliches and slogans of everyday life: a horror whose underlying anxiety [is] that 
even the subject him/herself feeling it is not 'free' " (Pfeil 1990, III). 

10. For a longer discussion of camp as a feature of a certain "taste culture" of 
distinction, see Ross (1989, 155). In a passage that cites Blue Velvet and Era
serhead as exemplary, Ross proposes that: "Today, the most advanced forms of 
bad taste vanguardism are located in a loosely defined nexus of cultish interests 
that have grafted the most anti-social features of 'sick' humor on to an attenuated 
paranoia about the normality of the straight world." 

Bailey, Cameron 
1988 "Nigger/Lover: The Thin Sheen of Race in 'Something Wild,' " Screen, 

29,4: 28-4°. 

Brown, Georgia 
1990 "Hunka Burnin' Love," Village Voice, August 20, p. 58. 

Campbell, Virginia 
1990 "Something Really Wild," Movieline, II, I (September):32-38. 

Canby, Vincent 
1990 "In the Eerie Cosmos Of David Lynch, Reality is Reeling," New York 

Times, August 17, CI. 

Clover, Carole 
1989 "Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film," in Fantasy and the 

Cinema, 91-133, ed. James Donald. London: BFI Books. 

Corliss, Richard 
1990 "The Czar of Bizarre," Time, 136,14 (October):84-88. 

Jones, Dylan 
1990 "David Lynch," Arena (September/October):44-48. 

Klawans, Stuart 
1990 "Wild at Heart," The Nation (September 17):284-287. 



SHARON WILLIS 

Pfeil, Fred 
1990 Another Tale to Tell: Politics and Narrative in Postmodern Culture. 

London: Verso. 

Ross, Andrew 
1989 No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture. New York: Routledge. 

Silverman, Kaja 
1989 "White Skin, Brown Masks: The Double Mimesis, or With Lawrence in 

Arabia," Differences, 1,3:3-54. 

Van Gelder, Lawrence 
1990 "At the Movies," New York Times, August 17, c6. 



Colonialism in the Hindu 
Caste System: Satyajit Ray's 

Sadgati (Deliverance) 

DARIUS COOPER 

SATYAJIT RAY, the eminent Bengali filmmaker from India, has often 
been criticized for averting his face from Indian political issues. When a 
critic told him that he did not sufficiently commit himself in his films, Ray 
responded that he committed himself to human beings and making state
ments, and that, he thought, was a good enough commitment for him. In 
I977, when Ray decided to make his first Hindi film, Shatranj-Ke-Khilari 
(The Chess Players), it was a major departure for him in many ways: its 
language (Urdu), its milieu (Lucknow), its historical period (Oudh's 
annexation by the British during the reign of Lord Dalhousie), and its 
scale (his biggest budget). Structurally, it was also a departure, with its 
simultaneous derivation of strands of fiction from Munshi Premchand's 
famous Hindi short story and facts, painstakingly researched from histori
cal archives and documents. Here was a Bengali artist setting out to por
tray the two negative forces of Indian feudalism and British colonialism 
through the conflict that developed between two distinct and different cul
tures: the effete and ineffectual Indian culture versus the vigorous and 
malevolent British culture. 

Ray returned to similar political concerns when he made his second 
Hindi film, Sadgati (Deliverance), for television in I98J. Again, the liter
ary source was a Premchand short story; the language was Hindi; the 
milieu was a small Indian village outside Bengal; the period was the twen
tieth century; and the theme was racism and exploitation within the 
Hindu caste system. This transition signified a new development for Ray. 
But before evaluating Ray's representation of colonialism in the Hndu 
caste system in Sadgati, a more detailed introduction and definition of the 

lIS 
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process by which the doctrine of castism / racism came to be established in 
India is necessary. In addition, I want to attempt a political evaluation of 
this film by applying the precepts and tools made available by Hindu phi
losophy itself. 

I shall begin by briefly speaking of the Indo-European nomadic tribes 
known as the Aryans, who arrived in India early in her history. Beginning 
as pastoral raiders, they eventually settled and merged with the local pop
ulation. However, in order to maintain their supremacy, they gave birth to 

a hierarchical and strictly codified caste system. 
The Aryans appear to have entered India in several distinct waves, the 

earliest being between 1300 and 1000 B.C. Many non-Aryan tribes were 
Aryanized, and this process of colonization was conducted not by the 
original Aryan tribes, but by the Aryanized indigenes who were the prod
ucts of intermarriage. The Aryan word for the indigenes was dasa, which 
in classical Sanskrit means "slave," "bondsman," or "healot." This servile 
class was incorporated into the new Aryan social order under the name of 
sudra, which meant "laborer" or "cultivator." A new type of social organi
zation emerged, developed by the Aryan overlords and modified by the 
Aryanized indigenes. It was based on the four varnas (colors) classes or 
estates: Brahmin (priest), Kshatriya (warrior), Vaishya (trader), and Sudra 
(cultivator). This fourfold order gave birth to the caste system, whose 
predominant characteristic lay intrinsically in the determining of who 
could be "initiated" into it and who could be "excluded" from it. The 
first three classes/castes were the privileged ones. The dasas, or the 
Sudras, were not. What was now set up was a hierarchical gradation of 
status, in which the Brahmin (priest) represented the apex of power and 
generated a downward spiral of fear and hegemony emulated by the 
other three. 

Complicating this varna division was the jati system of further classifi
cation and division of caste and subcaste according to the degree of purity 
and impurity and how the sources of pollution determined a specific struc
ture within the caste system itself. Historian Richard Lannoy underlined 
the basic assumptions of such a system accurately when he observed: 

pollution is so dangerous to social well-being that its elimination is an essen
tial task which can only be performed by specialists. [The caste system gave 
these "excluded" people the name "untouchables."] Without Untouchables 
to take upon themselves the society's impurity there can be no Brahmans, 
and therefore no purity. (Lannoy 1974,149) 
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The caste system stressed a characteristic division of labor. The Brahmin 
interpreted the scriptures and granted religious sanctions; the Kshatriya 
fought and protected; the Vaishya planned and generated the economy; 
the Sudra labored on the farm; and all that was considered impure was 
designated to the Untouchable. But the most important structural aspect 
of this social order, was: 

the role of the "dominant caste." ... In almost all villages one caste, either 
through numbers, riches, or hereditary status, is dominant .... All other 
castes are dependent; their relations with the dominant caste are personal. 

(Lannoy 1974,158-159) 

This enabled the dominant caste to possess and practice absolute eco
nomic, political, and religious power, especially in an Indian village, 
where the tenets of Hinduism were strictly adhered to and unques
tioningly obeyed. The dominant caste's role was that of the patron in rela
tion to all the other castes in the village. It monitored all disputes; admin
istered justice; rewarded the obedient; punished the rebellious; and 
exploited the weak, the gullible, and the ignorant. 

When a colonized artist like Ray responds to forces of racism, the result 
is a nationalistic vision that, in Fanon's words, "molds the national con
sciousness, giving it form and contours and flinging open before it new 
and boundless horizons." Whether disseminated through literature, cin
ema, or any other art form, this vision becomes "combative" because, 
Fanon says, "it assumes responsibility, and because it is the will to liberty 
expressed in terms of time and space" (Fanon I968, 240). 

These forms and contours are precisely what filmmaker Satyajit Ray 
discovered in the two nationalistic and combative short stories of the emi
nent Hindi writer, Munshi Premchand: "Shatranj-Ke-Khilari" (Chess Play
ers), written in I924 and "Sadgati" (Deliverance), written in I931. Ray 
completed his adaptation of the former in I977, and the latter for televi
sion in I981. In their roles as colonized artists and creative spokesmen, 
both Premchand and Ray exhibit the same compulsion to show how colo
nialism and racism are structures that "promote the difference between the 
familiar (the British/the West, the Brahmin/Kshatriya/Vaishya/Sudral 
'us'), and the strange (the OrientlIndia/the East, the Untouchable, 
('them')"; and how, when "a certain freedom of discourse" is permitted, it 
always belongs to the stronger culture or the dominant caste because only 
"they" can give shape and meaning to the mystery, struggle, or problem 
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involved. They also want to expose "the constricted vocabulary of such a 
privilege and the comparative limitations of such a vision" (Said 1983, 43-
44). Both men endeavor, through their respective media, to indict the 
forces of colonialism and racism as they existed, not only between the two 
cultures of the British and the Indian, but also within Hinduism itself, by 
showing that they were both antihuman and persistent doctrines and their 
all-pervasive influence still lasts in contemporary India. 

Since the Ray film has not been shown extensively in the West, and 
because it is a faithful adaptation of Premchand's short story, let me famil
iarize the reader with all the significant plot details. The story begins with 
Pandit Ghasiram, the powerful Brahmin priest of a small Indian village. 
He performs sacrificial ceremonies for the villagers and advises them on 
auspicious and inauspicious dates. In the same village, there is a poor cha
mar (a tanner by caste, a farmer by profession, and an untouchable), 
Dukkhiya. He wants Pandit Ghasiram's help in selecting a date for his 
daughter's engagement. Since the pandit considers all the villagers his chil
dren, he promises to help him only if he completes a lot of hard, manual 
labor for him in return. There is an old tree trunk which Dukkhiya is 
asked to cut into small pieces with an axe. The wood is hard and knotty, 
and poor Dukkhiya is unable to make any impression on it. When he is 
exhausted, he feels the need to smoke a chilam (clay pipe). Since he has no 
matches to light his pipe, he goes to the pandit's house and asks for some 
charcoal from the pandit's wife. She is furious. How dare a chamar enter a 
Brahmin's house. She literally hurls a few coals on him. Dukkhiya goes 
back and starts wielding the axe again until he collapses from his efforts 
and dies. Since it is a predominantly Brahmin village, a chamar's corpse, 
lying on the way to the public well, is a nuisance. The pandit finds himself 
under heavy pressure to have it removed. But the other chamars refuse to 
help. They want the police to come and investigate. Dukkhiya's wife and 
daughter sit outside the pandit's house lamenting their fate. Just before 
dawn, the pandit quietly slips out, takes a stout rope, ties it to the feet of 
the stinking corpse, and starts dragging it to the nearest refuse pit. Return
ing home, he reads a hymn to the goddess Durga and sprinkles Ganga 
water all over the house for purification as jackals, vultures, and wild 
dogs eagerly devour Dukkhiya's mangled dead body. 

In the Hindu philosophical tradition, the concept of dharma plays a 
central role. As psychoanalyst Sudhir Kakar defines it: 
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Today, dharma is variously translated as "law," "moral duty," "right action," 
or "conformity with the truth of things." But in each of its various patterns 
... there runs a common thread: Dharma is the means through which man 
approaches the desired goal of human life. As the Vaisesikasutra has it, 
dharma is "that from which happiness and final beatitude." (Kakar 1987, 37) 

In addition to its philosophical role, dharma has an important social 
function to perform as well, especially in a Hindu society. Kakar defines it 
as a 

social cement; it holds the individual and society together .... Dharma is 
both the principle and the vision of an organic society in which all the par
ticipating members are interdependent, their roles complementary .... 
Moreover, it is generally believed that social conflict, oppression and unrest 
do not stem from the organization of social relations, but originate in the 
adharma (not dharma) of those in positions of power. (Kakar 1978, 40-41) 

Ray's film powerfully indicts adharma, or that which is not dutiful, as 
practiced by the caste system. It is the Brahmin priest's adharma that ulti
mately brings about the death of the tanner / untouchable in the form of 
his sadgati, or deliverance. 

The word sadgati itself is interesting since it comes perilously close in its 
meaning to the important Hindu word moksha, which has been taken to 
mean "self-realization, transcendence, salvation, a release from worldly 
involvement, a release from 'coming' and 'going' " (Kakar 1978, 16). To 
attain moksha becomes, therefore, the ultimate goal of all Hindus. It is 
that final, and most important, stage in the Hindu's life, where he is able 
to free himself from all worldly attachments and merge with brahman (the 
infinite, God). In Hindu philosophy, moksha is also described "as the state 
in which all distinctions between subject and object have been trans
cended" (Kakar 1978,16). 

Since moksha encourages the breaking down of barriers and distinc
tions and inspires a steady advance to fundamental unity, not only within 
a human being but also between human beings, the "deliverance" achieved 
because of this practice is supposed to be ennobling and blissful. But mok
sha acquired another distorted meaning, where "deliverance" could be 
attained by a stubborn adherence to the maintaining of barriers and dis
tinctions. This was done by those who stood to gain privilege and power, 
which they eventually used to reduce their victims to a state of complete 
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inertia and death. It is this distorted version of moksha that Ray's film 
attempts to show by demonstrating adharma doctrines preached by 
Hindu priests to their oppressed constituents. 

"For many," Kakar tells us, "the essence of moksha can be grasped ... 
through vivid visual symbols such as the Hindi image of Shakti and 
Shakta - the energy and the inert" (Kakar 1978, 16). These become the 
predominant images that Ray employs to show us the processes of caste 
exploitation. The Brahmin priest's shakti, or energy, is self-oriented and 
evil. On one hand, it is spent on the overarticulation of ritual towards a 
shakta, or an inert God, as the object of its worship. On the other hand, it 
is spent in the ruthless subjugation of all other castes, their inert state 
being the object of its hegemony. Conversely, the exploited expend all 
their energy in satisfying the perverse whims of the Brahmins and finally 
become shakta, or inert, and so receive their sadgati, or deliverance, as a 
punishment. Two other sanctioned means of release, or moksha, which 
Ray enunciates in this powerful parable of exploitation, are bhakti, or 
"intense devotion," and karma yoga, or "selfless work." The pandit 
enjoins the untouchable to work by calling upon the sanctified principle of 
karma yoga. If the untouchable does not complete the "tasks" assigned to 
him by the pandit, his daughter's future is in jeopardy, as the latter may 
not specify a date for the daughter's marriage. The pandit impresses upon 
the untouchable the interpretation of this kind of labor as "devotion," or 
bhakti. "Devotion" to one as sacred as himself is a special privilege 
granted to the untouchable for which the latter should be grateful. This 
perverse logic, in turn, leads us to the complicated issue of right and 
wrong actions as defined by the doctrine of "duty," or dharma. 

Right actions and wrong actions in Hindu culture are relative: 

[T]hey emerge as dear distinctions only out of the total configuration of the 
four "co-ordinates" of action. [In more specific words] Hindu philosophy 
and ethics teach that "right action" for an individual depends on desa, the 
culture in which he is born; on kala, the period of historical time in which 
he lives; on srama, the efforts required of him at different stages of life; and 
on gunas, the innate psychobiological traits which are the heritage of an 
individual's previous lives. (Kakar 1978, 37) 

In the film, Ray shows us how each of these four coordinates functions 
whereby the evil actions of the pandit are justified and upheld within the 
dominant framework of Hinduism itself. But we, the spectators outside 
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this framework, clearly see the patterns of exploitation, excess, and vic
timization. 

Ray's film faithfully adheres to the plot and spirit of Premchand's narra
tive. By depicting dramatically the pollution taboos arising from the shar
ing of food and physical proximity, Ray demonstrates the miserable con
dition of the outcast, in this case, Dukkhiya. The pandit's narcissistic 
self-preparation, his ritualized utterances, and the religious sanctions 
underlying these lead to the creation of a persona whose hegemony over 
the lower caste is unquestioned. It is a persona that Ray actually articu
lates as that of Ravana, the demon king from the epic Ramayana. As 
Dukkhiya comes into the pandit's courtyard, Ray pans from him very 
slowly to frame him, diminutive, beside a large papier-mache statue of 
Ravana (which will be burned on the important Hindu festival day of Das
sera to signify the victory of good over evil). Then he cuts to the pandit, 
who is shown calculatedly absorbed in his prayers, but at the same time, 
keenly aware of his day's first victim. The metonymic association of 
Ravana with the pandit is most appropriate. In the Ramayana, Ravana is 
described as "a breaker of all laws, tall as a mountain peak, he stopped 
with his arms the sun and the moon in their course, and prevented them 
rising" (Dawson I957, 264). Our pandit generates the same kind of terror. 
He is a breaker of all ethical laws since he is a law to himself. His sacred 
authority, as endorsed by the caste system, makes him appear as tall as a 
mountain peak. And he petrifies the other castes into obedience by a com
plex network of customs and social observances. 

In part one, the use of "labor" is yet another idea, articulated by Ray, to 
bring out the distinction between the two castes: the exploiter and the 
exploited. In Dukkhiya's world, the man, his wife, and his daughter labor 
to prepare gifts for their "god": this fat and well-fed pandit. In the pandit's 
space, his labor ritualistically arranges itself around the gods placed on the 
altar before him. While Dukkhiya's family toils with primitive creativity 
and urgent desperation in the making of their gifts for the pandit, no crea
tivity or any kind of authentic passion can be discerned in the actions of 
the pandit, who is shown to be more obsessed with his own caste-marked 
reflections in the mirror than with the gods for whom he performs these 
daily rituals. We hear the prayer-ritual sounds, intermingled with the 
sounds of the farmer's daughter breaking the twigs and leaves as she pre
pares the bundle of grass. The wheezing of the sick Dukkhiya, hurrying 
with his bundles to the pandit, are mixed with the harsh sounds made by 
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the pandit's wooden clogs as he makes his way to his swing in the court
yard. Part one ends with Dukkhiya pleading for his daughter's sake and 
the pandit agreeing to come provided Dukkhiya finishes numerous 
"tasks." 

In part one, Ray poignantly etches for us a picture of Hindu stratifica
tion and exclusivity. He sets the stage brilliantly by showing us how 

the oppressor, in his own sphere, starts the process, a process of domina
tion, of exploitation and of pillage, and in the other sphere the coiled, plun
dered creature which is the native [who] provides fodder for the process as 
best as he can. (Fanon 1968, 51) 

The desa (culture) in which each has been born, the kala (historical times) 
in which they live, and the sramas (efforts) required of them - all endorse 
the process of exploitation of the caste system. Even their gunas (psycho
logical states) assert deviously here that one is suffering and the other is 
enjoying in this life because of one's evil! good actions in a previous one. 
Since both the pandit and the untouchable believe in these coordinates, 
each is bound to the other as oppressor/victim, in which each has to play, 
to the best of his ability, his designated/ chosen role. This is consistent 
with what Hindu culture constantly emphasizes: "as long as a person stays 
true to the ground-plan of his life and fulfills his own particular life task, 
his svadharma, he is travelling on the path towards moksha" (Kakar 1978, 
37), or, as Ray's film clearly shows, sadgati, which is the deviant form of 
moksha as deliverance. 

Part two concentrates on Dukkhiya's trapped condition as he sets about 
doing his assigned labor for the pandit. Ray visually depicts him as being 
constricted by the space around him. We see him framed, within narrow 
enclosures of the cow shed or gazing through the confining areas of win
dows and doors. Ray's camera work highlights Dukkhiya's victimization. 
We see Dukkhiya constantly passing under two gazes: one of the papier
mache demon Ravana and the other of this village's flesh-and-blood incar
nation of Ravana, the pandit. Ray adds to this surveillance an additional, 
ironic twist, as we observe our earthly Ravana lazily relaxing on his swing 
and delivering a lecture from the Gita to a select group of devotees while, 
within his own courtyard, a man has been reduced to a beast of burden. 

The axe becomes Ray's next important icon. When Dukkhiya asks for 
an axe to cut the tree trunk, he is given an old and blunted one by the pan
dit. Dukkhiya has to moisten its blade constantly from the dirty water of a 
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puddle nearby. The more he tries to hack the tree without making any pal
pable progress, the closer we see him approach his own extinction. The 
blunt axe is a reminder of how this pandit is deliberately misusing the 
untouchable's shakti (energy) in order to reduce him to a shakta state of 
inertia like that of the bark of the tree itself. 

While defining such a relationship between the pandit and the untouch
able, Ray makes us aware of an exhibitionism on the part of the pandit. 
His display of it is to remind the untouchable that he, alone, is master 
here. By doing so, the pandit arouses in Dukkhiya (in Fanon's terms) 
"[t]he native's muscular tension [which] finds outlet" in some kind of an 
explosive activity, whereby the cutting of the trunk now gets invested with 
the spirit of death itself (Fanon 1968, 54). Either he will kill that tree or 
that tree will kill him. Dukkhiya works on the tree trunk like a man pos
sessed, and Ray's skillful editing juxtaposes the untouchable's furious 
assault on the tree outside with shots of the pandit calmly enjoying his 
meals inside. The verbal invectives that Dukkhiya is shown hurling at the 
tree trunk are clearly aimed at the pandit himself. Ray's crosscutting 
between the exterior/interior, spatial areas makes this clear: "You son of a 
bitch. I'll rip you apart. I really will. Even if it costs my life." But when all 
his efforts fail to make even a dent in the tree trunk, Dukkhiya flings his 
axe away in anger. It lands, unfortunately, at the startled pandit's feet. 
The priest has just finished his meal and come out to survey Dukkhiya's 
progress. Dukkhiya is so mortified by what his anger has made him do 
that he falls to his knees and grovels before his benefactor like a whimper
ing animal. Before this arrogant, caste-marked figure who has come to 
inspect his labor, the form and content of Dukhhiya's shakti are suddenly 
emptied (Fanon 1968, 210). His devalued self is forced to accept his own 
disintegration here. It is something he cannot fight since it is ordained by 
the hands of his oppressor, who now stands towering over him. Dukkhiya 
is warned. This task must be finished by sunset; otherwise he will not be 
granted any favors. 

In part four, liberation is achieved. Aghast at finding Dukkhiya 
slumped over the tree trunk, the pandit rudely wakes him up and, using 
his famous "voice," exhorts the exhausted Dukkhiya to "break this lakdi 
[wood]," or he would end up "breaking your ladki's [daughter's] heart." 
Goaded ruthlessly by such puns and taunts, Dukkhiya's emaciated body 
suddenly breaks forth into an orgy of activity that finally cleaves that 
recalcitrant wood into two. As the wood splits, so does the untouchable's 
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heart. Ray's cinematic process very clearly articulates death's overwhelm
ing entrance into the trapped being of the untouchable here. Ray lets his 
camera move closer and closer into Dukkhiya, like death itself. Tight 
close-ups of Dukkhiya's straining body proliferate as he unleashes his last 
flood of energy. The downward descent of the axe, the gloating face of the 
pandit feeding insults into his victim's ears, the gradual setting of the sun 
behind the hill, and the tree trunk about to be split - all get monumentally 
churned in the superb audiovisual rhythm of Ray's diegesis. This tableau 
ends as we see Dukkhiya achieve his goal, then collapse and succumb to 
death. 

In order to understand the essence of moksha in the pandit/untouch
able relationship as enunciated by Ray, here, it is important first to grasp 
the kind of bonding that is required to occur between the "I" of each of the 
personalities involved in this unfortunate contract. As Sudhir Kakar 
writes: 

moksha can be understood to mean that a person living in this state has an 
all-pervasive current of "I," "I" as the centre of awareness and existence in 
all experienced situations and in all possible selves .... Moksha, however, 
is not limited to gaining this awareness of "I" in a composite self. Rather, it 
is held that this ultimate "man's meaning" is not realized until a person has a 
similar feeling of "I" in the selves of others, an empathy amplified to the 
point of complete identification. Until and unless this awareness of "I" in 
the composite self and in the generalized "other" is established and main
tained, man, Hindus would say, is living in avidya: ignorance or false con
sciousness. (Kakar I978, I9-20) 

Ray's film indicts the avidya conduct of the pandit. As we have seen, 
first, by his immersion in his own "I," the pandit cuts himself off from the 
"I" in the untouchable. In addition, we have seen how the pandit is also 
responsible for creating the sanctified belief of "death" or "sacrifice" in the 
"I" of the untouchable. By driving the untouchable into a frenzy of mis
directed shakti (energy), the pandit has made the "other," namely, the 
untouchable, achieve, not his moksha (liberation), but rather, the sadgati 
(deliverance) sanctioned by a malignant, caste system. 

The pandit's avidya conduct becomes even more apparent if we evalu
ate his actions against the fourth coordinate of action, known as the 
gunas. In historian Richard Lannoy's definition: 

sattvas (pertaining to light, spirituality, subtlety), rajas (pertaining to pas
sions, energy, physical vitality, and strength), tamas (pertaining to dark-
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ness, lethargy, stupidity, heaviness}. The three categories are called gunas, a 
philosophical concept for the triple quality inherent in all matter . . . 
including the body, the temperament, and food. In fact, the three are tradi
tionally associated with the varnas [castes]: Brahmans (sattva), Kshatryas 
and Vaishyas (rajas), Sudras and Untouchables (tamas) . ... [T]he human 
organism . . . exist[ s] in a state of equilibrium between "upward" and 
"downward" gravitation. Downward all things gravitate towards darkness, 
differentiation, decay, and dissolution (tamas) . ... Upward all things 
move in the direction of light undifferentiation, unity, spirituality (sattva). 
(Lannoy 1974,151, I53) 

The pandit's avidya becomes apparent, because, instead of exhibiting 
the sattva guna, he is constantly shown by Ray as exercising the tamas 
guna. By powering his shakti downward through all his words and 
actions, the pandit moves away from his traditionally recognized sattvic 
state. Instead of exemplifying light, unity, and spirituality, he becomes, 
through the exertions of his hegemony, the tamasic bearer of darkness, 
decay, and dissolution. He uses his sattvic status to terrorize the untouch
able and bring about his demise. Even his rajas state of physical vitality 
and health is one that he can maintain only by the downward oppression 
of all the other castes. The untouchable is the easiest to transform into a 
state of absolute nothingness because he already exists in a permanent 
tamasic state of darkness and decay according to the harsh edicts of the 
Hindu caste structure. 

Having claimed the victim of the untouchable husband, the pandit 
decides to convey this news to the victim's widow, Jhuriya, personally. 
Her collapse and subsequent protest are poignantly evoked by Ray. They 
occur as the only positive moments in the film, for they momentarily over
whelm the arrogance of this brahmadatta (man of God), who has to beat a 
hasty retreat from her moving presence and outburst of grief. When the 
pandit, immaculately dressed in white, comes to tell her the news, she is 
shown bringing in a herd of cattle from pasture. As his harsh words hit 
her, she collapses among her animals, starting a ministampede. But Ray 
shows her rising to face him like a magnificent wounded animal. Renting 
the air with her wailing screams, she stuns the pandit into an awed stasis 
of silence and disbelief. He had expected her to grovel at his feet. Instead, 
her screams cause panic among her animals. They knock the pandit 
down, sullying his white and impressive priestly regalia. The pandit is 
forced to beat a hasty retreat with his clothes and dignity tattered. Ray's 
deliberate use of animal imagery is interesting here because it neatly over-
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turns the depiction by the colonialist of the native in what Fanon (I968, 
42) describes as "zoological terms." We have seen the use of these zoologi
cal terms during the course of the film, especially in the scenes in which 
the pandit and his wife speak of the untouchables. We have heard them 
talk of "the stink" of these poor people's dwellings; their "foulness"; their 
"bestial" nature in everything that characterizes their caste - from their 
nonwhitewashed and anointed point of view. Now the very animals of the 
untouchable and his wife knock our pandit down and "pollute" his white 
clothes and soul, as though with grief. 

Ray begins part five indoors by showing the pandit calmly sleeping 
under the framed images of his many gods in his room. Ray reaffirms the 
pandit's identification with that rakshasa (giant) since he is now shown 
resting, as giants are apt to do, after having consumed his latest victim. 
This idea is emphasized when Ray cuts from the sleeping pandit inside to 
Dukkhiya's corpse as it lies outside in the rain. Jhuriya now enters that lit
erally untouchable space and starts berating her dead husband for leaving 
her and her daughter. As the storm gathers momentum around her 
increasing lamentations, her situation appears increasingly hopeless. 

Ray's camera now moves inside the pandit's house. Into his domestic/ 
religious spatial area enters his wife, who, like the weeping woman out
side, now starts to scold him for not doing anything about the untouch
able's dead body, which is "polluting" the environment and preventing the 
Brahmins of the village from fetching water from the well. Both women 
focus on a future in which each feels victimized by her respective spouse. 
Their condition can change only if their men use their shaktis properly. In 
Dukkhiya's case, this cannot happen because his shakti has already trans
formed him into a shakta, or inert object. But the pandit's shakti can be 
revived to get rid of this pollution that has descended on his house and this 
village. The metaphor of "labor," therefore, is ironically transferred from 
the exploited native to the exploitive figure of the pandit as he decides 
early the next day to use his energy and drag this corpse to a distant dung 
heap. As the body is thrown among the skeletons of already eaten ani
mals, the metaphor of one caste having devoured another caste is, in itself, 
powerfully conveyed to us. This is reaffirmed not only by the stunning vis
ual images that accompany the painful scene of Dukkhiya's last rites, but 
also by the steady drum roll on the sound track. 

In the film's final scene, we see the pandit purifying the "polluted" spots 
where the untouchable's body had lain with mantras and holy water. This 
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he does to increase his sense of psychological security by acting as his 
ancestors would have in the past and as his social group of Brahmins 
would in the present. Right action and his own individual dharma come to 
mean, from his point of view, traditional action-and-caste dharma. In this 
sense, his occupational activity and his social actions would be considered 
"right" and "good" since they conform to the traditional pattern prevalent 
in his kinship and caste group. On this unjust and shattering revelation, 
the film ends (Kakar 1978, 37-38). 

Darius Cooper is associate professor of literature and film in the Department of 
English at San Diego Mesa College. He has a Ph.D. from the University of South
ern California, Los Angeles, and is working on a book on Satyajit Ray. He has 
published essays on Indian cinema in Film Quarterly, East-West Film Journal, 
and The Bombay Literary Review. His poems and short stories have appeared in 
India and in American journals such as The Massachusetts Review, Chelsea, 
Enclitic, and Helix. Several of his poems will appear in an anthology from Three 
Continents Press, Washington, India Awakes. 
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A Talk with Shaji 

D. WILLIAM DAVIS 

T HE FOLLOWING discussion is based on lectures given by Shaji N. 
Karun, a veteran cinematographer whose directorial debut, The Birth 
(Piravi), was shown at various sites across the United States with the East
West Center National Film Tour in April and May 1990. Since I was trav
eling with Shaji, I asked him endless questions about his work, his 
thoughts on cinema, and his province of Kerala, India. During this time, 
we had ample hours to discuss and amplify the ideas outlined in his talks 
at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and Central Connecticut State 
University, New Britain. 

DWD What possessed you to study filmmaking after obtaining a degree 
in chemistry from the University of Kerala? 

SNK Quite by accident, I happened to become the "official" photogra
pher for the mountaineering club at the university. To encourage interest 
in the club, we took pictures of our climbing trips into the mountains and 
showed them at fairs and membership drives. People around campus saw 
these photos and appreciated them as pictures, not only as records of our 
trips. Encouraged by this, I began to do my own processing in the lab my 
second year. By the third year, I was mixing my own chemicals for devel
oping from materials filched from the chemistry labs and started printing 
and enlarging my own pictures. 

DWD Were you watching films at the university then? 

I28 
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SNK Student film societies were active then, many specializing in foreign 
film series. These films were easy to attend, selling three classes of tickets; 
the middle-level tickets cost the equivalent of two cents, so nobody had 
much difficulty affording the cost of a movie. One series that impressed 
me was a run of David Lean films, whose scope, visual composition, and 
use of color were very exciting. I found myself paying more attention to 
the cinematography of Freddie Young rather than the dramatic acting of 
the stars or the direction of Lean. 

DWD Tell us about the course of study at the Film Institute at Pune. 

SNK First of all we saw films from all over the world. Although the insti
tute provides personnel for work in the Indian film industry, the emphasis 
is on cinema as an international medium. My first semester at the institute 
I saw films by Kurosawa, Eisenstein, Pudovkin, John Ford, Tarkovsky, 
Bergman, and many others. Each incoming class is shown a "touchstone" 
film to which instructors and students refer in the course of the year. Our 
touchstone film was Kurosawa's Redbeard. I was speechless at the power 
of Mifune's performance in that film as well as the subtlety and expressive 
range of its black-and-white cinematography. Kurosawa's use of sound, 
especially nonmusical diegetic sound, also contributes an incredible range 
of expressive connotations, as does another film that made a deep impres
sion, Tarkovsky's The Mirror. These two films gave me a preoccupation 
with the science, or maybe even the mathematics, of film structure: the 
building up of a total experience incrementally through a systematic com
bination of elements. 

DWD You've maintained your admiration for Tarkovsky over the past 
decade, have you not? 

SNK Tarkovsky, along with Bergman, I count as my biggest inspiration, 
and even now I repeatedly watch The Mirror, Stalker, Nostalgia, and The 
Sacrifice as a kind of devotional exercise in visual composition. At the 
institute, the films we studied were about 70 percent international and the 
rest were Indian films, particularly those of Satyajit Ray. Obviously the 
international art cinema contributed to my grasp of cinematography, and 
later of directing. 
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DWD What were some of your experiences at the institute that contrib
uted to the conception of The Birth? 

SNK A year before I graduated from the institute, in I974, India was 
undergoing the emergency period in which Indira Gandhi was trying to 
consolidate her power during the dispute over Pakistan's independence. 
The authorities were very strict and had enacted press restrictions and 
arrest by suspicion to ensure stability and forestall criticism. At the Uni
versity of Kerala where I had graduated in chemistry, a small group of 
engineering students were gently mocking the regime by singing some 
satirical songs. They were promptly arrested, jailed for a time, and later 
set free. Or so we thought. One young man was never found after the inci
dent, so his family demanded an explanation from the authorities, who 
denied any knowledge of his whereabouts. Later it came out that he had 
been tortured (including having his eyes gouged out) and killed. His body 
never was found. This all came out in a subsequent court case, but the 
authorities denied all responsibility for the son's death. They started by 
denying any knowledge of the incident, then when it was proven that the 
police inspector had indeed ordered him jailed and tortured, the court 
denied responsibility for his safety, concluding that he had it coming to 
him for engaging in agitation. People from Kerala were appalled that a 
branch of the Gandhi administration would so callously cover up such an 
egregious violation of human rights. I was among those who noted the 
irony of representative authority, whose mandate it is to bring truth to 
light, using its prerogatives to bury the truth in bureaucratic evasions. 

DWD And this is the story of The Birth? 

SNK In a manner of speaking. My concern in The Birth is not to make 
accusations at an administration now out of power, but to show the effect 
of the son's disappearance on his family. I decided from the beginning that 
the son, Raghu, would not appear in the film at all, even in flashback. To 
convey the full horror of his fate, you must explore the anxiety of his 
immediate family, especially that of his father. The father undergoes a 
series of transformations and psychic developments; his experience, espe
cially the agony of waiting, is the real substance of the film, not the con
tingent facts about the political situation. In this way the political aspect 
of the story is displaced onto the personal. In The Birth, I'm trying to 
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show the experiential foundations of political commitments, not tell an 
illustrated,politicallecture. 

DWD Why then is it called The Birth when it tells a story of profound 
loss? 

SNK Because the son's loss is the father's loss. The essential continuity 
between father and son is the cultural connection, derived from the Hindu 
Kaushitaki Upanishad, whose proverbs are quoted at the beginning of the 
film ("A Dying Man's Request to His Son"). It suggests a circular return to 
a prior state rather than the termination of a linear process. When the 
reality of the son's disappearance is too much to bear, the father retreats 
into another plane of experience in which his beloved son is returned to 
him. It is the birth of a new kind of relationship between father and son, 
though in ordinary terms it is regarded as madness. 

DWD Perhaps you could regard it as the birth of a "new" father rather 
than the death of a son. 

SNK Perhaps. 

DWD Does this mean the film promotes some kind of religious consola
tion for earthly suffering? 

SNK Absolutely not. These are very religious people, and their religion is 
a part of their daily routine. For practical reasons, the family relies on the 
presence of the son (to bring supplies and medicine, for example). Then he 
fails to appear. When their daily routine becomes difficult, then strained, 
then unbearable, the family continues their religious observances and ritu
als, though they are stepped up, of course. The old man's patron saint is 
the god Shiva, to whom he prostrates himself desperately and endlessly. 
Shiva is the fleet-footed god of travel, and by implication of changes, of 
transformations. Maybe Shiva can bring back Raghu safely. But his pray
ers are not answered, not in earthly terms, anyway. This does not result in 
any sort of frustration or anger at God, however. The film's religious 
overtones lend a sense of serenity and fittingness to a story of wrenching 
dislocation. 
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DWD How does this relate to your political experiences in Kerala and 
Pune? 

SNK As I just mentioned, I am a filmmaker, not a pundit. But I will say 
that my film has three levels: the familial, the political, and the cultural. 
My sympathy is with the family in the story because it would have been so 
easy to have gotten in trouble during the emergency period. These stu
dents weren't terrorists or even agitators. Beyond that, the state of Kerala 
has a long tradition of progressive political activity, so it wouldn't have 
occurred to these members of the Communist-backed Student Federation 
of India that they were doing anything heinous - because they weren't! In 
Kerala, being a Communist is about as controversial as being a democrat 
here. 

DWD I take it you had a more than casual interest in this group when you 
were at Kerala University and afterward. 

SNK Yes, I was a part of that group, and when I was up for a promotion 
at the Kerala State Film Development Corporation, it became an issue. At 
this time (1979-80) the same minister who was in power during the emer
gency period asked KSFDC to disqualify me from consideration because I 
had been a "fellow traveller" in my school days. Although this was never 
anything to be ashamed of, I was suspended from my current job of studio 
manager for two years. The filmmakers at KSFDC were outraged, and I 
began to hone my script, realizing that the violation of the family in my 
story was not a local or merely historically specific event; it is inherent in 
power structures anywhere, at any time, whether communist, democratic, 
fascist, whatever. Corruption, that is, the evasion of responsibility for 
abuses of people, is "the done thing," whatever the system. Whenever you 
have a repressive arm that imposes the will of the authorities onto the peo
ple, corruption is endemic. This is as true in New York as it is in Moscow; 
in Kerala as much as in Chile. It is simply inherited from the previous 
administration, even in a change of government. 

DWD Yet your film is so quiet, aestheticized, serene, and the political 
details of Raghu's case are suppressed; is The Birth really a critical film or 
a quiescent, fatalistic one? 
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SNK In the end, that's for the viewer to decide. But I cannot imagine any
one coming away with the impression that the family in this story were 
treated fairly or well by the authorities. Ultimately, this is a story about a 
family and the loss of judgment. I am not out to indict a particular regime 
but rather to render the emotional effects of random persecution in a par
ticular place. 

DWD Can you say a few words about how your technical choices further 
this rendering? 

SNK I begin with the premise that my audience is more intelligent and 
perceptive than I am. Then I begin to layer the story with perceptual 
details that call forth chains of associations that correspond with the men
tal processes of the characters. For instance, the sound track functions as a 
running indication of the father's mental states. If his mind is on the 
weather, the sound of water dripping may be prominent, then when he 
grows impatient for the bus to come, the sound of his watch ticking will 
come forward, reminding him to check his watch and see if it is still work
ing in this wet weather. (The film takes place during the monsoon season.) 
Or when he returns from Trivandrum, not having found his son or even 
any satisfactory answers, one hears a string of city noises that the old man 
experienced earlier in the day. A jumble of disjointed noises of the city 
accompanying the image of the old man quietly walking through the jun
gle conveys something of the confusion and instability of his mind. I don't 
use sound as a diegetic accompaniment to what the audience sees on
screen. 

DWD Do you rely on a sophisticated audience practiced in the conven
tions of the art cinema? 

SNK Yes and no. I conceive of my audience as a very specific one that is 
familiar with the allusions, customs, and life-style of the characters. 
Because I take for granted the significance of the monsoon or the 
Upanishads, for instance, I can do things with sound, color, emotion, and 
timing that will be lost on an undifferentiated mass audience. A mass 
audience will get a feel for this family - they will be able to see with their 
ears as well as their eyes - but they will not grasp the mythological allu
sion to the "ocean of milk" relief that is inserted between shots of the 
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father writing a letter to Trivandrum. My film deals with things of which I 
know, and these are primarily things of the heart. But the heart which I 
expose is one shaped by a specific culture, one which Keralans will 
instantly recognize. 

DWD Yet your film has collected more than twenty awards around the 
world, including honors at Cannes, Edinburgh, Locarno, and Venice. 
Surely there is something in The Birth that speaks to international audi
ences as well. 

SNK Of course. I'm gratified by the recogmtton, but the difference 
between a national and international audience is envisioning the people 
who will take pleasure in your work. The Birth is a poetic work intended 
for my fellow Keralans, one which will "tickle" them somewhere in their 
minds, in a moral zone that lies deeper than the divisions created by politi
cal affiliation. To gain access to that zone requires very personal refer
ences that go to the heart of how people identify themselves. And yet the 
film has a wider appeal in that the emotions manifested are universal. 
Anybody can understand a father's anguish at the disappearance of a son, 
and how the son's absence takes on an emotional presence in the father's 
mind. The ability to use vision, color, and sound to suggest a presence and 
even personality when there is only absence - that is unique to cinema. 

DWD What have you learned from Western audiences' reception of The 
Birth? 

SNK The Europeans know a bit more of South Indian history and cul
ture, and as you have mentioned, have received the film very warmly. 
Frankly I was worried about the American audience because Americans 
are insular in their movies and cultural diet; American culture lacks the 
specificity and diversity of Europe, let alone the tremendous variety of 
Indian languages and cultures. But even Americans are touched by the 
film, which speaks well for their open-mindedness. American movies are 
formulaic and predictable, and The Birth doesn't conform to expectations 
for an average entertainment film. 

DWD True enough, but it is to your credit that your film keeps audiences 
around the world spellbound with its images and sounds in spite of its dif
ficulty by commercial film standards. 
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SNK Yes, but if it's too successful, it could be co-opted by the overcapi
talized American film industry, as is the case with some recent Indian
American docudramas. 

DWD You're thinking of projects like Salaam Bombay? 

SNK Yes. I liked the film very much; it is very cinematic and clever, but it 
has an element of commercialism and selling, a style that seeks to make a 
return by ingratiation. The Birth shows that a film with a very specific tar
get audience, and therefore uncompromising in its style and cultural 
assumptions, can nevertheless succeed with a worldwide audience. The 
level at which I work, provoking minute, local associations between color, 
form, sound, and the expression of feelings, is the level at which most peo
ple live. 

D. William Davis is film curator at the Honolulu Academy of Arts. 
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Patricia Mellencamp, Indiscretions: 
Avant-Garde Film, Video, & Femi
nism. Bloomington: Indiana Uni
versity Press, 1990. 234 pages. 
Cloth $29.95; paper $12.95. 

As a free-ranging theorist subjecting 
the avant-garde shibboleth that "aes
thetic difference remains radical" to 
multiple, site-specific applications, Pa
tricia Mellencamp writes well, with 
flair and style, with a kind of feisty 
eclecticism. What her work may lack in 
theoretical rigor or sustained focus, 
say, she makes up for with a Barthes
like barrage of association, insight, and 
commitment, articulating the politics 
of cultural theory to art-work and 
art-work back to context. Ranging 
through American social areas from 
"Postmodern TV" to "Uncanny Fem
inism," Indiscretions: Avant-Garde 
Film, Video & Feminism offers a series 
of theoretical interventions and confer
ence performances strung together as 
an argument, loosely linked and often 
connected to ongoing events at the 
Center for Twentieth Century Studies 
at Milwaukee, on "the u.s. avant
garde" film production of the 1960s 
through the 1980s. 

The art-work itself sponsors and 
instigates Mellencamp's rearticulation 
of a 1960s-ish countercultural politics 
aligned to the social energies of femi-

nist desire. As she writes of her own 
eleven-angled project to illuminate the 
symbolic dynamics in works by film
makers such as Yvone Rainer, Sally 
Potter, Cecilia Condit, Hollis Framp
ton, and Michael Snow, "That avant
garde works are, in themselves, theo
ries of space, time, and culture is a 
primary assumption" (p. x). I take this 
to be a salutary corrective to the kind 
of theoretical arrogance now at work 
that maintains, with Jean-Fran~ois 
Lyotard, that "Sublimity no longer is in 
art, but in speculating on art," as if 
postmodern art theory has displaced its 
own once-sublime object. By reading 
various avant-garde works "histori
cally, as and through theory" (p. 6), 
this scattered video production and 
film culture are linked to the Western 
imaginary of feminist desire as this rec
tifies "the erasure of representations of 
women and the inscription of female 
subjectivity" (p. 26). As she challenges 
the male- and author-centered roman
ticism of works such as P. Adams Sit
ney's Visionary Film, Mellencamp's 
goal is theorized, throughout, as the 
claiming of institutional and aesthetic 
territory and the discursive challenging 
of reified gender-difference: "The real 
avant-garde move would be, at last, to 
centrally include women," as she con
cludes (p. 213). 

Film theory takes its (American) 
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place "as if it were an avant-garde prac
tice" (p. 13), then, displacing more 
radical alliance-politics or modes of 
action; surely these same charges of 
hyper-imaginary transgression / trans
formation could be leveled against the 
postmodern pyrotechnics of Jameson, 
Spivak, or Greenblatt. The global 
problem remains that, as Meaghan 
Morris shrewdly observes of advanced 
industrial societies in The Pirate's Fian
cee (1988), "the distance between cul
tural politics and political politics has 
become so great, so sublime, that radi
cal criticism seems unable to compre
hend it." The form of resistance imag
ined is linked by Indiscretions to the 
"video politics" of decentered produc
tion, tracking and retracking "the ping
pong dialogue of postmodernism with 
the [American] counterculture" (p. 59) 
as if Ant Farm and Baudrillard share 
the same project. In the same essay, 
"Surveillance and Simulation," Mellen
camp fluctuates between an identity 
("Foucault's system, so perfectly appli
cable to cinema ... " [po 71]) and anal
ogy (a Baudrillard "quotation almost 
reads like a working premise for the 
films of Land, Nelson, and Snow" [po 
81]) of avant-garde film and French 
theory, oddly invoking the contradic
tory models of Foucault and Baudril
lard, and is understandably drawn to 
films with titles like Raw Nerves: A 
Lacanian Thriller. 

Mellencamp's readings remain spec
ulative and open, however, essays in 
the best, unfinished sense of the term -
" 'rough, unpolished, but alive.' " Her 

riffing-and-rapping challenge to the 
discretions of expository style helps, at 
times, to close disciplinary gaps and to 
link domains usually kept discrete. 
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This French-influenced gambit aims to 
move away from any modernist van
guard position of (male, Western, ana
lytical) mastery towards articulating a 
more decentered position (or feminist 
style) affirming nomadic multiplicity, 
loose history, anecdote, gossip, pas
sion, metaphor, escape: "unchecked 
multiplicity not clarified or defined or 
impassioned by binarist opposition" 
(p. 203) is how she puts it in a closing 
essay collaging the underground film 
speculations of Jonas Mekas in Movie 
Journal with the rhizomatic theoriza
tions of Deleuze and Guattari in 
A Thousand Plateaus. (Here again, 
avant-garde film, implicitly, remains in 
advance of theory.) Mellencamp in
vokes a paradoxical motto from an art
ists' protest at the International Experi
mental Film Congress held in Toronto 
in 1989 that might well serve as her 
own theoretical credo in Indiscretions: 
"The Avant-Garde is dead; long live the 
avant-garde" (p. 211). 

Any trans avant-garde credo would 
seem an even emptier position, discon
necting form from ideology and serving 
the style-driven dynamics of avant
garde commodity consumption which 
Arthur Kroker calls "estheticized re
commodification." The postmodern 
paradox remains, however, that this 
very u.s. film counterculture "which 
opposed institutions, was funded, rec
ognized, and indeed made possible by 
institutions" (p. 10) - an avant-garde 
occurring on sabbatical: Mellencamp, 
admittedly, theorizes her versions of 
aesthetic subversion, dialogism, and 
her "politics of differences" (sexual dif
ference / cultural difference [p. 210]) in 
the grip and site of such cynical condi
tions. An avant-garde untied to the 



more collective dynamics and social 
energies of a revolution may look like 
the mock-subversion ("video politics") 
of MTV indeed. 

ROB WILSON 

University of Hawaii at Manoa 

Meaghan Morris, The Pirate's Fi
ancee: Feminism, Reading, Post
modernism. London and New 
York: Verso, 1988. 287 pages. 
Cloth $5°.00; paper $16.95. 

Like Neil Hertz's End of the Line: 
Essays on Psychoanalysis and the Sub
lime (1985), which it resembles both in 
the pungency of its style and in concep
tual power, Meaghan Morris's The 
Pirate's Fiancee: Feminism, Reading, 
Postmodernism is an untimely collec
tion of twelve remarkable essays strung 
together into a book by an obsessive 
thematics and an urgency to represent 
the culturally under- or unrepresented: 
the dynamics of the postmodern sub
lime, the crucial place of the feminist 
subject in ongoing postmodernism de
bates, the transformation of discourses 
and genres to make them more amena
ble to women as speaking subjects are 
some of her ongoing concerns. With 
The Pirate's Fiancee, Morris, who 
worked as film reviewer for the Sydney 
Morning Herald and The Australian 
Financial Review from 1978 to 1985, 
has surfaced, more globally, into an 
original, witty, caustic, and important 
theorist of postmodern cultural poli
tics. "Politics Now (Anxieties of a 
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Petty-bourgeois Intellectual," for exam
ple, is less a confession of her own 
shifting positions on the left and more 
the portrayal of global predicaments as 
locally inflected through the Australian 
theory scene. Her important 1984 cri
tique reprinted from Art & Text, 
"Postmodernity and Lyotard's Sub
lime," offers a devastating analysis of 
the way Lyotard dehistoricizes the 
sublime into an eternally Kantian lan
guage-game of witnessing the (apo
litical) incommensurable if not rein
venting the (aesthetic) wheel. It is one 
of the most trenchantly theorized cri
tiques of the postmodern sublime yet 
on record and bears upon the kind of 
experimental research going on in mul
tiple genres, from poetry to film. 

Morris's concluding analysis of the 
multinational dynamics at work in 
Australian films such as Crocodile 
Dundee and Breaker Morant is no less 
stunning, as she counters Lyotard's 
sublime abstractions by showing exact
ly how sublime landscapes of the Aus
tralian outback and photogenic desert 
are recoded into "historically an empty 
(that is, violently depopulated) space 
for the enactment of colonialist fan
tasy" (p. 257). Her self-reflective essay 
on film reviewing itself, "Indigestion: A 
Rhetoric of Reviewing," offers a case
study in the social and material dynam
ics of critical judgment and written 
form and should be required reading 
for Siskel, Ebert, and Jameson. Wheth
er challenging the discursive models of 
Baudrillard ("the last great dinosaur of 
the realist age") or Foucault ("Fou
cault's work is not the work of a ladies' 
man") or Lyotard's globalizing them at
ics ("A new Sublime: what a terrible 
prospect"), or interrogating postmod-
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ern photography (Lynn Silberman), 
criticism (Mary Daly), or film (appro
priating the pop appropriations of 
Peter Faiman/Paul Hogan), Meaghan 
Morris formulates each subject in an 
original, oddly angled, yet devastating
ly informed way and gives the lie to the 
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tired, colonialist claim that "the one 
distinctive feature of Australian culture 
is its positive unoriginality. " 

ROB WILSON 

University of Hawaii at Manoa 



In Future Issues 

SPECIAL ISSUE ON CINEMA AND HISTORY, EAST AND WEST 

JANUARY 1992 (VOLUME 6, NUMBER I) 

Race: The Policital Unconscious in American Films 
by Nick Browne 

Face and Race in Cinema: 
FeIT.ale Bodies and Women's Pasttimes, 1890-1920 

by Patricia Mel/encamp 

Decentering History: Some Versions of Bombay Cinema 
by Vijay Mishra 

Memories and Things Past: 
History and Two Biographical Flashback Films 

by Charles Maland 

Tales of Kageyama 
by Freda Freiberg 

Nji Ronggeng (The Ronggeng Dancer): 
Another Paradigm for Erotic Spectacle in the Cinema 

by David Hanan 



Journal of 
Dramatic 
Theory and 
Criticism Editor: John Gronbeck-Tedesco 

Associate Editors: Rosemarie Bank, Charles Berg, David M. Bergeron, John 
Countryman, Weldon Durham, Roger Gross, Richard Hornby, Felicia Londre, 
Charles Lyons, David McDonald, Bert States, Patrick White 

The Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism fills a long-time need for a 
publication which addresses the theoretical issues associated with 
performance and performance texts. The Journal publishes twice each year 
In the Fall and Spring. JDTC publishes a variety of scholarly works and 
commentary: 

new theories and methodologies pertinent to performance 
and performance texts 

commentary about such theories or methods 

performance criticism which attempts to yield new insights 
into theatrical works 

commentaries about criticism 

articles which explore dramatic terms as they are used in 
fields outside the theatre 

investigations into the history of the subjects enumerated 
above 

Founded in 1986, JDTC has attracted essays by major scholars and artists: 
J. L. Styan, Thomas F. Van Laan, Marvin Carlson, Susan Hollis Merritt, 
William J. Free, Mary F. Cantanzaro, Hollis Huston, Natalie Crohn Schmitt, 
Stuart E. Baker, David M. Bergeron, Leanore Lieblein, Catherine Wiley, 
Joanne Klein, Edith Kern, John A. Degen, Jonathan Beck, Stuart E. Omans, 
Robert Findlay, Steve Vineberg, Charles Frey 

Individuals: $10.00 / Institutions: $18.00 / Students: $8.00 
Orders and inquiries to: 

The Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 
Department of Theatre and Film 

University of Kansas 
Lawrence, KS 66045 



.., 

The Warrior's 'Camera 
The Cinema of Akira Kurosawa 

Stephen Prince 
Akira Kurosawa has been internationally acclaimed as a giant of world 

cinema. Rashomon helped ignite Western interest in the Japanese cinema, 
and Seven Samurai and YOjimbt5 remain enormously popular both in Japan 
and abroad. Providing a new and comprehensive look at this master 
filmmaker, The Warriors Camera probes the complex visual structure of 
Kurosawa's work. The book shows how Kurosawa attempted to symbolize on 
film a course of national development for post-war Japan, and it traces the 
ways that he tied his social visions to a dynamic system of visual and narrative 
forms. 

"This is a long-awaited book that marks the needed next step In 
Kurosawa criticism."-David Desser, University of Illinois 

"Prince is very insightful in analyzing and interpreting Kurosawa's 
work.. ... " - Kyoko Hirano, Director, Japan Film Center, Japan Society 
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