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Editorial 

Issue 18 of Colloquy: text, theory, critique contains general articles as 
well as papers arising from the B for Bad Cinema conference held at 
Monash University in 2009. The Guest Editors of this section are to be 
congratulated on the excellent effort of turning around so many papers in 
such a short time and thereby presenting a very fresh perspective on this 
area of contemporary cinema studies. The general articles represent a 
wide array of approaches to literary and cultural studies today. Two of them 
respond to a call for papers requesting analyses of the International and In-
tercultural Communications in the Age of Digital Media and discuss the lit-
erature regarding audience studies and e-learning on the popular social-
sharing multimedia site Youtube. Others discuss Roland Barthes’s photo-
biographies, modern day mystics Erich Fromm and Eckhart Tolle, and the 
consequences of Secret Service files being released. As usual, then, an 
exciting mix with a broad variety of interests all concerned with the general 
Colloquy CFP request: for submission of articles related to literary or cul-
tural theory (pure or applied), authored by those involved in research in 
English, communications, languages, performing or recorded arts. 

As always the editors want to thank the many referees who made this 
issue possible. 

The submission deadline for Issue 19 is January 15, 2009. Academic 
articles, review articles, book reviews, translations, opinion essays and 
creative writing will be considered.  

 
THE EDITORS 
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Introduction: B for Bad Cinema  

Julia Vassilieva and Claire Perkins 

 

BAD Cinema in Context – Julia Vassilieva 

André Bazin, one of the major film theorists of the twentieth century, 
famously entitled his opus magnum What is Cinema?1 Picking up where 
Bazin left off, Adrian Martin recently re-inscribed the question within the 
context of contemporary cinema in his monograph What is Modern Cin-
ema?2 The appropriate question for us to ask here would be �What is BAD 
Cinema?� However, by raising this question I seek not so much to intro-
duce the BAD cinema discourse, but to interrogate it within the broader in-
terdisciplinary framework that Colloquy has consistently advocated. 

The organisers of the conference �B for BAD Cinema: aesthetics, poli-
tics and cultural value�, which took place at Monash in April 2009 and from 
which the contributions to the current issue have been drawn, traced BAD 
cinema�s pedigree to cult film, paracinema and its early predecessors in the 
form of B-movies of studio era. Terminologically, BAD cinema represents 
an expansion of the notion of  �badfilm� legitimised in film scholarship by 
Jeffrey Sconce in his influential essay � �Trashing� the Academy: Taste, Ex-
cess, and the Emerging Politics of Cinematic Style� published in Screen in 
1995. Inspired to a large degree by Pierre Bourdieu�s study of the social 
construction of taste and fuelled by the rise of cultural studies, the essay 
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drew attention to the phenomenon of paracinema as something that prob-
lematises cinema itself and the status of cinema studies. Sconce opted for 
the notion of paracinema as �the most elastic textual category� that �would 
include entries from such seemingly disparate subgenres as �badfilm�, 
splatterpunk, �mondo� films, sword and sandal epics, Elvis flicks, govern-
ment hygiene films, Japanese monster movies, beach-party musicals, and 
just about every other historical manifestation of exploitation cinema from 
juvenile delinquency documentaries to soft-core pornography.�3 Later on, 
Mathijs and Mendik positioned �Badness�, aesthetic or moral,  alongside a 
hyperbolic exaggeration of genre, intertextuality and explicit violence as de-
fining characteristics of  the cult film, another sibling within the extended 
(and perhaps dysfunctional) BAD cinema family.4 The Cult Film Reader 
that Mathijs and Mendik  assembled in 2007 promised to � gnaw, scratch 
and infect you just like the cult films themselves�5, and has provided a use-
ful anthology in the theorisation of BAD cinema  �  from Walter Benjamin�s 
and Siegfried Kracauer�s to J. Hoberman�s and Jonathan Rosenbaum�s 
contributions. 

For Mathijs and Mendik, as for Sconce before them, the significance of 
BAD cinema as a textual, as well as a critical category,  lies in its striving  
�to valorize all forms of cinematic �trash�, whether such films have been ex-
plicitly rejected or simply ignored by legitimate film culture.�6 Thus, we can 
say with Walter Benjamin, BAD cinema turns its gaze to the �historical trash 
heap� where, as Slavoj Zizek invited  us in his recent expulsive cinematic 
performance beside a colossal deposit of rubbish, �we should start feeling 
at home.�7 Leaving aside Zizek�s timely call for re-thinking  ecology as a 
new philosophy of trash, what is important for the present discussion is that 
trash operates here as both metonym and metaphor, where its subject mat-
ter reinforces the disturbing conjuncture between neglect, evacuation, 
abandonment  and rescuing inherent in the trope.  

The specificity of the BAD cinema phenomenon and the polemics sur-
rounding it encompass textual characteristics of cinematic material, condi-
tions of distributions, circulation and reception, and the theorisation or val-
orisation of �trash� at work within the academy itself. One of the central is-
sues within these debates is the vexed issue of taste, this two-headed Hy-
dra, one head looking towards artistic quality, another � towards mass ap-
peal. BAD cinema�s champions believe it promotes an alternative vision of 
cinematic �art�, �challenging the established canon of quality cinema and 
questioning the legitimacy of reigning aesthete discourses on movie art.�8 
As such, BAD cinema debates provide a re-incarnation of high culture ver-
sus low culture polemics, once again raising the issues of criteria, legitimis-
ing bodies and access to cultural capital, thus culminating in the ostensibly 
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circular question �Is it good because it is bad, or is it bad because it is 
good?�. BAD cinema�s emerging anti-canon valorises controversial subject 
matter including all manner of sexual degradation and depravity, torture 
and violence, cannibalism and mutilation; it marvels at the sight of blood, 
excrement and slime; and it celebrates abject emotions stretching from 
shock, horror and disgust to boredom. BAD cinema audiences insist on and 
practice a number of calculated reading strategies such as rendering the 
bad into sublime, the deviant into defamiliarised, but above all the privileg-
ing of an ironic detachment that �redeems�, as it were, the controversial 
pleasure that BAD cinema delivers, the strategy reflected in and embraced 
by the academic discourse on BAD cinema. Thus, ultimately, BAD cinema 
valorises difference, passionately cultivating signs of it in subject matter, 
reading strategies and critical discourse.  In all these aspects, BAD cinema 
reveals its generic allegiance to postmodernism in its typical characteris-
tics, which were pointed out as early as the mid1960�s by critics like Susan 
Sontag and Ihab Hassan who argued that the work of postmodernists was  
�deliberately less unified, less obviously �masterful�, more playful or anar-
chic, more concerned with the processes of our understanding than with 
pleasures of artistic finish or unity and certainly more resistant to a certain 
interpretation, than much of the art that had preceded it.�9  The critical 
moves that encompass discourses on BAD cinema owe significantly � al-
though often without an explicit acknowledgement of this genealogy � to 
such  ideas as Foucault�s articulation of the power/knowledge nexus, 
Barthes�s thesis on the death of the author, Lyotard�s challenge of grand 
narratives and Derridean deconstruction.  

Why then should BAD cinema problematics emerge at the forefront of 
academic concerns now when, as David Bennett has recently noted, many 
commentators have delivered a verdict on the death of postmodernism and 
dated its death precisely as September 11, 2001  � with even a greater at-
tempt at accuracy than with Virginia Woolf who �famously dated the birth of 
modernism by announcing that �in or about December, 1910, human char-
acter changed.� � 10  9/11 has become the key date understood by many as 
a turning point, after which we are said to enter the era of post-
postmodernism, or modernism after postmodernism, informed by an almost 
militant realism,  where calls for beauty, goodness, truth and God are com-
ing from all quarters and, instead of  irony, seriousness becomes a domi-
nant emotional mode.    

It is against this background, however, that issues raised by postmod-
ernism, including sensitivity to and insistence on difference, acquire re-
newed urgency, which suggests (as Bennett further notes) that  the rumors 
about postmodernism�s death may be greatly exaggerated. It would be 
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premature to dismiss the troubled legacy of postmodernism as there may 
well be issues and questions that require and warrant further attention. 
BAD cinema attests to such tendencies within the cinematic territory with all 
the implications for its unstable other � GOOD cinema. The issues of peri-
odisation and specificity of medium add to the unique character of these 
problematics.  

Modernism and postmodernism in cinema arrived with some delay in 
comparison with literature, theatre and visual arts; moreover, they continue 
to  co-exist and overlap, as Adrian Martin points out : ��even though film 
history has its avant-gardes that are fundamentally linked with art move-
ments pre-World War II, modernism in cinema takes hold only after that 
War, flowering particularly in the 1960s and lasting through most of the 
1970s � so, roughly, a trajectory that runs from Italian neo-realism through 
the French New vague and finally the New German Cinema. In the early 
1980s a cinematic postmodernism is born, [�] modernism enters an invo-
lutive phase in its search for the new. However, I firmly believe that a notion 
of modern cinema is worth maintaining as our guiding thread right through 
to present-day production � it was not simply replaced or usurped by post-
modern.�11  The BAD cinema phenomena bear witness to these dynamics 
� reflecting the transition from earlier modernist gestures and practices to 
their postmodernist echoes, if not always necessarily cinematic by nature. 
Many features that are positioned as BAD cinema�s characteristics � disin-
tegration of narrative, use of found footage, desire to shock, provocation, 
attention to the excremental, valorisation of context and conditions of exhi-
bition � find their analogues and predecessors in various artistic practices, 
from stream of consciousness in James Joyce�s writing to the breakdown of 
grammar in the prose of Vladimir Sorokin, from Salvador Dalí�s flirtations 
with excrement  to Andres Serrano�s �Piss Christ� , from the notorious  ex-
hibition of a urinal by Marcel Duchamp in 1917 to Tracey Emin�s  installa-
tion �My Bed� in 1998, from Dadaist collages of found objects to surrealists� 
automatic writing and from Antonin Artaud�s theatre of cruelty to Bertolt 
Brecht�s alienation effect. BAD cinema brings some of these tendencies to 
an extreme, but does so by utilising specific properties of cinema as a me-
dium encompassed by the central role of temporality, the structuring posi-
tion of the apparatus  and the production  of subjectivity.  

Temporality is central to cinema, as Deleuze persuasively demon-
strated. In a little bit more than one hundred years of its existence, cinema 
has experimented massively with time � from time moving resolutely for-
ward with history in the films of revolutionary Russian directors to the �dead 
time� of Italian neo-realism, cinema modeled and embodied different ways 
of thinking and experiencing time � linear and circular, mythic and epic, 
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staying still and rushing ahead, ruptured and disturbed, elastic and con-
densed, interrupted by flashbacks and flash-forwards. What BAD cinema 
adds to this panoply of temporalities is not a deviation from the linear 
model, which is by no means new to cinema, but the fact that such devia-
tions are happening �not by design�, but are rather a result of accidents and 
mistakes, intrusion of chance and randomness, or (as Sconce notes) of  
�the systemic failure of a film aspiring to obey dominant codes of cinematic 
representation.�12   

By so doing, BAD cinema disturbs not only and not principally time 
but, more importantly, what in cinema scholarship is traditionally defined as 
filmic and profilmic, where profilmic refers to what is in front of the camera 
(the actor, the setting, the props) and leaves its impression on a film, and in 
that sense is �objective�, whereas the filmic indicates what is behind �  the 
domain of human agency and subjectivity which photographs, directs and 
edits the film, making all sorts of choices in the process.13 BAD cinema 
ushers in the eruption of  the profilmic, as the human agency behind the 
camera retreats into non-professionalism, guess work, drunkenness, mad-
ness or leaves the scene altogether. The bleeding of profilmic into filmic, 
the diminished limits of control, the ghostly appearance or disappearance 
of subjectivity, make one think about a camera in the hands of a chimpan-
zee, which Komar and Melamid used for their photo-installation in the1998 
Venice Biennale, or closed network video monitoring. BAD cinema�s prob-
lematic intentionality is located on the quicksand between record, surveil-
lance, chance and mistake, not so much foregrounding cinematic appara-
tuses but leaving them to their own devices.  

The reigning concept in cinema theory since post-structuralist cri-
tique�s onslaught on the structuralist theory of meaning, the notion of cine-
matic apparatus or dispositif, was elaborated most thoroughly by Jean-
Louis Baudry in the mid 1970s. Baudry differentiated two aspects within 
dispositif: the appareil de base  � camera, filmstrip, projector on the one 
hand, and the �metapsychological� situation of the spectator positioned be-
fore the screen on the other.14 The implication of a positioning of the spec-
tator, first of all topologically, but also ideologically, connects Baudry�s con-
cept with its later use by Foucault, even though neither of them refer to the 
other. However, while since Foucault the idea of the apparatus has been 
understood as a machine that produces subjectifications, now its function 
might have changed. As Giorgio Agamben has argued recently, in the cur-
rent phase of capitalism apparatuses �no longer act as much through the 
production of a subject, as through the processes of what can be called de-
subjectification.�15  The  question to be raised in this context is: what kind 
of subjectivity � if any � is produced by the specific use (and misuse) of 
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cinematic apparatuses celebrated by BAD cinema�s practitioners,  �what-
ever the intensity of desire that has driven� a person at the receiving end 
(as Agamben notes in relation to TV viewers), and whatever the supply of 
irony that a spectator has at his or her disposal? Contrary to the wide-
spread celebration of a liberated subject-consumer of BAD cinema texts, 
allegedly enjoying unlimited freedom of �subjective� interpretation,  will not 
a closer look at the process of engagement with BAD cinema objects re-
veal a dissolving of the subject? Does BAD cinema�s development indicate 
an emergence of post-subjectivity, superseding the notorious decentred 
and fragmented subject of postmodernism with a stage  when (according to 
Agamben) �processes of subjectification and processes of desubjectifica-
tion seem to become reciprocally indifferent, and so they do not give rise to 
the recomposition of a new subject, except in larval or, as it were, spectral 
form�16 ? 

These questions beg another issue to be raised  � namely,  the issue 
of meaning, which BAD cinema poses no less urgently than that of subjec-
tivity. If, in a poststructuralist discussion by theorists such as  Barthes, 
Stephen Heath and Kristin Thomson, the issue of meaning was framed  
powerfully by such categories as third sense, obtuse meaning and excess, 
what does a shift from excess to trash entail? While the nonsensical nature 
of BAD cinema production would rank highly amongst its defining features, 
rather than lamenting the possibility of evacuation of meaning, the critical 
response to this situation should urge us to re-think meaning as a horizon 
of engagement with life. 

Performing alongside �i�ek in the recent documentary Examined Life 
mentioned earlier, Avital Ronell said provocatively: � I am very suspicious 
historically and intellectually of the promise of meaning� [�] It�s been very 
devastating, this craving for meaning � It is something with which we are 
in constant negotiation � To leave things open and radically inappropri-
able, admitting that we haven�t really understood is much less satisfying, 
more frustrating and more necessary, I think �� 

On a broader scale, what BAD cinema invites us to confront is neither 
the constraints of taste nor the collapse  of time � but rather the limits of  
meaning and subjectivity. And it is this, perhaps, that accounts for the cur-
rency and urgency of BAD cinema � not so much aesthetically, but phi-
losophically and politically. Beyond the issues of taste, aesthetics and the 
relationship of critical discourse to art, at the core of BAD problematics lie 
the issues of subjectivity, meaning and the relationship between art and 
life. BAD cinema raises them not as a promise, but as a challenge, and in 
doing so proves to be an apt heir to postmodernism. The articles assem-
bled in this issue rise to the various aspects of this challenge.  
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Acknowledgement: Julia would like to express gratitude to Adrian Martin for 
his most helpful suggestions in discussing this text. 

Monash University 
Julia.Vassilieva@arts.monash.edu.au 

BAD Cinema Texts - Claire Perkins 

The thirteen papers collected in this special issue of Colloquy from the 
�B for Bad Cinema: Aesthetics, Politics and Cultural Value� conference held 
at Monash University in April 2009 together express the diverse and evolv-
ing ways in which bad, cult and trash cinema can be understood. Encom-
passing a range of national cinemas, filmmaking practices and theoretical 
perspectives, the papers demonstrate how these mutable cinemas raise 
key questions on the nature and function of film spectatorship.    

 In a 2005 Screen article, cult film scholar Ernest Mathijs - a key-
note speaker at �B for Bad Cinema� - described the now well established 
practice of stressing audience reception when considering trash or bad cin-
ema. Mathijs wrote: �the identification of trash cinema depends heavily 
upon constructions of meaning relating to the conditions under which the 
films were made, or on the circumstances under which audiences received 
them. Trash cinema�s reputation is often the result of conditions of creation, 
marketing, reception and a wide range of cultural contexts, determining to a 
great extent (if not completely) their status as film texts.�17 Mathijs also sig-
nalled the challenge that this category of cinema offers to reception studies 
insofar as bad films� reputations do not settle into a cohesive trajectory as 
those of canonised cinema typically do: the mark of a bad film is here un-
derstood as a capacity to move in and out of both critical favour and public 
interest over a sustained period of time.  

 Mathijs� comments emphasise the highly fluid nature of bad cin-
ema and the often inconsistent ways in which it connects to notions of the 
unworthy and disreputable. While much work in the area stems from the 
logic of the reading protocol articulated by Jeffrey Sconce as paracinema - 
�a counter-aesthetic turned subcultural sensibility devoted to all manner of 
cultural detritus�18 - the valorisation of the inept or exploitative does not rep-
resent a unitary methodology for defining and interpreting the category. As 
an idea intimately connected to issues of taste, bad cinema is instead con-
nected through all of its approaches by the question of value and the con-
sideration of how cultural judgements are made by audiences and critics. 
Like the use of the labels �cult�, �trash� and �sleaze� in much of this work, 
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�bad� is here an ineffable quality that is a function of attitude as much as 
content.19  The papers collected here reflect this attitude in attending to the 
value and reputation of films that range from iconic horror and slasher nar-
ratives to low budget shorts, from auteur cinema to 1950s classroom films, 
from Australia�s bad (Ned) Kelly cinema to scatological art, and from ex-
cessive Hollywood blockbusters to Indonesian exploitation films. 

Zoe Gross examines the possibility of scatological spectatorship as a 
mode of reception particular to trash cinema, arguing that the transgressive 
dynamics of the �shit cinema� of bad auteur John Waters elicit a spectato-
rial experience whose visceral, excessive (dis)pleasures reflect the destabi-
lising power of scatological art itself. The contemporary industrial circulation 
of two iconic works of ultraviolent American cinema - I Spit On Your Grave 
(Meir Zarchi, 1978) and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Tobe Hooper, 
1974) - are considered by Tristan Fidler and Craig Frost respectively. 
Demonstrating the DVD critic�s commentary as an increasingly prevalent 
channel of practical reception studies, Fidler examines how cult film critic 
Joe Bob Briggs� commentary for I Spit On Your Grave attempts to soften 
the �video nasty� reputation of this rape/revenge narrative by advancing a 
paracinematic reading that celebrates its feminist motivation and technical 
ineptitude simultaneously. Frost considers the more ubiquitous commercial 
trend of the horror remake, describing how the 2003 remake of Hooper�s 
film - in connection with the subsequent 2006 prequel The Beginning - 
forges a new, depoliticised narrative that encourages a contemporary audi-
ence to forget any connection to the original film, which is subsequently not 
canonised but erased. Phoebe Fletcher also addresses the �torture porn� 
cycle that The Texas Chainsaw Massacre remakes are often aligned with, 
but argues that the fate of the American anti-heroes of Hostel (Eli Roth, 
2005) can be read through Fredric Jameson�s notion of the geopolitical 
aesthetic to allegorise a dystopian critique of America�s global dominance.   

Two further cult works of American cinema are discussed by Mark 
Steven and Kirsten Stevens. In the former paper, Steven draws upon 
Jameson and Slavoj �i�ek to argue for the specific ideological potential of 
bad cinema: in a close reading of the bawdy �Nerds v. Jocks� dynamic of 
Jeff Kanew�s Revenge of the Nerds (1984) he suggests how bad cinema 
might give rise to late-capitalist cultural insights that are repressed by 
�good� cinema. While Steven�s argument relies on inverting the celebrated 
lowbrow reputation that Revenge of the Nerds has amassed over twenty-
five years, Kirsten Stevens argues for the ways in which new media tech-
nologies have transformed the fan activity that classifies a film as �cult� in 
the first place: through the example of Snakes on a Plane (David R. Ellis 
and Lex Halaby, 2006) she demonstrates how a cult film object can now be 
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prefabricated in the realm of internet anticipation that seizes on no more 
than a name.  

Where these papers all reflect the substantial interest that cult film 
scholarship takes in the reputation and circulation of American exploitation, 
horror and B-films, several authors also examine these and other forms as 
they arise out of other national cinemas and filmmaking practices. Drawing 
on the auteur examples of Lost Highway (David Lynch, 1997) and Breaking 
the Waves (Lars von Trier, 1996), Hester Joyce and Scott Wilson offer an 
argument for a period of �Bad Form� production that emerged in Western 
filmmaking in the mid-1990s in an attempt to renegotiate the interpretive 
and spectatorial pleasure of the standard �Good Form� cinematic agency of 
the West. Ekky Imanjaya describes an industry that similarly employs sub-
versive and exploitative techniques to struggle against a dominant order: 
he discusses how the Indonesian exploitation films produced under the 
New Order Regime position their villains and criminals as symbols of the 
Suharto government, and how local and international fan activity and tar-
geted DVD distribution has subsequently attained cult classification for 
many of these films. Anika Ervin-Ward considers a converse effect by find-
ing in the apparently conservative Cold War classroom films of the 1950s a 
characterisation of mid-century America that locates the anxieties of the 
post-WWII and atomic age upon the malleable body of the teenager.  

Donna McRae and Stephen Gaunson both turn their attention to the 
Australian environment, but move beyond the dominant critical interest in 
the �Ozploitation� cycle that has arisen out of Mark Hartley�s 2008 docu-
mentary Not Quite Hollywood. McCrae examines how Ursula Dabrowsky 
presents her low budget horror feature Family Demons (2009) as a mythi-
cal chapter in Adelaide�s violent badland history that is haunted by the 
ghosts of domestic violence and a nation�s inherited guilt. Gaunson dis-
cusses the maligned category of �Kelly cinema� and its awkward relation-
ship to serious Kelly history, examining the place of Rupert Kathner�s The 
Glenrowan Affair (1951) as both shonky gem and renegade docudrama. 
Both Mario Rodriguez and Tyson Namow move away from specific film 
case studies to consider some broader issues relating to the structure and 
reputation of horror and slasher films. With the aim of illuminating both the 
political subtexts and ongoing appeal of the horror genre, Rodriguez dis-
cusses the ritual function of horror movie villains as collective representa-
tions and social transgressors, concluding with the suggestion that recent 
Hollywood output - including the cycle of torture-porn - is experimenting 
with variations on how transgression is resolved. Namow also stresses the 
ideological relevance of the slasher genre by drawing a connection be-
tween Siegfried Kracauer and Carol J. Clover�s appreciation of the social 
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value of lowbrow cinema, identifying that the slasher film�s �badness� - its 
distance from the normal �aesthetic system� - is what enables it to effec-
tively reflect on conditions of social reality.  

Together, these papers represent the diverse approaches and innova-
tive engagement apparent at the �B for Bad Cinema� conference and in the 
broader study of cult film. While advancing the understanding of this label 
and its connection to paracinematic discourse, this work also raises impor-
tant questions on the ways in which the discipline of cinema studies contin-
ues to ascribe aesthetic, political and cultural value to all films. 

Monash University 
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Excremental Ecstasy, Divine Defecation and Revolting Reception: 

Configuring a Scatological Gaze in Trash Filmmaking 

Zoe Gross  

Scatology, for all the sordid formidability the term evokes, is not an es-
pecially novel or unusual theme, stylistic technique or descriptor in film or 
filmic reception. Shit happens � to emphasise both the banality and perva-
siveness of the cliché itself � on multiple levels of textuality, manifesting it-
self in both the content and aesthetic of cinematic texts, and the ways we 
respond to them. We often refer to �shit films,� using an excremental vo-
cabulary redolent of detritus, malaise and uncleanliness to denote their 
otherness and �badness�. That is, films of questionable taste, aesthetics, or 
value, are frequently delineated and defined by the defecatory: we describe 
them as �trash�, �crap�, �filth�, �sewerage�, �shithouse�. When considering 
cinematic purviews such as the b-film, exploitation, and shock or trash 
filmmaking, whose narratives are so often played out on the site of the gro-
tesque body, a screenscape spectacularly splattered with bodily excess 
and waste is de rigeur. Here, the scatological is both often on blatant dis-
play � shit is ejected, consumed, smeared, slung � and underpining or tinc-
turing form and style, imbuing the text with a �shitty� aesthetic. In these 
kinds of films � which, as their various appellations tend to suggest, are de-
fined themselves by their association with marginality, excess and trash, 
the underground, and the illicit � the abject body and its excretia not only 
act as a dominant visual landscape, but provide a kind of somatic, faecal 

COLLOQUY text theory critique 18 (2009). © Monash University. 
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grammar for which to discuss the status of these texts as somehow un-
clean, forbidden, or distasteful, as cinema�s �dark matter�.  

In light of this language of refuse, then, where defecation tends to 
function in a descriptive rather than prescriptive manner, how can an actual 
cinema of scatology be conceptualised? That is, through what kind of lens 
can we scrutinise a filmmaking practice which not only displays an em-
phatically scatological aesthetic, but more centrally and often literally lo-
cates scatology as its subject matter? Furthermore, if the aforementioned 
�shitty� vernacular speaks of an understanding of the pleasures of certain 
modes of spectatorship as ambivalent and visceral, what sort of defecatory 
language, in turn, can be employed to negotiate the hyperbolic tensions of 
a spectatorial experience whose excessive, oppositional pleasures are just 
as ambiguous and marginal as shit itself?  

Of all the bodily terrains located in a cinema already deeply concerned 
with the unstable body, the scatological realm is the most uncontainable. 
Fraught with connotations of risk, collapse and disorder, and heavily asso-
ciated with the infantile, base, and aberrant, scatology is so unsettling and 
disruptive because it invokes such a broad spectrum of extreme, unsettling 
and discordant responses. Scatology, which the philosopher Georges 
Bataille defines generally as �the science of shit,�1 and interlinks with his 
theory of heterology, �the science of what is completely other,�2 centralises 
that which is otherwise denigrated, belittled and repressed. In art, film and 
literature, it enables the marginal, liminal and excremental to function within 
a more radically mobile, comedic, performative, and even sacred sphere, in 
which a �holy shit� can come to be elevated as a kind of scatological sub-
lime.3 For Bataille, scatology has a connection with the arcane, alchemical 
and chthonic, invoking extreme and transformative states ranging from ec-
static laughter to the repulsion of horror, likenable to the elevated states of 
frenzy and rapture invoked in religious rites.4 It is thus much like the nature 
of excrement itself, comprised of both the mystical and the mundane, the 
hideous and the holy. Marked by an overpowering sense of ambivalence, 
the scatological elicits both extreme pleasure and extreme discomfort, as 
articulated most prominently here in the �morbid train-wreck fascination� 
evoked so resonantly in trash cinema, teetering the viewer tenuously be-
tween horror and hysteria, revulsion and revelry. The spectatorial dynamics 
of scatological film, then, like shit itself, are multiplicitous, polymorphous 
and heterogeneous. 

This paper will thus explore this ambivalent tension of pleasures, ne-
gotiating the idea of and possibilities for a scatological spectatorship. Inves-
tigating more broadly the idea of scatological art as a form of transgression, 
I will look at its function as a potentially subversive tool for dehierarchisa-
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tion and destabilisation. Scatological art � and in this case, film � operates, 
as I will examine, to disrupt and break down patriarchal, bourgeois ideas of 
order, containment, boundary and the body. In its resistance to official, 
normative authority, scatological film also engenders a corresponding col-
lapse in the spectatorial process itself, threatening to erode the division be-
tween spectacle and spectator, the textual and the extra-textual, the body 
onscreen and the body of the viewer. To this effect, I also want to consider 
here the idea of a scatological imagination or sensibility which would vitally 
underpin both the concerns and the (dis)pleasures of scatological film.  

Trash film, I will argue, looking specifically at the �shit cinema� of sca-
tologist par excellence John Waters, is not only ideologically, thematically 
and aesthetically scatological at its core, but also importantly mobilises and 
plays with the scatological in often very explicit or literal terms, invoking a 
potentially radical collapse of order, system and language. Critically centred 
around and steeped with the scatological, Waters� work (in particular, Pink 
Flamingos, which I will mainly focus on here) is especially striking because 
it actually delights and revels in the scatological, even adulates it as divine. 
Through Waters� construction of a kind of scatological microcosm, I will 
posit that scatology�s dualistic, resistant nature can be itself understood to 
configure the dynamics of this spectatorial experience.  

The perverse, ambiguous process of spectatorship elicited by scato-
logical film � or what I will consider here as a kind of scatological gaze � re-
flects the concurrently alienating and compelling nature of these films, 
where aggressive, oppositional states of embodiment onscreen correspond 
directly with those of the spectator. In contrast to many of the gazes cine-
matic theory discusses � masochistic, sadistic, perverse or exhibitionistic 
ones, for instance � the scatological evokes such a dynamic, disorderly 
scope of responses that it cannot be contained by any single or unifying 
definition or discourse. 

 My contention, then, is that if scatological film represents a flagrantly 
resistant, unstable, risky, even dangerous kind of filmmaking in extremis, 
which negotiates a space for the mobilisation and celebration of trash, shit 
and �that which is completely other,� it calls for an equally unconventional, 
idiosyncratic kind of spectatorship which is perhaps as oppositional, exces-
sive and unnerving as these texts themselves. Whilst I do not intend nor 
have space here to fully propose and outline a new spectatorial model 
through which to mediate scatology�s heterogeneous pleasures and dy-
namics, I would rather like to examine how this overarching sense of am-
bivalence and uncontainability can itself be conceived as a discursive 
framework with which to theorise scatological film and its broader aesthetic.  

Scatology has a rich history in comedic, satiric and often resistant 
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forms of cinematic, literary and artistic tradition, in which its simultaneous 
banality and profanity can function as a form of transgression. �What 
makes shit such a universal joke,� writes John Berger, �is that it�s an unmis-
takeable reminder of our duality, of our soiled nature and will to glory. It is 
the ultimate lése-majesté.�5 As Petra ten-Doesschate Chu suggests in her 
essay on scatological imagery in post-Renaissance Western art, scatologi-
cal imagery pervades these traditions because of �the power of excrement 
to arouse laughter and its capacity to shock, repulse and alienate.�6 Since 
the bawdy tales of Chaucer, the writings of Rabelais (whose language often 
combined the theological and the excremental), and the satires of Jonathan 
Swift, writers have utilised scatology as a conduit for the broadening of au-
dience response. Because it is focused on base instincts and utter com-
monality (what absolutely links all of us more than shit, �that zero-degree of 
matter�?7), functioning as a metaphor for what is dirty and improper and as 
a source for irreverent humour, scatology as a literary device �forced a gen-
trified response to acknowledge hitherto ignored sections of society.�8

It is this emphasis on liminality and otherness � of that which resides 
blurrily and seedily in the marginal space between boundaries, in the gut-
ter, the underground, the sewer � which most centrally captures the spirit 
(or, in appropriately bad taste, the flavour) of scatology. Drawing on the 
work of the Marquis de Sade, the French psychoanalyst Janine Chasse-
guet-Smirgel refers to �an anal universe where all differences are abol-
ished.�9 Chasseguet-Smirgel conceptualises the libertine pervert�s dream 
of an atemporal realm of infantile pleasure reconstructed from chaos, which 
is liberated from genital difference, Oedipal models of authority, and the pa-
triarchal rules of language. �All that is taboo, forbidden or sacred,� she 
writes, �is devoured by the digestive tract, an enormous grinding machine 
disintegrating the molecules of the mass thus obtained in order to reduce it 
to excrement�.10 This kind of abolition of boundaries, she suggests, can 
�push forward the frontiers of the possible, unsettling reality.�11 The scato-
logical thus not only pertains to a project of transformation, inversion and 
upturnment, but also to a collapse of hierarchy, system and order, which in 
turn creates �new� realities.  

In Freudian psychoanalysis, shit is the child�s first gift. The infant 
proudly offers up his turd as a triumph, a miracle. Dominated by the im-
pulses of the id, the child is able to take pleasure in shit, revelling in it, play-
ing with it. It is only in the realm of the official, in the dominant patriarchal 
order, that this pleasure threatens the ego, placing into crisis law, order and 
language. The scatological is therefore heavily associated with chaos, re-
gression, the infantile, and perverse, aberrant sexuality. It is also closely 
connected to Julia Kristeva�s theory of abjection,12 which is caused by �that 
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which disturbs identity, system, order� and �the in-between, the ambiguous, 
the composite.�13 Like the abject, it resides in and draws heavily back to 
the maternal, primal space which precedes the dominant Symbolic order � 
that is, a pre-Oedipal, pre-linguistic world of sublime oral-anal interchange-
ability in which, as I will argue, John Waters constructs his cinematic uni-
verse. Allen S. Weiss elaborates that excrement �as an image of death, as 
the formless, as pure heterogeneous matter, is excluded from the symbolic 
order.� As a sign of self-production, an autonomous, sovereign creativity, 
shit is a direct contestation of the Symbolic, eluding the �exigencies of the 
Oedipal situation, since the origin of excrement is in the body, not the so-
cius.�14

Puerility, perversity and a kind of shit-slinging defiance figure potently 
in scatological art. In contemporary art, the scatological imagination can be 
seen in such work as Piero Manzoni�s Merda d’artista (Artist’s Shit), Gunter 
Busch�s exhibitionist excremental performances, and Andres Serrano�s 
Piss Christ and Shit photographs. Wil Delvoye�s digestive machine installa-
tion piece, Cloaca, consists of a huge contraption of glass, tubes, wires, 
and pumps that, when fed a meal on one end, would "digest" it using a 
blender and jars of enzymes, drawing to mind the great grinding intestinal 
machine Chasseguet-Smirgel describes. Mary Kelly�s Post-Partum Docu-
ment includes the usage of shit-smeared nappies as a commentary on ma-
ternity; Chris Ofili�s Holy Virgin Mary�s breast is smeared with elephant 
dung (Ofili�s other work includes such titles as Bag of Shit and Shithead; 
Ofili also sometimes uses elephant dung to prop up his paintings in shows); 
and Cindy Sherman�s photographic work emphasises the interchangeability 
of body parts. Whilst this work does not always feature actual fecal matter, 
it is marked nonetheless as fundamentally scatological by its concern with 
the annihilation of difference, its representation of the disordered or recon-
structed body, and often, by an infantile, absurd sense of perverse �potty 
humour�.  

Here, the scatological is a conduit for political and ideological resis-
tance, and has an equalising function, raising or lowering all to the same 
level. It is thus linked crucially to the medieval carnival Mikhail Bakhtin dis-
cusses, with its elevation of the marginal, destabilisation of high and low 
culture, and emphasis on the �lower body stratum�.15 Like the carnival, 
scatological art and film lays down a project for decanonisation, employing 
burlesque, obscenity and caricature to �turn upside down�16 conventional 
ideas of form and value. If it is transgressive, it subverts from below, from 
the slippery ambiguity of marginal, obscure and undermined sites, engen-
dering metamorphoses and altered states both sinister and joyous. More-
over, as with the carnival, scatology employs obscenity, inappropriate or 
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scabrous humour, and even violence in its process of upturnment. In his 
discussion of the carnival�s broad relevance for cinematic expression, 
Robert Stam cites John Waters� Pink Flamingos (1972) and Polyester 
(1981) as films which �aggressively overturn a classical aesthetic based on 
formal harmony and good taste,� and The Rocky Horror Picture Show pop-
cultural phenomenon as �films or film-related experiences that strive to 
erase the barriers between spectator and spectacle.�17 Scatology disrupts 
or upturns the spectatorial experience in a similar manner. As I will explore 
further, scatological film spectacularises the spectatorial process itself, en-
gendering a carnivalesque process of looking that not only draws attention 
to the relationship between onscreen bodily abjection and the embodiment 
of the spectator, but enables an interlinked experience of transformation 
and even transgression between these bodies.  

The scatological also has a fundamental role in the erotic or perverse 
imagination. Sade�s libertine tableaux of coprophilic parlour games and vo-
luptuous cruelty � the �anal-sadistic ... universe of sacrilege�18 Chasseguet-
Smirgel proposes � are pivotal here. The host of scatological activities 
Sade describes include defecation on and anal insertion of rosary beads,19 
seemingly endless acts of excrement-eating and sodomy, the flavouring 
and seasoning of shit for the purpose of its consumption, and the sewing 
up of a character�s mother�s sexual organs. Similarly, Bataille�s fictional 
work must be noted. In particular, the most frequently referenced Histoire 
d’Loeil (Story of the Eye) abounds with an ongoing intersection of sex and 
death, and the holy and profane, whose critical fusion underpin much of 
Bataille�s work on heterology and scatology. In turn, Sade�s amalgam of 
pornography and blasphemy (and as with Bataille, the interconnected vio-
lence of sex and death), render him a kind of spiritual ancestor to more 
contemporary trash-libertines such as Pier Paolo Pasolini, Luis Buñuel, 
Andy Warhol, Ken Russell, and John Waters, who in film have come to 
similarly intermingle the scatological with the eschatological, and death with 
desire. As Lenore Malen writes in her postscript for the �Scatological Art� 
edition of Art Journal: 

In a Sadean universe of abolished differences, all things are re-
turned to chaos � to excrement. Good and evil are synonymous. 
Even death dies, or ceases to exist, since it is no longer distinguish-
able from life. Precisely such a view of �shit� as metaphor for nega-
tion ... lies behind much contemporary art that is either explicitly 
scatological or has its subject matter entrails, waste or the disor-
dered sexual body.20

The scatological therefore acts in a form of resistance against hierar-
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chy, common sense and reason. The �talking asshole� in William S. 
Burroughs� Naked Lunch � an image which John Waters appropriates and 
expands in Pink Flamingos � speaks directly of transgression and disorder: 
�It�s you who will shut up in the end,� it says. �Not me. Because we don�t 
need you around here any more. I can talk and eat and shit.�21

Aligned with a deep interest with the absurd and ridiculous, the Surre-
alist and Dada movements employed shit as an oppositional trope for po-
litical satire. Scatology is central to both movements� nihilistic projects of 
brutal disorganisation and post-war resistance against the logic and reason 
of the Enlightenment, and underscores the Surrealist obsession with non-
sense and the uncanny. Significant scatological works here include Marcel 
Duchamp�s Fountain (which could be seen as a precedent to Piss Christ 
and Andy Warhol�s Oxidation paintings); the bottle of urine in Kurt Schwit-
ter�s Merzbau; Salvador Dali�s Le Grand Mastabateur (The Grand Mastur-
bator) and Le Jeu lugubre (The Lugubrious Game); and the parodic role of 
excrement, cannibalism, religious iconography and bodily defilement in Bu-
ñuel�s films. Scatology is also grounded in the Surrealist fascination with 
the inextricability of eroticism and the death drive. The dualistic, ambivalent 
pleasures of scatology I have mentioned are critically bound up in the 
�compulsive beauty� which Hal Foster denotes as the Surrealist artist�s on-
going, convulsive crisis, which �stresses the formless and evokes the un-
representable,� and �mixes delight and dread, attraction and repulsion.�22  

The British comedic tradition, particularly in television, is deeply 
steeped with a scatological imagination. The black, vulgar, schoolboy hu-
mour of such work as the Monty Python films and sketches,23 Bottom 
(1991), Filthy Rich & Catflap (1987), Derek and Clive (1979), The Young 
Ones (1982-1984), Black Adder (1983-1989), Nuns on the Run (1990), and 
more recently, highly carnivalesque sketch shows such as Little Britain 
(2003), Jam (2000), and The League of Gentlemen (1999-2002), is located 
in its fixation with grotesque embodiment as spectacle. Imagery surround-
ing the most infantile of zones is perceived as hilarious, drawing to mind 
again the phrase �toilet humour�. Deriving from pantomime tradition, the 
absurdity, irreverence and utter puerility of jokes focused on anality, faeces 
and other bodily waste, and �taboo� themes as cross-dressing and paedo-
philia, work in opposition to propriety, moral/social uptightness, good taste, 
and conventionality. It should be stressed that the scatological imagination 
is vitally a comedic one, which latches on that which is otherwise taboo, 
improper or distasteful as a source of revelry, satire, and (to employ an-
other rather appropriate phrase used in otherwise quotidian parlance), 
�shits and giggles�. The British sensibility is certainly highly emblematic of 
this: nothing appears to be more hysterically funny than the incongruity of 
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proper gentlemen in frocks, camped up or spoofed religious imagery, and 
the juxtaposition of the parochial with the excremental.  

Similarly, in contemporary (largely American) comedic film, scatology 
runs rife in the crude, lewd, (possibly even more) puerile, fratboy-esque 
body comedy of such work as South Park (1997), Jackass (2002 television 
series, films 2002 and 2006), Superbad (2007), and the American Pie films 
(1999, 2001, 2003). Savouring the disgusting and vile with a maniacal kind 
of pleasure, these texts are concerned with the confusion of boundaries of 
gender, sexuality and the body, violation of taboo, and hyperbolic, perverse 
corporeality. The consumption of abject bodily waste, in particular, is a per-
petual source of humour in this kind of work, for which bodily defilement 
appears to be considered especially funny. In the case of Jackass, for ex-
ample, its troupe of scatologists deliberately and rather joyfully engage in 
extreme and repulsive activities, such as the drinking of bull semen and 
vomit.24 In American Pie, characters often accidentally ingest bodily fluids, 
unwittingly transgressing social laws of cleanliness and contagion, and it is 
the �mistake� of the act which functions as comedy. Scatology is frequently 
transcribed through the extremely literal in such texts, resulting in a deeply 
fetishistic, Grand Guignol-esque theatricalisation of shit and other abject 
matter, depicted with an almost tenderly elaborate attention to detail.  

A South Park episode entitled �Red Hot Catholic Love�, for instance, 
focuses on the town�s revelationary discovery that it is medically beneficial 
to consume food by inserting it into the anus, and to excrete it via the 
mouth. The episode, in turn, reads rather like an animated orgy sequence 
in a coprophagia fetish film, or the ultimate oral-anal film Hitchcock never 
made. As if taken straight from Sade, there are many spectacular, almost 
lavish scenes of excrement pouring out of the mouths of the town�s inhabi-
tants. This doubling or exchange of orifices is reminiscent of Hegel�s oral 
system, which emphasises the interchangeable function of the mouth, 
Nietzsche�s connection of the spirit to the stomach, and Bataille�s �Solar 
Anus�, in which everything pulsates, circulates and communicates through 
an all-consuming sacred asshole.25 This, as I will shortly discuss, is a 
theme which is particularly explicitly enacted in Waters� constant explora-
tion of the disordered sexual body. In keeping with South Park�s broader 
bad-taste body-centric aesthetic, whose riotously scatological scope has 
covered such subject matter as Mr. Hanky the Christmas Pooh and a ger-
bil�s hero�s quest through a homosexual man�s rectal passage, this hideous 
but undeniably hilarious Bacchanalia of oral excrement and rectal con-
sumption is orchestrated not with the dead-pan, earnest humourlessness of 
much hardcore pornography, or the grim straight-faced cruelty of Pasolini�s 
Salo (1975), but rather with the gleefully infantile farce of pantomime.  
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It is in this spirit of bad taste, puerility, and burlesque humour, where 
scatology comes to evoke an inverted kind of divinity, that the work of John 
Waters is located. Crowned the �Pope of Trash� by William S. Burroughs, 
and alternately christened, to his own apparent joy, with such monikers as 
the �Prince of Puke�, the �Sultan of Sleaze�, the �Anal Anarchist�, and the 
�Baron of Bad Taste�,26 Waters is regarded predominantly in cinematic cir-
cles as facetious provocateur, shock-tactician, taboo-twiddler, rather literal 
stirrer of shit, and consummate king of what can be seen as trash filmmak-
ing. From the low-budget, high-camp, visceral exploitation style of his ear-
lier work of the 1970s, to the more accessible but still utterly twisted �trib-
ute� to perversity seen in his most recent 2004 film, A Dirty Shame, Waters� 
oeuvre presents itself as a kind of continuum of trash, whose disjointed, 
obnoxiously vulgar, gleefully repugnant style has softened somewhat in lu-
rid intensity over time and with increased budget. Waters� subject matter is 
intimately scatological, including in its vile repertoire: chicken-fucking, dog 
turd-gobbling, rape by a giant lobster, a singing sphincter, a man with a 
two-foot sausage penis extension, incest, a game of the Hokey Pokey in-
volving water bottle insertion, and a hideously botched sex-change opera-
tion.  

 These films are veritable canvases of bodily abjection and defilement. 
The body is not just penetrated, frotted and engorged, but is splattered with 
its own excretia, stabbed, shot, slashed, burned, raped, castrated, de-
formed and eaten. The boundaries between consumption and excretion, 
waste and food, and between bodily terrains and borders, are collapsed, 
locating the margins of the body in the same pandemonium as these dis-
jointed plots themselves. Like the carnivalesque body, the body in Waters 
is �licentious, crude, dirty and self-destructive�,27 and is more often than not 
in some way critically disordered, reconstructed or hybridised. For instance, 
Divine, Waters� recurring heroine and collaborator, is biologically male, but 
is always in highly performative, over-the-top masquerade as the outra-
geous, excessive, carnivalesque feminine (her uncanniness importantly de-
rives from the fact that her status as technically or anatomically male is 
never outright diegetically alluded to).  

The body, for Waters, remains a constant site of abjection, a work-in-
defiled-progress. It is always in a wild state of motion, engaged in perpetual 
revolt or defiance, as if in ecstatic frenzy, suspended between desire and 
destruction. To this effect, these early, �classically� trashy Waters films 
(Multiple Maniacs (1970), Pink Flamingos, Female Trouble (1974), and 
Desperate Living (1977)) are typified by an all-dancing, all-flailing revelry in 
the loss of control, marked aesthetically and thematically by a Tourettes-
like compulsiveness and convulsiveness, or what Simon Doonan coins 
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�Waterhausen�s-by-proxy�28 in his foreword to Waters� autobiography, 
Shock Value: A Tasteful Book About Bad Taste. Dialogue drips with filth, 
spewing out in spontaneous, violent obscenities. Narrative is often so frag-
mented that it has a jarring, jolting quality; scenes randomly materialise as 
if in paroxysmic streams of consciousness or projectile regurgitation. These 
characters� frenzied bodies and filthy exclamations seem seized as if by in-
voluntary fits. Like Tourettes Disorder itself, this world Waters constructs 
bears a similar shocking taint of danger, disorder, distaste, and the need to 
be kept at a safe distance. 

Just as Waters� filmmaking is saturated with bodily transgression and 
a sense of defiance, the spectatorial experience it elicits is one of bodily 
assault and the loss of control. Bound by a peculiar pleasure equal parts 
revulsion and hysteria, the viewer is, as with the perverse fascination of the 
train-wreck, compelled to watch, despite a desperate desire to turn away. 
Suspended between converse states of compulsion and repulsion whose 
excessiveness echo that of the body onscreen, the violence of this kind of 
reception is rather fittingly echoed by the crude Southpark-esque image of 
a mouth which simultaneously ejects vomit and laughter, the Bataillean 
anus-mouth which both excretes and consumes. The curious mixture of 
body genres Waters evokes in these films � comedy, horror, and at times, 
a strange element of the pornographic which nonetheless seems bereft of 
any intention to actually erotically titillate � seems to render further ambiva-
lent this oppositional amalgam of viewing pleasures, and draws to mind a 
range of particularly corporeal descriptions of spectatorial responses. Again 
calling to the simultaneous banality and obscenity of bodily function and 
expenditure, for a Waters spectator, there is a disarmingly close proximity 
between �I felt like throwing up,� �I almost shat myself,� and �I laughed until 
I cried.� It is perhaps precisely the excess itself of this spectatorial experi-
ence, of the threat of complete overpowerment as devastating and violent 
as orgasm, which delineates the dualistic nature of these scatological 
pleasures. If the body in Waters is dangerously fluid and polymorphous, it 
is directly connected to the body-out-of-control of the spectator. 

The climax of violence and orgasm, for Waters, as for Bataille, are fre-
quently interlinked. In Eroticism, Bataille�s description of this connection 
particularly encapsulates its configuration in Waters:  

The violence of death and sexual violence, when they are linked to-
gether, have this dual significance. On the one hand the convulsions 
of the flesh are more acute when they are near to black-out, and on 
the other a black-out, as long as there is enough time, makes physi-
cal pleasure more exquisite.29  
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This fusion is often figured in the literal: the bloodied, mutilated feath-
ers in Crackers� frenzied chicken-fucking scene in Pink Flamingos, for in-
stance, Divine�s exclamation that �blood makes her come�, and Raymond 
and Connie�s incorporation of �death rattles�, �bones breaking� and �dogs 
dying� into dirty talk whilst toe-sucking. The premise of sexual enlighten-
ment in A Dirty Shame, whereby the �gift� of perversion can only be ob-
tained via spontaneous head injury, suggests a correlation between the vio-
lent impact of collision and sublime pleasure, reminiscent of the configura-
tion of sex, contagion and death in David Cronenberg�s body horrors Shiv-
ers (1975), Rabid (1977), and Crash (1996).  

What is particularly interesting here is that Waters regards trash, shit 
and what he himself refers to as �very bad taste� as sublimes which can be 
perfected. �To me, bad taste is what entertainment is all about,� Waters 
writes. �If someone vomits watching one of my films, it�s like getting a 
standing ovation.�30 These filthy thematics and aesthetics � and the filthy 
kind of response they invoke � are cultivated from a perversely systematic, 
studied refinement and adulation of filth, through which the grotesque and 
profane come to be inverted as divine and desirable. Vomit, semen, blood 
and shit take on, for Waters, the purity and reverence of holy water. This 
theme of �divine profanity� is enacted particularly poignantly (and utterly lit-
erally) in the incestuous blow-job scene in Pink Flamingos, where Divine 
moans, �Let Momma make the gift to you of Communion, a gift of divinity!�  

�Trash�, notably, is Waters� own term for his work: in the Warhol tradi-
tion, he strives towards it as a thing of great value. Bad taste itself, for Wa-
ters, is hierarchal, in which �there is such a thing as good bad taste and 
bad bad taste.�31 The former, in his films, is usually represented by the hy-
perbolic, lewd, cross-dressing figure of Divine (whose name itself of course 
speaks explicitly of the sacred), who is constructed as bad taste�s ultimate 
or ideal.32 If trashiness and bad taste represent an art which can be ren-
dered perfect, immaculate, exquisite, Waters constructs his own doctrine or 
liturgy of trash, a �holy shit� which celebrates its own rites of defilement, for 
which we, as spectators, are a kind of trash-congregation. As in the final 
scene of �ultimate� perverse contamination and assimilation in A Dirty 
Shame, where the dominant normative order is not only usurped by the 
perverse other, but rendered outright indistinguishable from it in a transfor-
mative process akin to that of an ecstatic sacred rite, Waters elevates the 
profane as sacred. Through this process of inversion, like Divine�s trium-
phant consumption of dog shit in Pink Flamingos’ infamous conclusion, an 
act which plays out like a demented transubstantiation, this excremental 
theology emerges as a scatological sublime from Waters� landscape of 
trash.  
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Pink Flamingos, the first instalment of Waters� aptly named Trash Tril-
ogy, three of his earlier and arguably most repulsive, tasteless films, takes 
these intertwined themes of scatology and divinity to what seems like their 
next logical, extreme and literal conclusion. A crucial case-study in Waters� 
�holy shit�, and played out in a literal battle of trash rife with both scatologi-
cal and eschatological imagery, Pink Flamingos can be posited as a kind of 
scatological meta-narrative, a �shitty� precursor for the more contemporary 
(and mainstream) revival of American Pie-style scatological film. Upholding 
an infamous, much-censored status as a disgusting piece of work, Pink 
Flamingos is seemingly inextricable from the mythological ambience of 
such titillating tag-lines attributed to it as �the most disgusting film ever 
made,� �the sickest film you�ll ever see,� and as one reviewer poignantly put 
it, �like a septic tank explosion, it has to be seen to be believed� (Waters, 
unsurprisingly, considers the latter his favourite).  

In this spirit of detritus, excess and Bataillean expenditure, Pink Fla-
mingos reduces the body to base matter, to the realm of the asshole. This 
microcosm which Waters constructs from trash and the body�s dregs, re-
sides in the anal universe Chasseguet-Smirgel describes where all differ-
ence is annihilated, the pervert�s utopia �in which all particles are equal and 
interchangeable.�33 Saturated with blatant scatological and anal imagery, 
where the literal and symbolic are increasingly confused and finally entirely 
collapsed and desublimated in a series of violent oral-anal climaxes, Pink 
Flamingos reads like a scatological manifesto. Like Waters� own suggestion 
that there are different �levels� of bad taste, Pink Flamingos is fragmentally 
located in a vague, sprawling narrative which seems to only be propelled 
by a �shitty, shittier, shittiest� continuum, the ongoing transgression of ta-
boo (each one more aberrant than the last), and the increasingly aggres-
sive breakdown of boundaries between binaries and bodily zones. It is pro-
pelled, moreover, towards the creation of immutable oral-anal perfection, a 
world of pre-genital completeness, in which the child enjoys the bliss of in-
cestuous union with the mother, a �new reality� constructed out of anarchy.  

Using the pseudonym Babs Johnson, Divine lives in a trailer with her 
deranged son Crackers, who engages in chicken-fucking, her sleazily 
glamorous �travelling companion� Cotton, and her seemingly retarded 
mother, who sits all day in a baby�s crib eating eggs. They claim to be the 
Filthiest People Alive. Connie and Raymond Marble are �a couple of ass-
holes� who peddle drugs to school children, and kidnap and impregnate 
young women whose babies they sell off on the black market to lesbian 
couples. Exemplifying what Waters terms �bad bad taste�, and perhaps the 
only embodiment in the film of the paternal Symbolic order, they plot to 
usurp Divine and her ilk as the Filthiest People Alive, and instigate this war 
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by sending Divine a turd in the mail.  
This battle is clearly a futile one. Divine, whose trademark straining 

skin-tight lycra, undulating 300-pound kitsch-clad body, and brassily perox-
ide coiffure come to be themselves metonymic for Waters� �holy shit� aes-
thetic, is filthiness and scatology incarnate. A Sadean figure of trash-
libertinism, she is pure id, concerned primarily with the attainment of poly-
morphously perverse pleasure. Adamant about her filthy supremacy, she 
says that she has �done everything�, and in what could be a Sadean an-
them, declares: �Kill everyone now! Condone first-degree murder! Advocate 
cannibalism! Eat shit! Filth is my politics, filth is my life!� She steals a steak 
from a butcher, hides it in her crotch, and then defecates outside a man-
sion. She catches two policemen spying on her birthday party, tears them 
limb from limb, and devours them. In what she calls �an act of divinity only 
a mother can give�, she performs fellatio on her son (to his perhaps just as 
discomfiting cries of �Oh, Momma, suck my balls!�). She convicts the Mar-
bles of �assholism� in a mock-trial, and shoots them dead. Finally, if only to 
confirm her divine filthiness, she eats dog shit. Or put more simply, she 
eats shit because she is divine.  

With the song �How Much is That Doggy in the Window?� playing as 
Divine scoops up a poodle�s turd and gobbles it down, flashing the camera 
her shit-eating grin, this vile vignette is, for many viewers, the crowning ab-
erration of Waters� career as the �P.T. Barnum of Scatology� (another of his 
many sobriquets). As J Hoberman and Jonathan Rosenbaum write: �If 
beauty, as Jean-Paul Sarte quotes Genet, is �the art of making you eat 
shit,� this act is the divine sacrament of Waters� black midnight mass.�34 As 
the Filthiest Person in the World, and as a kind of hermaphroditic goddess, 
Divine is the incestuous phallic mother of Waters� sacred scatology, the 
queen of his �holy shit�. If this universe exists in the maternal, abject realm 
which precedes the Symbolic order, it can have no father. Her unheimlich 
body, with its �in-between� genderedness, carnivalesque appearance, 
completely blurred terrains and margins, and indistinguishable functions, is 
the disordered body of �mixture and hybrid�35 which is reconstituted in the 
anal-sadistic universe. 

This scene, moreover, has perhaps been so frequently recalled with 
such notoriety and formidability because, as with most of the �hardcore� an-
tics in Pink Flamingos (Divine giving her son a blow-job, the chicken-
fucking scene, the singing asshole, all of which were cut from numerous 
versions of the film), it is �real�, not simulated.36 Divine earns her right to be 
called not only the Filthiest Person Alive, but as the voice-over narrator 
gleefully informs us, �the filthiest actress alive�, thus emphasising scatology 
and marginality doubly in both extra-filmic and filmic terms. Waters has on 
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many occasions validated the authenticity of the scene (�And yes, for the 
thousandth, for the millionth, for the trillionth time, Divine really did eat dog 
shit at the end of the film�37). He reinforces his filmmaking troupe�s poly-
morphous perversity by stressing the casualness and banality with which 
the scene was planned and enacted: �I realized filmmakers would have 
trouble believing it, even without a cut. No actor could be this dedicated to 
cinema �art� to eat dog shit, dressed in drag, solely for the audience�s 
amusement and entertainment.�38 Additionally, in his own writing about his 
work and in myriad interviews, Waters speaks constantly of the biographi-
cal and extra-textual elements surrounding these films, narrating a plethora 
of filthy real-life anecdotes sometimes just as revolting as those onscreen. 
The extra-filmic elements here are thus arguably inextricable from these 
films themselves, particularly in relation to the persona/figure of Divine, so 
inexorably do Waters himself, his collaborators, and his hometown Balti-
more, figure into the broader Waters universe. If scatology, then, negates 
difference and hierarchy, these unruly layers of excess textuality instate a 
further blurring of boundary inherent in Waters� work (the public/private, au-
thentic/inauthentic, reality/fantasy, fictional/biographical), rendering it all the 
more ambivalent. The viewing process, in turn, is rendered all the more 
unsettlingly intimate and unstable. Spectacle in the filmic text bleeds into 
spectacle occurring outside (or alongside) it, yoking the two together indist-
inguishably and uncontainably, thereby further eroding the already tenuous 
space between spectacle and spectator.  

As I have said, anality and scatology not only potently pervade Pink 
Flamingos, but are also at several points desublimated through the strik-
ingly explicit and literal. Whilst Waters� aesthetic and sensibilities are un-
questionably scatological, the blatancy, literality and even brutality with 
which Pink Flamingos inscribes this �ardor for ordure�, seems upon superfi-
cial examination to render analysis almost bafflingly redundant. In their es-
say/performance piece �Divinity�, Michael Moon and Eve Kosofsky Sedg-
wick suggest that �if Waters� experiments are literal-minded, perhaps there 
is no alternative way of refusing to take for granted how chunks of literality 
inject themselves into the circulatory system of symbolic consumption.�39 In 
light of Pink Flamingos’ significance as �the most conspicuous textual site 
for considering the centrality of the anus and the anal,� Sedgwick and Moon 
thereby playfully rename it �Pink Flaming O’s.�40 Indeed, Pink Flamingos� 
scatological continuum, which escalates in its collapse of the metaphoric 
and actual, sublimated and desublimated, signifier and signified, recall 
Robin Wood�s reading of the metonymic images in Hitchcock�s Psycho (the 
eye/anus/bath drain/PsychO; the toilet/swamp; excrement/money).41 Inter-
estingly, Bataille�s Story of the Eye, as read by Roland Barthes, is compa-
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rably played out through the usage of an object (or part-object) that sum-
mons its own set of metaphoric substitutes (eye, egg, balls), and then a re-
lated set (tears, milk, urine). Bataillean transgression, Barthes contends, 
occurs when these two metaphoric lines are metonymically crossed, when 
�new encounters replace old associations,� and as a result, �the world be-
comes blurred.�42  

 Pink Flamingos, moreover, presents its spectrum of anality and sca-
tology through so many frames, fragments and layers, that Waters� use of 
form itself seems overtly scatological (or formless, to use a Bataillean 
term). His grotty, sprawling, exploitation style and �scatty� fragmentation 
culminates in a kind of inherently skidmarked mise-en-scène. Even the 
tone of dialogue, spoken as with many of Waters� scripts in painfully artifi-
cial, jarring, staged voices, is frenetically scatological, relentlessly speaking 
of shit and the anus: �There are two types of people, my kind of people and 
assholes.� �You stand convicted of assholism!� �Somebody sent me a 
bowel movement!� �Eat shit and die!� Again likenable to a sort of defecatory 
Tourettes, this overwhelmingly anal vocabulary can be read as an excre-
mental dialect which is, as I will further elaborate in regards to the singing 
asshole scene, perhaps the alternate/other language of Waters� anal uni-
verse. Characters are constantly referred to as �assholes�, even though the 
anus in the Pink Flamingos world is clearly a unifying, centralising, all-
circulating force, a site of holiness. The term seems to act as an equaliser, 
dragging everyone and everything down to the same level of profane holi-
ness and base materialism, in which there can only be different levels of 
�assholism� and shit in between. The world inhabited by Divine and her 
family (who embody �good bad taste�), moreover, is overwhelmingly infan-
tile and matriarchal, in a stunted state of prolonged oral/anal development. 
In this sense, it is located in direct opposition to the paternal familial unit 
embodied by the Marbles. Hoberman and Rosenbaum aptly describe this 
dynamic:  

Whereas the Marbles break laws, Divine and family shatter taboos. 
They confuse their alimentary and excretory functions. Their sex is 
polymorphously perverse and messy. Their behavior is infantile and 
regressive. Edith Massey sits stuffed in a playpen, ineptly acting like 
a toddler and babbling about eggs. Divine�s makeup verges on the 
clownlike. The Marbles, on the other hand, are mercenary, judg-
mental, and status-seeking. With their institutionalized cruelty and 
exclusive heterosexuality, they represent the established order, if not 
surrogate parents ... It is precisely the Marbles� aura of sanctimoni-
ous uptightness that makes their sex scene � an orgy of mutual foot-
kissing, Waters�s representation of �normal� love � so funny.43  
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Infantility and regression are perhaps most surreally embodied in the 
birthday party scene, before Divine gives Crackers her �gift of divinity�. In 
the midst of the party�s perverse festivities, the soundtrack has changed 
from a fast-paced tune to a deeper, more insistent, repetitive, even pound-
ing track. A naked man quite randomly positions himself on a platform, legs 
spread in the air, displaying his buttocks and anus. In time to this new 
track, the man�s anus begins to �sing�. Or more specifically, he ��lip-synchs 
to a record by rapidly flexing his anal sphincter.�44 The camera languishes 
in this fantastical spectacle, presenting close-up shots of the asshole�s 
pulsing, gaping and puckering. It then diverts to pan over the clearly rau-
cously entertained partygoers, who appear amused and elated, and not at 
all disgusted. Pink Flamingos� increasingly scatological underpinnings, 
which have to this point been building up frantically to a chaotic crescendo 
in the increased blurring of difference, climaxes violently here with this ex-
traordinary image, recalling South Park�s orgy of interchangeable assholes 
and mouths, and the infinite circulation of Bataille�s �solar anus�. Although 
shit is of course by definition abject, these particularly desublimated scato-
logical images (Divine�s consumption of dog shit, the singing asshole) 
wholly transgress the space where Kristeva locates the �safeguards� of ab-
jection: �beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable.�45  

Waters is referencing and taking to another level the �talking asshole� 
in Burroughs� Naked Lunch. For Waters, however, the asshole not only 
speaks; it joyously sings. As the most infantile and liminal of orifices, and 
thoroughly associated with filth, risk and taboo, the singing asshole, then, is 
the voice of the marginal and �that which is completely other.� If Burroughs� 
talking asshole which �shout[s] out that it wants equal rights� and �want[s] 
to be kissed same as any other mouth,�46 and can talk, shit and eat simul-
taneously, voices a demand for the abolishment of difference, Waters� sing-
ing sphincter is perhaps doing something more radical. At Divine�s birthday 
party, where its �voice� (�bullshit�?) is freely welcomed, it does not need to 
make such demands; it is celebrating its assumed entitlement to them in 
Waters� undifferentiated universe. In the pre-linguistic and pre-Oedipal, the 
only language it can speak is a primordial one, a baby-talk which pours out 
of the anus-mouth like alchemical ordure. Engaging in dialogue, espousing 
as much discourse as any other vocal member of the Waters set, a per-
sonification or anthropomorphisation of the very source of the shit and 
waste which Waters elevates to a level of holiness, the singing asshole can 
be posited as the mouthpiece of scatology: the convulsive, ecstatic, singing 
voice of shit. Furthermore, if shit is a substance that partakes of the univer-
sal, common, exalted and debased, the singing asshole seems to be Wa-
ters� ultimate synthesis of an alternative radical vernacular, speaking, or 
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rather, singing, with a voice and language of absolute otherness.  
In this vein, the defecatory vernacular I spoke of at the beginning of 

this paper � the attribution of scatological language to our responses to film 
� perhaps enables us to begin to attribute a perversely fitting linguistic 
economy to these heterogeneous, even aberrant ways of looking, and 
more broadly, the scatological imagination. If these films are �shitty� and 
�trash�, the perversity of the scatological gaze may be more aptly denoted 
by that horrible gem of a euphemism, �brown eye�, as an ever-puerile Wa-
ters or South Park�s Cartman might more appropriately have it. 

When the excremental plays such a pervasive role in our everyday 
language (�The shit hit the fan�; �You don�t know shit�; �Scared shitless�; 
�Shit for brains�), the more radically �shitty� patois of the singing asshole 
acts as a kind of hybrid, reconstructed dialect. As Susan Suleiman high-
lights in her examination of Chasseguet-Smirgel�s work, the interest of the 
dominant order has always been to maintain separations and distinctions, 
calling to the �many biblical injunctions against mixing heterogeneous 
kinds, or the meaning of the Greek word for law, nomos: �divided into 
parts��.47 The anal universe, then � and its anal/scatological language � 
aims, as I have noted, for the erosion or �homogenization� of difference. 
Through this negation, it creates �new shapes and new kinds.�48 Further-
more, in particular resonance with the tone of Pink Flamingos, the word 
�hybrid�, Suleiman points out, derives from the Greek hybris, which means 
�violence, excess, extreme, outrageousness�.49 Could this idea of hybridity, 
moreover, be a way of understanding the excessive and oppositional 
pleasures of scatological spectatorship, with its peculiar blend of conflicting 
responses, and its highly active, corporeal and violent nature? Does this 
construction of new realities, bodies and laws subsequently enable new or 
hybrid ways of looking and viewing?  

For the child who takes pride in the turd, shit has not yet become a ta-
boo laden with horrific connotations of waste, contamination and disorder. 
The oral and anal are not yet segregated, discrete orifices. In Western adult 
society, to play with one�s shit, to in some way enjoy it, is considered per-
verse, even pathological � scatological pleasure is confined to animals, in-
fants and deviants. Even sodomy is still a taboo subject. Coprophagia and 
coprophilia are considered symptomatic of mental illness, and are spoken 
of in terms of stunted development. To obsess over one�s shit is to be anal-
retentive, neurotic. To think of one�s bodily functions too excessively, to en-
joy the odour of one�s own effluence, is to embrace and fetishise the vile-
ness of bodily waste and the chaos it pertains to. Marieluise Jurreits high-
lights �a direct correlation between the bed-wetter who protests against pa-
rental treatment and the �anal rebellion� of the artist.� Shit has always been, 
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she claims, �the weapon of the unarmed and repressed, a means of ... al-
ternative resistance.�50  

Waters� scatology seems highly aligned with this kind of subversion. 
That which he resists � good taste, both normativity and counterculture, the 
�adult� world of common sense and ordinariness � he jovially smears with 
excrement. The peculiar joy with which the singing asshole puckers, and 
with which Divine gulps down dog shit, is reminiscent of the vitally primal, 
not unlike the monkey who hurls about its excrement and the child who de-
lights in it. Whilst the infant, however, offers the turd up to a parent�s praise, 
Waters� revelry in shit is anti-hierarchical and decidedly defiant; these im-
ages are not offered up for our acceptance, or to any kind of authority. 
They invite us, if anything, to regress to the same level of ecstatic puerility, 
to play with our own dark matter in that liminal space between utter discom-
fort and utter pleasure, between a sacred and profane.  

Is this, then, the kind of spectatorial experience that scatological cin-
ema such as Waters� elicits, or rather, demands? That is, does the most 
apt and appropriate example of a scatological gaze engender an ultimate, 
hybrid erosion of the boundaries between spectacle and spectator, where 
the audience is transformed into a chaotic, Bacchanalian carnival of orgias-
tic bedlam, resounding with violent nausea and ecstatic laughter, where 
shit is slung and vomit hurled, perhaps with additional spontaneous liber-
tine bouts of theatre-floor humping? The practical possibilities of such a 
prospect are obviously deeply problematic, although Waters himself would 
no doubt highly approve. Nonetheless, whilst of course more extreme, is 
this type of spectatorial framework so very different from the �hypertextual�, 
participatory, highly embodied and active practices of cult film fandom, 
such as the Rocky Horror Picture Show �audience participation� experience, 
with its blurred boundaries between reception and production, its ritualistic, 
religious ambience, and its overtones of carnivalesque utopianism?51

For Bataille, the transgressive and transformative power of laughter is 
more profound than all philosophical thought and all systems � laughter 
transcends, tears down, shatters, desystematises. Laughter is excess, sac-
rifice, waste.52 Moreover, Bataille is concerned with the heterogeneous, 
which cannot be incorporated into the individual or social body, but has to 
be expelled � what is foreign has to be rejected or sacrificed, and is hence 
declared filthy or holy.53 Bataille constructs this idea around the threshold 
of the sacred, the line marked by interdictions that solicit transgressive ac-
tion, connected vitally here to Waters� �holy shit� and utopian anal universe.  

If heterology centres on the sacred as posited by those things which 
are rejected, hidden and taboo (objects of revulsion, such as the body�s 
waste), the sacrificial banquet becomes ingestion and communion. Scato-
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logical spectatorship is perhaps then so problematic and disturbing be-
cause it instates a kind of perverse Eucharist, an excremental Holy Com-
munion where the consumption of waste and trash exalts, purifies and ex-
cites us, rendering that which we consume and that which consumes us as 
interchangeable as the bodily zones and bodily matter which scatological 
filmmaking such as that of Waters so completely blurs.  
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“They don’t call ’em exploitation movies for nothing!”: Joe Bob 

Briggs and the Critical Commentary on I Spit on Your Grave 

Tristan Fidler 

Film critic Joe Bob Briggs opens his DVD audio commentary for the 
cult classic rape/revenge film, I Spit On Your Grave (1978), with a simple 
proposition, �What we�re going to decide here is this the most disgusting 
movie ever made or is it the most feminist movie ever made (sic)?�1 Di-
rected by Meir Zarchi, I Spit On Your Grave stands as a staple of exploita-
tion cinema, courting considerable controversy in its representation of rape 
and revenge. With a remake of I Spit On Your Grave already in production, 
following on from a recent wave of 1970s-era horror remakes (Friday the 
13th (2009) and The Last House On The Left (2009) for example), the origi-
nal I Spit On Your Grave deserves reappraisal as a piece of cinema (or a 
piece of trash).2 I Spit On Your Grave was once despised as a �video 
nasty,� which we can see in a print review Briggs wrote concerning its VHS 
release: �This flick is considered �the most disgusting movie ever made� by 
Ebert the Wimp and Siskel the Simp, who went on TV for two, three years 
tellin [sic] everybody that it makes men want to rape women, which is why 
the theaters quit running it.�3 Released to DVD by Force Entertainment, the 
controversy over its release both in theatres and on video was used as a 
marketable element with the cover informing us that Grave was �Previously 
Banned� and still stands as �The Most Controversial Revenge Film Ever 
Made.� The copy on the back-cover reiterates Briggs� question over the 
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film�s critical and moral value as something that has to be decided upon by 
the willing viewer: 

Banned for 17 years by the Australian Office of Film and Literature 
Classification, the original, uncut version of I Spit On Your Grave has 
long been called too ugly, too violent and too terrifying to watch. 
Others have called it a powerful and superb cinema. Judge For 
Yourself.4   

Briggs� commentary frames itself as the final word on I Spit On Your Grave, 
helping the audience decide once and for all which understanding of the 
film is appropriate. Briggs is as notorious a film critic as I Spit On Your 
Grave is a notorious piece of �trash.� Briggs, who describes himself as 
�King of the Drive-In,� is the cowboy alter-ego developed by writer John 
Bloom, who began writing a column for the Dallas Times Herald in 1982 
that developed into syndicated reviews of slashers, horror films, action 
films, and cult cinema in general. Briggs describes his occupation as film 
critic as a defender of trash, championing films that would be otherwise 
snubbed by the mainstream press: 

When I started reviewing drive-in movies that same year [1980], cult 
films were despised and ignored by the mainstream press. Fre-
quently I would be the only reviewer of a film, and the distributors 
were frankly surprised that I was interested in writing about, say, Dr. 
Butcher M.D. or Cannibal Holocaust.5  

Briggs� burgeoning career as a cult film critic coincides with the time period 
in which I Spit On Your Grave was released, similarly despised but not ig-
nored by any means. Carol J. Clover suggests that the performative as-
pects of Briggs� reviewing style, like his trademark tally of breasts, blood 
and �fu� (as in kung-fu, but also applied to any piece of action, e.g. �saw-
fu�), contains a �lowbrow, campy tone� that allows for a �necessary distance 
between the readership and the movie.�6 Indeed, Briggs has even been 
called a �faux movie critic� for his over-the-top investment in B-grade cin-
ema.7 Yet he also stands as a film critic that markets himself within what 
Jeffrey Sconce calls �paracinema,� the explicit manifesto of which, as 
Sconce defines it, is �to valorize all forms of �cinematic trash,� whether such 
films have been either explicitly rejected or simply ignored by �legitimate 
film culture.�8 Categorising Briggs as a faux critic or campy in this manner 
is a similar act of rejection or ignorance from legitimate film culture, which 
sidelines his comments as a critic because they focus on popular trash like 
the Friday the 13th slashers or American Ninja action movies.  

While �lowbrow� and �campy� are useful descriptions for Briggs� I Spit 
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On Your Grave commentary, the commentary is also marked by a sincere 
argument for the film�s �feminist� qualities. The distance between audience 
and movie is closed by Briggs� specific scene readings even as his com-
mentary distances us from the visceral effects of the film�s representation of 
sexual violence. On the question of judgement and how this is shaped by 
critical commentary, I will analyse Joe Bob Briggs� audio commentary for I 
Spit On Your Grave, which exists as an extra-textual feature on the DVD, 
but is also a text in its own right. As Deborah Parker and Mark Parker sug-
gest, the relationship between audio commentary and film scene �becomes 
another text, intimately related to the film, complicating the experience of 
the film, but nevertheless not quite the film.�9 While Parker and Parker spe-
cifically discuss the director�s DVD commentary, such as Werner Herzog�s 
commentary for Fitzcarraldo (1982), the critic�s commentary is more often 
than not invested in argument, providing a reading that runs alongside the 
film from the perspective of the educated ideal viewer. The Briggs com-
mentary defends I Spit On Your Grave by suggesting that the film is �dis-
gusting� for a reason, which is to present the brutality of rape in a more raw 
style than Hollywood would have ever dared. Where Briggs differs from 
other critics such as Carol J. Clover who have defended Grave is in his 
double address of critical evaluation and ironic appreciation. The larger-
than-life personality of the paracinema critic stamps the commentary as an 
entertainment in itself, mocking the flaws of the film even as it argues for 
the film�s clear sense of morality. The result is a commentary that is appro-
priate to I Spit On Your Grave, which as a film is also divided tonally be-
tween documentary-realism and exploitation cinema. At the same time, 
Briggs� sense of humour is laid over the film with his comments, which offer 
a space for the audience to rethink the film without being assaulted so 
acutely by its representation of rape and violence. I will begin by summaris-
ing the plot of I Spit On Your Grave and provide an account of the critical 
commentary � in reviews, articles and public reactions � that it provoked 
when it was released into cinemas. Then I will proceed to analyse the Joe 
Bob Briggs commentary, looking at how it incorporates the original critical 
reception into its own commentary, and touching upon four aspects of I Spit 
On Your Grave as a paracinema text: (1) the discussion over audience 
identification and appropriate reaction, (2) the question of humour in the 
commentary track, (3) the understanding of the film as feminist within 
Briggs� hyper-masculine tone, and (4) its location within a sub-sub-genre of 
a cinema, that of the rape/revenge film.  

For those who have not seen I Spit On Your Grave, the basic story fol-
lows a female writer named Jennifer (Camille Keaton) who leaves New 
York City to live in a Connecticut lake-house near the Housatonic River. In-



░    Joe Bob Briggs and the Critical Commentary on I Spit on Your Grave 41 

tending to work on her novel, Jennifer attracts the attention of four males, 
one of them mentally challenged, who eventually attack her, rape her re-
peatedly, and leave her for dead. This onslaught of abuse and degradation 
comprises the film�s first half and the rape itself takes up to twenty-five 
minutes of screen-time. The remainder follows Jennifer, after she has re-
covered from her ordeal, enacting vicious revenge on each of her attackers 
in turn. Zarchi films the grotesque events in a documentary fashion without 
an accompanying soundtrack, engaging in an aesthetic that is both primi-
tive and stark. Independently produced, the film was originally released into 
drive-ins throughout 1978 under the title Day of the Woman; it was eventu-
ally picked up by distributor Jerry Gross who re-released it under the new 
title of I Spit On Your Grave. Director Meir Zarchi makes his displeasure 
with the commonly known title clear on his own commentary for the DVD: 
�When they announced the title I Spit On Your Grave, I hated it and I still 
do.�10 One could understand why Zarchi would dislike it since the two titles 
suggest the two avenues of reception that Briggs has already emphasised 
� �the most disgusting movie ever made (I Spit On Your Grave) or the most 
feminist movie ever made (Day of the Woman).� With its new title and pro-
motional publicity, I Spit On Your Grave became the focus of attention for 
film critics, generating tremendous controversy and publicity through re-
views and comments made about its moral character. �[I Spit On Your 
Grave] is one of those forbidden movies,� Briggs quips on the commentary, 
�I don�t know, maybe it�s the title?�  

I want to discuss further how commentary in all its forms, particularly 
when it is mediated through reviews and DVD commentaries, works as 
both a guideline and a measure for appropriate audience reaction, espe-
cially for exploitation films such as I Spit On Your Grave. Theresa Cronin�s 
article, �Media Effects and the Subjectification of Film Regulation� is impor-
tant to consider here as she examines how critical taste helps inform what 
should pass for mainstream, general, and most importantly, �normal� re-
sponses to horror films. Audiences tend to be constructed as either �vul-
nerable� or �deviant� in the cultural concern over the effects violent films 
have on them:  

Both reviewers and commentators regularly discuss these �deviant� 
viewers in order to justify their rejection of the film. And in the course 
of these discussions commentators can be surprisingly specific in 
the way which they differentiate between �normal� or �acceptable� 
readings and responses and �abnormal� or �deviant� ones. The proc-
ess of classifying readings and responses in terms of their �nor-
malcy� and �deviancy�, however, does not simply describe observ-
able behaviour. Rather, these arguments actively attempt to deline-
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ate appropriate, socially sanctioned readings and response to this 
�problematic� film.11  

What Cronin is arguing is that such reviews and commentaries be-
come inevitably prescriptive, contributing to a social understanding of how 
we should behave or react to a particular film; what is a �normal� response. 
She examines how the placement of the Australian horror film Wolf Creek 
(2005) within the �torture porn� sub-genre of contemporary horror has sig-
nalled divisions between normal �humane� viewers who reject the physical 
or sexual violence outright as distasteful, and �sick� viewers who are con-
ceived as �getting their kicks off� from such horror. Cronin brings in I Spit On 
Your Grave as a forerunner to the critical reaction Wolf Creek received, 
particularly Roger Ebert�s reviews of both films where he takes a moral 
high-ground to both the filmmakers and audiences. The first impression of I 
Spit On Your Grave I ever received from a critic was Ebert�s review, written 
during the 1981 release and reprinted in his collection of bad movie re-
views, I Hated, Hated, Hated This Movie. While the other bad movie re-
views collected in this book offer witty deconstructions of why they are bad, 
the I Spit On Your Grave stands apart with Ebert�s horrified Zero Star reac-
tion. He writes, �I Spit On Your Grave is sick, reprehensible and contempti-
ble. Attending it was one of the most depressing experiences of my life. 
This is a film without a shred of artistic distinction.�12 What contributed to 
Ebert�s opinion was the behaviour of the audience with whom he saw the 
film, who provided their own vocal commentary during the film�s rape and 
revenge scenes. As Cronin writes, Ebert argues that such films, alongside 
the general trend in slasher films in the early 1980s, would foster a desire 
in the audience for rape and violence against women, even concluding that 
the audience around him were nothing more than �vicarious sex crimi-
nals.�13 Indeed Briggs quotes Ebert�s review throughout the DVD commen-
tary, almost as a primary text of the mainstream outrage and hostility that I 
Spit On Your Grave generated; the view of the film as �the most disgusting 
movie ever made.� With his film critic partner, Gene Siskel, Ebert even went 
so far as to campaign against the movie�s release, which Zarchi argues 
was a �unique phenomenon � they appealed to the public not to see it. 
Were they successful? Big time!�14 Ebert is not the only review referenced 
by Briggs as other critics shared an extreme dislike of Zarchi�s film. Mick 
Martin and Marsha Porter wrote:  

An utterly reprehensible motion picture with shockingly misplaced 
values... This is, beyond a doubt, one of the most tasteless, irre-
sponsible, and disturbing movies ever made. Regardless of how 
much you enjoy �bad� films, you will hate yourself for watching this 
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one.15  

The negative feeling that I Spit On Your Grave inspired continues to exist 
even now, underscoring its considerable ability to repulse and sicken. For 
example, Adam Rockoff�s book, Going To Pieces: The Rise and Fall of the 
Slasher Film, 1978-1986, intends to critically cover, as well as celebrate, 
the �rogue genre� of the slasher film, which itself was under fire from Ebert 
and Siskel as also being morally reprehensible. When it comes to I Spit On 
Your Grave, Rockoff does not believe it qualifies as a slasher film, even go-
ing so far as to write, �In fact, it isn�t even a film as much as a series of 
highly disturbing skits designed to repulse.�16 Rockoff then insinuates that 
those who seek to validate I Spit On Your Grave critically � say, for exam-
ple, as a feminist movie � are fooling themselves. 

After the backlash against the film, some critics, apparently not 
knowing what to make of it, chose to intellectualize the film as some 
feminist experiment, notwithstanding the fact that it wallows in the 
degradation and humiliation of women far more than any slasher.17  

Once again, a moral standard is appealed to that establishes the appropri-
ate reaction to the film: arguing for it as a �feminist experiment� is an intel-
lectual game rather than seeing I Spit On Your Grave for what it is � irre-
deemable, reprehensible trash that does not even work as a proper film.  

Of course, the critical reaction around the release of I Spit On Your 
Grave had greater repercussions when it shifted from the drive-in to video-
tape, and was targeted within the 1984 Video Recordings Act in the United 
Kingdom, which banned thirty-seven titles from sale and rental within the 
country. I Spit On Your Grave became one of the notorious �video nas-
ties.�18 There were great concerns over films that combined extreme sex 
and violence for the moral impact they would have on society, particularly 
within the medium of home video, which was considered �a seemingly un-
surveyable entertainment� that would be viewed by �at risk� sections of the 
population (poor, uneducated, male adolescents).19 As Carol J. Clover 
points out, the critical reaction against I Spit On Your Grave was split at this 
time despite its banning in certain countries, particularly in the UK: 

In Britain, commentators bent on censoring I Spit On Your Grave (in 
the �video nasty� hearings) claimed that it glorified the act of rape 
and indeed had inspired �copycat� crimes, whereas commentators 
bent on defending it claimed that it �wants us to hate the nature of 
the act of rape and what it calls forth.20

Print reviews from critics offer a public reaction to any film and alongside 
the censorship the film received in certain countries, such notoriety also 
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provided the film with greater publicity. Critical condemnation provided a 
measure of success for I Spit On Your Grave as critic Michael Weldon 
points out, �Thanks to the PBS Sneak Previews show, which labelled it in-
humane and sexist, this revenge exploitation feature has gained a new au-
dience of videocassette buyers.�21 Even Zarchi acknowledges this fact but 
frames it within a democratic context where, thanks to the popularity of 
video, the film was placed �in the hands of the public.�22 With the transfer 
from VHS to DVD as the home entertainment system of choice, the extra 
digital space offered room for additional features, which as Graeme Harper 
argues, has made it �equally a medium associated with knowledge acquisi-
tion, regardless of its genre.�23 Knowledge acquisition refers to the retro-
spection and nostalgia that looking back at the making of a film offers to 
fans through a mixture of trivia and insight. DVDs incorporate the audio 
commentary as a supporting feature, offering readings of a text that may or 
may not influence the viewer�s opinion of the text. The DVD commentary is 
the central avenue of retrospection for I Spit On Your Grave � there are no 
Making Of Documentaries or Interviews � and in this manner it is also re-
garded as the central arena for debate on the disc. Zarchi even makes a 
point of mentioning near the end of his Grave commentary that Ebert was 
given an opportunity to provide his own commentary for the film, but �he 
declined � he could have said anything he wanted.�24 Thomas Doherty 
points out that the DVD commentary is basically a monologue, particularly 
when there is only one participant, resulting in a �one-sided relationship� 
with the listener-spectator.25 To this end, Briggs attempts to institute a dia-
logue with critics of I Spit On Your Grave by reading out extracts from their 
reviews in order to establish a mainstream position that has �crucified� Zar-
chi�s film, which he can then respond to freely throughout his commentary. 

I would like to move onto discussing Joe Bob Briggs� commentary as a 
paracinema defence of I Spit On Your Grave that creates a context of de-
bate even if in the end it is only a subjective one-person account of the film. 
Briggs delivers his commentary with equal attention to his roles as film 
critic, B-movie historian and cult personality. His �Good Ole Boy� cowboy 
persona is clear in the broad Texan accent we hear in the commentary, 
alongside the slang he draws upon and his energetic delivery. He estab-
lishes a tongue-in-cheek approach in the first five minutes of the commen-
tary as he pronounces the title, �I Spit... [dramatic pause] On Your Grave. 
That�s the way you have to say it to imitate the trailer.� Briggs then reads 
the original copy from the poster with the repeated error it makes with re-
gards to the film�s body count: �This woman has just cut, chopped broken 
and burned five men beyond recognition... and no jury in American would 
convict her!� Pointing out that Jennifer only kills four men in the movie and 
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does not burn any of them, Briggs adds with glee, �But they don�t call �em 
exploitation movies for nothing; do they?� These comments demonstrate 
Briggs� delight in the details and trappings of the exploitation genre; in the 
way a film like I Spit On Your Grave is sold to an audience, emphasising 
the violence and drama to the point of including unchecked errors on the 
poster. Briggs� commentary is at times comparable to the �pre-packaged 
ironic� appreciation of bad movies that Mystery Science Theater 3000 
popularised.26 He critiques plot holes such as the scene where Jennifer 
unpacks in her room of the guest-house, opening a drawer and discovering 
a hand-gun inside, to which he sarcastically remarks, �Don�t you hate it 
when that happens? When the tenant from last year leaves their firearm 
behind?� In one instance he singles out the most cartoonish performance 
from actor Richard Pace who plays Matthew, the mentally challenged be-
spectacled rapist, with the quip, �I like his performance, but he takes thirty 
seven minutes to cross a room.� Even in the climax of the film when Jenni-
fer heaves an axe into the back of one of her assailants, the resulting 
close-up of the axe cutting into an obviously fake prosthetic is mocked: 
�That is the most unconvincing special effect in the whole movie. Like they 
found an orange mattress somewhere!� The use of humour to discuss a B-
grade movie has been Briggs� style in his print reviews and has also be-
come a factor in his further DVD commentaries for Elite Entertainment for 
such films like Jesse James Meets Frankenstein’s Daughter and The Dou-
ble-D Avenger. In these examples, it is interesting to consider how his 
name contains marquee status in the packaging. The cover of each has 
Briggs holding up the film�s original poster with his presence dominating the 
frame. Briggs himself states that his approach to DVD commentaries does 
include ridiculing the movie when warranted, but �the difference between 
my �hosting� and most cult movie hosts is that I always celebrate the film. I 
never use it as a springboard for jokes.�27 Similar to comments during I Spit 
On Your Grave, there is a delight in the imperfections, plot-holes and genre 
conventions of exploitation cinema in the Jesse James commentary. Briggs 
happily points out during the scene of Dr. Maria Frankenstein�s first ex-
periment that she is not actually Frankenstein�s daughter but Franken-
stein�s granddaughter and sings the praises of the actor playing her, Norda 
Onyx: �[she] is kind of a babe in a frightening Zsa Zsa Gabor kind of way... 
She�s a bitch with a beaker and she�s got a Teutonic accent!�28A Briggs 
commentary is part stand-up routine but also part film history, with Briggs� 
encyclopaedic knowledge of the acting credits, locations, and director. In 
this instance, William Beaudine is also known by Briggs as �one-shot 
Beaudine� as �he never liked to shoot a scene more than once!� To watch 
Jesse James Meets Frankenstein’s Daughter without Briggs� commentary 
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and the level of humour and care he brings to a forgettable Z-grade horror 
western would leave the DVD transfer of the film an incomplete experience. 
However, when it comes to I Spit On Your Grave, Joe Bob Briggs� com-
mentary is not simply an ironic celebration, but a defence of the film�s 
value, as its subject of rape/revenge and its considerable infamy require 
moments of serious analysis.  

The I Spit On Your Grave DVD offers two commentaries � one from 
Briggs and the other from director Zarchi � and comparing them allows us 
to understand how intention is related to the spectator/listener. Intention is 
a key interest in DVD commentaries, resting on the idea that the director, 
producer, writer, actor or critic will help us understand further the underlying 
meaning of what occurs on-screen. As Parker and Parker write, �By its very 
nature, the DVD commentary enforces a heightened attention to intricacies 
of intention as it plays out over the course of the film. Directorial comment 
returns again and again to questions of intention that are local and techni-
cal, and the discussion has an unusual immediacy and density.� 29 We are 
being taken through the film scene by scene by the director and they can 
alert us to the technical construction of a shot or expound further on the 
proposed meaning behind a shot. An innocuous scene in I Spit On Your 
Grave follows Jennifer arriving in her car at her lake-house. She wanders 
around the forest serenely in her red dress, sees the lake behind the 
house, and decides to take her dress off to dip into the water. Such a scene 
could be considered exploitative in its observation of the lead actress ex-
posing herself for the camera, an example of Laura Mulvey�s concept of the 
male gaze: �A woman performs within the narrative: the gaze of the specta-
tor and that of the male characters in the film are neatly combined without 
breaking narrative verisimilitude.�30 When the nude Jennifer wades into the 
water in long-shot within this gaze, Zarchi describes the scene as if he 
were reading from the thematic notes in the script: 

Exterior. River. Day. At last Jennifer has found the heavenly peace 
she was seeking. At last she feels free from the confinement and 
commotion of the big city. She has returned to nature�s womb. Awed 
by the beauty of the place... she eagerly takes her clothes off and 
goes into the water. 

The intention of the scene is related to characterisation, with the natural 
scenery inspiring the character to be free with her body and to become one 
with her environment, reiterating a stereotypical equation between feminin-
ity and nature. In contrast, Briggs reads the scene thusly in a descriptive 
manner: 

But as we can see as she luxuriates in nature, she�s no ordinary 
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woman. [As Jennifer disrobes] She just can�t stand it � she has to 
get nekkid! Alright! Because who could resist the placid beauty of 
the Housatonic River? Now look at the way we see her skinny dip-
ping. Now if Meir Zarchi was making a sleaze film, told from the 
point of view of the leering male gaze, which is what he�s been ac-
cused of, what would he do right here? He would show every bead 
of water on her breasts and have her do the back-stroke. Instead 
what does he do? The longest shots of all long shots in the history of 
all long shots. She becomes a little microscopic speck in the dis-
tance there. To tell you the truth I�m not sure what this shot means. I 
assume it means that someone is watching her. Either that or he�s 
establishing how tranquil everything is, what a nature girl she is. This 
was the Seventies, y�know, women going through that �Free To Be 
You And Me� thing. People would have been saying what a cool gal 
she is � no hang ups! 

Briggs� argument against the male gaze here is convincing; the three shots 
Zarchi uses to cover Keaton disrobing include two that are placed behind 
her in a medium shot, framed by foliage in the foreground, and the last is 
the �longest shot of all long shots in the history of all long shots� that Briggs 
describes. As the scene plays out, we hear Briggs address the intention of 
Zarchi the filmmaker, arguing from a genre perspective that if it was a 
sleaze film along the lines of Emmanuelle (1974), there would be more 
emphasis on the nudity itself rather than the scenery. Such an argument is 
underscored by the colloquial, casual tone Briggs talks in with his Texan 
pronunciation of naked as �nekkid�, and by his conclusion that he has no 
idea what the shot means, grabbing at different clichéd ideas such as the 
environmentalist imagery of the 1970s to explain what Zarchi meant with 
this scene. He observes from a subtle leering vantage point as an atypical 
male exploitation film fan (the exultation of �alright!� when she disrobes) 
even as he clearly critiques condescending opinions that cast I Spit On 
Your Grave as the product of a �sleaze merchant.� 

Considering the immediate reaction that I Spit On Your Grave received 
on release, it is not the intention of the director that is the issue but how an 
audience may respond to what is represented and what is considered an 
appropriate reaction to the representation of sexual violence. Briggs� jocular 
treatment of the film brings us to the question of humour as an appropriate 
or inappropriate response, which is where the filmmaker�s intention is over-
shadowed by the reactions of the audience. Ebert�s review of I Spit On 
Your Grave included the commentary from the cinema audience as a 
measure of the film�s sickness: 
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How did the audience react to all of this? Those who were vocal 
seemed to be eating it up. The middle-aged, white-haired man two 
seats down from me, for example, talked aloud. After the first rape: 
�That was a good one!� After the second: �That�ll show her!� After the 
third: �I�ve seen some good ones, but this is the best�... In several 
scenes, the other three men tried to force the retarded man to attack 
the girl. This inspired a lot of laughter and encouragement from the 
audience.31

Enjoyment and celebration of a particular type, whether through vocal 
cheering or laughter, is regarded as thoroughly inappropriate to what the 
film deals with. Even Zarchi himself responds to critics who disliked the film 
and found it too disturbing to sit through, �What did they expect a film about 
rape to be? Enjoyable to watch?� Even if we were to give Zarchi the benefit 
of the doubt and understand his film as intentionally unnerving, Ebert�s re-
view demonstrates that not all viewers will see it as the filmmaker intends. 
Cronin comments on this issue of how one is to appropriately react to dis-
turbing films of this nature:  

The issue of laughter arises quite regularly, with both defenders and 
detractors agreeing that laughter would be completely inappropriate, 
while feeling physically ill and emotionally disturbed is, on the whole, 
defined as the way a viewer �should� or �ought� to feel. But where for 
some this reaction is read as an indication that the viewer is appro-
priately aligned with the ideological thrust of the film (i.e. that one is 
�appropriately� disgusted by scenes of sexual violence), for others, 
like Ebert, this feeling of revulsion is more appropriately directed to-
ward a rejection of the film as a whole.32

Cronin argues for a clear distinction between audiences feeling appropri-
ately repulsed as the filmmaker intended, and audiences feeling the film to 
be inappropriate and indecent for wanting to repulse the viewer in such a 
manner. In this latter view both the intention of the filmmaker and the suc-
cess of achieving its aims are considered morally dubious. Briggs responds 
to Ebert�s review, specifically the report of males shouting encouraging re-
marks during the rape scenes, with: �Well, guys yell all kinds of stuff at the 
screen to make it seem like the scene is not affecting them, you know. If 
they were yelling it was probably because the scene was too dang intense!� 
Vocal reaction in this manner is not considered validation of sincere audi-
ence reaction; Briggs frames the comments that appear to encourage rape 
as macho bluster hiding actual displeasure at the rape. Yet I now want to 
show how Briggs himself also offers appropriate reactions of revulsion, 
which are arguably ideologically elicited by Zarchi in a manner that vali-
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dates the moral substance and critical worth of I Spit on Your Grave as a 
film.  

To be clear, despite Briggs� entertaining candour throughout the com-
mentary, he does not make any jokes or disrespectful comments about the 
actual rape in the film; he takes it quite seriously, analysing the shots to ar-
gue against claims that the film was sleazy or exploitative. When Jennifer is 
chased into the woods by the four men, slapped down, stripped of her 
clothes and held down for Matthew, the mentally challenged member, to 
rape, Briggs defends the intention of the film avidly, �There is nothing erotic 
AT ALL about this, so it�s hard to understand the Siskel and Ebert com-
ments. They CRUSADED against this film!� Briggs points both to Zarchi�s 
use of perspective, which sides with Jennifer in close-ups of her agonised 
face, and to Camille Keaton�s performance, which expresses her pain con-
vincingly, as signs that the movie is not seeking any illicit thrills from this 
rape: �She�s still screaming for help, still not accepting it. I think that this is 
what makes it scarier.� Briggs� reading is one that is supported by Carol J. 
Clover with her analysis of I Spit On Your Grave in her book, Men, Women 
and Chainsaws: �The claim that Spit shows the woman enjoying the rape is 
flatly dishonest; not for a moment does she express anything but protest, 
fear and pain.�33 At several points during the commentary Briggs� own ar-
gument echoes Clover�s concerning the film�s value in its depiction of rape 
in a graphically realistic manner. When Johnny, the alpha-male leader, tired 
of waiting for Matthew to comply with their �offering� disrobes and forces 
himself on Jennifer, Briggs vocalises his own displeasure: �Oh god,� he 
sighs. Offering the �unusual immediacy� that Parker and Parker have char-
acterised as marking DVD commentaries, such comments from Briggs help 
distinguish him from the �inappropriate� audience members that Ebert wit-
nessed viewing I Spit On Your Grave by actually articulating his displeas-
ure at the rape scene. Reacting to the action in a specific scene, Briggs 
demonstrates that the film still has the power to disturb despite his obvious 
familiarity with it:  

This scene was cited as an example of... the audience takes the 
side of the rapists against Jennifer. I JUST DON�T BELIEVE THAT. 
We see his face in close-up and we see hers in medium close-up 
and it is not a pretty sight. And if you wanted to make this erotic, 
which it would be damn hard to make erotic, the first thing you would 
do is not make her so dirty and bloody, and the second thing you 
would show her body and not this ugly guy�s bu-tocks [sic] on top of 
her body. I don�t think there�s any question of SYMPATHISING 
WITH THE GANG RAPERS right here! 
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Briggs bases his argument on the genre conventions that Zarchi 
would have employed if wanting to represent the rape as a sexually titillat-
ing subject. The master shot places the four men holding Jennifer down 
and she is obscured in the grass; they are all placed within the centre of the 
frame while the edges of the forest surround them. The point of view shots 
shift from a high angle on Jennifer�s close-up as she looks up helplessly 
while Johnny�s close-up is shot from a low angle as he bears down on Jen-
nifer. Without a score, we are only left with Jennifer�s pleas and Johnny�s 
grunting. Yet Rockoff has criticised the representation, not for past accusa-
tions of eroticism, but for the extended time spent on Jennifer�s violation: 

Of course, the argument can be and has been made that by its 
sheer nature, [I Spit On Your Grave] is a severe indictment of rape 
and the objectification of women. But if this is truly the case, what is 
the point of spending so much time lingering on the graphic details 
of the assault?34

This returns us to Cronin�s point about what is appropriate with regards to 
the intentions of the filmmaker: for Rockoff, spending this much time on 
such an ugly subject implies exploitation because it is uncomfortable and 
unnecessary. Rockoff�s question is answered in Briggs� argument, which 
situates Zarchi�s intentions as a director within a paracinema position by 
claiming that exploitation cinema is more honest, direct, and confrontational 
than mainstream cinema: �Usually when they film rapes for the movies, 
they usually cut away from the rape. Hollywood doesn�t have any problem 
with murder but they do have a problem with rape... Meir Zarchi was being 
brave here, saying �Okay, you turkeys, here�s what rape actually looks 
like.�� Such sustained interest is appropriate as it does not offer the relief or 
comfort that mainstream movies would provide. Briggs also refers to Zar-
chi�s reason for wanting to make I Spit On Your Grave: during 1974, in Ja-
maica Hills, Zarchi, his daughter Tammi and a good friend Alex were re-
turning from a jog on a Saturday afternoon when they discovered a young 
nude woman in a New York City park who had been attacked, raped, and 
left for dead. This story is given more scope and more pathos in Zarchi�s 
commentary, particularly when he says that this was the driving force be-
hind the movie: �She was a young woman, around eighteen or nineteen, to-
tally naked, a walking corpse covered in mud and blood. She was still in 
shock and struggled to talk through her broken jaw.� Interestingly, Zarchi�s 
story is told to us over the third gang-rape of Jennifer, merging the visual 
abuse with the audio details of this real life case. The abuse of Jennifer�s 
real life counterpart from her attackers and the uncaring treatment she was 
given by the police provide some sense of legitimacy for the forceful repre-
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sentation of the rape in the film. As Briggs points out, Zarchi is just as inter-
ested in the aftermath, following the nude and violated Jennifer crawl away 
slowly from each encounter: �He [the director] doesn�t sugar-coat it... he 
wants you to see all of it. He wants you to see she can�t even walk any-
more. She�s crippled.� While one could doubt the legitimacy of Zarchi�s 
story, on the surface it provides evidence for the sincerity of his intentions 
in making I Spit On Your Grave and it is a point that Briggs wholeheartedly 
believes in during his own commentary. Briggs helps offer an appropriate 
reaction by mainstream standards to what is transpiring on screen when we 
hear the bravado in his fluster at the extreme sexual violence against the 
character of Jennifer. 

Where the commentary track differs from the printed critical commen-
tary, whether it is a film critic�s review or an academic�s paper, is in how it 
can replicate the actual experience of watching a film. Briggs digresses 
continually, such as before the second gang-rape where the gang force 
Jennifer down onto a rock while one, we are lead to assume, anally pene-
trates her. As the men grab her, Briggs cracks wise about the careers of 
the male actors:  

I think you can see why this movie was a resume killer. None of 
these four actors ever worked again... I guess when you are going to 
casting calls in New York and your audition reel reads �Rape Num-
ber One� and �Rape Number Two�, you�re not going to get that guest-
spot on The Cosby Show.  

The tendency to make such glib comments could be held as a variation of 
Briggs� point about the need by audience members to �yell all kinds of stuff 
at the screen to prove it�s not affecting them.� There is a relief in listening to 
Briggs talk over the movie, filling in the silence provided by the absence of 
score and dispersing our attention away from the intense events onscreen 
to consider such comic ruminations. As Jennifer screams during the sec-
ond rape, Briggs espouses the film�s disturbing power, but this time inter-
textually references the conventions of exploitation cinema. Briggs� hard-
ened status as an experienced viewer of exploitation movies and para-
cinema films, which he refers to constantly, also helps to emphasise 
Grave’s chilling effects: 

This is one of the most blood-curdling screams I�ve ever heard and 
I�ve heard them all. It�s the scream that sells this scene... This 
scream may be better than Marilyn Burns in the dinner table se-
quence from The Texas Chainsaw Massacre... [With reference to 
the rape] Is it over? God, that scream still gets to me! That scream 
still gives me the willies! 
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The way that Briggs signals his own discomfort as an audience mem-
ber consolidates appropriate viewer response even as he also comments 
on the visceral impact as one of the film�s major strengths. The battered, 
bruised, and nude Jennifer struggles through the woods where she has 
been abandoned, walking to the house in a protracted sequence that un-
derlines her weakness and injuries. Crawling on the carpet inside the 
house, Zarchi springs another surprise when Paul stomps on the phone 
and it is revealed the quartet of men are also inside, awaiting her return. 
The third gang-rape involves the retarded Matthew finally submitting to both 
peer pressure and his own desires, beginning to rape her before halting on 
account of impotence. When Stanley is about to proceed with his turn at 
rape, Jennifer finally speaks, begging him not to as she�s �hurt.� While she 
offers to pleasure him with her hand or mouth, Stanley�s mounting frustra-
tion develops as he holds a bottle of wine close to her body. Briggs� com-
mentary bespeaks his dread of what happens next: �Of course we�ve seen 
enough close-ups of that bottle that we know it�s going to end up...� We 
hear Briggs sighing deeply, as if wanting the moment to be over, and when 
Stanley rams the bottle into her off-screen, Briggs reacts loudly, �Woah! 
Still gets to me!� Despite the hyper-masculine swagger to Briggs� voice, his 
commentary offers moments of dismay that are appropriate reactions to the 
sexual violence taking place onscreen, even as he shifts the argument 
away from whether such a trauma should be depicted this relentlessly. 

With the second half of I Spit On Your Grave devoted to the �revenge� 
part of the �rape/revenge� genre, Briggs relaxes for the most part with its 
genre familiarity. Demonstrating once again his qualities as �King of the 
Drive In,� Briggs situates I Spit On Your Grave with reference to other cult 
rape/revenge movies such as Bo Arne Vibenius� Thriller; A Cruel Picture 
(1974) and Abel Ferrera�s Ms. 45 (1981), which also follow female protago-
nists who have been sexually brutalised and thus seek violent vengeance. 
He argues that Zarchi�s film is told from Jennifer�s point of view so that 
there is no sense of sharing the rapist�s pleasure, particularly during the 
last of the grisly rapes; as Briggs remarks, �I don�t think this scene makes 
you think of anything except �Castrate those guys immediately!�� Interest-
ingly, it is here that the argument for I Spit On Your Grave as a feminist text 
becomes heard most strongly, as it is situated in contrast to both main-
stream revenge movies and mainstream movies that deal with the issue of 
rape. With regards to mainstream revenge movies, Briggs positions the 
brutality on display in the third rape scene � particularly the moment where 
one of the men reads mockingly from Jennifer�s manuscript before ripping it 
up � as the director really setting us up for the second half of the movie: 

[Zarchi is] building up so many points against these guys that no-
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body wants to see them live. That�s the same principle as Death 
Wish or Dirty Harry. You have to show how evil these guys are so 
you want to see them destroyed. The difference is that Death Wish 
and Dirty Harry were mainstream movies that looked at revenge 
from the male point of view. Whereas this film shows it from the fe-
male point of view. 

I Spit On Your Grave is contrasted against mainstream male-based visions 
of brutalisation and violent recommendation, implying that part of the rea-
son this film was so derided was because it took the female point of view, 
casting Jennifer as a feminist heroine. During the third gang-rape, Briggs 
also brings up Jonathan Kaplan�s film The Accused (1988), where Jodie 
Foster won an Academy Award for portraying the true case of a gang-rape 
victim in New Beford, Massachusetts. Striking another blow for para-
cinema, Briggs compares the two films in terms of their visceral impact, un-
surprisingly finding the mainstream take on gang-rape fundamentally lack-
ing:  

Everyone talked how intense the rape scene was [in The Ac-
cused] and how brave it was to show it in all its brutality. It has 
nothing on this scene! I think what gets to you is she�s still fight-
ing, still struggling... She�s about as far from the passive rape vic-
tim as you can get.  

While at times there is a competitive account implied here over which rape 
scene is the most brutal, the contrast is struck by Briggs because The Ac-
cused received mainstream recognition while I Spit On Your Grave was 
denigrated completely for its treatment of the issue. The safe film was cele-
brated by the masses while the raw version of the same basic story was 
�crucified.� Clover first made the comparison between I Spit On Your Grave 
and The Accused:  

Although The Accused may at first glance seem a world apart from I 
Spit On Your Grave, the two films are, in fact, high and low (and 
pretty and ugly) versions of one and the same story... take away The 
Accused’s elaborate displacement machinery � its legal, psychologi-
cal, ethical and social ruminations � and relocate it beyond the reach 
of the law (�out there where no one can hear you scream�) and you 
have I Spit On Your Grave: the story of a gang-raped woman hell-
bent on revenge. One cannot quarrel with civilization, but it is some-
times useful to look past its comforts to see the stories we tell our-
selves, as a culture, for what they really are.35

The legal system that is relied upon for justice to prevail in The Ac-
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cused is not present in I Spit On Your Grave. The markers of civilization in 
this manner � police, lawyers, judges, and so forth � are nowhere to be 
seen and Zarchi sets up the story as very primal in its simplicity. Having 
been left for dead, Jennifer slowly heals and reclaims her sense of self in a 
quiet montage of images: bruised and bandaged in bed, alone on the lake-
shore, rewriting her manuscript, and finally heading to a church to pray for 
forgiveness. Briggs, like Clover, points out that the legal system �barely 
works� in The Accused on account of a last minute witness who comes 
forward. In the arena of exploitation cinema, the issue is much simpler: 
Jennifer sets her sights on dispatching her four assailants one by one. Both 
Briggs and Clover also view this stripped down story devoid of legal com-
plication or character interiority as comparable to a classic fairytale. Clover 
compares it to Little Red Riding Hood: �multiply and humanise the wolf, 
read �rape� for �eat�, skip the woodsman (let Red save herself) and you 
have I Spit On Your Grave.�36 Or as Briggs puts it: �Jennifer doesn�t need 
any goddanged woodsman!� Without referencing Clover specifically (she is 
thanked at the end of Zarchi�s commentary for her critical support), it is in-
teresting to see that a number of her key ideas are reiterated by Briggs in 
his defence of the film. 

At the heart of Briggs� argument for I Spit On Your Grave being �the 
most feminist movie ever made� is its portrayal of Jennifer�s revenge on the 
quartet of white trash hicks, which is constantly described in relation to the 
revenge movie tradition in exploitation cinema. With the lack of due process 
and legal recourse provided in the film, most critics like Ebert have derided 
the revenge section of the film as being equally �grotesque� as the time 
spent on the gang-rapes:  

... the girl lures one of the men out to her house, pretends to seduce 
him, and hangs him. She lures out another man and castrates him, 
leaving him to bleed to death in a bathtub. She kills the third man 
with an ax and disembowels the fourth with an outboard engine. End 
of movie.37  

Again, what really disturbs Ebert is the � to his mind � inappropriate 
reaction that is inspired in the audience, the vocal pleasure in Jennifer�s re-
venge, as a woman is heard to shout in the back row, �Cut him up, sis-
ter!�38 To Briggs� mind, such reaction is proof that the film is a feminist 
movie, and he comments that the hanging of Matthew, the mildly retarded 
member of the gang, received cheers when played in cinemas, �which 
pretty much destroys Roger Ebert�s contention that the audience will side 
with the rapists.� While Matthew passes for comic relief in the movie, he is 
also positioned in some ways as the most sympathetic of the male offend-
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ers, continually resistant to the idea of raping Jennifer and merely a product 
of the gang�s peer pressure (the pretext of the rape is that it is the gang�s 
offering to Matthew the virgin). Even Clover makes a point of this scene, 
�For the viewers I have spoken with, the murder of Matthew is the film�s 
most disturbing moment, for he is so clearly drawn as the others� victim. 
But I Spit On Your Grave gives no points for hesitation or reluctance or ac-
tion under pressure.�39 Of course, Jennifer lures Matthew (who works as an 
errand boy for the local store) by ordering groceries to be delivered to her 
house. We see Matthew take a large butcher�s knife with him to either de-
fend himself or to kill her outright (after the last rape, he was ordered to kill 
her by the rest of the gang, which he obviously failed to do). It is here that 
Jennifer appears in one of the more eroticised shots, wearing a see-
through white slip and coyly leading him through the forest. Of course, this 
is all a pretext for her plan to let him have sex with her while she ties a 
noose around his neck and eventually hangs him up until he is dead. As 
Briggs describes, �She only wants him to die at the moment of climax. 
That�s how kinky this woman is. This will be his first orgasm and his last. 
She will take his virginity at the same time she takes his life.� While Clover 
vocalises some discomfort in this disturbing punishment, Briggs answers 
the issue again in terms of genre familiarity: �Does he deserve to die? It�s 
called diminished capacity. But if you�re thinking you should get a free ride, 
you�ve forgotten the first rule of all rape/revenge movies: all men must die. 
They�re guilty because they�re male.� With regards to notions of gender, 
such genre thinking could be argued as being reductive. Briggs argues an 
extreme, clichéd feminist idea � all men are evil � which his amplified mas-
culinity is happy to agree with, particularly when it stands as a rule of the 
rape/revenge genre.  

The point is made again with regards to the most notorious act of re-
venge that Jennifer takes on Johnny, the leader of the gang, who she se-
duces and castrates with a kitchen knife whilst nude in her bathtub. Briggs 
regards this as �the most famous scene in exploitation history!� However, 
he also quotes Martin and Power�s review of the film during the lead-up to 
the moment: �The scene where she robs a man of his offending weapon is 
one of the most appalling moments in cinema history.�40 Comparing these 
quotes, we can see the binary that paracinema establishes in its definition: 
what a mainstream critic will find utterly appalling can be considered cele-
bratory within paracinema, privileging those films that demonstrate �an aes-
thetic of excess.�41 With regards to academic writing on the scene in ques-
tion, Clover positions it as a corrective to the long-standing tradition of vio-
lence towards women: �The shower scene in Psycho is probably the most 
echoed scene in all of film history. The bathtub scene in I Spit On Your 
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Grave... is to my knowledge the only effort to reverse the terms.�42 The vul-
nerability of bathing, of being exposed physically to the penetration of a 
knife, is present in both Psycho and I Spit On Your Grave, yes, but there is 
a clear difference within the dynamics of each scene. Despite the extreme 
brutality that Johnny and his friends have put Jennifer through, his charac-
ter submits to her seduction under the sexist belief that she really liked it 
(Briggs quips, �The first rule of horror movies [is] women who want to have 
sex with you will always want to kill you.�) Johnny laughs derisively as Jen-
nifer explains how she has murdered Matthew, believing it to be a bad joke 
whilst lost in growing ecstasy as she strokes his penis off-screen in the 
bathtub water. With Johnny�s eyes closed, Zarchi cuts to a close-up of a 
folded towel on the bathroom floor and to Jennifer picking up a sharp knife 
with her free hand. Zarchi draws out the tension and conveys the moment 
in quick details: a sudden flick of Jennifer�s hand, Johnny mistaking the 
pain for pleasure, the bloody knife being thrown into a sink, and Johnny fi-
nally grasping the horror of his situation, screaming �What have you done 
to me?� As blood pumps profusely from his crotch, Jennifer walks out and 
locks the door behind her, letting him bleed to death. Viewing the scene 
with the Briggs commentary, his voice betrays giddy anxiety to the disturb-
ing quality of the scene: 

[When Jennifer picks up the knife] This already hurts... Knife close to 
penis: pretty much the ultimate male nightmare. [When Jennifer cas-
trates Johnny] Ooh, still gets to me! [As blood pumps from Johnny�s 
body] Oh my god! A little too graphic at this point for me. 

The clear discomfort is obviously equated to the gender position of 
Briggs as a man, understanding the scene as �the ultimate male nightmare� 
and thusly also describing it as �a feminist tract.� Despite alluding to the ter-
rifying dimensions of the moment, Briggs� investment in appreciating exploi-
tation cinema also allows for a sort of perverse pleasure in the histrionics of 
the moment, particularly Eron Tabor�s acting as Johnny � �What a perform-
ance! How do you rehearse for something like that?� The question posed at 
the beginning of the commentary � whether I Spit On Your Grave is the 
most disgusting movie ever made or the most feminist movie ever made � 
is here answered firmly by Briggs in favour of the latter. In his view, the 
film�s climactic image embodies female empowerment, with a bikini-clad 
Jennifer piloting the men�s speedboat (noted continuously by Briggs for the 
phallic associations of the prow), and bearing down on the last two rapists 
with an axe as they struggle helplessly in the water. She heaves the axe 
into the back of one and disembowels the other with the outboard motor, 
but not before telling him (as he told her trying the third assault) to �suck it.� 
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Briggs identifies the clear gender reversal happening in these final scenes 
of the movie: �She calls him a woman, which is interesting because what 
she�s done is she�s become male and these guys have become men with-
out tools.� In the parameters of exploitation cinema, the issues are simply 
resolved: all men are scum and women are empowered with subjectivity by 
the use of the phallic instruments. While empowering to a certain degree, 
Jennifer�s representation does not escape stereotypical ideas of the female 
gender as conceptualised by Mulvey: �Woman�s desire is subjected to her 
image as bearer of the bleeding wound, she can only exist in relation to 
castration and cannot transcend it.�43 Indeed, Briggs at one point charac-
terises Jennifer in male action hero terms � �This is her Charles Bronson 
moment.� I Spit On Your Grave can only be feminist by being disgusting: I 
would agree that the extended brutality Jennifer suffers is not eroticised at 
all, but it also serves to usher in narrative pleasure within the grisly pun-
ishment the miscreant males receive by Jennifer�s hand.   

While the role of the critic presumes a level of objectivity with regards 
to personal taste, Briggs� role as a Drive-In Movie Critic positions him as 
having a taste for the distasteful. Joe Bob Briggs� commentary for I Spit On 
Your Grave advocates a paracinematic �reading protocol� that both en-
gages it seriously as a film and embraces it wholeheartedly as trash. De-
fending the film against a reputation that has damaged and popularised it 
for the wrong reasons, Briggs argues that there is a purpose behind the 
technical mistakes and the moral provocations: to present the brutality of 
rape unflinchingly and evoking the cathartic charge of female-orientated re-
venge on �stupid men.� As a larger-than-life personality, Briggs also casts 
the film-with-commentary as an entertainment in its own right, mocking its 
flaws at the same time as he delights in them. Of the scene where Johnny 
allows himself to be seduced by Jennifer after she has held a gun on him 
and forced him to beg for his life, Briggs remarks, �I don�t know if it�s be-
lievable, but it makes for a good movie!� The DVD commentary track offers 
further critical engagement with cinema, but allows the critic to perform as 
audience member, directing their argument to specific scenes, and, most 
importantly in the case of Briggs, signal genuine reactions to the disturbing 
power of I Spit On Your Grave. The commentary track thus offers another 
avenue for critics to demarcate appropriate or inappropriate engagement 
with regards to exploitation films, rape/revenge genre films, and para-
cinema in general. Whether it is appropriate to demonstrate enjoyment and 
pleasure in such a reviled piece of trash is contested by Briggs, who offers 
both ironic detachment from and enthusiastic engagement with Zarchi�s 
film; he cracks wise at the flaws and plot-holes in such a low-budget pro-
duction and film, yet praises it sincerely for the simplicity of the story and 
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the primal way that it is told. Critics like Ebert, who have admonished (in 
print) the �inappropriate� behaviour of audience members that engage en-
thusiastically with such a film, consider the rawness of the film�s subject 
matter and style fundamentally objectionable. However, Briggs� treatment 
of I Spit On Your Grave as both critic and film viewer highlights the complex 
engagement an audience can have with paracinema. The rape scenes are 
unpleasant and disturbing to watch, represented in a grotesque �realism� 
that Hollywood would not dare depict. Yet the focus on such sexual vio-
lence also serves to place the audience on Jennifer�s side so that one per-
versely applauds the vicious scenes of �feminist� revenge, satisfying the 
conventions and clichés of this particular sub-genre (the protagonist must 
be victimised in order to gain vengeance). Briggs� commentary recognises 
that I Spit On Your Grave is on one level just a movie, a film that works 
within a recognisable genre whose rules we have known since childhood 
(the comparisons to Little Red Riding Hood). However, Briggs argues that it 
is also more than a movie by considering it as a statement of the complexi-
ties that such cinematic �trash� can actually offer to audiences. While the 
commercial dimensions of exploitation cinema may have compounded the 
controversial reception of I Spit On Your Grave for its economic benefit, the 
DVD release softens its status as a �Video Nasty� by offering it as a critically 
debatable piece of film. To this end, the cult status of Briggs himself also 
markets the film with his willingness to defend the seemingly indefensible 
through the extra-textual commentary of DVD commentary.  
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Erasing the B out of Bad Cinema: Remaking Identity in The Texas 

Chainsaw Massacre 

Craig Frost 

The film remake has been theorised and examined since it first ap-
peared during Hollywood�s Golden Age. Today, cinematic horror remakes 
have clearly cemented themselves as a commercially viable facet of popu-
lar cinema through the release of recycled narratives such as The Texas 
Chainsaw Massacre (2003) and it�s prequel The Beginning (2006), The 
Hills Have Eyes (2006) and The Hills Have Eyes 2 (2007), Halloween 
(2007), Halloween 2 (2009), Friday the 13th (2009), My Bloody Valentine 
3D (2009) and The Last House on the Left (2009).  Steffen Hantke, in his 
article �Academic Film Criticism, the Rhetoric of Crisis, and the Current 
State of American Horror Cinema: Thoughts on Canonicity and Academic 
Anxiety� states:  

As many new horror films, directed by up and coming directors fail to 
make the grade, horror film production is shifting emphasis from in-
novation to canonisation.  Starting with the much-lamented glut of 
remakes, which entrench the originals even more deeply within the 
cannon of horror cinema; symptoms of this retrospective orientation 
are everywhere.1  

Although agreeing with Hantke�s argument that the horror remake ap-
pears everywhere within the contemporary cinematic landscape, I would 
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argue that The Texas Chainsaw Massacre remake and prequel are excep-
tional cases insofar as they invite contemporary audiences to erase any 
knowledge or memory of what they might know or have seen of the original 
text. In being reconstituted through a contemporary aesthetic filter, 
Hooper�s original narrative and its three sequels - which were all unsuc-
cessful both critically and commercial - become fragments of cinematic 
memory jettisoned into a state of what critics might call B cinema, and 
equated as bad cinema by contemporary audiences.        

When discussing the issue of remaking and sequelisation, Con Vere-
vis, in his book Film Remakes states �although film remakes (like genres) 
are often �located� in either authors, or texts or audiences, they are in fact 
not located in any single place but depend upon a network of historically 
variable relationships.�2 The specific case of The Texas Chainsaw Massa-
cre proves to be emblematic of Verevis� contention when considering the 
relationship between the source material, which cemented the iconic narra-
tives and characters, and the contemporary remake and prequel, which 
seek to establish themselves as separate entities.  Through this attempt at 
severing historical ties, the remakes recast characters (such as the iconic 
figure of Leatherface) and establish a narrative past absent from the origi-
nal text. The prequel�s transformation of history ultimately binds the two 
films together as a �complete� narrative which leaves Hooper�s original 
creations as fragmented moments of cinematic history inextricably left for 
dead by a contemporary audience.   

Thomas M Leitch, in his article �Twice-Told Tales: The Rhetoric of the 
Remake� suggests that �the uniqueness of the film remake, a movie based 
on another movie, or competing with another movie based on the same 
property, is indicated by the word property.�3 Discussing property in an in-
dustrial context (who owns the rights to the original material, and how this 
is appropriated through the process of remaking), Leitch qualifies that �re-
makes differ from other adaptations to a new medium because of the trian-
gular relationship they establish among themselves, the original film they 
remake, and the property on which both films are based.� Appropriating 
Leitch�s terms and expanding on their original context, I believe that both 
the initial Texas remake and the prequel engage with the construct of prop-
erty under the guise of identity, and seek to correlate a triangular relation-
ship between the original character constructs, the remake�s revised char-
acters and the prequel�s transformative nature.  In other words, the issue of 
property in this context deals with the characterisation of a canonical figure 
(such as Leatherface), and how this property of identity shifts, changes and 
is recast through the sometime problematic construct of remaking. Like the 
last film in the remade Texas cycle, identity proves to be something that 
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can easily shift away from an original context, reappropriating the past into 
something that can be perceived to be new or different.     

Examining the remake through its non-exclusive positioning in relation 
to texts, authors and audiences can enable a systematic understanding of 
how identity is mapped in relation to both narrative and character in the 
Texas cycle. Although often cited as excessive, gaudy and ultimately point-
less exercises in narrative regurgitation, it can thus be argued that the 
Texas remakes are emblematic of something much more interesting and 
worthy of academic study.   

Authors 

Released in 1974, Tobe Hooper�s low budget foray into horror is re-
garded within some academic circles as the most revered film within its 
genre. As Mike Quarles states in his book Down and Dirty: Hollywood’s 
Exploitation Filmmakers and their Movies: 

There are some films that make a fellow speak from the heart. The 
kind that moved you, the kind that makes a difference in your life.  
For me, a formative experience as a writer and sometime filmmaker 
was the first time I saw The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.4

At the time of release, Hooper�s film embedded itself into the cinematic 
consciousness through its unrelenting violence and gut wrenching terror.  
Set in Texas on 18th August 1973, the film begins with an epilogue which 
not only forewarns the audience of the content of the film, but imbues the 
narrative presented with a sense of reality. Establishing that the events 
which the audience is about to watch pertain to �the most bizarre crimes in 
the annals of American history,� the epilogue evokes a sense of unques-
tionable reality which is only reinforced through a nightmarish tone devoid 
of aesthetic theatricality. Beginning with the story of five teenage friends 
driving through Texas, the film rapidly descends into a nightmarish spec-
tacular as Leatherface and his family terrorise and savagely murder the 
teens one by one. It is ultimately Sally, the film�s final girl, who escapes the 
clutches of Leatherface and manages to ride off in the back of a truck into 
the sunset and to freedom. 

Upon its release, Texas quickly refused the B movie status that was 
anticipated for it. As Quarles writes, �critics went in expecting to see a 
crude gore movie and something that was a nightmare brought to life. But 
this waking nightmare, this dip into total insanity, was by no means crude; it 
was a perfectly crafted film that achieved its aim 100 percent.�5 Establish-
ing a tone of almost unbearable intensity, Hooper cemented himself as a 
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filmmaker who was able to imbue cultural and political anxieties within a 
narrative focused on the horrific and macabre. Delving into the post-
Vietnam cultural psyche, Hooper�s Texas (like many horror films of the 
time) established a distinct subtext which enabled the horrific actions on 
screen to affectively resonate both cinematically and psychologically, while 
avoiding the use of graphic onscreen violence. While embedding allegorical 
commentaries on the financial and literal death of rural American towns, 
and on the parallels between the civilised and the savage, Hooper�s text 
also offered a kind of warning for the actively mobile generation who consti-
tuted the intended audience for the film. His distinct visual style and night-
marish intensity imbued the arbitrary death of innocent youths with a cau-
tionary tone.           

Released in 2003, Marcus Nispel�s remake proved to be a box office 
success, grossing $80 million in its US cinematic release period alone.6  
Borrowing the fundamental narrative elements of the original film, Nispel�s 
remake tells the familiar story of five friends who become stranded in the 
middle of rural Texas and are slaughtered by Leatherface, a psychopathic, 
chainsaw wielding maniac, and his cannibalistic, redneck, inbred family.  
Erin, her boyfriend Kemper, attractive �jock� Andy, nerd Morgan and hippie 
hitchhiker Pepper end up in the house of the Hewitt clan (unlike Hooper�s 
original narrative, the savage family are provided with names in the re-
make) after picking up a stranger who kills herself after realising that she is 
headed back to the Hewitt�s house.  After all of her friends are brutally dis-
posed of, Erin, in true final girl style, gets her �Ripley� on and fights back, 
ultimately surviving the ordeal through her ability to pick locks and hot wire 
cars. 

From the outset, the remake�s narrative introduces the original�s verite 
approach by suggesting that what the audience is watching has been 
based on real events.  A montage of images including autopsy reports, ex-
treme close-ups of body parts, newspaper clippings and an excerpt from 
police film footage of a walkthrough in the Hoyt�s basement introduce the 
audience to the graphic tone of the film. Spoken by John Larroquette, 
whose narration appeared within the original film, the opening monologue 
also attempts to imply a sense of nostalgic, intertextual linkage; a sugges-
tive nod towards Hooper�s film for those that have experienced the original.   

However, Nispel soon breaks the historic facade of the film with beau-
tiful imagery of sun drenched fields and sweaty tanned, toned youth who 
epitomise the polished and sleek style that will be carried throughout the 
rest of the narrative.  Establishing this distinct visual beauty, Nispel �sets 
the contradictory time-warped tone for what is to come�7 and embarks on a 
highly stylised journey which emphasises his technical ability to create set 
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pieces of immense beauty and spectacle. With a background in music vid-
eos and commercials, Nispel unmistakably develops a tonality which 
erodes any sense of historical replication alluded to during the films open-
ing sequence. Instead, he retracts all allusion to Hooper�s film, and aligns 
the film with the tonality of those made by the remake�s producer Michael 
Bay. It is this shift, from the initial narrative and visual fidelity to an individu-
alistic and contemporary tone, which marks the remake�s shift in historical 
property. No longer indebted to the original film�s distinct verite style, Nispel 
and Bay consolidate their trademark visual panache and recast the trade-
mark title with an altered, and more recognisable authorial presence.   

This is further highlighted in the trailer for the remake, in which Michael 
Bay is the only featured name associated with the film. Stating �from pro-
ducer Michael Bay,� this invites the audience to understand the film as the 
property of a particular auteur and reneges any acknowledgement of 
Hooper�s historical ownership. We no longer associate The Texas Chain-
saw Massacre with Tobe Hooper; instead the cultural signifier is trans-
posed to Michael Bay and his authorial status as creator.   

It is Bay�s authorial presence that is carried through the franchise with 
the release of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Beginning in 2006. Al-
though the film is directed by Jonathan Liebesman, it replicates the tone 
and visual flair of producer Bay�s initial remake. Inviting the audience to 
�witness the birth of terror,� The Beginning provides an historical account of 
the Hewitt clan, and specifically Leatherface and his adopted father Sheriff 
Hoyt. Although initially presenting an alternative and more interesting sce-
nario than Nispel�s film (which I will discuss later), The Beginning ultimately 
replicates the initial remake�s narrative when - once again - four young nu-
bile teenagers are slaughtered for the audience�s viewing pleasure. Again 
boasting Bay�s name in the trailer and promotional material, this film seeks 
to cement his authorial presence and reforge the film�s cultural identity 
within his body of work.       

Texts 

As discussed, the authorial remapping of the Texas name is heavily 
reliant on the visual recasting of both the initial remake and the subsequent 
prequel. I would now like to focus on how these texts seek to visually re-
frame Hooper�s original narrative, thus establishing a new sense of cultural 
identification in correlation with the Texas franchise. As described, the 
opening sequence of the remake in which the five young characters are in-
troduced both borrows from and rejects Hooper�s source material. Nispel�s 
film signals the specific date of the events as the 20th of August 1973. Di-



Craig Frost    ░ 66 

rectly engaging with Hooper�s narrative (which is set two days before � 18th 
of August 1973) this specific positioning of events invites the audience to 
assume that there is some correlation between the two narratives. In at-
tempting to forge a narrative bridge between the two films, this onscreen ti-
tle demonstrates a highly problematic feature of remaking, in that audience 
members are ultimately required to have seen the original in order to make 
sense of the connection. As Fredric Jameson states: 

The word remake is � anachronistic to the degree to which our 
awareness of the pre-existence of other versions is now constitutive 
and essential part of the film�s structure: we are now, in other words, 
in �intertextuality� as a deliberate, built in feature of the aesthetic ef-
fect and as the operator of a new connotation of �pastness� and 
pseudohistorical depth, in which the history of aesthetic style dis-
places �real� history.8      

In his review of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre remake, Scott Foun-
das states that �in the press notes, one of the executive producers notes 
admits that the idea for the remake stemmed from research showing that 
90% of the film�s core, males-under-25 audience knew the title of Hooper�s 
film, but had never seen it.�9 In light of Jameson�s comments on the re-
make and intertextuality, the Texas remake can prove to be problematic in-
sofar as the film�s target audience would not be equipped to appreciate the 
attempt to forge a correlation between the two films.               

Furthermore, in an attempt to modernise the look of the film, Nispel�s 
film goes against the cinematic style and mood of Hooper�s original text 
and produces a film in which history becomes irrelevant.  As previously dis-
cussed, Hooper�s film became reliant on not actually depicting scenes of 
extreme violence or gore; instead the narrative attacked the audience psy-
chologically. In both Nispel and Liebesman�s films the intended affect does 
not replicate the original film�s ability to induce palpable terror; rather, set 
pieces of extreme violence, torture and mutilation attempt to evoke physical 
repulsion from the audience. In their shift in aesthetic affect, these contem-
porary films successfully exploit what Scott A Lukas and John Marmysz 
discuss as �technology offering new possibilities for remaking the world.  
Because film and media technologies have advanced, there exist the new 
possibilities to remake films in new ways-adding more sophisticated special 
effects.�10 In this case, these effects become the focus of the narrative.   

This is emphasised through many set pieces, but none more graphic 
and shocking as the sequence in which the group pick up a traumatised 
hitchhiker. As the female hitchhiker warns the group they�re all going to die, 
she pulls a gun out from between her legs and shoots herself in the head. 
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Disturbing in itself, the sequence is further exploited as Nispel uses a track-
ing shot which initially frames the characters� reactions, but then dollies 
back through the gunshot hole in the hitchhiker�s head, taking the audience 
inside the cavity and out the rear window of the van.   

When juxtaposed with the use of the same character in the original 
narrative, the overextension of visual effects in this sequence highlights 
how the film shifts it�s intended affect on the audience. In the original, the 
hitchhiker, who we later learn is a part of the savage family unit, embeds 
the formidable sense of dread through his erratic demeanour and predilec-
tion for slicing flesh. He lays a blood soaked handprint on the exterior of the 
van as a symbol of the group�s ultimate demise. Nispel�s modification of the 
character through the female hitchhiker supplants his previous visual style 
as he launches his onslaught of extreme explicit violence and visual viscera 
on the audience. Establishing that the source of the horror will originate 
through the visual image, the film erases any form of atmospheric terror 
associated with Hooper�s text, and through set pieces of dismemberment 
and torture attempts to forge an aesthetic to test the viewer�s ability to 
watch what they are seeing on screen. In an endeavour to show the audi-
ence everything, Nispel works against Hooper�s original intention of creat-
ing a film that locates the terror within the viewer�s mind. Hooper himself 
stated �I knew that in film theory that tantalizing the audience with the 
promise of an image, and then getting around it editorially, allows every-
thing to happen in the mind. We fill in the blank, I think, with much more se-
rious information than we could have seen anyway.�11   

This use of the visual image is further highlighted in Andy�s death se-
quence, in which he runs into a maze of white sheets billowing in the 
breeze while attempting to out run Leatherface and his roaring chainsaw.  
Combining aerial, point of view and frenetic tracking shots, we see Andy�s 
unsuccessful escape, ending with the severing of one of his legs. The 
combination of the slow motion shot of the leg being sliced, the blood splat-
ter on the white sheets and the image of the severed limb combine to cre-
ate an impressive set piece of visual nastiness. Like the entire film, the se-
quence doesn�t attempt to evoke any other reaction from its viewer apart 
from physical recoil. We are not invited to care about the fate of Andy, he is 
just another body to dissect and decimate. Compared to the original film in 
which Hooper implied the violence rather than explicitly depicted it, Nispel�s 
vision of violence fails to hold anything back for the audience�s imagination 
to envisage or imagine. This contemporary re-visioning demonstrates the 
conflicting modes of reproduction and representation that demarcate the 
aesthetic distance between the two films through its shifting of receptive 
modes.      
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Stephen Price notes this shift between the two periods of horror cin-
ema stating: 

But it would be the horror genre, at least in its modern reincarnation 
relative to the pictures of early decades, that would become syn-
onymous with a detailed visual attention to the mechanics of violent 
death and graphic mutilation, to the point where this imagery and the 
emotional responses it elicits in viewers would become the very style 
and subject matter of the films.12       

Although Price is discussing the horror films of the early 80s, his 
summation of the graphic image becoming the style and matter of the film 
can aptly be applied to the resurgence of the horror remake. Though not all 
films place their sole emphasis on style and graphic mutilation (Alexadra 
Aja�s The Hills Have Eyes remake imbues a post 9-11 subtext within its 
narrative of the nuclear family under attack from nuclear mutants), the form 
in which these films convey their terror are all reliant on the graphic repre-
sentation of violence.    

Audiences 

As previously discussed, when examining the issue of identity and re-
construction within the remaking paradigm, the manner in which the re-
make appropriates or borrows from its original source instantly draws direct 
(or sometime indirect) comparisons and judgements from audiences. In re-
lation to the initial Texas film and the subsequent remakes, the transforma-
tive nature of character construction and archetype formation is initially fo-
cused on the iconic figure of Leatherface. The theatrical trailer for Nispel�s 
remake plays with the notion of the unveiling of Leatherface; only allowing 
audiences brief glimpses of his shadowy silhouette. Although his roaring 
chainsaw and hanging meat hook are present - the synonymous imple-
ments of death from Hooper�s original film - the reincarnated monster is 
given a truly theatrical (and memorable) entrance only within the feature 
length film. Already playing on the mysterious construct of Leatherface�s 
physical identity, the trailer entices audiences to neglect previous guises of 
the hulking figure, and create a vested curiosity in this current reincarna-
tion.   

Although initially seen subduing Kemper and dragging him down to his 
basement slaughter room, Nispel unveils his monster with tremendous the-
atricality and fanfare, recasting the character�s mythological status within 
the horror genre. As Erin and Andy are discovered searching the Hoyt�s 
residence for Kemper, Monty, the wheelchair bound member of the Hewitt 



░    Remaking Identity in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 69 

clan, tells Andy �you�re so dead you don�t even know it�. Banging his cane 
on the ground and bellowing �come on boy, bring it,� he summons Leather-
face who emerges wielding his trademark tool of death and dismember-
ment. Although replicating similar sequences from Hooper�s original film, 
Nispel combines the two narrative images synonymous with the film�s title 
(Leatherface and a chainsaw) to create his own distinguished moment 
when unveiling his reincarnation of the character.. Although initially in-
tended to instil terror and fear in the audience, the sequence ultimately be-
comes a moment of self-reverentiality as audiences are asked to detach 
themselves from any former portrayal and revel in the sight of the charac-
ter�s re-embodiment. 

This reestablishment of the iconic figure of Leatherface is further en-
trenched for the audience through the 2006 prequel which chronologically 
cements the reconstituted character�s origins. Displacing any semblance of 
Hooper�s narrative, The Beginning recasts the historical mythology of the 
characters and bestows on the audience a form of psychological justifica-
tion for the character�s actions. Observing Leatherface�s mother, a meat 
plant worker and part-time prostitute, give birth and discard the deformed 
baby into a bin, the audience witnesses both the physical and symbolic de-
livery of a cinematic icon. It is this creation of new life that consolidates the 
metamorphosis of the recast figure of Leatherface for a contemporary au-
dience, eclipsing any previous reincarnation or personification. Charting 
both his psychological and physical development from infantile curiosity to 
psychopathic enjoyment, the audience is privy to Leatherface�s first animal 
kills and his fascination with making masks out of their skin to cover his 
own deformity, which is also displaced from the original remake�s narrative 
(the audience is told that he has a skin disease). This character develop-
ment is then strengthened as the audience is invited to observe Leather-
face�s first human kill, his boss at the meat plant.   

Reinforcing the �justification� in shifting from animal victims to humans, 
Leatherface murders his boss after being told that his employment has 
been terminated due to the plant closing for health reasons. No longer be-
ing able to legitimate his thirst for violence and dismemberment, Leather-
face turns his skills onto his employer and fulfils his destiny as one of horror 
cinemas most iconic villains.   

What I find most interesting about this establishment of heritage is the 
justification given to Leatherface�s predilection for murder. As mentioned, in 
Nispel�s initial remake, Leatherface was born with a skin condition, hence 
his predilection for wearing masks made initially from animal skin, and 
eventually from human flesh. The original narrative doesn�t attempt to pre-
scribe any form of rationale as to why Leatherface is what he is; it is just an 
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attributed facet to the family�s unstable and homicidal nature. However 
within The Beginning, Leatherface is constantly referred to as being re-
tarded or an animal by others, which appears to instil a sense of justifiable 
revenge in his actions. Similar to Rob Zombie�s revisioning of John Carpen-
ter�s Halloween in which Michael Myers is given a history and ultimately a 
sympathetic positioning as a victim of bullying and an abusive stepfather; 
Leatherface�s physical deformities define his actions as understandable 
rather than abstract. Erasing any semblance of audience interpretation, 
these current narratives appear to necessitate justification and validation 
for the gruesome actions that the characters take part in which removes the 
unpredictable and unsettling nature of the original film�s tone. Whereas 
Hooper created an atmosphere which amalgamated absurd black comedy 
with palpable terror, both the initial remake and the prequel erase any 
semblance of the original tone through cementing Leatherface�s actions 
within an understandable, moralistic, and almost sympathetic characterisa-
tion. Linnie Blake, in her book The Wounds of Nations: Horror Cinema, His-
torical Trauma and National Identity states:  

But unlike Hooper�s original he is here depicted, at least by his fam-
ily, as a victim of �cruelty and ridicule� heaped upon him because of a 
skin complaint that begins in childhood. Thus while he retains his 
penchant for impaling individuals (this time male) on meat hooks and 
running around in the dark with his chainsaw on full throttle, his 
predilection for wearing the faces of the dead is presented as a per-
versely justifiable desire to emulate those who have rejected him in 
childhood.13  

Although somewhat reductive, this interpretation of a form of justifica-
tion demonstrates how a character can shift and change as different films 
attempt to emulate a sense of verisimilitude with the property of an iconic 
figure through altered rationales. As Sheriff Hoyt replies when told that he 
hasn�t raised his �retarded� son right, �he aint retarded, he�s just misunder-
stood.�  

  Alongside Leatherface, the construction of the character of Sheriff 
Hewitt provides another shift in how audience members are invited to re-
place previous character incarnations. As much as the prequel implies that 
its narrative is invested with the emergence of the character of Leatherface, 
it can in fact be seen as the birth of Sheriff Hoyt. R. Lee Emery recycles his 
infamous Drill Sergeant persona from Full Metal Jacket into another repre-
sentative of regimented power (this time the police force) in the role of 
Sheriff Hoyt. However, unlike his previous role which was situated within 
the confines of a regimented army barracks, Emery�s intepretation of Sher-
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iff Hoyt forms a predominant source of bad taste and grotesque humour 
throughout (he at one point gropes the breast of the dead hitchhiker and 
remarks on the perks of his job). Providing what can be seen as the human 
horror (which works in conjunction with Leatherface�s monstrous horror), 
Emery�s characterisation of the brutal and appalling head of the community 
can be seen as an amalgamation of both the Hitchhiker and Old Man char-
acters from the original film. Representing both the head of the Hewitt fam-
ily and that of the almost defunct community, Emery ingratiates both the 
sadistic nature of the Hitchhiker and the semi-monstrous character of the 
Old Man, but revises both of these characters in transcending the most vile 
and horrific aspects of humanity.   

Proving to be more memorable than the hulking and almost animalistic 
Leatherface, the character of Sheriff Hoyt is distinctly expanded within the 
narrative of The Beginning; ultimately becoming the true focus of horror 
within the series. Within the initial remake�s characterisation, the figure of 
Hoyt is seen as a form of salvation for Erin and her friends through his 
status of law enforcer. Like the Old Man, who in the original narrative simi-
larly provides initial hope for Sally, Hoyt�s figure of Sheriff presupposes an 
emblematic position of good until his true nature emerges. However, 
throughout Nispel�s film, this character - like Leatherface himself - proves to 
be a narrative tool used to both terrorise and entertain the audience.  It is 
not until the prequel that the character is actually given any appropriated 
sense of identity, as the narrative enacts his transformation from Charlie, 
the red-neck male figure of the Hewitt clan, to Sheriff Hoyt. Through the 
murder of the previous Sheriff, Hoyt assumes his identity, and with it a 
sense of power and purpose. As he is given his new, freshly ironed uniform 
and proudly pins on his adopted badge, director Liebesman relishes the 
character�s emergence in the transformation from country hick to Sherriff. 
Replicating the original film�s early montage sequence and the subsequent 
symbolic emergence of Leatherface and his chainsaw, Liebesman gives 
Hoyt the same precedence as we witness the first time he wears his uni-
form and assumes the power of this persona.   

This is furthered through Hoyt�s monologue, which again provides a 
justification or explanation as to why the Hewitt family kill and eat human 
flesh indiscriminately. Sitting down to a pot of �Sheriff� stew, Hoyt says 
�people may not remember what we say here tonight, but they sure as shit 
going to remember what we do.� This recasting of the character provides 
the audience with justification for the cannibalistic impulses, but also estab-
lishes a retrospective continuity within the character�s mythology that the 
audience can recognise. Whereas in the initial remake, the community of 
people left in the town appear to be just savage hillbillies without any form 
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of justification or purpose, the prequel recasts the characters with some 
semblance of purpose and identity. They are no longer just the stereotypi-
cal cultural aberrations of rural America killing indiscriminately; they are the 
survivors of a once prosperous town who are forced to do the most inhu-
mane of actions to survive.        

   Demonstrating a particular knowledge of Hooper�s narrative, this se-
quence of cannibalistic consumption also proves to be indicative of dis-
course surrounding the nature of the remake itself. As Hoyt consumes both 
the Sheriff�s flesh and identity, and transforms himself into something new, 
the filmic cannibalism of Hooper�s narrative proves symptomatic of the time 
in which it has been made. Although previously discussed in relation to the 
depiction of violence, the contemporary reconstitution of character motiva-
tion and identity clearly shifts in accordance with the cultural climate from 
which the remade film emerges. As Anne Friedberg states, �in Benjaminian 
terms the �aura� of the event has already disappeared in the mechanical re-
production of itself, but the aura of the original moment of exhibition also 
disappeared.�14 Feeding into the issue of how the film and narratives are 
received by audiences, Hooper�s film was understood to display the cultural 
anxieties surrounding post-Vietnam America, a theme that is completely 
excluded within the initial remake. However, the issue of political implica-
tions emerges in the prequel as Liebesman recycles Hooper�s subtext 
through the direct integration of themes involving the unease with Amer-
ica�s involvement in Vietnam, and the decline of rural America. Failing to 
capitalise on the original post-Vietnam cultural climate from which Hooper�s 
film emerged, this induction of subtext functions primarily as narrative fod-
der, restricting character engagement for a contemporary audience. As 
Friedberg discusses, the political and cultural aura associated with the 
original text appears to have disappeared in relation to the remake and 
prequel, as through the reproduction of character archetypes, the interest 
appears to shift away from the traditional identifiable protagonists (who ul-
timately fail to survive), to the monstrous Hewitt family. By reshaping the 
villain�s heritage and forging a correlating bond between the two contempo-
rary narratives, audiences are presented with characters that ultimately are 
not indicative of their contemporary political and cultural contexts, but 
rather are reincarnated replicates which are intended to overshadow and 
replace their original source.           

Discussing the intention of the remake, Leitch states that: 

Remakes also seek to please both the audiences who have seen 
the films on which they are based and audiences who have not, but 
their task is complicated by the fact that instead of advertising the 
original films, they are competing with them, and so cannot risk in-
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voking memories of the earlier film too fervently even though they 
are limited in the kinds of novelty they can introduce, since they are 
telling the same story again rather than developing a familiar story in 
a new direction.15  

Furthering this construct of erasure and replacement, the use of actors 
familiar to audiences overshadows the roles recycled from Hooper�s origi-
nal source through distinct intertextual connections. Instantly breaking the 
original�s use of non professional actors, the two Michael Bay produced 
films cast television and film actors such as Jessica Biel, Eric Balfour, Jor-
dana Brewster and R. Lee Emery in lead roles. As previously mentioned in 
relation to the construction of the Sheriff Hoyt character, the implementa-
tion of familiar actors establishes an intertextual connotation of character 
dynamics which transplants the audience�s connection away from the origi-
nal narrative to a more contemporary point of reference. This is most evi-
dent in Nispel�s construct of Erin, the film�s final girl. Coming from the suc-
cessful television program 7th Heaven, a family orientated drama centred 
on a family headed by a Protestant minister, Biel�s role within the Texas 
remake instantly taps into her previous characterisation of Mary from the 
television program. Reproducing Mary�s moralistic and virtuous persona, 
Erin is immediately established as the film�s moral centre and provides the 
audience with a known character reference.   

Cementing a distinct character motif, the casting of Biel reflects 
Jameson�s comments on �a new connotation of pastness� as audiences are 
invited not to draw a connection with Hooper�s original final girl Sally from 
1974, but with the television program that Biel was in from 1996. In casting 
Biel in the lead role, Nispel removes any connective relationship between 
the two characters, which in turn erases the character�s history as Sally is 
no longer a point of reference for audience recognition. Instead, the audi-
ence is intertextually navigated toward Biel�s previous roles as a form of 
historical reference which erases Hooper�s original characters.   

Further, the expansion of the role of Erin and her ability to survive 
through resilience and strength contradicts Hooper�s characterisation of 
Sally, who ultimately survives through chance and luck rather than her abil-
ity to retaliate against those who seek to harm her. Drawing on a heritage 
of tough female characters such as Sigourney Weaver�s Ellen Ripley or 
Linda Hamilton�s Sarah Conner, Erin appears to emerge as an emblematic 
figure of a current cinematic character trend rather than from Hooper�s 
original creation. Biel herself states: 

Her name�s Erin, and she�s the glue that holds everybody together.  
She�s compassionate and kind of mothering. She tries to save all her 
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friends, though they end up getting killed anyway. What�s really cool 
about her is she has a will to survive and the strength to fight.  She�s 
not a victim. She�s a strong, pissed-off young woman.16       

As Biel somewhat simplistically proposes, this reincarnation of the nar-
rative�s sole survivor is not reliant on a male truck driver to facilitate her 
freedom (which is how Hooper�s narrative ended); it is her own self reliance 
that enables her escape and ultimate survival.   

When examining the nature of remaking and sequelisation, one cannot 
help but return to the initial question: why? Considering Hantke�s argument 
that the popular trend of horror remakes directs the audience back to the 
original source and thus entrenches it within the horror cinema cannon, it 
emerges as a neat but problematic conclusion. Although proving to be a 
commercially driven exercise for studios, the recasting of a previous narra-
tive also invites audiences to supplant a fragmented history of the �original� 
text (a mask, a tool of destruction or even an iconic death sequence) with a 
new narrative, intent on fashioning a contemporary identification with its 
audience. Although I do not wish to proclaim this as a good thing (or even a 
bad thing), what this interrogation does is enable an investigation into how 
contemporary filmmakers deal with the difficult concept of cultural property, 
and in turn how this recasting of history entwines a contemporary audience 
within an already established intertextual relationship. As Nispel�s film ulti-
mately reveals, audiences are no longer obligated to remember or revisit 
the original source material, as the previously celebrated narrative is no 
longer the historical marker for intertextual reference. Instead, through the 
remake and prequel, audiences are asked to accept the reinvented charac-
ters as replacements. As Leitch states: 

The audience for sequels wants to find out more, to spend more 
time with characters they are interested in and to find out what hap-
pened to them after their story was over.  The audience for remakes 
does not expect to find out anything new in this sense: they want the 
same story again, though not exactly the same.17      
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“Fucking Americans”: 

Postmodern Nationalisms in the Contemporary Splatter Film 

Phoebe Fletcher 

“What’s worse, my movie or Dick Cheney? No-
body actually died in my movie. People actually 
die because of Dick Cheney, and he doesn’t al-
low you to see it” 

Eli Roth, director of Hostel (2005)1

In Eli Roth�s 2005 film Hostel, two American frat boys and an Icelander 
are let loose on an archane and sexually licentious Europe. Lured to a hos-
tel in Bratislava, Slovakia by the prospect of nymphomaniac women who 
just �love Americans,� the trio slowly discover they have booked them-
selves in as victims for a torture chamber where the wealthy live out their 
sadistic fantasies by creatively murdering innocent tourists. Hostel presents 
dark images of the flipside of capitalism; a world where the fall of commu-
nism has led not to the fruits of capitalist labour but instead plunged East-
ern Europe into a terrifying trade where life is easily bought and sold. Part 
of an ultraviolent wave of splatter films seen as driving a 78% rise in do-
mestic horror box office profits from 2003-2006,2 Hostel controversially 
combined dystopian representations of capitalism with the detailed exposi-
tion of brutal violence. Made for a little over US$4million, Hostel opened at 
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number one at the US and Canadian box offices to generate more than 
US$20 million in its opening weekend, pushing Disney�s The Chronicles of 
Narnia out of the top spot.3 As one of the smash hits of the splatter wave, 
Hostel was read as cementing the trend towards violent cinema evidenced 
by House of 1000 Corpses (2003), The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (2003), 
Saw (2004), House of Wax (2005), The Devil’s Rejects (2005) and the Aus-
tralian production Wolf Creek (2005). Dubbed �torture porn� by critics who 
highlighted the verisimilitude between the violent images leaked from Abu 
Ghraib and the torture of ordinary Americans in these films, this association 
mobilized a narrative that linked the rise in popularity of the splatter film to 
audience�s unconscious fears of the �Global War on Terror�. This dis-
course, repeated by journalists, critics and the industry itself, positioned the 
post-9/11 horror as an avatar for debates over the limits, use and justifica-
tion for state violence.4 However, if Hostel�s images could be seen as a cri-
tique of US imperialism, this critique was leveraged off the presentation of 
Slovakia as a lawless state. Featuring lines such as, �I hope bestiality is il-
legal in Amsterdam, because that girl�s a fucking hog�, Hostel refuses the 
subjective alignment that characterizes much of American cinema. In this 
sense, Hostel might be seen as an example of what Fredric Jameson calls 
a �cultural text� in that its importance lies in the way it generates antago-
nism and debate over the ideological assumptions inherent in shaping so-
cial discourse. This provocation in Hostel centers on the fusion of sex and 
imperialism through the figure of the �fucking American�, providing an ex-
ample of how politics circulate under postmodern culture.  

I. Postmodern politics 

The term �postmodern� is one that has occupied a controversial posi-
tion within cultural studies, engendering intense debate over its origins and 
meaning. First emerging out of the fascination with modernity in art criticism 
of the 1870s before becoming a buzzword in architecture in the 1970s to 
describe the rejection of modernist aesthetics, postmodernism is often as-
sociated today with the collapse of Enlightenment discourses of teleological 
progress.5 As an aesthetic style, theorists generally agree postmodern 
texts are those that exhibit a high degree of self-reflexivity, evasiveness to-
wards ideological positioning, and the recycling of previous texts in a hybrid 
style.6 As a philosophical position, postmodernism refers to texts that sig-
nal the collapse of grand metanarratives about the way we structure our 
world. While discussions on postmodernism reached their high point in the 
mid-1990s, the advent of terrorist attacks from abroad on American soil 
saw a resurgence in its importance as a theoretical concept.  
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As Philip Hammond argues, the term postmodernism widely entered 
the public lexicon following the events of 9/11.7 The collapse of the Twin 
Towers, symbols of American progress, capitalism and modernity, was 
widely read by academia and critics as a reorganization of the distribution 
of global power. Declaring that he would �hunt down and punish� the terror-
ists, President Bush announced on the day of the attacks that the US would 
not distinguish between terrorists and the nations that harbour them.8 Nine 
days later, the President announced in his address that the perpetrators 
behind the attacks were al-Qaeda, a renegade band of Muslim fundamen-
talists bankrolled by Saudi billionaire Osama bin Laden. There were thou-
sands of these terrorists in over 60 countries, he continued, adding that 
�every nation in every region now has a decision to make: either you are 
with us or you are with the terrorists�.9 Accusing the Taliban, a Sunni sect 
who ruled Afghanistan, of providing a safe haven to bin Laden and his men, 
on September 20, 2001, the US invaded Afghanistan. Thus began the so-
called �Global War on Terror�, a war that would eventually spiral out to in-
clude the 2003 US occupation of Iraq under false allegations of the stock-
piling of weapons of mass destruction. While the war on Afghanistan and 
Iraq could be seen as a continuation of US foreign policy post-World War II, 
the linkage of these occupations with a Global War on Terrorism signaled 
dramatic shifts both in the distribution of global power and the presentation 
of warfare. Both of these conditions are easily lent towards interpretation 
through a postmodern lens.  

At a global level, the attacks of 9/11 were read as postmodern by 
many commentators in that they symbolized the collapse of the previous 
order. The balance of the world superpowers from 1945 till 1991 had been 
defined by the Cold War politics of an arms race between the US and the 
Soviet Union, characterized as an ideological struggle between capitalism 
and communism. Comparing the threat from al-Qaeda to World War Two 
and the Cold War, Bush announced that Afghanistan would be a �lengthy 
campaign unlike any other we have ever seen�.10 The US began to lobby 
other countries for military, economic and moral support. Perhaps the most 
significant of its strategic alliances in this early period was with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, who in volunteering military support and intelli-
gence overturned more than half a century of hostile relations between the 
two nations.11 Bush, together with the US Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld and Vice President Dick Cheney, advised concerned citizens 
through media channels that America was up against a formidable and 
faceless enemy that passed porously through national borders and was or-
ganized through the multinational establishment of terror training cells. The 
National Security Agency instructed citizens across the US that they were 
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under a high threat of terrorist attacks, disseminating information on how to 
respond to a terrorist attack, including the building of �safe rooms� in their 
homes that could protect their family from a gas attack.12 Like the paranoia 
of communism that epitomized the Cold War politics of McCarthyism of the 
1940s and 50s, emphasis was placed on the vulnerability of an attack from 
within.  

While the threat of terrorism stepped into the void left by the easing of 
Cold War tension, this new menace could not be as easily defined. Unlike 
the geographical and ethnic parameters that identified the nation state, ter-
rorism was by definition the actions of individuals or a group acting inde-
pendently. Domestically, government resources were directed to the sur-
veillance of citizens, enabled by the establishment of anti-terror legislation 
that stripped the individual rights of citizens. Passed into law in October 
2001, the Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate 
Tools to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act of 2001 (dubbed the �PA-
TRIOT Act) allowed citizens to be detained indefinitely, tapped and the 
Government to collect information on their library borrowings. Defining ter-
rorism so broadly that American animal rights activists have been prose-
cuted, the Act paved the way for the establishment of the Homeland Secu-
rity Department.13 Charged with the responsibility of collecting data about 
potential threats, by 2009 Homeland Security employed more than 200,000 
people.14 However, if the word �terrorism� was defined loosely internally and 
could be found anywhere, its pursuit and eradication globally was articu-
lated as having a clear target in the media: the Muslim world.  

State and individual were conflated by the Bush administration till they 
were indistinguishable, propagating a narrative that positioned bin Laden 
and al-Qaeda as interchangeable with Afghanistan and later Iraq. The 
press line juxtaposed the rise in women�s status in America with that of Af-
ghanistan under Sharia law (despite the Reagan administration supporting 
and arming the similarly jihadi fundamentalists called the mujahedeen in 
the 1980s). A US conquest was equated in the American media with free-
dom for the Afghani citizens, a strategy that was repeated with Iraq. This 
humanitarian message was underscored in its official name: �Operation 
Enduring Freedom�. The US positioned itself as the great liberator, who po-
liced rogue nation states primarily for the wealth of their people and distin-
guished between citizens and insurgents in their flexing of military might. 
Palestinian scholar Edward Said argued that politicians and the media were 
drawing from the opposition between East and West to posit a �Clash of 
Civilizations�, which positioned Islamic culture as a fundamental threat to 
the West.15  

 However, the Bush administration was increasingly coming under at-
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tack from intellectuals who drew attention to the emphasis on media spec-
tacle in discourses on the war. In his 2002 work Welcome to the Desert of 
the Real: 5 Essays on September 11 and related dates, Slavoj �i�ek drew 
attention to the parallels between disaster movies and the coverage of the 
war.16 This view of the war as a mediated event disjoined from reality was 
also articulated by French philosopher Jean Baudrillard, who argued in The 
Spirit of Terrorism And Requiem for the Twin Towers (2002) that the at-
tacks should not be seen as a �Clash of Civilizations� but as a response to 
globalization.17 For Baudrillard, the 9/11 attacks could be read as an ex-
pression of the fragility of US economic imperialism; it was �truimphant 
globalization battling against itself�.18 Closer to home, Noam Chomsky as-
serted in his work 9/11 that it was the US itself who was the most powerful 
terrorist state.19 Douglas Kellner continued the critique by asserting that 
Bush�s attempt to �eradicate evil from our world� was a step towards post-
modern warfare, which in focusing on a politics of media spectacle was 
bound to backfire.20 Pointing to the proliferation of alternative media, in-
cluding the growth of the World Wide Web since 1992, Kellner highlights 
the growth of images of counter-spectacle (such as those of terrorist at-
tacks and the peace marches). The result of such aggressive unilateralism 
on the behalf of the US would be a world threatened with �genocide and an 
endless spectacle of violence and destruction�.21 In contrast, conservative 
discourses pitted the failings of the US to protect its national borders as a 
direct result of the decline of nationalism in postmodern society, linking the 
development of this aesthetic to a growth in liberal politics.  

II. Torture porn and the ‘cultural text’ 

The period following 9/11 in the US, then, was one characterized by 
an increased assertion of national unity through the mainstream media as 
well as a corresponding movement that highlighted the problems with such 
unilateral policy. Initially, such plurality in opinion was not reflected in the 
mainstream media, which presented a monolithic discourse on the neces-
sity of the war. In terms of news journalism, this was aided by the Bush 
administration�s media strategy. This included the use of embedded jour-
nalists who were trained by and travelled with squadrons, and were re-
stricted by their agreement with the state in their reporting; staged media 
events (such as Jessica Lynch�s rescue or Bush�s �Mission Accomplished� 
gaffe); and the banning of images of the coffins of returned servicemen. An 
increase in military and media partnerships, such as former Motion Pictures 
Association of America President Jack Valenti�s meeting with the Pentagon 
and pledge to support the war effort, initially contributed to a relatively high 
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level of approval for the war.22 When Bush declared war on Afghanistan, 
his approval rating was at over 85%, a rating that dropped steadily as the 
War on Terror progressed.23 These ratings made it difficult for the press to 
initially critique Bush without facing accusations of unpatriotic behaviour. 
While this changed as the wars progressed, there is evidence that to some 
extent political debate was displaced onto the reception of media texts. 
Perhaps the clearest evidence of this at work is the extraordinary 
Scripps/Ohio 2006 poll that revealed that over a third of the US population 
believed that the attacks of 9/11 had been plotted and executed by federal 
agents. 24 These discourses were not circulated in the mainstream media; 
rather, they were the result of the growth of conspiracy theory on the inter-
net. If the war itself was postmodern, so indeed was its reception. 

This movement towards cultural texts as a means of asserting and de-
bating nationalism can be seen in the example of the splatter film. Briefly 
defined, these are films that feature high body counts, graphic displays of 
violence and dispense with the traditional conventions of Hollywood psy-
chological narratives.25 Shooting to prominence in the years from 2003 to 
2006, the entry of the splatter film into the mainstream was read by many 
commentators as a significant shift in US culture. The splatter film had 
largely been a marginalized media form since its emergence in the 1960s, 
originally screening in grindhouse theatres and drive-ins before being 
driven underground by restrictions in distribution during the �video nasty� 
era of the 1980s, where legislation was introduced that prosecuted distribu-
tors who circulated these films. As one of the most violent veins of US cin-
ema, these films regularly featured dismemberment, disembowelment and 
decapitation. Films such as House of 1000 Corpses, Saw, The Hills Have 
Eyes and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre were initially interpreted as pay-
ing homage to the original films in the wave, around the time of the release 
of Hostel, the reception of the splatter shifted to incorporate a discourse of 
the Global War on Terror. The genre was renamed �torture porn� by David 
Edelstein in an influential February 2006 article for the New York Times.26 
Edelstein argued that the rise in splatter films could be read against a wider 
surge of representations of torture in film and television. If the splatter film 
had begun its resurgence as a Sixties throwback, by 2006, its reception 
was now being shaped by its relevance to contemporary politics. 

By far the most important film in this wave in terms of catalyzing this 
shift in the interpretation of the splatter was Eli Roth�s 2005 film Hostel. Fol-
lowing the story of two American frat-boys who embark on a hedonistic tour 
of Europe, like Sacha Baron Cohen�s Borat (2005), Hostel�s play upon anti-
American sentiment abroad was met with a storm of controversy, generat-
ing national debate in the United States and discussion by a number of 
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governments internationally. This maelstrom largely centered on the repre-
sentation of nationalism in the film, with the domestic response centering 
on a rejection of the film�s images of US nationalism and internationally its 
affirmation of stereotypes Americans held of Eastern Europe. This contro-
versy began a full seven months before the release of Hostel with director 
Eli Roth�s appearance on Fox News� Your World Today in April 2005 with 
Neil Cavuto.27 When Roth was asked why he thought a fifth of the films re-
leased in 2005 so far had fallen into the brutal subgenre of splatter, he re-
plied, �Thanks to George Bush, Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney we 
have this whole new wave of horror�.28 Speaking against a blue screen im-
age of stills from the film featuring Americans wearing Abu-Ghraib-styled 
hoods and images of Paris Hilton cavorting in lingerie, Roth claimed that 
the swelling audience numbers could be attributed to a broader malaise 
towards the Bush administration�s foreign policy (in particular the occupa-
tions of Afghanistan and Iraq), botched handling of Hurricane Katrina, and 
increased security measures and surveillance of citizens.  

The controversy over the release of Hostel was founded in the way it 
juxtaposed images of American nationalism with the global, in the process 
undermining the stability of these constructions. The ensuing debate after 
its release (which was still reaching its height a full two years after it hit the 
theatres due to the upcoming publicity for its sequel Hostel II) centered 
around the film�s ability to function as a micropolitical sphere around which 
the boundaries of nationalism could be organized, while maintaining the 
sense of division and antagonism around the competing discourses in 
these imagined communities. Domestically, critics were initially divided as 
to whether the film could be seen as a satire of the politics of torture in the 
Global War on Terror or whether it satiated the voyeuristic desires of youth 
who were that way inclined.29 Internationally, Hostel�s response was no 
less controversial. In Slovakia, the film became the centre of debate over 
fears that its representation of their culture might kill off tourism in the same 
way the 1978 release of prison film Midnight Express sustained a signifi-
cant impact on Turkey�s tourism. SDKÚ MP Tomá� Galbavý declared �all 
Slovaks should feel offended. This monstrosity that does not at all reflect 
reality ... [Hostel] damage[s] the good reputation of Slovakia�.30 Respond-
ing to these criticisms, Roth appeared on Slovak television to argue that the 
film was not intended to offend Slovakians, rather it was a critique of the 
way Americans view Eastern Europe after the collapse of communism 
(�only 12% of Americans have passports�, he surmised).31 Roth�s public 
appeal went some way to quell unrest over the film, with former Slovak 
Minister of Culture Milan Knazko appearing as one of the heavies for Elite 
Hunting (the organization behind the murders) in Hostel II.  
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Much of Hostel�s divisiveness in its reception is derived from its denial 
of a stable subject position within the text. Although Hostel is littered with 
metonymic markers that encourage us to interrogate elements of contem-
porary culture, the text effaces the assertion of the primacy of a preferred 
reading on how this should be interpreted. That is, while the images of 
hooded victims in Hostel clearly hold symbolic reverence for the news im-
ages emerging of torture and abuse at US military prisons abroad, the text 
avoids any resolution on how these images should be read. Violence is po-
sitioned as a mobius strip within splatter films such as Hostel � following its 
inception there is no hope of its resolution; it provides both the point of de-
struction and the only way out. This denial of a preferred ideological stance 
leaves the politics of the film as ambiguous � deprived of their social con-
text, it is unclear whether these images of torture are satirical or are there 
for the audience�s voyeuristic enjoyment. This is reinforced at the level of 
the narrative through the establishment of the characters as anti-heroes in 
the first third of the film�s exposition, where our American protagonists Josh 
and Paxton are positioned as misogynist, homophobic and ignorant of local 
custom in a series of interactions in brothels, nightclubs and a marijuana 
café. At this point the power dynamics of the film reverse and our consum-
ers become the consumed. The hostel in Bratislava they are lured to func-
tions as a front for the Elite Hunting organization, who recruit unwitting tour-
ists to be sold on to consumers for torture and slaughter, the price on their 
heads determined on the basis of their nationality and gender. This reversal 
obfuscates subjective identification, as the audience is presented with 
characters that are far worse than the unlikeable protagonists and we wit-
ness the brutal torture inflicted on them. This complication of subjective en-
joyment is further confused by Hostel�s generic allegiance to the splatter 
film, where emphasis shifts from the psychological suspense and delay of 
violence that characterizes much of contemporary horror to its anticipation. 
Violence in the splatter is an aesthetic style, with the frequent sequences of 
dismemberment, disembowelment and decapitation that punctuate these 
films the culmination of the triumph of special effects. Hostel was promoted 
precisely on this promise of onscreen graphic violence, with posters featur-
ing a man having his tooth drilled and a woman�s severed head. Like the 
cinematic predecessors in the 1960s that give rise to its treatment of vio-
lence, Hostel impedes a simple reading of its text and thus can be consid-
ered an example of a postmodern text. Reviews were split between those 
who argued Hostel epitomized the moral decline of youth within contempo-
rary society, and those who felt that the film was a criticism of the Bush 
administration�s approach to foreign policy.  

While postmodernism has often been interpreted within cultural stud-
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ies as a death of the political due to its fragmentation of cohesive ideologi-
cal positions, the case of Hostel�s controversial reception signals that even 
texts lacking cohesive ideological positions can propel political movements. 
This process is perhaps best elaborated through the work of Fredric 
Jameson. Shooting to fame with the publication of his 1984 article �Post-
modernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism� in the New Left Re-
view, Jameson injected discourses on postmodernism with the economic 
focus of Marxism.32 Jameson argues that under the economic conditions of 
late capitalism, postmodernism becomes the dominant aesthetic mode for 
textual representation.33 For Jameson, the 1970s mark a shift towards an 
intensification of capitalist structures of organization. The commercial be-
comes the matrix organizing the construction of public life, fusing art and 
commerce in popular discourse. We now communicate in and through 
commodities as they move to the centre of everyday life, eroding traditional 
notions of a public sphere. History is replaced in the text by nostalgia as 
cultural products from previous times are recycled in an endless, schizo-
phrenic interplay of pastiche. Distinctions between high and low culture, the 
political and the commercial collapse as capitalist imperatives extend fur-
ther and further into everyday life. This causes the proliferation and frag-
mentation of culture, which is now engaged in the cannibalization of previ-
ous eras in an affirmation of nostalgia. For Jameson, �the advanced capital-
ist societies today are now a field of stylistic and discursive heterogeneity 
without a norm�.34  

However, for Jameson, postmodernism is not the death of the political 
within texts; rather it is a shift in the mode of its circulation. All texts are in-
herently political regardless of their perceived cultural weight, including 
those made under the economic conditions of late capitalism. Reflecting 
the social and historical praxis of their production, the text is always ideo-
logical, performing the function of �inventing imaginary or formal �solutions� 
to unresolvable social contradictions�.35 Texts are always connected to the 
social, moving to the centre of social life during moments of �cultural revolu-
tion� when competing discourses antagonize debate over established so-
cial structures.36 With its connotations of China in the 1960s, Jameson�s 
notion of the cultural revolution implies that it is History that happens in the 
interstices before dominant groups cement and abstract these changes 
through the creation of nostalgic texts and discourses. Cultural revolutions 
are moments of transition, interstices unable to be translated through the 
limiting structures of language. The rise of postmodernism is therefore not 
associated with political dissolution as even in their fragmentation, post-
modern texts can encourage the antagonism and struggle essential to cre-
ating debate. For Jameson, the shift in society from an emphasis on pro-
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duction to one almost entirely focused on consumption means that debates 
shift to the reification of commodities. As Colin McCabe underscores in his 
introduction to The Geopolitical Aesthetic: Cinema and space in the global 
system, this means that the commodity can now interfere in the sphere of 
production, producing images that temporarily jam the system and gener-
ate debate.37 As with other Marxists, Jameson�s notion of the cultural revo-
lution is embedded with the desire for this debate to lead to social trans-
formation to economic equality on a broader scale as he identifies class as 
the essential dialectic organising cultural expression. However, this utopi-
anism is circumvented in his work through the qualification that true History 
is one of constant, evolving cultural revolution.38 For Jameson, some texts 
are more open to multiple interpretations than this process of transforma-
tion. He terms these texts �cultural�, of which Hostel can be seen as an ex-
ample.39  

III. Torture porn abroad 

A large part of Hostel�s success and controversy was generated by the 
way it departed from the formula of the other splatter films, and it is this de-
parture that led to a shift in the interpretation of these films. While the other 
splatters in the wave all followed the narrative trajectory of an apocalyptic 
collapse from within American culture, Hostel reterritorialized this fear of a 
collapse from within to show a world where to be American is to live under 
constant threat. The relationship between America and the world is posi-
tioned as hostile, a theme underlined in the first turning point of the film 
when the boys return from a brothel to find themselves locked out of a 
Dutch hostel. Calling out to the owner to be let in, the trio wake those in the 
neighbouring apartments, who respond with hostility to their presence. In a 
hail of bottles and abuse, one neighbour yells loudly �fucking Americans�, 
drawing attention to Josh and Paxton�s alien status in a foreign land. Saved 
from this abuse by a fellow Slovakian backpacker called Alex who lets them 
into the hostel via a fire escape, Alex greets Josh, Paxton and their Ice-
landic companion Oli with the phrase, �don�t worry, not everyone wants to 
kill Americans�. Alex tells them of a hostel in Bratislava filled with beautiful 
local women who just �love Americans�. �They just hear your accent and 
want to fuck you�, Alex explains, showing the boys images on his mobile 
phone of naked women draped all over him. As these are the images that 
eventually lead to our protagonists� tragic demise, the subtext of Hostel 
from this turning point is that everyone does indeed want to kill Americans.  

This analogy between American economic superiority, sex and coloni-
zation is continued throughout Hostel as the power relationships reverse 
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and our consumers become the consumed. Josh�s hesitant wander down 
the hallway in the brothel where the doorways reveal silhouetted figures in 
various sexual positions is mirrored in a pivotal sequence where Paxton 
discovers the torture chamber. Having pressured the girls who function as 
his honey trap to reveal the location of Josh, Natalya leads him to a seem-
ingly deserted factory under the guise that it is an art gallery. As he charges 
down the empty hallway, Elite Hunting heavies emerge and drag him down 
the hallway to reveal open doors with people being tortured. Cursing Nata-
lya for her betrayal, Paxton yells �You fucking bitch� at her. Natalya smiles. 
�I got a lot of money for you�, she purrs, �That makes you my bitch�. The 
parallels between these sequences in both mise-en-scene and cinematog-
raphy encourage the associative link between American capitalism and 
human trafficking. This rejection of US culture is reinforced through the way 
that Paxton�s escape is only facilitated by the denial of his American citi-
zenship � he tells his torturer he is not American in fluent German buying 
time for him to fight back. In the paranoid world of Hostel, it is Americans 
who hold the highest price on their head at US$25,000 per kill. The �fucking 
American� then becomes a metaphor for the relationship between sex and 
economic imperialism, but also for a violent rejection of US nationalism 
from other cultures. 

However, if Hostel draws from a critique of US economic imperialism, 
then this critique is one that comes at the cost of the introduction of stereo-
types of Eastern Europe in the text. Slovakia is positioned as a failed state 
after the fall of Communism, frequented by human traffickers, prostitutes, 
murderous children and complicit locals. Slovakia is constructed through its 
allegiance to binary oppositions that juxtapose the safety of American civili-
zation with the violence of the developing world. Shot in the Czech Repub-
lic as a substitute for filming in Slovakia, the film presents the latter state as 
stripped of modernity, automobiles and televisions are replaced with mod-
els from the 1950s and 60s to convey the notion of a region frozen in time. 
This is reinforced by a constant misrecognition of local knowledge within 
the film; the locals speak Czech or Russian rather than Slovak, and the 
tourist who lures them to their death tells them that there is so much �pussy 
[in Slovakia] since the War�, in the process conflating Slovakia with other 
states in the region, such as Bosnia.  

In Edward Said�s influential work Orientalism (1995[1978]), he argues 
that these kinds of racialised representations are a result of colonizing 
processes.40 Drawing from a litany of texts on Arab cultures, Said traces 
how anthropological, literary and cinematic images reflect the ideological 
motivations of the period of European expansionism, a time where Europe 
or European-derived powers grew to control 85% of the globe by 1914.41 
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Prompted by a colonizing worldview that saw Europe as superior due to its 
scientific Enlightenment, representations of the Orient were distorted 
through the lens of the Occident and constructed through their allegiance to 
binary oppositions of �civilized Europe�. The East thus becomes exoticized 
and embedded with the anxieties of the West, with the images revealing lit-
tle about the peoples under the microscope. The sexual hierarchies of Vic-
torian England were opposed to the licentious sexuality of the colonized, 
the civilized to the savage, the human to the animal and so on. In this way, 
the image of the Orient holds little relevance to the actual conditions of 
these countries, rather functioning to displace repressed elements of west-
ern culture onto the East in a process that he refers to as �Othering�.  

Said�s work was both influential and controversial; like Jameson, his 
insistence on dialectics in articulating the global politics of power was re-
ceived by many as totalizing and therefore glossing over the specificities 
that form the basis of assertions of local difference. In recognizing these 
limitations, it is useful to juxtapose these critiques with the influence that 
Said�s framework of Self versus Other has had on the discussions of na-
tionalism. The positioning of localized knowledge against the entrenched 
horizon of western thought has formed a key backbone and dialectic that 
underwrites much of indigenous studies today. In this sense, Said�s meth-
odological framework is not limited in its application to works from this par-
ticular historical perspective and is fruitful to the way that processes of cul-
tural imperialism work in many societies, highlighting the influence that 
western epistemologies have had on the way we construct and discuss na-
tionalisms. For Said, the repetition of ideas in the first Gulf War that Arabs 
cannot fight is evidence of the way that America draws upon modes of Ori-
entalism to legitimize its aggressive foreign policy in a discourse that binds 
acceptance of its economic imperialism with the transition towards a de-
mocratic society where the rights of individuals are recognized.42 In Said�s 
work, economic and cultural imperialism are positioned as yet another 
colonizing process. 

I want to suggest that Hostel�s incorporation of Orientalist discourses 
in the text is complex, functioning to both affirm and deny dominant con-
structs of American nationalism. The release of Hostel during a time that 
saw the resurgence of Orientalist discourses as part of the Global War on 
Terror is one of the reasons for the film�s success and controversy. The film 
works to challenge the notion of the �American dream� by positioning the 
US� wealth as the result of aggressive global geopolitics rather than the oft-
repeated myth of the nation as a frontier with an egalitarian approach to 
equal rights. Affluence in Hostel is aligned with exploitation rather than mo-
rality or working hard, challenging some of the fundamental moral tenets 
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that Hollywood articulates repetitively. As Thom Anderson notes, while 
many contemporary films challenge the notion of the American Dream 
through an interrogation of the conclusions of such a vision (American 
Beauty, Requiem for a Dream, The Truman Show), very few films introduce 
the notion of class struggle into this examination.43 When the notion of 
class has been introduced, it has often been met with resistance by the 
state itself � think for example of the prosecution of filmmakers who were 
perceived to have communist leanings by the House Committee on Un-
American Activities in the 1940s and 1950s. Hostel�s controversy lies in the 
way it foregrounds discourses on class and the construction of US national-
ism in a much more explicit way than any of the other films in the post-9/11 
splatter cycle. This ambiguous discourse in Hostel is founded in the way 
that it takes Orientalist binaries of America�s place in the world and col-
lapses them until there is only the Other.  

IV. Perseus’ paradox 

This difference in the construction of Hostel and other films in the post-
2003 splatter wave can be explained through its distinction in terms of its 
generic allegiance and form. Hostel draws much of its influence from an 
even smaller hybrid of the splatter subgenre: the Cannibal film. Even more 
marginalized than the splatter film, the Cannibal film emerges as a generic 
form in the 1970s and 1980s. Italian or Italian-American co-productions, 
these films were accompanied by a cycle of Zombie films set abroad and 
were generally targeted at American audiences. Set in locations exotic to 
American audiences, such as the Sahara Desert in the case of Jesus 
Franco�s Oasis of the Zombies (1981), Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea 
in Mountain of the Cannibal Gods (1978), and Matool, Southern India for 
Lucio Fulci�s Zombi II, these films draw on the tension between First and 
Third worlds. In the Italian Cannibal and Zombie films, the collapse of soci-
ety is catalyzed through the refusal to recognise indigenous knowledge and 
is positioned as the direct result of occupying indigenous space. Perhaps 
the most infamous and certainly the most controversial film of this wave, 
Ruggero Deodato�s Cannibal Holocaust (1980), provides a major influence 
in the construction of Hostel, so much so that Deodato appears as an Elite 
Hunting customer dissecting a body in the sequel. As these films set much 
of the generic precedents for the treatment of Orientalist binaries, I will 
trace some of the key characteristics and tropes of Cannibal Holocaust be-
fore returning to Hostel.  

Like Hostel, Cannibal Holocaust is a complex film because it invokes 
what it critiques. Cannibal Holocaust follows the plight of a New York Uni-
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versity Anthropology Professor Harald Monroe who takes a film crew over 
to the Amazonian rainforest to trace the whereabouts of a group of film-
makers who have not returned since leaving to make a documentary on a 
tribe of cannibals. Deep in the jungle, the group finally encounters the 
Yanomamo tribe they have been searching for, witnessing a brutal cere-
mony where a woman is raped with a stone and beaten to death over the 
head with it. After gaining the trust of the tribe, they discover the bones of 
the original film crew on display and manage to smuggle the rolls of film out 
of their belongings. Returning to New York, producers for the Pan Ameri-
can Broadcasting Company bar the Professor from accessing the footage. 
It is revealed that this concealment is deemed necessary because the dead 
filmmakers have based their career on staging fake battles between in-
digenous peoples around the world. As the rushes are revealed, we learn 
that the blood is not fake in these battles: the filmmakers had forced the vil-
lagers to perform denigrating sexual and genocidal acts on their own peo-
ple at gunpoint. The Professor and the Pan American Broadcasting Com-
pany recoil in shock as they watch rushes of the gang rape and murder of a 
local girl while the only female filmmaker, Faye, pleads for them to stop. 
The male filmmakers then impale her on a stick and shift tense from sadists 
to anthropologists, filming the scene as if they just stumbled across a local 
custom so that they can edit out the footage later. When the Yanomamo 
tribe avenges the death of one of their own by killing Faye in a similar fash-
ion, the men in the crew film it, and the rushes finish with the men being 
slaughtered as the film reel runs out. Professor Monroe and the executives 
of the Pan American Broadcasting Company are then drawn into a conver-
sation on the relationship between violence, imperialism and voyeurism, 
before the executives vow to burn the film.  

What makes Hostel and Cannibal Holocaust such controversial films is 
that this invocation is achieved through a sense of hyperrealism in terms of 
their cinematography. Part of Cannibal Holocaust�s punch in terms of its co-
lonial critique is in the deployment of what Sergio Leone called a �hyper-
real� style of violence.44 Deodato incorporates cinéma vérité techniques in 
order to heighten the tension of the film, in the process obfuscating the 
boundaries between reality and fiction, a technique he learned in his train-
ing under neo-realist Roberto Rossellini.45 Like other cinéma vérité films 
such as The Battle of Algiers (1996), the film blends elements of actual 
politics with their reconstruction. The competing tribes in Cannibal Holo-
caust, the Yanomamo and the Shamatari are actual tribes played by in-
digenous actors and the film is shot in the relatively inaccessible Leticia in 
Bogota, giving an element of realism to the film�s location. In reality these 
tribes have little conflict, and it is only the Yanomamo who practice canni-
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balism as a post-death rite.46 The documentary style in Cannibal Holo-
caust, later poached for films such as The Blair Witch Project (1999) and 
Diary of the Dead (2007), positions the viewer in the subjective viewpoint of 
the character behind the camera, promoting suture that conflicts against 
the otherwise difficult material. Like Hostel, Deodato incorporates allegori-
cal material on contemporary politics, claiming that the inspiration for the 
journalistic style shown in the film stems from the voyeuristic sensational-
ism exhibited in the media coverage of the Red Brigade, an Italian group of 
Leftist extremists who killed 272 people in the period from 1970 and 
1982.47 However, the film also begins with a news segment that parodies 
the United States as the land of progress, highlighting the way that these 
Italian produced Zombie and Cannibal films also functioned to circulate a 
distinctly national based critique of US dominance at the same time as ori-
enting their representations towards the American market.  

Cannibal Holocaust�s controversial realism is achieved partially 
through combining real violence with very realistic special effects: six ani-
mals are slaughtered or dissected in the course of the film. It is this blurring 
of the boundaries between the real and the represented that nearly de-
stroyed Deodato�s career. While the film made over US$2million upon its 
premiere in Italy and was initially received with critical acclaim, the film was 
withdrawn on the orders of the Italian Government on the tenth day of re-
lease and Deodato was put on trial for murdering his actors.48 Eventually 
the charges were dropped when Deodato was able to prove that the actors 
were alive. However, the Government continued prosecution and Deodato 
served a short jail sentence for animal cruelty.49 This response from the 
state is undoubtedly related to the way that the film positions a challenge to 
stable images of western hubris. The only character who consistently is po-
sitioned as sympathetic to the exploitation of the indigenous peoples is the 
anthropologist Professor Monroe, who provides a figure of identification in a 
film otherwise populated with antagonistic protagonists. However, the au-
thority of Monroe is ultimately undermined in Cannibal Holocaust through 
processes of casting � our only image of stable western identification is 
played by Richard Kerman, who at the time was infamous as a porn star, 
appearing in over 100 X-rated films in the 1970s and 80s (his most notable 
role was in Debbie Does Dallas). Aimed at a more mainstream audience, 
Hostel draws from Cannibal Holocaust in terms of the way it draws upon 
Orientalist discourses, but rather than utilizing cinéma vérité techniques it 
draws from mainstream film conventions in its construction.  

Hostel opens with all the cinematic cues of a teen film, contrasting with 
the dark glimpses of bloody instruments and a furnace being stoked in the 
opening sequence (images that we later learn are from the torture cham-
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ber). Blaring rock music, bright lighting and lambent colours introduce Josh 
and Paxton and the upbeat atmosphere of their holiday through Europe. 
The sequence in the brothel is positioned as pure fantasy: blue lighting 
shows Josh wandering through a hallway that functions as a catalogue of 
contorted coitus, the bodies of people engaged in the act silhouetted 
through rice paper doors. In shifting from an atmosphere of hedonistic 
celebration in the first part of the film to the punishment in the second part 
of the film, Hostel plays on fans expectations of the transgression of social 
boundaries. As Jeffrey Sconce argues, fans of B films, which includes vio-
lent cinema such as these films, position themselves in knowledge and op-
position to Hollywood conventions, a movement that he refers to as �para-
cinema� (Sconce, 1995: 371- 393).50 The juxtaposition of metonymic mark-
ers of contemporary politics (as in the torture chair) with the hyperreal im-
ages of mainstream American cinema works within the text as a broader 
commentary on the way that hegemonic culture works to gloss over ine-
quality, positioning difference in class status as the result of an individual 
choice rather than social positioning. This self-reflexivity is emphasised in 
the film through a series of cameos that highlight the role of popular culture 
in creating our perception of violence: Quentin Tarantino�s Pulp Fiction 
plays on the television at the hostel, Japanese yakuza film director Takashi 
Miike (whose film Audition can also be seen as an influence on Hostel) 
emerges as a happy customer from the torture chamber, and Roth chokes 
on his bong and laughs back at the camera in the marijuana café while 
Paxton remarks, �aren�t there any fucking Dutch people in Amsterdam�. 
Despite these elements of reflexivity within the text, Hostel – like Cannibal 
Holocaust – plays its subversion so straight that many reviewers dismissed 
Roth�s deliberate confusion of geography, linguistics and invocation of a 
misogynist narrative as a result of ignorance. However, both films display 
such careful construction in the introduction of these elements that they 
cannot be dismissed as unintentional. Like Perseus needing to stare into 
his own reflective shield to slaughter the monster Medusa, Hostel and 
Cannibal Holocaust ask us to gaze through the looking glass at our rela-
tionship to other cultures before coming to conclusions.  

V. Everyone is other, or, we are all Americans 

As Middle Eastern studies scholar Ella Shohat argues, notions of Ori-
entalism are intimately bound up with constructions of sexuality. Imperialist 
narratives embed what she calls the trope of �rescue� which �forms the cru-
cial site of the battle over representation�.51 The domination and expansion 
of the West in Orientalist texts is justified by narratives that position western 
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liberation as an aspirational ideal. Thus Shohat argues �the figure of the 
Arab assassin/rapist, like that of the African cannibal, helps produce the 
narrative and ideological role of the Western liberator as integral to the co-
lonial rescue fantasy... provid[ing] an indirect apologia for domination�.52 
For Shohat, who draws from feminist apparatus theory, this �colonising 
gaze� is instituted at both the level of the camera and the construction of 
subjectivity within the text. The disavowal of the rescue trope in the Canni-
bal film is key to understanding the way that these films, while circulating 
Orientalist discourses, promote a violent affront to the stability of economic 
imperialism. At the end of Cannibal Holocaust and Hostel, the Other is un-
able to be colonised and western culture is positioned as a site of instabil-
ity. Hence Monroe is unable to understand or to rescue the Yanomamo in 
Cannibal Holocaust. Indeed, the film hints that the brutal practices of rape 
and murder we witness upon Monroe�s arrival are a reenactment of the 
western film crew�s behavior or attempt at appeasing the Gods for their in-
trusion. In Hostel, the complicity of the locals in disposing of foreigners is 
positioned as the direct result of an unequal economy where life is cheap. 
This is highlighted in the film through the absence of industry or progress, 
the deserted factory that doubles as a torture chamber functioning as a 
synecdoche for the unequal division of wealth that aids Josh and Paxton for 
the first part of the film.  

This overturning of the rescue trope is further emphasised in Hostel 
during Paxton�s bungled rescue attempt. After escaping by donning the uni-
form of the rich patrons who torture, Paxton hears the screams of Yuki, a 
Japanese woman at the hostel who bonds with Paxton and Josh when her 
friend is reported to have run away with Oli. Responding, Paxton rushes in 
and kills her assassin, who he interrupts in the process of blow torching 
Yuki�s eye, which now forms a lengthy protrusion from her face. Unsure 
what to do to ease her excruciating pain, Paxton picks up the scissors on 
the torturer�s table to cut off the abject eye, causing her immense pain and 
pus to pour out of the wound. The pair then escape to the train station, 
where Yuki catches her reflection and then promptly commits suicide by 
throwing herself in front of a train. Paxton�s attempt at rescue, then, is posi-
tioned within the text as inept. Despite killing Yuki�s torturer, he becomes 
yet another purveyor of torture by completing the bizarre action of amputat-
ing her eyeball. Our surviving protagonist Paxton is positioned as insignifi-
cant in the face of broader economic imperatives � merely another Ameri-
can (a status that is underlined when he is promptly beheaded within the 
first 15 minutes of the sequel). This refusal of assimilation occurs at the 
price of the reinforcement of ethnic stereotypes, a movement that ultimately 
renders these texts complex. In the Cannibal film�s nihilistic abandonment 
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of the restoration or improvement of social order that characterizes the cli-
max of much of Classical Hollywood Cinema, they institute a critique of 
Western imperialism that refuses to take a single ideological position, leav-
ing the text in flux as the trauma is left unresolved. If the violence in the 
world is positioned as a result of western imperialism, it is a problem that is 
unable to be resolved through western hubris. This is emphasized in the 
Cannibal film through western violence being positioned as exercised in-
discriminately whereas the violence of the local peoples is meted in re-
sponse to colonization. Thus the violence of the Yanomamo in Cannibal 
Holocaust is situated as stemming from the invasion of the film crew, driven 
by the profit motives of commercial television, or on another level, from 
western presence itself. In Hostel this is linked to American economic impe-
rialism and the unfettered commodification of aspects of human life as an-
other form of capital that can then circulate on the market.  

Hostel, then, is a film that has a complicated relationship to the gaze. 
Subjective identification as well as notions of stable nationalisms are con-
stantly undermined within the text. This can be seen in the way that the tra-
ditional alignment of the camera�s gaze with the lead protagonist is frus-
trated within the text. Significantly, the camera aligns with Josh during the 
fantasy sex sequence, the only one of the trio who is positioned as impo-
tent through his inability to pick up women or have sex with a prostitute. 
Josh wanders the corridor awkwardly as his friends participate in sexual 
orgies. Rejected by local women at the club and emasculated for wearing 
an unfashionable �fanny pack� (a wallet around the waist used by tourists to 
protect their money from theft), Josh is further ostracised through his non-
participation in this sequence and therefore his inability to assimilate with 
the masculine world. Clearly uncomfortable, Josh is positioned as naive 
when he hears a slapping sound and cries, only to open the door to find a 
bondage and discipline chamber. When peer-pressured into a room with a 
prostitute by his friends, the camera notably departs from Josh. A long shot 
shows his would-be lover offering herself to him in lingerie and a feather 
boa. As she turns away from him to remove her brassiere, the camera�s 
identification shifts from Josh to the prostitute, and we are shown a point-
of-view shot from her perspective of the empty hallway, signifying that Josh 
has fled. This notion that it is the audience who are equally voyeuristic as 
the camera mimics the gaze of our anti-hero protagonists, glancing down at 
the administrator�s breasts as they check into the hostel in Bratislava. Iden-
tification is constantly complicated in subjective alignment � Roth performs 
what he refers to as a Hitchcock-styled Psycho switch when lead protago-
nist Josh, who has been positioned as the most sympathetic character out 
of the trio, is dispensed with only a third of the way through the film, forcing 
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audiences to attempt to switch identification to Paxton.53 In a further com-
plication of this identification, Paxton only manages to buy time to escape 
from the torture chamber by speaking in German and claiming that he is 
not an American (a claim that due to actor Jay Hernandez� status as a 
Mexican-American further complicates notions of stable nationalism within 
the text by challenging the notions of stable borders). If Hostel is about au-
diences looking at torture, the gaze in this film is continually complicated; a 
frustration that occurs at the level of nationalism.  

Read through this lens, the immense popularity of Hostel as a text can 
be seen as founded in the way its constant reversals tap into wider dis-
courses on America�s place in the world. With the constant undermining of 
nationalism within the text Hostel can be considered as an example of 
postmodern nationalism, in that constructions of America are always su-
perseded by notions of the global within the text. It is precisely this decen-
tering of the subject that provokes controversy and allows for the text to 
function as a micropolitical sphere where debates over the limits of nation-
alism can be played out. The timing of Hostel�s release coincided with a 
broader ideological crisis in America�s positioning, that of the emergence of 
a counterbalance to the US� role as global superpower through the imposi-
tion of a new threat of terrorism which could crumble the very symbolic 
structures that represent this dominance. As Jean-Marie Columbani de-
clared for Le Monde in an editorial piece the day after the attacks, in this 
moment �we are all Americans�, drawing attention to the way that the rear-
rangement of global geopolitics following 9/11 would affect us all.54 Hostel 
then might be seen as utopian in spite of its very nihilistic themes and its 
decentering of traditional Hollywood subjectivity: in representing a world 
where US hegemony is usurped by its effects, it hints towards the construc-
tion of a new nationalism that incorporates class equality on a global scale.  
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Their Time Has Come:  

Bad Cinema Nerds as Late-Capitalist Paradigm 

Mark Steven 

Male Nerd: Wait! Would you rather live in the 
ascendancy of a civilization or during its de-
cline?  
Female Nerd: Poindexter, do you wanna fuck or 
not? 

Revenge of the Nerds (1984) 

 

Anybody engaged in serious thought about American culture would do 
well to re-watch the opening scene of Jeff Kanew's directorial magnum 
opus, Revenge of the Nerds. The sequence introduces Lewis Skolnick and 
Gilbert Lowell, the eponymous nerds who are leaving their parents� homes 
to board at college where they will both study computer science. Within the 
film�s first three minutes � which ostensibly depict little more than Lewis 
and his father collecting Gilbert from a suburban home � Revenge of the 
Nerds presents a peculiar though telling series of events. Gilbert reveals a 
well-nigh pathological reluctance to leave his mother and unconvincingly at-
tempts to mask this condition with concern for her wellbeing, he and Lewis 
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laugh about ARVs (�average restroom visits�), and with Lewis� father they 
crack jokes about genitalia and speculate that soon their greatest concern 
as �college men� will be �getting laid.�  

Even though an excess of bawdy and bodily humour might invite the 
labeling of Revenge of the Nerds as �bad cinema,� this is not why the film�s 
prefatory moments are significant. Rather, I find Revenge of the Nerds par-
ticularly interesting from its outset because it opens by throwing the two 
protagonists down a passage of adherently Freudian psycho-sexualisation. 
What we witness is Lewis and Gilbert�s evocation of their own progression 
through the five stages of development mapped out in Sigmund Freud�s 
�Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality� (1925). The two nerds rapidly 
advance from the oral stage through anal to phallic, at which point the nar-
rative pauses for the opening credits, bringing their development into la-
tency.1 They finally reach genital stage just prior to driving through the 
campus� open gates, speeding in with a visual echo of every train-through-
tunnel metaphor put to celluloid. It is only apposite then, after this diegetic-
developmental charge and upon their arrival at Adams College, that Lewis 
exclaims, �You know Gilbert, I feel different already. More mature.�  

At this point of apparent sexual maturity Lewis and Gilbert enter into a 
surreal space more akin to the Freudian dreamscape than any real-world 
tertiary institution. Unlike similar though more mainstream and critically-
acclaimed movies such as Fast Times at Ridgemont High (1982) or The 
Breakfast Club (1985), Revenge of the Nerds� setting is comparable to 
some of the dreamlike cinema directed by Luis Buñuel or David Lynch and 
is virtually identical to the dream sequences of the early Nightmare on Elm 
Street films (1984, 1985, 1987). As the Freudian dream is full of the most 
�indifferent and strangest material� while still driven by some fundamental 
desire, the apparent surreality of dreams is attributed to the transmutation 
of thoughts via what Freud calls dream-work: the psychological function 
which transforms latent dream-thoughts into the manifest dream by way of 
condensation, displacement, and symbolisation.2 On first impression, Ad-
ams College seems to have undergone the same treatment, as though it 
too has been condensed, displaced, and symbolised by a cinematic dream-
work. Clumsily barging their way across the grounds, Lewis and Gilbert en-
counter a cavalcade of bizarre characters and tableaux: two sartorially 
identical women, a platoon of marching soldiers, a man being dropped, 
face first, from the roof of a two-storey building, and a collision involving 
two bikes, a fully loaded golf cart, and an ill-placed desk. Though the latent 
meaning of these bizarre images isn�t readily distinguishable their conspi-
cuity and abundance invites an argument that they serve as manifestations 
of some impulse buried within Revenge of the Nerds� diegesis.3  
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I provide these psychoanalytic remarks as initial coordinates for an in-
terpretation modeled upon the work of Fredric Jameson, whose writing 
combines psychoanalysis and a Marxist theory of ideology. If cinema has 
as its underlying impulse, to take up Jameson, �albeit in what is often dis-
torted and repressed unconscious form[,] our deepest fantasies about the 
nature of social life, both as we live it now and as we feel in our bones it 
ought rather to be lived,�4 then what might be manifest in Revenge of the 
Nerds are fragmentary traces of the culture which gave birth to this film and 
perhaps even desire for an alternative to these conditions of production. 
The culture in question is that of mid-eighties, late-capitalist America, the 
epicentral heart of which is Hollywood. Jameson has described this context 
in decidedly Marxian terms:  

� this whole global, yet American, postmodern culture is the internal 
and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of American 
military and economic domination throughout the world: in this 
sense, as throughout class history, the underside of culture is blood, 
torture, death, and terror.5  

This description insists upon the question of whether Revenge of the 
Nerds� surreal imagery and sexed-up protagonists are somehow super-
structural articulations of a destructive and blood-soaked mode of produc-
tion. Because Adams College appears as subject to the same hyperbolic 
psycho-sexualisation that Lewis and Gilbert underwent in the opening 
scene (abounding with scantily clad, feminine flesh and hordes of lascivi-
ous men), thinking about Revenge of the Nerds as cinema�s dream-worked 
manifestation of late-capitalist culture could recast Adams as less a tertiary 
institution than the hypersexual dreamscape of postmodern America. This 
would be Tinseltown�s ostensible upside to the endemic blood, torture, 
death, and terror of late capitalism. Psychoanalysis thus provides a point of 
entry from which it is possible to unfold the latent tensions that underpin 
Revenge of the Nerds, illuminating the destructive underside of its mode of 
production. Before proceeding, however, a brief aside might clarify my posi-
tion in regards to Marxism. While I am working within a �base and super-
structure� mode of thought, my understanding of this theory is not that of 
Karl Marx�s own �economism� but, rather, Raymond Williams� more nu-
anced revision. Williams argues that �superstructure� must be revalued 
�towards a related range of cultural practices, and away from a reflected, 
reproduced, or specifically-dependent content� and, decisively, �the base� 
must be rethought �away from [the] notion[s] of [either] a fixed economic or 
[a] technological abstraction, and towards the specific activities of men in 
real, social and economic relationships, containing fundamental contradic-
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tions and variations, and, therefore, always in a state of dynamic process.�6 
In light of Williams� adaptation, I would like to think about Revenge of the 
Nerds as a superstructural articulation of a culture that is comprised of the 
�real, social and economic relationships� which I will be referring to as 
�conditions of production.�   

Though the nineteen-eighties gave birth to countless bad films, few 
seem anywhere near as pertinent to what Jameson would have called 
�postmodern America� as Revenge of the Nerds. While nerds initially made 
their mark in the precursory campus movie, Animal House (1978), and cer-
tainly played distinctive roles in the science fiction of William Gibson (espe-
cially his novel, Neuromancer [1984]) as well as in films like Tron (1982), 
War Games (1983) and Weird Science (1985), Revenge of the Nerds ap-
pears to be more engaged with its cultural context. Avoiding banal com-
parisons between George Orwell and capitalist dystopia, the year of Re-
venge of the Nerds� release (1984) played host to an epochal moment for 
American nerds � the birth of Apple computers and so the arrival of Micro-
soft�s first marketplace challenger. This event insinuated nerds � such as 
Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, the minds behind these two corporations � 
deeper into a cultural consciousness than ever before and situated their vir-
tual empires as driving forces behind the evolution of capitalism. Most sig-
nificant for us, though, and relevant to the two dominant character types of 
Revenge of the Nerds � nerds and jocks, whose relationship I will discuss 
further on � is the means by which Apple broke onto the scene: with a 
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) inspired commercial, directed by nerdy icon 
Ridley Scott, which aired during the third quarter of Super Bowl XVIII on 
January 22. The prominence and placement of this commercial marks the 
establishment of nerds as central to postmodern America�s cultural para-
digm and so, when released in November that year, our privileged text pre-
sented itself as a film sensitive to that moment. Revenge of the Nerds thus 
lends itself to us as a seismograph with which we might measure the ideo-
logical tremors of an evolving postmodern culture.   

While there is a wealth of scholarship detailing the ideological pro-
grams that permeate and proliferate through cinema as well as numerous 
studies on the psychoanalysis of film, little of that work concerns ideological 
or psychoanalytic readings of a distinctly bad formulation of cinema. It will 
be my contention that any analysis of �bad� cinema requires the revision 
and perhaps even inversion of strategies employed by scholars of main-
stream, popular, and �good� cinema, and that the adjectival qualifier �bad� 
necessitates both the refinement of an ideological and psychoanalytical 
apparatus as well as a clear explanation of what makes a film �bad.� Once 
these critical steps have been taken it might also be possible to distill, from 
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bad films, insights into culture that are mystified and repressed by good 
cinema. Building upon seminal works of ideological film criticism � 
Jameson�s Signatures of the Visible (1992) and Slavoj �i�ek�s synthesis of 
psychoanalysis, cultural history, and Marxist philosophy � this essay takes 
Revenge of the Nerds as the paragon of bad cinema so as to provide, by 
way of psychoanalysis, an ideological reading of a bad movie. The follow-
ing analysis should therefore be regarded as a case study, offering sugges-
tions toward the idea of a psychoanalytico-ideological approach to bad cin-
ema. 

Bad Cinema under Late Capitalism  

Writing about ideology and cinema, Jameson argues that late-
capitalist commodity fetishism has reified the experience of cinema itself. 
The concept of the commodity, he writes, �introduces the possibility of 
structural and historical differentiation into what was conceived as the uni-
versal description of the aesthetic experience in whatever form.�7 Implicit 
with this rule of the commodity is the aestheticisation of culture more gen-
erally: commodification, he continues, �has an immediate relevance to aes-
thetics, if only because it implies that everything in consumer society has 
taken on an aesthetic dimension.�8 The impact of commodification and rei-
fication is that mainstream Hollywood films� diegeses handle their condi-
tions of production � postmodern America � by �producing compensatory 
structures of various kinds� and �repress[ing] them by the narrative con-
struction of imaginary resolutions and by the projection of an optical illusion 
of social harmony.�9 Following this line of thought, we can argue that main-
stream cinema reflects an imagined late capitalism, recasting the cultural 
conditions of postmodernism within an idealised and fictive cinematic rep-
resentation. The strength of this argument can be tested against the two 
mainstream films I cited earlier, Fast Times and The Breakfast Club. While 
both are laden with cultural anxiety � Fast Times depicts the problems 
faced by youth in a hyper-sexualised, commodified school while The Break-
fast Club focuses on social stratification and class tensions � they each 
conclude in the same fashion: by anesthetically resolving and so cancelling 
the anxious energy which makes them such interesting works of cinema to 
begin with.  

Though mainstream cinema might be governed by the repressive in-
junctions of what I called �imaged� capitalism, if I suggest that bad films 
somehow evade such repression, then prior to considering a bad film in de-
tail it is still necessary to locate bad cinema as a delimited category within 
the cinematic medium, as antipodean to the mainstream, the popular, and 
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the good. While there is an ongoing debate as to whether or not the com-
modity wields enough potency to �dissolve, fragment, and atomize� generic 
groupings,10 the �bad� in �bad cinema� isn�t indicative of genre placement 
as much as it suggests aesthetic judgment. Of course we might prefer or 
have an aversion to certain genres; however, the only objects which war-
rant labels of �good� and �bad� are those which have been judged on their 
own merits irrespective of genre. This implies that �bad� might have its own 
aesthetic properties. Immanuel Kant offers the best rendition of such an ar-
gument, reasoning that objects described as �good� or �bad� have been la-
beled with �a claim to validity for everyone without the universality that per-
tains to objects,� or more succinctly, �subjective universality.�11  

If �bad� is an aesthetic category within the cinematic medium, then 
what constitutes a bad aesthetic? Because �bad cinema� is generically di-
verse, drawing upon the entire cinematic paradigm for its content, any at-
tempt to detail an aesthetic of the bad will be cursory, reductive, and thus 
provisional. However, Gilles Deleuze offers a devastatingly precise expla-
nation of what he calls the �disgraceful works� of �bad cinema� in Cinema 2: 
The Time-Image (1985). Unlike �good� mainstream films which repress 
their conditions of production, according to Deleuze bad cinema �has 
drowned in the nullity of its productions.�12 Bad cinema occurs when, in an 
attempt to provide a physical and affective cinema, the affective �violence is 
no longer that of the image but that of the represented, [and] we move into 
a blood-red arbitrariness�; or in other words, �when grandeur is no longer 
that of the composition but a pure and simple inflation of the repre-
sented.�13 Thus bad cinema is that which is flooded by its own concepts at 
the cost of the film�s overall quality of form, it is that which sacrifices the 
medium to its own prurient objects of representation.14 In Revenge of the 
Nerds the most pervasive and no doubt perverted theme is a chauvinistic 
bildungsroman, the trajectory of which is fuelled by arbitrary depictions of 
procrustean sexuality. While this theme will be discussed in the following 
section, it is worth pointing out that such a trope has swollen to the point of 
bursting over the past three decades of bad Hollywood, giving rise to such 
canonically disgraceful films as Porky’s (1982), Bachelor Party (1984), and, 
perhaps most recently, the American Pie trilogy (1999-2003).  

In more psychoanalytic terms, bad cinema should also be character-
ised as a medium whose aesthetic is derived from representations that 
have been condensed to a level of hyperbole as is the effect of dream-
work. And while Deleuze writes that bad cinema is predicated on massifica-
tion,15 we can also infer its experience appeals to some ultimately shared 
fundamental desire � after all, to succeed with the masses a film must 
please an enormous and disparate group of patrons. Hence Revenge of 
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the Nerds presents itself as appealing to a salacious desire, expressed me-
tonymically during the scene when a markedly heterogeneous group of 
nerds bond over titillating and voyeuristic images of the female students of 
Adams. Despite differences in class, age, race, and even sexual prefer-
ence, the group�s eyes all transfix upon the television screen as the nerds 
salivate over softcore and oftentimes unfocused depictions of disrobed so-
rority girls. By framing female characters as little more than sexual objects 
as in this scene and, similarly, the male cohort as nothing but bastions of 
sexual aims, Revenge of the Nerds situates itself as bad cinema par excel-
lence. In the simplest of terms � and to borrow from the film�s introduction � 
Revenge of the Nerds is a movie about college guys trying to get laid. 
Thus, Revenge of the Nerds� diegesis plunges to the depths of �bad� under 
the weight of its own Rabelaisian object of representation. Though these 
claims are still somewhat shaky, my analysis in the following section should 
give weight to any labeling of Revenge of the Nerds as bad cinema.  

If we agree with Deleuze�s definition of bad cinema then we should 
also stake the following wager with Jameson, for whom cinema is �essen-
tially pornographic.�16 For Jameson, cinema �has its end in rapt, mindless 
fascination,� and �thinking about its attributes becomes an adjunct to that, if 
the film is unwilling to betray its object.�17 Bad cinema, then, with its con-
densed violence of the represented, enacts this betrayal of a late-capitalist 
object, its conditions of production. To express this in psychoanalytic terms, 
according to Freud, dream-work � such as that which gives shape to Ad-
ams College, condensing Revenge of the Nerds� underlying tensions � is a 
psychological process responsible for producing symptoms.18 Provided the 
symptom is a blatantly perceptible �cipher of some repressed meaning,�19 
we should be able to locate within Revenge of the Nerds those conditions 
of production that have been repressed in mainstream cinema. If the ideo-
logical function of mainstream, popular, or good cinema is, as Jameson has 
it, �overflowing the night before, staining the morning, and saturating it with 
half-conscious reminiscence,�20 then bad cinema should be considered the 
Freudian inversion of this: an overflow of the waking day � characterised by 
imaginary repression � into the symptomatic excess of dreams. What this 
means, then, is that while mainstream cinema is largely representation 
prostrate under the repressive and homogenising radiance of the Holly-
wood culture industry, bad cinema opens itself up and, if examined psy-
choanalytically, it should produce evidence of the typically repressive and 
unrepresented mode of production behind the enterprise itself. If Jameson 
and Deleuze are correct, then our analysis of bad cinema becomes a mirror 
which theoretically turns Hollywood�s blinding spotlights back against their 
origins, intensified and incisive, in a violent act underscored by ressenti-
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ment.  
Therefore, and now proceeding (albeit tentatively) with the supposition 

that Revenge of the Nerds is bad cinema, this film might provide insight into 
the disavowed underside of a rabidly evolving mode of production. How-
ever, the dream-work shaping the manifest content of this film operates by 
the principles of condensation, displacement, and symbolisation, and so 
despite the apparent symptoms of postmodernism, it is first necessary to 
analyse the correspondence between this film�s diegetic content and its 
conditions of production.   

Nerds v. Jocks 

Revenge of the Nerds is a film whose narrative thrust is from the hips, 
its plot being driven by a series of competing masculine libidos. This is in-
ferred from the nerd cohort of the film � the Lambda-Lambda-Lambda fra-
ternity � all of whom act as though they are exploding with libidinal energy. 
Consider, for instance, unassuming Takashi�s perverse fascination with 
women�s genitalia or what he likes to call �hair-pie.� This is but one mani-
festation of a collective consciousness most apparent at the nerds� frat-
party-cum-orgy and metonymised by the accompanying Gleaming Spires� 
hit, �Are You Ready For The Sex Girls?�, a pop-rock anthem backing the 
night�s descent into drug-fuelled, flesh-fondling debauchery. Shifting this 
sexuality into a governing overdetermination � an overdetermination carried 
throughout the entire film as initiated during Lewis and Gilbert�s drive to 
Adams � is Booger�s interrogation of Gilbert upon the latter�s meeting of 
Judy, whom he describes as a �nice girl.� Booger asks, �Big deal, did you 
get in her pants?�, to which Gilbert replies, �She�s not that kind of a girl, 
Booger.� Booger retorts, �Why, does she have a penis?� While Revenge of 
the Nerds appears to be seminally glued together into matrix of libidinal en-
ergy directed from the male characters toward the bodies of their female 
counterparts, this matrix might serve as a hypersexual and microcosmic 
formulation of a torsional moment in economic evolution.  

What I have called a matrix is comprised of the antipathetic culmina-
tion of two bellicose masculinities � of the nerds and the jocks � whose dis-
tinct yet competing sexual economies provide the friction that makes Re-
venge of the Nerds� narrative exciting. I would like to argue that these two 
sexual economies are also condensed, symbolic, libido-driven manifesta-
tions of late-capitalist development. If this is the case, any rivalry between 
the two parties must be understood as evolutionary rather than merely ad-
versarial. On this ground we begin to advance an argument that interaction 
between nerds and jocks accentuates the chiasmatic advancement of a 
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Cartesian mode of production � Cartesian in its ontological evolution along 
lines of mind/body dualism; chiasmatic for the lines� point of intersection, 
crossing ascent with descent, prosperity with obsolescence. Though the 
following deployment of Slavoj �i�ek�s Lacanian revision of René Des-
cartes� philosophy might seem disconnected from a discussion on film, 
Jameson�s claim that cinematic experience has become commodified in-
vites such theorisation. If the commodity is an object invested with meta-
physical properties, to strip the commodity of its non-corporeal value � its 
cogito � is to render it obsolete, at which point it ceases to exist within a 
Cartesian mode of thought. This is the evolutionary imperative depicted by 
Revenge of the Nerds and the developmental logic governing late-capitalist 
culture.21  

For clarity�s sake, it should also be said that obsolescence cannot be 
achieved by way of scholarly critique and nor can the (literal-minded) critic 
urge its advance. �i�ek offers a tight formulation as to why this is the case, 
arguing that the �fetishist illusion lies on our real social life, not in our per-
ception of it � a bourgeois subject knows very well that there is nothing 
magic about money, that money is just an object which stands for a set of 
social relations. But he nevertheless acts in real life as if he believed that 
money is a magic thing.�22 Commodity fetishism operates on a practical 
level unimpeded by any sort of demystification and it is here that obsoles-
cence might occur. When I refer to obsolescence and the outmoding of cer-
tain forms of production I do so from the perspective of an interpreter look-
ing to understand how social relations take shape within a particular type of 
film, not as the cynic disavowing my own proximity to that fetishism while 
implicit in the myth itself.  

�i�ek writes about Cartesian dualism in his new preface to The Tick-
lish Subject (2008), arguing via Jacques Lacan for the revision of Des-
cartes� cogito ergo sum and the assertion of its famous reformulation as �I 
think where I am not.� This, according to �i�ek, �decenters thinking with re-
gards to my Being, the awareness of my full presence: the Unconscious is 
a purely virtual (inexisting, insisting) Other Place of a thought which es-
capes my being.�23 The accent, here, is upon �the gap that separates 
cogito from sum, thought from being.�24 �Lacan�s aim was to undermine the 
illusion of their overlapping by way of pointing up a fissure in the apparent 
homogeneity of thinking-being.�25 However, there is an overlap between 
the two � �a negative one, for sure� � conceived of by Lacan as �the most 
radical zero-point of the Cartesian cogito as the point of the negative inter-
section between being and thinking: the vanishing point at which I don’t 
think and I am not.�26 If we follow �i�ek and apply this critique of Cartesian 
philosophy to late capitalism it becomes possible to demystify the relations 
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between thought and being � understood as superstructural articulation 
and base paradigm respectively � and so we can therefore think to the 
critical imperative of deconstructing any illusory separation of the two as 
veiled by the repressive injunctions of postmodernism�s cultural homogene-
ity. 

Working with the differentiation � which in no way implies separation � 
between cogito and sum, there is an argument to be made that the jocks 
personify a culture which gives preference to the body (sum) over the mind 
(cogito) whereas the nerds exemplify this culture�s direct opposite: mind�s 
rule over body, the primacy of cogito. If these two modes of being are 
dream-worked manifestations of our evolving mode of production � hyper-
bolically condensed instances of late capitalism � then the nerds� effective 
defeat of the jocks at the film�s conclusion marks a transition within capital-
ism. Before thinking about this chiasmatically and consequentially we 
should first consider the two groups of characters.   

The first character type is that of the jocks or, in this film, members of 
the Alpha-Beta fraternity. �The Alpha-Betas are okay, if you like sweat 
socks,� sing members of their sister sorority, the Pi-Delta-Pis. �You�re jocks, 
go live in the gym,� charges the Dean of Adams College at the film�s con-
clusion. The Alpha-Betas are characterised by athleticism or perhaps even 
physical labour � by the necessity of muscle power behind any production 
or, in Revenge of the Nerds, their lure for attracting women. This idea is re-
inforced throughout the film as the Alpha-Betas� sexual economy is em-
broiled with exercise. �All American� ringleader, Stan Gable, for instance, 
adopts the language of Arnold Schwarzenegger�s more muscle-bound days 
and refers to coitus as �pumping iron.� And as though acting on Stan�s 
rhetoric with reversed semantic properties, at an Alpha-Beta frat-party men 
can be seen �pumping iron� in a more traditionally Schwarzeneggerian 
sense by performing pushups � though only doing so while sorority girls 
straddle them. If the jocks� sexual economy is predicated almost entirely 
upon their physicality it is unsurprising that they appear mentally undevel-
oped and, if anything, confused and compensatory when it comes to sexu-
ality. We encounter this most overtly toward the film�s conclusion, when the 
jocks perform in a talent contest as cheerleaders and are afterward berated 
for being �girls� by their hypermasculine coach. �When you were a baby in 
your crib, your father looked down at you,� their coach lectures them. �He 
had but one hope, that someday my son will grow to be a man.� This in-
citement leads to absolute evolutionary regression, made ironic by the sign 
painted behind the coach as he chastises them: �Only the strong will sur-
vive.� The jocks scream, growl, and chant �nerds,� then proceed to destroy 
the Tri-Lamb frat-house, tearing apart furniture, smashing possessions, and 
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smearing faeces across the walls. Such appalling behaviour testifies to is 
an unevenly developed body-over-mind characterization.  

The second character type is that of the nerds. Despite their diminutive 
stature, the nerds� prodigious intelligence enables partial transcendence of 
physicality so as to develop a sexual economy of the mind: the (illusory) 
appearance of a pure cogito whose purity is, after all, belied by its employ-
ment to the end of sexual conquest (arguably the most corporeal of all con-
quests). An obvious and somewhat tasteless metaphor for this apparent 
transcendence is the javelin Lamar throws during the Adams College 
�Greek Games� and with which he outperforms his competitors. Though 
seemingly ridiculous in comparison to Stan Gable�s stiff, metal spear, 
Lamar�s drooping, flaccid javelin had been engineered to accommodate to 
his �limp-wristed throwing style,� an adaptation which allows for him to post 
a far greater throw than his opponents. Both Lewis and Gilbert realise what 
is unsubtly metaphorised by the javelin in the ways they attract their female 
partners. Gilbert woos Judy in a hyperreal moment during computer class 
by showing her that �some people create with their hands, but with a com-
puter you build something with your mind, and if you�re good, you can 
make something nobody�s ever seen before.� What he creates is an image 
of he and Judy holding hands and dancing, a simulacrum from which their 
relationship proceeds. Lewis, on the other hand, wins the affection of the 
cheerleader Betty Childs with a stellar sexual performance for which he 
quite literally masquerades as her boyfriend so as to introduce her to new 
and nerdy sexual horizons. In response to her praising his performance, 
Lewis attributes his prowess to an inversion of the jocks� body-over-mind 
dualism. �All jocks ever think about is sports,� he claims, whereas �all nerds 
ever think about is sex.�  

Though these characterisations are immensely reductive and so invite 
the criticism that I have lost several heterogeneous narratives, Revenge of 
the Nerds presents a formulation of what �i�ek would call �postmodern ra-
cism,� a concept more widely known as �multiculturalism.� While the toler-
ance implicit in multiculturalism condones �the folklorist Other deprived of 
its substance,� writes �i�ek, �any �real� Other, is instantly denounced for its 
�fundamentalism,� because� the �real Other� is by definition �patriarchal,� 
�violent,� [and] never the Other of the ethereal wisdom and charming cus-
toms.�27 Such logic is tested and proved repeatedly across Revenge of the 
Nerds� narrative though it is never more obvious than during the nerds� mu-
sical performance toward the film�s conclusion. In this scene a debased 
aesthetic of alterity is put on display by way of the performers� emphatically 
fetishistic styling: Booger performs as a late-career-Elvis, Takashi dons a 
traditional Native American headdress (though he plays a gong), African-
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American Lamar adopts the appearance of Michael Jackson. While these 
folklorist Others perform in harmony, the added irony is that the nerds� song 
is structured around Lewis and Gilbert�s rhythmic and aesthetic pastiche of 
the post-punk band, DEVO, a group that formed in the late 1970s to win 
renown for their hyperbolic flattening out of personal expression as a 
means of satirically critiquing American culture.28 The combination of vari-
ous trivialised identities as held together by the markedly dispassionate 
rhythms of Lewis and Gilbert exemplifies the �i�ekian take on multicultural-
ism. Hence, while I might be guilty of reducing a complex array of charac-
ters to aggregative groups of nerds and jocks, my doing so should be read 
in response to the film�s own precedent which is symptomatic of a post-
modern American condition.   

Bringing my two character sketches back to what I described as late 
capitalism�s chiasmatic advancement, as the nerds supersede the jocks by 
winning governance of the Greek Council by their victory at the Greek 
Games, the nerd/jock, thinking/being polarities reverse and so generate a 
chiasmus: body over mind evolves into mind over body. The obvious alter-
native to this reading is that the nerds do not evolve from one constituent of 
being into the other but instead dialectically resolve their mind/body dual-
ism into a more unified mind-body existence. Though this is a far more ac-
curate reading of the both Revenge of the Nerds and late capitalism, it is 
not how the film initially presents its own narrative � rather, Revenge of the 
Nerds presents a chiasmatic evolution which forces the jocks� mode of be-
ing beyond the dialectic and into non-existence while simultaneously and 
conspicuously deconstructing this narrative logic.  

When the mind/body and body/mind modes of being cross, the jocks 
succumb to what �i�ek calls the �Lacanian zero-point,� the vanishing mo-
ment at which �I am not� because �I do not think�:  

I am not: I am not a substance, a thing, an entity; I am reduced to a 
void in the order of being, to a gap, a béance.  

[�] 

I do not think: here, again, Lacan paradoxically accepts Heidegger�s 
thesis that (modern mathematized) science �doesn�t think� � but, for 
him, this precisely means that it breaks out of the framework of on-
tology, of thinking a logos correlative of Being.29    

With the nerds� triumph over the jocks an existential void forms � that of 
evolutionary obsolescence, marked by the intersection of the chiasmatic X 
� and the jocks seemingly vanish into nothingness: their mindless sum has 
been outmoded by the nerds� cogito. The final shot of Revenge of the 
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Nerds metaphorises this spatially, with hundreds of nerds bunched into a 
circle which effectively acts as a vortical lacuna, a vacuum that swallows 
any energy generated by the jocks, whose physicality was hitherto being 
celebrated in the form of a pep rally for the Adams College football team. It 
is at this moment that the jocks� command of the physical implodes under 
the pressure of its own perceptible contradictions � a gravitational collapse, 
manifest as a black hole from which their culture cannot return. Is this not a 
trope typical of bad American cinema from the 1980s � a vanishing point 
into which the meat of physicality dissolves before the radiant glow of ad-
vancing virtual technologies? This tendency appears in action flicks such 
as Terminator (1984) and Robocop (1987) as well as, and in close solidar-
ity with Revenge of the Nerds, in those films I mentioned earlier: Tron, War 
Games, and Weird Science.  

Following the Freudian principles of condensation and symbolisation, 
the jocks� physicality should be understood as metonymic of an industrial 
and laborious form of production whereas the nerds� intellects typify a shift 
to what �i�ek calls �virtual capitalism.�30 Taking our definition of this term 
from �i�ek, the virtual embodies ideals of a �frictionless capitalism� for �a 
post-industrial society in which we witness the �end of labor.��31 This 
model�s supersession of its primitive, industrial predecessor is clearly at 
work across Adams College. Consider, for instance, the dormitories of the 
two character types. The Alpha-Beta frat-house bears a striking resem-
blance to the festering slaughterhouses of Upton Sinclair�s disgusted cri-
tique of industrial capitalism, The Jungle (1906). When Gilbert and Lewis 
are brought to the house for hazing, Lewis� intrepidity � like that of Sinclair�s 
protagonist, Jurgis Rudkus, a Lithuanian immigrant just arrived at Chi-
cago�s meatpacking plants � is soon crushed by what stands before him: a 
Fordian production line of paddles, jocks working to a division of humiliating 
labours, and, once more evocative of Sinclair, a sacrificial beast (a goat, 
whose position is akin to that of the nerds, soon to be tortured, sexually, by 
physically stronger beings). The message broadcast here is that jocks are 
the embodiment of postmodernism�s merciless underside, its blood, torture, 
death, and terror. Emblematic of this sentiment is the gore-red signage 
above a line of cloaked jocks: �Altar of Sacrifice.�  

The nerds� house is more akin to the imagined offices of Google, Ap-
ple, and Microsoft, places where former hackers and technocratic whiz-kids 
�work long hours and enjoy Starbucks coffee in green surroundings.�32 
What this new, virtual mode of production has over its industrial predeces-
sor is enhanced palatability, the idea that while �the cruel businessman de-
stroys or buys out competitors, aims at virtual monopoly, employs all the 
tricks of the trade to achieve his goals,� the �greatest philanthropist in the 
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history of mankind quaintly asks: �What does it serve to have computers, if 
people do not have enough to eat and are dying of dysentery?��33 Little 
wonder that the virtual triumphs � hegemonically winning support, as do the 
nerds � and so relegates the physical, industrial mode of being to the Car-
tesian void. �Software is winning over hardware and the young nerd over 
the older dark-suited manager,�34 writes �i�ek. This is precisely what Re-
venge of the Nerds represents in surreal dream-worked form: the transition 
of capitalism from production sustained by physical labor to an era of intel-
lectual creativity and, with this transition, the cancellation of any anxiety 
about the latter�s destructive underside. This is an ideology Revenge of the 
Nerds simultaneously deconstructs.  

Industrial and virtual are still two periods of the one mode of produc-
tion and neither can relinquish the other absolutely. Like cultural and eco-
nomic advancement, Revenge of the Nerds� narrative is dialectical. The fis-
sion of thinking/being is, as �i�ek pointed out, illusory and, within the con-
text of late-capitalist evolution, the repository of an enormous ideological 
freight. By setting the personified manifestations as competing opposites 
and by aligning the audience with the victorious nerds, Revenge of the 
Nerds enacts what Jameson calls the utopian dimension of cinema. 
Jameson would argue that the conflict between nerds and jocks, and the 
displacement of negativity onto the jocks followed by their consignment into 
the void touches on �social contradictions and anxieties only to use them 
for a new task of ideological resolution,�35 urging the audience to respond 
to an �image of political partnership which projects a whole new strategy of 
legitimacy.�36 The utopian victory of nerds over jocks � of virtual over in-
dustrial � effectively displaces any contradictions or anxieties we would 
otherwise attribute to the victor, and so assures the virtual�s manifestation 
as the idealised and idyllic (though imaginary) capitalism. To conclude 
here, however, would be treating the film as mainstream cinema. As bad 
cinema, Revenge of the Nerds ought to betray its conditions of production. 
It should, recalling our wager with Deleuze and Jameson, draw attention to 
the repressed and destructive underside of imagined capitalism; it should 
expose the anxieties and contradictions of the virtual. This betrayal is very 
much apparent in Revenge of the Nerds and it solidifies into what I�m going 
to call the �virtual nerd-phallus.�  

Erecting the Virtual Nerd-Phallus  

The phallus, according to �i�ek, is an object that not only symbolises 
power but which puts the �subject who acquires it in a position of effectively 
exercising power.�37 �One has to think of the phallus not as the organ that 
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immediately expresses the vital force of my being,� he argues, but �as an 
�organ without a body� that I put on, which gets attached to my body, with-
out ever becoming its �organic part.��38 If this is the case, and within the 
context of Revenge of the Nerds, the organic attachments the nerds and 
jocks employ to bolster their sexual economies should be read as phalloi. 
Thus, the nerd�s phalloi are their intellects � their ability to harness cogito � 
with which they exercise hegemonic domination over Adams College come 
the film�s conclusion. Despite their apparent supersession of the seemingly 
mindless and absolutely physical jocks and in the face of their hegemonic 
victory � won through sheer sex appeal of the virtual � the way nerds exer-
cise power over the exemplary sexual objects of Adams College � the Pi-
Delta-Pi sorority � is telling of what might be repressed by virtual capital-
ism.  

In a retaliatory attack on the Pi-Delta-Pis and, by extension, against 
their brother fraternity the Alpha-Betas, the nerds unleash a primitive and 
obscene sexuality very much akin to the jocks� mindless physicality as well 
as being redolent of some unreservedly distressing moments from cinema 
of a higher caliber. Terrorising the Pis with libidinal excess, the nerds raid 
their sorority house, erupting from behind shower curtains in a chillingly 
Hitchcockian intertext, screaming demands at cowering girls to expose 
their �muff� (evoking the sickening libertines of Pasolini�s Salò [1975]), and 
stealing the women�s underwear, symbolic of the exposed genitalia they so 
desire. What takes place with the nerds� raid on the sorority house is noth-
ing short of terrifying and replete with suggestions of gang rape. If this is 
the aggressive (under)side of virtual capitalism � perhaps evoking Amer-
ica�s militarisation, to recall Jameson�s diagnosis of postmodernism � then 
it also serves as evidence to a critique of the virtual. In light of such articu-
lations, virtual capitalism should be compared to the industrial when it 
comes down to assessments of primitivism or, as Revenge of the Nerds 
puts out on display, any hegemonic push toward obsolescence. As though 
overtly announcing this equivalence of nerds and jocks, before raiding the 
Pis� house Lewis declares that �we [the nerds] have got to beat them [the 
jocks] at their own game.�  

Where the nerds do differ from jocks is at the level of intellectual ca-
pacity and so they exert power over the Pis in a way the jocks cannot. 
While five nerds conduct this raid, two more install CCTV cameras looking 
down into the Pis� bedrooms and bathrooms. The live recordings are re-
layed back to the nerds, who sit stupefied in the white-light glow of their 
television, now broadcasting images of naked, female bodies, often de-
picted from the neck down. During the Greek Games the nerds win a col-
lege fundraising competition by selling pornographic images of topless 
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Betty Childs, arms above her head as though to emphasise exposure, gaz-
ing unaware into the eye of their camera. Recalling Guy Debord�s assess-
ment �that the ultimate form of commodity reification in contemporary con-
sumer society is precisely the image itself,�39 the images of Betty signify 
not just a disturbing and voyeuristic perversity but wholesale exploitation. 
The gesture�s tasteless humour is compounded by a punning delivery as 
Betty�s image is concealed within a cream pie. More significant, though, is 
the symbolic gesture of consumption made by the men of Adams College 
who rapaciously lick and lap at whipped cream until her flesh is unveiled in 
the bottom of their pie-tins and at the tips of their tongues. Though Betty�s 
image might be reified and consumed by the nerdy economy of virtual capi-
talism (supposedly having superseded flesh itself), at the very moment 
when her naked image is being spread about the college, Lewis, as though 
consummating domination and following the precedent of simulation set by 
Gilbert and Judy, rapes Betty. Such aggressive and violent exploitation to 
the ends of sexual and financial profiteering is evidence to an accusation 
that the virtual nerd-phallus is identifiable with the more primitive, industrial, 
and perceptibly destructive jock-phallus. While the jocks� phalloi are visibly 
and disagreeably violent, should the nerds not be subject to the same 
judgment and indictment as commensurate with their own ferocity?  

This identification and incitement invites evocation of a curious psy-
chological phenomenon. According to �i�ek, functional subjects are men-
tally sound because, while developing psychologically, they unconsciously 
identified themselves with the �primordial father� into whom they might de-
velop.40 The primordial father is an obscene figure whose carnal enjoyment 
is subject to no repression � a figure who likely attended the jocks� baccha-
nalian party at the beginning of the film and who, without any doubt, would 
act the primitive Neanderthal just like Ogre, a jock whose appearance and 
actions � brutish, unkempt, constantly grunting, seemingly poised to ex-
plode from his own clothing � situate him as the overt manifestation of eve-
rything upon which a physical subjectivity is predicated. A comparison 
might also be made between Ogre and Booger, both of whom appear as 
the embodiment of a darker formulation of their respective modes of being 
� jocks and nerds � yet despite their groups� mutual enmity they are effec-
tively the same character: utterly vulgar manifestations of both the nerds 
and jocks� physicality. Does the symptomatic nature of bad cinema not 
transparently substantiate nerds unconsciously and thus repressively iden-
tifying themselves with the primordial father and so with the jocks? Consid-
ering the comparison already made between nerds and jocks, the logic of 
primordial identification implies that nerds have taken the most essential 
and so physically libidinous elements of the jocks� sexual economy to bol-
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ster their own. The nerds employ their minds to suggest the transcending of 
physical underdevelopment and to hide their own aggressive, exploitative, 
and lascivious physicality. Hence they effectively become virtual jocks or 
virtually primordial. This is bad cinema�s betrayal of the late-capitalist ob-
ject: its unveiling of the virtual nerd-phallus as little more than a cosmeti-
cally inflated industrial jock-phallus.  

Our deconstruction of late capitalism�s evolutionary ideology has been 
enabled and encouraged by the delineation of bad cinema and a reap-
praisal of how this filmic category might be approached. Recalling that bad 
cinema is comprised of those films in which the represented swells beyond 
the frame of representation, and combining that idea with the psychoana-
lytic concept of symptomatic betrayal, the approach developed in this essay 
offers itself to be taken up against the ideological programs of postmodern 
Hollywood. Bad cinema theory and criticism are therefore sites of resis-
tance, to be worked subversively and interrogatively against the late-
capitalist enterprise to which their object is bound. In light of this provoca-
tion might we finish by reconsidering several jokes made at the expense of 
a delightfully literal manifestation of the virtual nerd-phallus: Bill Gates� 
genitalia.  

When Gates championed his commercial empire with the public 
statement of �I am Microsoft,� Whoopi Goldberg added the stunning post-
script that Gates� wife refused to comment. Both Revenge of the Nerds and 
this obscene confusion between physical-anatomical and virtual-economic 
should be kept in mind when thinking about an elaborate prank played back 
in 2001. Controversy flooded the media when a Welsh teenager named 
Raphael Gray hacked a Microsoft website in order to send Bill Gates a bot-
tle of Viagra. His motivation for targeting Microsoft and Gates especially, 
Gray informed the BBC, was to take revenge for the appalling work condi-
tions he suffered while employed by a Microsoft partner.41 The message 
resonates not only with my deconstruction of virtual capitalism but, and 
perhaps more interestingly, with an understanding of bad cinema: both 
Goldberg and Gray�s wit is directed toward that which is disavowed by the 
injunctions of postmodern Hollywood�s imaginary representations only to 
manifest in disgraceful symptoms. Engorged as the virtual nerd-phallus 
might seem, like its industrial predecessor it cannot disavow the tensions 
and contradictions of its conditions of production. As Gilbert declares at the 
end of the Revenge of the Nerds, though �we [as nerds] are smart� and 
while �we look different� we’re not.� In this crucial respect, virtual capital-
ism, although appearing the more attractive option as it ideologically 
souses the globe, is only a superficially remodeled form of that which it 
rendered obsolete. If this is the case then bad cinema lights up the virtual 
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as it trembles at the threat of obsolescence and strains under the weight of 
inconsistency. To build upon Goldberg�s split between two semantic consti-
tutes: though perhaps not micro, while serving the late-capitalist mode of 
production, the virtual nerd-phallus will always be soft.  

The University of Sydney 
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Snakes on a Plane and the prefabricated cult film 

Kirsten Stevens  

 
The �cult� film, and as a subset of this, the �bad� film, have been the 

focus of increased discussion and interest both in fan and academic circles 
over the past few decades. As Ernest Mathijs and Xavier Mendik reveal in 
their editorial introductions of the 2008 book �The Cult Film Reader�, since 
the 1980s there has been a vast increase in the numbers and types of films 
which receive the label of cult.1 This growth reflects both an increase in the 
audience reception and identification with films as cult and the reflection of 
this cult viewership by a development of serious academic interest in the 
reading of various films as cult or paracinematic. Mathijs and Mendik�s col-
lection of articles in the aforementioned reader highlights the most recent 
trend in this �cult� phenomenon, attempting to discern a specific under-
standing of what falls within the classification of cult film. While the articles 
assembled in the collection reveal a multitude of approaches to the cult 
film, from the ontological to the phenomenological, the focus on intertextu-
ality and genre to the cultural position and experience of the event, a cen-
tral theme to the understanding of what produces a cult reading or cult fol-
lowing of a film presents itself: namely, that such definitions of cult film rely 
on or assume the presence of a film object. Eco�s investigation of intertex-
tuality in Casablanca (1942) takes as a given that the film object which is 
Casablanca exists in a recognisable form,2 while Anne Jerslev�s retelling of 
the 1979 screening of The Big Sleep (1946) in Copenhagen assumes the 
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fixed existence of Howard Hawk�s film.3  In recent discussions of active 
fandom, which is often related to notions of cult film appreciation, Henry 
Jenkins� arguments for textual poaching and fan production in relation to 
such cult objects as Star Trek assumes the presence of the film object as a 
fixed and complete centre around which the cult of fandom emerges.4 In 
short, and to cite another attempt at defining cult films, ��cult� is largely a 
matter of the ways in which films are classified in consumption.�5 Whether 
viewed as a reading protocol or a set of definable textual characteristics, 
the classification of a film as �cult� occurs only with the understanding that it 
exists as a tangible film object. 

In light of this, the focus of this paper is contrary to previous under-
standings of cult. As I will endeavour to argue, Snakes on a Plane (2006) 
presents an evolution in both the classification of cult film and in the read-
ing of cultural phenomena in relation to the creation of the cult film object. 
Through a discussion of the film�s fan experience and the development of 
the film object I will place the identification of the Snakes on a Plane cult 
not within the realm of consumption of a finished product or object, but 
rather in the realm of anticipation and highlight the way in which this loca-
tion of the cult label resulted in the prefabrication of the cult film object.  

As a title, a concept, a synopsis and even, in an extraordinary way, a 
philosophy, Snakes on a Plane says it all. With these four words, New Line 
Cinemas gave prospective audiences all the information they really needed 
about the High Concept, action/horror genre flick released in August 2006 � 
namely that it would be bad, terrible, god awful, and almost certainly a cult 
film hit. The resulting film, directed by David R Ellis and filmed for a budget 
of just over $30 million USD, delivered all that this title promised and placed 
the film firmly within the ranks of the appreciably terrible creature features 
and disaster films which have made audiences cringe with something akin 
to a pulped version of Burke�s delightful horror.  

The film launches the Hawaiian-set story of tourist Sean Jones who 
witnesses the murder of an important American prosecutor by an LA based 
mobster: Eddie Kim. Sean, agreeing to testify, is placed on a Red-Eye flight 
to LA while Kim employs all his powers of absurdist logic to find retribution. 
At this point, some 25 minutes in, the film willingly dispenses with plot and 
shifts to its true points of focus: the plane, Pacific Air Flight 121; FBI agent 
Neville Flynn, played by Samuel L Jackson; and most importantly, the 
snakes, some 500 specimens, a mix of real and computer generated.  

With its stars in place the film soon gets down to business, releasing 
crates of snakes into pheromone drenched economy cabins and into con-
duits containing the planes electrical wiring. Audiences are treated with the 
full glory of all things snakes can and can�t do, from uncoiling spring like 
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from concealed nooks to bite in cringe-worthy places, to chewing rodent 
like through essential electrical caballing. As passengers and crew are en-
dangered through various serpentine encounters, Jackson must rise to true 
�asp� kicking form to save the day and save his witness. The culminating 
effect, as Andrew Mueller suggested in �The Guardian� in May 2006, is a 
plot from which �no possible cinematic good can come.�6 Yet this is, I 
would argue, the very position that the film hopes to enjoy. 

There is a fascination that bad films hold; that they have spawned an 
ever growing mass of literature and academic interest, not the least of 
which includes the Monash �B for Bad Cinema� conference that was the 
first home of this paper, provides evidence of their continuing appeal. Al-
though the various bad films which have been created over the years easily 
outnumber even the numerous written accounts of such films, there are 
some which stand out from the deluge as being endearingly, even inspir-
ingly terrible. Opening his 1986 book, �The World�s Worst Movies�, Tim 
Healey explains:  

Sometimes the badness of a movie may stem from unusually 
wooden acting, a lame script or rickety props. But sometimes the 
concept itself enshrines a surreal idiocy which enhances all other 
defects, like a mutant herd of monster rabbits, or the pickling of Hit-
ler�s brain in a bottle.7  

In such company, the placing of deadly serpents on an aircraft seems 
hardly out of place, and it is within this cannon of cinematic texts that 
Snakes on a Plane willingly constructs itself. 

The film object Snakes on a Plane (from here on referred to as 
Snakes) certainly positions itself within the discourse of bad film and more 
broadly cult film. To consider the film through what Mathijs and Mendik 
frame as the �philosophy of the cult film,�8 Snakes can be understood as 
answering to categorisations of cult in terms of both ontological and phe-
nomenological readings of the category. To clarify and locate the use of 
each of these terms, I appeal to the definitions of these philosophical per-
spectives on cult cinema explored within �The Cult Film Reader.� In the in-
troduction to section one of this volume, Mathijs and Mendik define an on-
tological approach to cult cinema as primarily one concerned with identify-
ing formal, stylistic or thematic qualities which describe a cult film by what 
is inside the text and considers how this regulates its meaning.9 Through 
such an ontological reading of the film, Snakes can be understood to pay 
tribute to several commonly acknowledged qualities of the cult film, most 
notably issues of badness, hyperbolic exaggeration of genre, intertextuality 
and explicit and explicitly detailed violence.10 Yet the significance of 
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Snakes is that the film itself is the least important aspect of its filmic experi-
ence. Unlike previous cult films, the phenomenon of Snakes did not begin 
with the film�s release and the reception of the film object, but rather with 
the audience anticipation spawned from the suggestion of a title. The fullest 
understanding of the cult of Snakes is then one which can more usefully be 
determined through a phenomenological reading. According to Mathijs and 
Mendik, phenomenological approaches, in regards to cult cinema, are sub-
jectivist in that �they rely upon reception or audience research to generate 
evidence about how conditions outside the text regulate its meaning.�11 
Through considering the effect of �outside conditions,� including the fea-
tures of a film that are attributed by audiences and through its reception, an 
understanding of cult cinema based on its place within a cultural context 
can be achieved. Here the benefit of a phenomenological reading of 
Snakes is revealed in its ability to cater for an investigation of the cult na-
ture of the film�s audience. Yet, considering the primary cult audience for 
Snakes is one of anticipation rather than reception, even the use of such a 
phenomenological reading breaks with its previous understandings through 
relying not on the cultural impact of the object but the anticipation of the 
film�s cult potential. 

 The phenomenon of Snakes began over a year prior to the film�s 
premiere with a title and a posting on a blog. On 17 August 2005, screen-
writer Josh Friedman, who had been approached to work on an upcoming 
New Line film with the revised title of Pacific Air Flight 121, revealed with 
much relief that the film, then still in production, would be reverting to its 
original name: “Snakes on a Plane”. The film owes much of its fascination 
to this self-evident title, Friedman himself explains: 

It's a title. It's a concept. It's a poster and a logline and whatever else 
you need it to be. It's perfect. [...] It's the Everlasting Gobstopper of 
movie titles.12

He himself has taken this to heart, continuing: 

I become obsessed with the concept. Not as a movie. But as a sort 
of philosophy. Somewhere in between "C�est la vie", "Whattya gonna 
do?" and "Shit happens" falls my new zen koan "Snakes on a 
Plane."13  

Between the title and the �philosophy� of Snakes on a Plane, a phe-
nomenon began to take form. Before the film had even concluded principal 
photography in September 2005, fans had begun creating merchandise, 
art, and dialogue for the incomplete film. The film became the meme14 of 
the moment � spreading from blog to forum to fan site to film dialogue fo-
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rums like the now defunct Snakesonaplane.ning.com, a site which allowed 
fans to suggest and vote on lines of dialogue they�d like to see in the film. 

Fan fashion quickly emerged with Snakes on a Plane T-shirts, along 
with a fan tag for the film; the title written characteristically as �SoaP.� Post-
ers, art and trailer clips emerged referencing the premise of the film and its 
lead star Samuel L Jackson�s past filmography. In October 2005 fans Chris 
Rohan and Nathaniel Perry of Subatomic Warp collaboration added to the 
growing mass of fan-creations with an R-rated audio trailer for the film in-
spired by Jackson�s 1994 Pulp Fiction role. The characteristic line �I want 
these motherfucking snakes off this motherfucking plane,� authored in this 
trailer became a hit amongst the wider fan community and increasingly ap-
peared in subsequent fan productions. 

By the beginning of 2006 thousands of sites buzzed with news, 
threads, forums and fan creations in ode to the combination of Snakes, 
Planes and Samuel L Jackson. The hub of the online craze soon became 
purpose built blog, �Snakes on a Blog,� written by Law student Brian 
Finkelstein with the express mission of gaining its author seats at the film�s 
LA Premiere. Here Finkelstein catalogued the mass of fan productions 
emerging in anticipation of the film, along with official news and release in-
formation. The site detailed the active celebration of the film-to-be and pro-
vided the epicentre for the growing cult community.  

The expanse of this fan production feeds directly into the understand-
ing of the film as a cult phenomenon, and perhaps provides the most useful 
moment to illustrate how the film breaks with the traditional ordering of the 
allocation of the cult label. The active celebration of Snakes, as well as the 
cohesive community and commitment detailed through the manner and 
mode of the fan productions fits within notions of cult film consumption de-
tailed by Mathijs and Mendik in their definition of what a cult film might be.15 
Yet this apparent adherence of Snakes to notions of consumption is in itself 
paradoxical as in this case the cult film remains un-consumed and still un-
consumable throughout its active celebration. The paradox of the un-
consumed cult object is furthered through its cyberspace phenomenon, 
which can be understood as providing a moment of pre-filmic �Liveness�. 
Mathijs and Mendik construct the notion of �liveness� as �what all film con-
sumptions have in common�in which �being there� and �being part� be-
come important��16 The cult experience suggests an element of exclusiv-
ity and of awareness; as being part of an experience which somehow mag-
nifies the cultural importance of the appreciation of the object. Often such 
�liveness� is associated with the midnight sessions of The Rocky Horror 
Picture Show (1975), or the one-off screenings such as Jerslev�s recollec-
tion of The Big Sleep. Yet the phenomenon of Snakes produced its owned 
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lived experience, even if the �liveness� in this case is virtual. The �being 
tapped-in� to the Snakes virtual experience, knowing the newest sites and 
the latest fan productions, replaced the �being there� of the cinema event. 
The official Snakes on a Plane website furthered this virtual liveness, post-
ing links to the latest and greatest fan devotations to keep its community of 
admirers in the loop. The Snakes community shared the experiences of a 
multitude of fan-art, -trailers, -music videos, -songs, -poems, -fiction, -
fashions, -parodies, blogs and miscellaneous websites which swept across 
cyberspace, the truly important information such as how to say �Snakes on 
a Plane� in Esperanto, Klingon and American sign language, all faithfully 
recorded by archivists such as Finkelstein and his �Snakes on a Blog.�  

The archiving and the shared experience of Snakes’ fan production, 
which ranged from the amateur to the professional and included everything 
from song covers to purpose written ballads, trailers and short films, post-
ers and photographic re-enactments, located Snakes on a Plane within a 
specific cultural moment and distinguished it as a cultural icon. Speaking of 
the role internet chatter and fan interaction plays in the recognition of the 
cultural icon, Barbara Klinger explains: 

Ultimately, the sheer volume of commentary matters most, including 
the dissonant postings on message boards, the different visions of 
fan fiction, and the varied appropriations of e-cinema parodies. In 
their heterogeneity, such discourses help to canonize the text and 
sustain its presence in the public eye.17  

From a deluge of trailers and clips depicting Lego figures or Barbie 
and Ken dolls facing the horrors of lolly snakes attacking toy or paper aero-
planes, a number of fan creations as well as their creators became well 
known within this rapidly expanding community. An entertaining and prolific 
fan, DCLugi, contributed a number of videos, illustrating the extent to which 
the online responses to Snakes were often lovingly laboured over. A par-
ticularly well known offering, DCLugi�s cover of U2s �Sometimes you can�t 
make it on your own�, titled �Someone tell Sam Jackson he�s my bro�, ex-
emplifies the techniques employed in much of the fans� creative response. 
The video clip, which echoes the film clip of the original U2 song, depicts 
DCLugi as a convincing Bono crooning in front of digitally entered publicity 
shots of Samuel L Jackson and cardboard cut-out snakes. DCLugi�s clip 
highlights the intertextuality common to fan productions, referencing Jack-
son�s work in films from Pulp Fiction to Unbreakable (2000). It further refer-
ences the fan community itself with the inclusion of Subatomic Warp�s line, 
as well as denoting an awareness of broader popular culture with the inclu-
sion of the otherwise unconnected U2 song.  
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While the magnitude of the fan response to the film canonises it within 
the cultural memory, this phenomenon of fan appropriation and creation 
within itself is not unique. Certainly a number of other films over the past 
decade have had a similar response, most notably sagas such as Star 
Wars (1977-2005) and The Lord of the Rings (2001-2003), as well as such 
films as Artisan�s The Blair Witch Project (1999). The latter, in particular, 
marks the power of the internet in both creating hype for a film and illustrat-
ing the interactive tendencies of online fans. A very low budget ($35,000 
USD) film released by Artisan Entertainment in 1999 following an extensive 
campaign selling the film as a �true story,� the online hype for The Blair 
Witch Project resulted primarily from the ingenious use of film�s official 
website. Articles, diary entries and supporting evidence was posted by the 
creators of the film to develop the back story for the film and lend weight to 
the notion that the plight of the characters was in fact, fact. Following the 
release and success of the film the Blair Witch style was harnessed in a 
number of spoof and e-parodies of the film including such titles as the �The 
Bewitched Project� and �The OZ Witch Project.�18 Numerous blogs and dis-
cussion boards also took up the topic of the film creating both pre and post 
film hype which similarly canonised the text within the cultural sphere.  

Nor is such participatory responses of fans an internet only phenome-
non. As Henry Jenkins reveals in his book Textual Poachers, through 
analogies to the tale of the children�s story of the Velveteen Rabbit and the 
slightly more adult tale of �I Grok Spock,� the appropriation and reinterpre-
tation of authorised text by fans for the purpose of unauthorised production 
has long been an aspect of fandom, often realised in the writing of fan fic-
tion or the discussion and re-appropriation of meanings within the original. 
As Jenkins explains:  

�intense interaction eventually leads many fans toward the creation 
of new texts, the writing of original stories. [�] This modification 
need not be understood as textual �disintegration� but rather as 
home improvements that refit prefabricated materials to consumer 
desires.19  

While the style and magnitude of the fan response to Snakes is not in 
itself new, the examples of Star Trek and The Blair Witch Project preceding 
the outpouring of fan production for the 2006 film, the timing of the fan re-
sponse in relation to the film object does mark a distinct break with past 
examples. Unlike Star Trek and The Blair Witch Project, the re-writing of 
the original text in the case of Snakes precedes the realisation of the fin-
ished film. The largest and most interesting part of the Snakes fan phe-
nomenon preceded the release of official trailers and plot information, and 
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in some cases even preceded the conclusion of principal photography on 
the film. This aspect of Snakes highlights the way in which it deviates from 
traditional understandings of fan interaction and cult appreciation.  

The importance of the Snakes experience in shifting previous under-
standings of how cult fandom interacts with the film object is highlighted in 
the consideration of the many e-parodies of the film. Cats on a Plane 
(2006), a professional looking short film directed by Cory Strassburger, 
provides a great example of a Snakes e-parody, depicting a group of airline 
passengers who are systematically attacked by a number of domestic cats 
which have been genetically modified by a lonely yet well-meaning scien-
tist. The short film, which references the generic elements of the crea-
ture/disaster film, constructs an entertaining and believable reworking of 
the Snakes on a Plane theme.  If we understand, as Klinger posits, that 
�parody works by identifying distinctive aspects of the original and rewriting 
them into a new narrative context through exaggeration,�20 then Cats on a 
Plane constitutes a parody of Snakes on a Plane. The elements of the 
�animal threat� and �aircraft� are identified as the central aspects of the 
�original� and are reworked within the short film to produce a new narrative 
which is different yet extraordinarily familiar beneath its excess. Such an 
assessment however creates a disparity and represents a confusion of 
what we have established as the governing rules of the parody. To again 
appeal to Klinger, 

Parody depends absolutely on the imitation of previous works, rep-
resenting a mode on intertextuality that foregrounds the inevitable in-
terrelation of cultural practices.21  

While Cats on a Plane certainly references the genre expectations of 
horror/suspense present in the film, the notion that it directly references the 
�original� text of Snakes is debunked as the film object�s release succeeded 
the parody by at least a month. Such circumstances were not unique in the 
experience of the Snakes on a Plane theatrical release, with the sale of the 
straight to DVD Mexican film Snakes on a Train (2006) preceding the offi-
cial film�s premiere by mere days. 

The cult phenomenon of Snakes is then characterised by primarily 
temporal considerations: namely the move towards pre-emptive celebration 
rather than considered reception in the fan community. Unlike traditional 
understandings of fan production following the original text, Snakes is 
marked by the volume of unofficial readings of the film prior to its existence 
in the public domain. Yet this anticipatory fan response achieved more than 
simply valorising the film and canonising it within the social sphere. The in-
verting of the traditional timeline for fan interaction and participation in rela-
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tion to the cult object created a unique set of circumstances that ultimately 
allowed for the �official� film to be influenced by the expectations of a wide-
spread fan community.   

The Snakes experience highlights the point of convergence between 
cultures of production and consumption, specifically embodied by the stu-
dios and mainstream media, and the fans and film viewers, respectively. 
The consuming culture of the fan overlapped with the producing culture of 
Hollywood as fans exercised a direct influence on the production of the film. 
This overlap illustrates further the significance of Snakes as a new form of 
cult object. According to Klinger: 

Because parody emphasizes the inevitable intertextuality that marks 
cultural production, there is a certain �chicken and egg� circularity to 
the issue of origins.22  

While Klinger understands this circularity as the recycling of concepts 
throughout the greater history of both cinematic and literary history, Snakes 
on a Plane realises this circularity of influence within its own film/fan rela-
tionship. 

As the fan response to Snakes developed in a large part before any 
pertinent information about the film was released, following the close of 
principal photography in September 2005, New Line noted a disparity be-
tween fan expectations and the film which had been made. This disparity 
most clearly presented itself through the film�s relatively weak MPAA rating 
which seemingly failed to match fan expectations of the film�s content. In an 
inspired move, New Line chose to listen to its fans. As director David Ellis 
revealed: 

Internet sites started tracking us as soon as �Snakes� was an-
nounced � And we were smart enough to listen to them. That�s bet-
ter than hearing, after the fact, �Oh, we liked �Snakes on a Plane,� 
but it would have been really cool if they had done this.23  

In response to the fan craze, New Line paid for five additional days of 
shooting in March 2006. Rather than a traditional re-shoot to fix plot holes 
or fill in additional footage, the purpose of the re-shoot was to raise the film 
from a family friendly PG-13 rating, to a fan friendly R-rating. The re-shoot 
brought the film in line with the growing fan expectations through upping 
the violence of the snake scenes and incorporating what Ellis termed �Mile 
High Club nudity.�24 The re-shoot also saw the inclusion of fan-authored 
elements such as Subatomic Warp�s distinctive line of dialogue featuring 
Samuel L Jackson�s favourite 13-letter profanity.   

Further to the inclusion of raunchier and more violent images and fan-
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authored dialogue, New Line Cinemas made the fans� involvement official. 
In collaboration with social-networking site TagWorld.com, New Line cine-
mas announced a Snakes on a Plane soundtrack song competition. The 
prize, won by LA based Captain Ahab, was the inclusion of their song 
�Snakes on a Brain� in the film, while runner up, Louden Swain, had their 
song included on the official soundtrack release. 

As Mueller explains, �this interactive aspect is what makes Snakes on 
a Plane such a significant cultural moment.�25 Unlike previous internet 
crazes or moments of excessive fan production, Snakes marks the moment 
at which fan culture blurs with the producing culture to confuse the bounda-
ries of production and consumption within the cultural sphere. In this way, 
Klinger�s notion of the chicken and egg circularity of origins and influence is 
captured within the history of a single film. The film, which fed the creation 
of fan texts, in turn draws upon the fan production in the creation of the 
original. The fan then, rather than reading and re-writing the original to bet-
ter meet their expectations as Jenkins� Star Trek fans might, participate in 
the construction of the original. The original is then a parasite of itself, exist-
ing at once and always in relation to the fan-produced re-readings of its 
prior non-existent self.  

This moment confirms Jenkins� notion of �convergence culture.� Jen-
kins develops an understanding of convergence culture as a means to ar-
ticulate the interaction of different media types, specifically, interrogating 
the point at which traditional or authorised media and new grass-roots, un-
official media intersect and interact in new and unpredictable ways.26 This 
notion is defined by Jenkins in relation to the experience of the Photoshop-
ed images of �Evil Bert� cavorting with Osama Bin Laden, which circulated 
from their point of production at the hands of an American high school stu-
dent in 2001, through traditional media interest and coverage and fed back 
into a cultish re-appropriation of the images. The �Evil Bert� images marked 
the realisation of convergence culture as they created a moment of collision 
between new and old media which resulted in a new form of interaction be-
tween the corporate media producers and the grass-root media consum-
ers.27 Such cultural phenomena finds resonance with Snakes, which can 
be understood as demonstrating a point of convergence culture through its 
role as a site of interaction between online fan production and corporate 
Hollywood media. The move by the producers of Snakes to include ele-
ments of the fans� grass-roots culture in the production of its corporate me-
dia text marks the collision of previously disparate cultural entities. Rather 
than a top down effect of traditional media informing the readings of grass-
roots culture, Snakes highlights the repositioning of the �poser,� conceived 
of as cultural appropriator and fan creator, within the role of creating a cir-
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cular construction of cultural production. Through incorporating fan culture 
into the production of the film text, Snakes represents a tailor made cult ob-
ject that conforms to the anticipated readings of its fan community.  

The final filmic object of Snakes on a Plane can then be understood as 
revealing a prefabricated cult film. Re-shot and re-made to meet the expec-
tations of a pre-formed cult community, the film itself was guaranteed to 
meet with an almost text-book cult reading. Rather than an organic cult 
formation growing up around the completed text, the Snakes cult was fash-
ioned by a desire for the object to sustain and complete the cult community. 
Its cult status is then determined not through a reading of the completed 
film object, but rather the completed film object is developed in response to 
an anticipatory cult reading. While objectless, the Snakes cult had already 
cemented itself within the cultural moment through an imagining of a possi-
ble filmic text. It required only the film object to fulfil the �possible� and to 
realise the cult�s initial purpose. It is here then that Snakes reveals its most 
interesting evolution in the understanding of the application of the cult label 
to a particular film object. Rather than demonstrating a film which is classi-
fied as cult through consumption, Snakes illuminates the possibility to cre-
ate a cult text through the reference to a pre-arranged cult community; a 
cult of anticipated reception rather than of a consumerist following.  

While the theatrical release of Snakes did not meet the expectations 
raised by pre-release internet hype, the movie only making a mediocre 
$15m USD opening weekend, the Box Office results of the film are argua-
bly of less cultural importance than the film�s pre-release experience. In the 
end, the film itself was an inevitability, more the by-product of the Snakes 
anticipatory cult rather than the genesis for a cult following itself. Prefabri-
cated through the producers� recourse to fan desires and pre-determined 
as cult by the construction of a pre-lived experience of fan production, the 
cinematic �good� and the unique quality of the Snakes on a Plane phe-
nomenon lay in its interaction with and inspiration of its fans and the stu-
dio�s recognition of the fact. 

Through the volume, the nature and the interactive quality of the 
Snakes on a Plane fan response, the film not only achieved the endearing 
fan recognition as �bad�, but also marked an evolution of the role of the fan 
within the valorisation and ultimately propagation of cult film. 
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“Bad Form”: Contemporary Cinema’s Turn to the Perverse 

 

 David Lynch: Lost Highway (1997)  

Lars von Trier: Breaking the Waves (1996)  

Hester Joyce and Scott Wilson 

The form of Western mainstream film is the crux of its ideological effi-
ciency: by using established formal techniques, films ensure audiences un-
derstand that aesthetic decisions support and clarify the narrative to ensure 
maximum spectatorial satisfaction. However, some films exploit their formal 
aesthetics in order to prevent clarification, thwarting satisfaction in favour of 
viewing practices that can be considered perverse in that they withhold, 
suspend or obstruct immediate pleasure. 

Contemporary Western filmmaking in the mid-1990s witnessed the 
emergence of a distinct group of filmmakers and films that, in the popular 
discourse of cinematic criticism, were together coded as �difficult� or �per-
verse.� These films were, as a result of the characteristics we identify be-
low, situated obliquely in relation to the larger economic and artistic struc-
tures of a commercially oriented �mainstream� cinema. Included in this new 
form of cinematic production were films from directors such as Tim Burton: 
Edward Scissorhands (1990); David Cronenberg: eXistenZ (1999); David 
Fincher: Se7en (1995); Peter Greenaway: The Baby of Maçon (1993); 
David Lynch: Lost Highway (1997); Quentin Tarantino: Pulp Fiction (1994) 
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and Lars von Trier: Breaking the Waves (1996). Whilst Western cinema as 
a whole has a long history of exploring �difficult� or �perverse� material 
within the overt or covert content of narrative, plot and story, such films 
demonstrate a particular relationship between the content being explored 
and the specific formal characteristics utilised in the delivery of that content. 
Thus where previous examples would utilise standardised formal tech-
niques as a way of both delivering and containing the difficult or objection-
able material, the films instead offer instances where the material of the 
narrative content seems to bleed backwards, affecting the form and render-
ing the very materiality of the film itself suspect and problematic.  

In these films, which utilise techniques that could be considered �bad 
form� in direct relation to the �good form� of Classic Hollywood cinema, the 
standard recuperative devices of continuity editing, sound and image rela-
tions, shot motivation and narrative resolution (amongst other techniques) 
could not be relied upon to work in the ways audiences, through consistent 
exposure to these stable forms, might otherwise have expected. By sub-
verting Classic Hollywood techniques and the hermeneutic activity associ-
ated with such techniques, the films all bring their prohibited thematic fea-
tures (desires, hallucinations, suspicions, obsessions, guilts) forward to ex-
ist and be experienced as formal aberrations, extraneous details that are 
designed to �stick out� from the skin of the film texts. These act as interrup-
tions to narrative progression and spectatorial interpretation, becoming 
perverse as they confound their audience�s ready desire to resolve the nar-
rative and offering, instead, the possibility of new forms of pleasure based 
on the very difficulty that marks these films as distinct from their main-
stream counterparts. Our formal analysis of examples from Lost Highway 
and Breaking the Waves suggests that the films can be analysed as indi-
vidually perverse given their relationship to a mainstream cinema based on 
narrative resolution and the recuperation of difficult content material. By de-
liberately disrupting or subverting what is usually a linear hermeneutic pro-
cess, the texts seek either to postpone or locate pleasure away from the 
act of successful interpretation and in this wilful disruption or subversion 
they may be thought of as perverse. 

While these films appear to offer moments of spectatorial interpretive 
freedom that would move away from the dictates of a cinematic main-
stream, when more closely examined, they can be seen to be doing some-
thing entirely different. Our focus throughout this work is to discuss the rela-
tionship between the intelligibility of a particular text and the audience 
member who seeks pleasure from the text by interpreting it and who inter-
prets it by comparing it with previous texts. As has been argued elsewhere, 
cinema �forges its own spectator�1 and any individual spectator is neces-
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sarily schooled in the art of interpreting the film text in line with other filmic 
experiences. Whilst this does not deny the possibility for multiple and var-
ied interpretations, this does permit us to examine the film text as a collec-
tion of signifiers that stand in relation to both their authorially intended and 
spectatorially expected signifieds, with the relation between signifier and 
signified being entirely conventional and remaining effective through repeti-
tion. Interpreting any individual film involves an understanding of, and an 
adherence to, a series of communicative codes for both the film and the 
audience. Yet the films we indicate as constituting a period of �Bad Form� 
production all knowingly subvert this interpretive process, which means that 
any particular spectator�s position with regard to the interpretive process al-
ters as a result. Because this knowing subversion, �a turning away from 
dominant notions of �right� [and] �good��2 or �normal� interpretation, occurs 
at a formal level, we argue that these moments signal acts of individual per-
versity on the part of the filmmaker, and lead towards the recuperation of 
the perversity within larger industrial and cultural structures.  

It is possible, then, to label the texts themselves as perverse � and in-
dividually as either psychotic or hysterical � given their relationship to a se-
ries of ubiquitous communicative codes that guide both their construction 
and interpretation. The films are not necessarily about psychosis or hys-
teria: rather, the films are in themselves constructed as psychotic or hys-
terical utterances that emerge in relation and response to the discourses 
that surround their production and consumption. By this we suggest that 
the standard recuperative cinema that constitutes the greater part of West-
ern cinematic production offers a form of �storytelling agency� wherein each 
film�s narrative content is delivered by self-effacing techniques which are, in 
turn, met by the hermeneutic activity of spectators long-accustomed to ex-
pect and decipher material presented in this fashion.  

As a result, one can consider the bulk of Western cinema to be both 
conservative (insofar as these films work to conform to a formal and her-
meneutic model that pre-exists their construction) and normative (insofar as 
audience displeasure based on the violation of this model has serious eco-
nomic consequences). This means that the articulation of perversity (un-
derstood here as attempts at a renegotiation of the link between the ways 
cinematic texts offer opportunities for spectatorial pleasure based on inter-
pretive activity) occurs as each �Bad Form� film struggles to demonstrate 
the manner of its filmic subjectivity in opposition to the standard �Good 
Form� cinematic agency that functions in the West as the globally dominant 
model. Necessarily, the long-term outcome of this struggle (as played out in 
the latter half of the 1990s) saw the eventual recuperation of these initially 
difficult techniques and their increasing use within the mainstream that they 
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temporarily resisted. Such moments are therefore a �rationalised� perver-
sion, a recuperation of the perverse. 

Lost Highway as Psychotic Utterance 

What makes Lost Highway an example of a psychotic cinematic utter-
ance is the manner by which it utilises a variety of standard representa-
tional structures � or appears to take part in a conventional cinematic dis-
course � but in unique, self-referential and confusing ways. This undercut-
ting divests these structures of the security of interpretive meaning they 
might ordinarily hold for an audience, meaning that Lost Highway, as Chris 
Rodley puts it, is a �complex weave of parallel worlds and identities that re-
fuses to yield its many secrets easily.�3 Thus, if psychosis involves a prob-
lematic relationship of the subject to communication and language, an en-
tirely unique and personal unfixing of signifieds from their conventional sig-
nifiers such that �there is something different about the psychotic�s being in 
language,�4 then Lost Highway, in demonstrating these formal symptoms, 
can be thought of as highlighting a moment of formal psychosis or as func-
tioning as an example of just such a psychotic utterance. What Lost High-
way and, indeed, all of the �Bad Form� films demonstrate is a willingness to 
use conventional cinematic codes primarily in order to distort them. In this 
manner the film obeys its own rules, its own structures of diegetic logic 
(that is, a logic pertinent to the interior world of the narrative) � but in a way 
that sees it move away from the long-established discursive structures 
drawn upon for standard narrative and diegetic intelligibility.  

Lost Highway utilises a variety of methods to avoid confronting any 
spectatorial desire for resolution for as long as it possibly can. Chief 
amongst these are the film�s markers of generic membership, utilising the 
formal (cinematographic and aural) and narrative tropes of Film Noir as a 
way of indicating that complete resolution and intelligibility will only be ob-
tained late in the narrative, perhaps only as part of the film�s resolving mo-
ments. Nevertheless, even these methods of forestalling resolution can 
only work for so long and it is no accident that the following example takes 
place at the film�s mid-point and demonstrates the ways in which this film 
reveals that it has no intention of providing a standard resolution.  

After the murder of Renee (Patricia Arquette), which is central to the 
unfolding plot, her husband Fred (Bill Pullman) is incarcerated. It is signifi-
cant to what follows that the short sequence dealing with Renee�s murder is 
framed and shot utilising what we are led to assume are objectively repre-
sented tropes of Fred�s subjective pathology. He is shown watching a video 
cassette containing grainy black-and-white footage of him amongst the 
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dismembered remains of Renee�s body, a sequence that is intercut with a 
second or two of colour footage demonstrating the direct and, we presume, 
diegetically stable relationship between the two types of images and the 
ways they can be interpreted as referring to either subjective or objective 
representations. Whilst in prison, and prior to his mysterious, and never-
explained, transformation into Pete (a new character played by a different 
actor � Balthazar Getty), Fred begins to suffer from insomnia and debilitat-
ing headaches. Consequently, after collapsing in the exercise yard of the 
prison (in which we never see any other inmates) Fred is taken to the 
prison doctor who prescribes a series of sedatives. Thus one might under-
stand that because Fred is ill with headaches, he is taken to a doctor and 
that perhaps the headaches are of some significance in the events just wit-
nessed, possibly providing some causal rationale for the murder that may 
or may not have happened.  

As it happens, Lynch signals that this interlude is not to be trusted with 
the use of an alternating display of very high and low angle shots. A stan-
dard interpretive practice would understand these shots as either belonging 
to some diegetic presence, or as a formal device designed to highlight a 
discrepancy between the two characters in the scene. However, both of 
these interpretive avenues are confounded with provision of additional, 
tightly-framed two-shots between Fred and the Doctor that reveal no moti-
vating diegetic presence, and which do not distinguish between the charac-
ters in terms of power. It is difficult now to recognise how disruptive this 
moment was when first viewed, and yet this is entirely the point of our ar-
gument. Lost Highway is, here, utilising a series of entirely conventional 
techniques and, at the same time, divorcing them from the hermeneutic 
framework that would ordinarily render them as invisible methods of deliv-
ering narrative content. Therefore it seems that those moments when the 
film is being more �normal� are those in which the film is also at its most dif-
ficult � at least in terms of the role of narrative comprehensibility within Lost 
Highway. And yet, such a view is undercut by the film�s formal recognition 
of the hopelessness of narrative intelligibility. 

Therefore, to encounter, as in the Doctor sequence, the use of shots 
so clearly and conventionally coded towards specific meaning, and to have 
them not only subverted but also emptied of meaning altogether is a pro-
foundly unsettling experience for an audience. When faced with such shots, 
previously so clearly meaningful, one inevitably struggles to make them in-
telligible, coming up always against the smooth face of what has become 
Lynch�s signature deliberate unintelligibility. In this manner, as the shots 
and their meaning diverge, as the shots are constructed in order to divest 
themselves of their conventionally coded meaning (as they might occur 
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within films occurring within a certain cultural epoch, emerging from a spe-
cific location), they become increasingly psychotic: split from their conven-
tional and spectatorially anticipated meaning, they are floating signifiers 
and all the more terrifying for that. Thus, the utilisation of alternating high 
and low angle shots, in such a manner as to not mirror whatever power dy-
namic is on-screen, renders this film at formal odds with its audience, which 
has, through numerous previous examples, come to expect such shots as 
being inherently significant and interpretable.  

So what is the purpose of this use of form within the construction of 
film? These disrupted interpretive codes, as upsetting to their audiences as 
they might be, remain for the most part unutilised by conventional film in 
general; hence their continued indecipherability. The specific examples 
provided above do not refer to any meta-cinematic codes or interpretive 
practices; they refer only to themselves. This means that those films that 
are constructed utilising self-referential formal techniques will also be sub-
ject to initial audience resistance, as self-referentiality is itself a resistance 
to interpretation. Yet, as we have signalled, the fact that Lynch persists in 
undercutting genre and form has itself become a marker of authorial pres-
ence; so much so that the initial perversity present in Lost Highway�s self-
referential form becomes a recognisable aesthetic and, thus, a marketable 
� and recuperated � commodity. This is an analytical aspect we will de-
velop later in this paper.  

Breaking the Waves as a Hysterical Object 

Much analysis of Breaking the Waves lies in an interpretation of Bess 
(Emily Watson) as the hysteric or the hysteric qua mystic. Using Creed�s 
analysis of Blue Velvet (Lynch, 1986) as a hysterical text5 and identifying 
four characteristic �symptoms� in the formal structure of Breaking the 
Waves, we argue that this film positions itself as perverse, as a hysterical 
text. The four formal aspects of Breaking the Waves that �stand out,� that 
demand attention in this analysis, are the plethora of symptoms that pre-
sent within the cinematography, Bess�s direct looks to camera, the digitised 
postcard shots combined with seventies music and the towerless bells that 
sound after Bess�s burial at sea. These and other formal signs are present 
in all areas of the cinematography, in the editing and post-production of the 
film stock. Together, the features suggest an overtly excessive attempt to 
contradict classical film form and to pose a new language of communica-
tion that is at once fascinating and confounding.  

Like Blue Velvet, Breaking the Waves is a postmodern text,6 display-
ing generic characteristics of melodrama, erotic romanticism, family drama, 
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documentary realism, and reality television. To consider the film only as a 
hysterical text, as Creed does with Blue Velvet, would be to be drawn into 
an analysis of its narrative content. By focusing on the film�s formal fea-
tures, its structural components allow us to consider Breaking the Waves 
as symptomatic and, specifically, as hysterical.  

In an attempt to integrate Breaking the Waves into a narrative of con-
sistency within von Trier�s filmography, much analysis focuses on the nar-
ratives of his previous films and his preoccupation with hypnosis. These 
analyses cite Breaking the Waves as signalling a shift from the earlier work 
that was �about hypnosis� to a film that is hypnotic in form. Von Trier him-
self identifies the film as hypnotic in its �masquerade as �real life.��7 It is the 
formal excesses, indeed the excessive avoidance of classical film language 
(the language of the Father) and the display of such formal features as 
symptoms that position the film as a hysterical text.  

What is often remarked upon about Breaking the Waves is its cine-
matic features. The camera work includes wild tracking, a circling hand-
held camera, sudden close-ups and seemingly unchoreographed ensemble 
scenes; the editing involves a play with real time, jump cuts within and be-
tween scenes, and the creation of ellipses. The �painstakingly produced 
film stock�8 was shot in super 35mm format, colour degraded on video be-
fore being transferred back to film, creating a monochromatic, grainy real-
ism. Combined with an editing style that breaks the rules of continuity edit-
ing, the cinematography creates a hypnotic, �spinning� diegesis. There is a 
disjunction in that the primitive, raw form looks like a lack of normal cine-
matic apparatus but is achieved through highly technical and sophisticated 
post-production processes. These are symptoms, an outward show that 
alerts the audience to the possibility of a hysterical object. 

Creed identifies three forms of fantasy in Blue Velvet: the film as �pub-
lic fantasy,� fantasy contained in the hero�s dream, and the primal fantasies 
that are played out within the narrative. Breaking the Waves has the first 
and last of these � the film as public fantasy and the articulation of primal 
fantasies are part of the narrative. The wounding or rape of the mother by 
the father is expressed in Bess�s violation and then rape (even if this is 
seen in terms of being motivated by Jan�s (Stellan Skarsgård) perverse de-
sires). Castration is in Jan�s accident and the seduction between daughter 
and father is apparent in several of Bess�s sexual encounters. To move 
from narrative to formal analysis at this point raises the question of whether 
the film plays these fantasies out with the audience on a non-narrative, 
formal level as well as a narrative level. By establishing a spectatorial posi-
tion and then violating that position, it does.  

As Creed explains, the turn to fantasy has enabled film theorists to 
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emphasise the sliding subject positions of the female protagonist and the 
multiple positions of identification for viewers.9 We argue that Breaking the 
Waves has a sliding subject position with no fixed point of view. If fantasy is 
the basis of psychic reality, then fantasy is not the object of desire but is its 
setting, its mise-en-scène. Fantasy does not depend on particular objects 
but rather on the setting out of images in which the subject is caught up. 
Breaking the Waves does not distinguish between desire and fantasy either 
at a narrative level � Bess�s fantasy is her desire/desire is her fantasy � or 
at a formal level. Instead there is a collapse of the boundary between de-
sire and fantasy. Bess�s overwhelming desire is manifest as fantasy as 
form, problematising the normal construction of desire within classical film 
form. The paradox of the hysteric is apparent in analysis of the formal fea-
tures of the film. By offering an alternative form, the film exposes the in-
adequacy of the phallic function and its accompanying signifiers usually 
upheld by classical film structure. Like the hysteric, the film is bent on lack 
of fulfilment of desire and poses questions about identification. 

The third formal feature we are identifying is the postcard scenes of 
the Scottish coastline. Paintings by Per Kirkeby, a Danish painter, were 
computer coloured and animated before being transferred to film. Like the 
rest of the film they were rigorously post-produced but to opposite effect. 
Rather than looking like raw footage, they are highly wrought inserts that 
act as containment, defining sections of the film as chapters with individual 
chapter headings. The device takes us back to von Trier�s sources for the 
script, de Sade�s Justine and a storybook from the director�s childhood 
called Goldenhearted.10 That von Trier never knew the end of the latter 
story because the picture book�s last few pages were missing11 posits it as 
a sublime object that remains untold. Using this source to narrativise 
Bess�s condition is an epistemological device that attempts unsuccessfully 
to recover the film�s other symptoms. The �stolen� images bring with them a 
lack of closure and indecipherability that emphasises rather than secures 
the hysterical symptoms. The failure of this is cynically side stepped by von 
Trier�s use of kitsch 70s pop music, with its accompanying pap lyrics, in the 
soundtrack.  

Defining Breaking the Waves as a hysterical utterance suggests se-
duction through symptom. But the film refuses to be defined merely as se-
ductress � it refuses analysis. The character of Bess, rather than being 
analysed as hysterical,12 serves our purposes to be defined as a symptom 
of the film�s condition. The intensity of Watson�s performance and the re-
turn of Bess�s look on several occasions are the means by which the film 
betrays normative filmic codes. Bess�s action of looking out from the screen 
has the effect of the film looking back, its point of anamorphosis.13 It is an-
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other sign of the collapse of the boundary between desire and fantasy and 
blurs the line between Bess�s character and Emily Watson�s performance. 
With reference to Hitchcock�s tracking shots in Rear Window (1954), Psy-
cho (1960), and The Birds (1963), which Slavoj �i�ek identifies as �isolating 
the remainder of the real,�14 Bess�s look frustrates us by breaking the fan-
tasy of the screen and confronts our desire to be seduced into the diegesis. 
Instead of the Hitchcockian montage that identifies the �uncanny� object by 
means of a series of shots, in Breaking the Waves the gaze situates Bess 
as the Thing, with the audience as the unidentified holder of it. Her look, in 
revealing all that is there to be revealed, is pornographic, thereby disturbing 
the audience�s desire and positioning the audience as the �uncanny� Other. 
Further, Bess takes on the film�s hysterical persona and her gaze compro-
mises her/its interpretability. 

Finally, the bells. The final feature we have identified as symptomatic 
of hysteria is the film�s play with the church bells. Again, the lack of bells in 
the church tower and their magical reinstatement have been read in narra-
tive analyses as symbolic of Jan�s lost and regained sexual power.15 We 
would suggest they are more symbolic of the phallic failure of the religious 
community to contain Bess, and argue that the film itself can and does con-
tain her. Bess�s wish to replace the bells is prophetic and their sounding as 
she is buried is the film�s last word and fulfilment of the wish. The shot is a 
high-angle view of the oilrig with the bells ringing, swinging in the immedi-
ate foreground. The bells float high above the earth like a celestial body, 
not connected to a church, as Bess in ascension. Not to be seduced, how-
ever, by narrative analysis, we argue that the film fulfils the hysteric�s mis-
sion. The bell sequence is miraculous, providing an unearthly answer as 
closure, one that lies outside expected formal structures and narrative ex-
pectations. Bess�s miracle is the film�s transcendence and posits the film as 
hysteric qua mystic. 

Conclusion 

Both Lost Highway and Breaking the Waves utilise audience familiarity 
with the conventions of the dominant discourses of cinema in order to 
structure their delivery of narrative content through the utilisation of familiar 
formal modes. As a result, both might, at first glance, appear to be realist 
films and to offer some semblance to filmic realism or, at the very least, of a 
diegetic stability within which narrative can occur and to which any specta-
torial interpretive activity can return. Thus both films resist the utilisation of 
techniques that would ordinarily suggest an entirely subjective experience 
(point of view shots, for example) and instead offer formal avenues for in-
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terpretation that promote an understanding of the protagonist�s experience 
as visible through the formal techniques of the text. Therefore, because we 
never leave what appears to be the grounded and stable realism of each 
text�s diegetic moments, we have no need to doubt these films� use of pre-
viously familiar formal techniques even when they indicate the ways in 
which their protagonists will affect the form of the films they feature within. 
Thus, by locating this process within the formal activity of encoding mean-
ing to direct interpretation, we can detect moments whereby any film ex-
ceeds what might ordinarily be considered normative construction by pay-
ing attention to the manner in which that film symbolises. The main result of 
the self-referential codes utilised within these films is therefore a con-
founded spectatorial desire and compromised narrative intelligibility. Thus it 
is in the very use of these conventions and codes that Lost Highway and 
Breaking the Waves perform perversity. The utilisation of standard cine-
matic coding, especially against what an audience can be expected to in-
terpret as a result of encountering these techniques, is a deliberate choice 
of the filmmaker and demonstrates an opening up of new interpretive 
ground, revealing the possibility for new modes of representing and deliver-
ing narrative. As a result, what is also new is the relationship of these texts 
to their audiences.  

However, the larger cinematic industry is more than able to recuperate 
these internal codes, in some instances utilising their internally dictated 
meanings, anchoring these in place as fixed cinematic signs, and in other 
instances taking the self-referential signifiers and affixing new signifieds to 
them, leading to a similar conclusion. Further, a new raft of directors take 
the cinematic codes (if not in actuality, then in spirit) of the earlier �Bad 
Form� directors and uses them to secure similar authorial status. Regard-
less of the specific breakdown of the various components, the conclusion 
we come to is clear: the (however hesitant) mainstream inclusion of the 
modes of �Bad Form� represents a fundamental shift in the manner of 
cinematic representation, and a concomitant shift in audience interpretive 
facility. Any codification of perverse representative forms, and the use of 
these forms in the delivery of increasingly opaque narrative (which avoids 
closure and denies total or, often, even partial transparency) illustrates the 
movement of a film industry away from a sterility of representation towards 
increasingly complex film texts. No longer is the cinematic diegesis the safe 
arena of speculated desire and realised narrative closure: these films trade 
in the generation of dissatisfaction.  
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The Other Side of Indonesia: New Order’s Indonesian Exploitation 

Cinema as Cult Films1

Ekky Imanjaya 

Introduction 

This articles explores how  Indonesian film  industry employed subver-
sive and exploitative techniques to struggle against a dominant order. In 
particular, it discusses how the Indonesian exploitation films produced un-
der the New Order Regime positioned their villains and criminals as sym-
bols of the Suharto government, and how local and international fan activity 
and targeted DVD distribution has subsequently attained cult classification 
for many of these films. The films under consideration were produced and 
released in Indonesian cinemas during Suharto�s New Order Regime 
(1966-1998). During this time nobody dared to voice their differences or 
criticize the government, without fear of being silenced or �disappearing.� 
Nowadays the Indonesian people have more freedom to express their opin-
ion although it may be different from, or even against, the government. 2 
The strongest period for this genre was approximately twenty years before 
the Reform Movement3 which led to the downfall of the Suharto govern-
ment. These films were neglected and abandoned, and many of them van-
ished. They are largely considered marginal or �bad� movies in Indonesia, 
however there are some local and devoted fans that still find and watch 
these films. This topic will be discussed later in this paper.    

COLLOQUY text theory critique  18 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue18/imanjaya.pdf 
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Indonesian exploitation films from the 1980s (and a few from late 
1970s and early 1990s) are now distributed internationally and attract a 
huge number of fans from around the world. The biggest distributor is Eng-
land�s Mondomacabro DVD, and there have also been a few films mar-
keted by USA�s Troma Entertainment. According to information received 
from Pete Tombs representing Mondomacabro DVD4 his company sells 
such films mostly to the US market, but also to the UK. The distribution 
covers The Netherlands, Germany, Italy and France, and is effected by his 
company and other companies as well. According to Tombs, their sales 
numbers range from 2000 to 8,000, depending on the title. In his email in-
terview with the author Tombs has written that ��some titles, Virgins from 
Hell, for example have sold well because of the subject matter (sexy girls 
on motorbikes!).� Tombs highlights that the target market consists of fans of 
horror and exploitation movies, and also people who like martial arts and 
action films. �There is a small but �niche� audience for films that are differ-
ent from the mainstream Hollywood product and this is where we try to 
market our movies, stressing their exotic, extreme or unusual content,� he 
says. 

Some examples of the films in question are: The Queen of Black 
Magic  (Ratu Ilmu Hitam, Lilik Sudjio, 1981),  Lady Terminator (Pembala-
san Ratu Laut Selatan,  Tjut Djalil, 1988), Virgins From Hell  (Perawan di 
Sarang Sindikat, Fred Wardy Pilliang, 1986), which DVD also includes an 
interesting documentary on Exploitation Indonesian Cinema as the bonus 
feature.5  This long list may be continued and we may add other titles in-
cluding Tales of Voodoo, Vol. 1: Jungle Virgin Force (Perawan Rimba, 
Danu Umbara, 1982),  The Devil's Sword (Golok Setan, Ratno Timoer, 
1983, 1984), Stabilizer (Arizal, 1984), Mystic in Bali (Leak, Tjut Djalil, 
1980), and Dangerous Seductress (Bercinta dengan Maut, Tjut Djalil, 
1992). In addition to these, there are DVDs which contain examples of In-
donesian cult cinema along with other cinema, for instance Tales of Voo-
doo, Vol. 2: Ghost Ninja / Primitives  (Primitif, Sisworo Gautama, 1978), 
and Eastern Horror: Satan’s Slave  (Pengabdi Setan, Sisworo Gau-
tama, 1980)/Corpse Master6. Other titles include The Warrior ( Jaka 
Sembung Sang Penakluk, Sisworo Gautama Putra, 1981), The Warrior 
against the Blind Swordsman ( Jaka Sembung vs. Si Buta, Dasri Jacob, 
1983 ), Daredevil Commando ( Komando Samber Nyawa, Eddy G Bakker, 
1985), Rambu: Prince of Universe (Pembalasan Rambu, Jopi Burnama, 
1985), 5 Deadly Angels ( Cewek Jagoan, Danu Umbara, 1980 ), Jungle 
Virgin Force ( Perawan Rimba, Danu Umbara, 1982 ),  and Snake Queen ( 
Nyi Blorong, Sisworo Gautama Putra, 1982 ).  

The theme and genre of these films vary: there are Zombie films ( Sa-

http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0017VG62W/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0017VG62W/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000FI8MMK/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000FI8MMK/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00061QIXG/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00061QIXG/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0009IW8HQ/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0009IW8HQ/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000FGG5PI/ref=ord_cart_shr
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000FGG5PI/ref=ord_cart_shr
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tan’s Slave ), cannibalism films (Primitive), women in prison films ( Virgin 
from Hell), �Womensploitation� films ( Ferocious Female Freedom Fight-
ers), and mystical/supernatural films (Mystic in Bali, Queen of Black Magic). 
There are also some genres that are specific to Indonesian culture,  such 
as the so-called �Kumpeni�, represented by such films as The Warrior and 
�Legenda� found in such films as  Snake Queen and Lady Terminator which 
will be discussed later in a section below. 

Western spectators, international distribution 

There are a number of blogs, websites and fanzines in the Western 
world (USA, Europe, and Australia) which celebrate Indonesian exploitation 
cinema as a type of cult cinema. World Weird Cinema7, Monsters at Play8, 
DVD Drive-in9,  DVD Maniacs10, Mitglied11, Schlock Treatment12, Greek�s 
The Cinehound Database13 (especially in Asian Room), and Eccentric Cin-
ema14  are some examples. �Cult fan-boys� even participate in online fo-
rums, such as AV Maniacs15, to discuss and share their experiences of In-
donesian cinema and their collections. These moves have been drawing at-
tention to organizations of a more general character such as the Cult Mov-
ies Forum.16  Some DVD rental stores also provide Indonesian exploitation 
films, for example Europe�s Trash Online,17 which has special corner called 
�Indonesian Horror and Action� and �Australia�s Trash Video.�18 Many peo-
ple have been contributing to the dissemination of such films. Andrew 
Leavold is a filmmaker, film collector, PhD student in Filipino genre cinema 
at Griffith University and co-owner and manager of Trash Video. His Bris-
bane-based rental video store, Trash Video, publishes the Schlock Treat-
ment catalog, which includes Indonesian exploitation. 

I was provided with a list of Indonesian titles that Leavold  has col-
lected.  Some of these can not be found in either Mondomacabro DVD or 
Troma Entertainment: The Blind Warrior (Neraka Perut Bumi;  Ratno Ti-
moer, 1987);  Day Of The Escape (aka War Victims, Kamp Tawanan 
Wanita, Jopi Burnama, 1983);  Hell Hole (aka Escape From Hell Hole, 
Maman Firmansyah, 1983); Hungry Snake Woman (aka Petualangan Cinta 
Nyi Blorong, Sisworo Gautama Putra, 1986);  Lady Exterminator (Barang 
Terlarang, the alternative titles are: I Want to Get Even, Commando Wild 
Cat,  and Violent Assassin, Maman Firmansyah, 1987);  The Terrorists 
(Menumpas Teroris,  Imam Tantowi, 1986);  and White Crocodile Queen 
(Ratu Buaya Putih, H. Tjut Djalil, 1988).19 Leavold gives me the following 
explanation for the reasons why he rents out Indonesian films: 

 

http://www.trash-online.com/dvd-INDONESIA.htm
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My decision to make these films available to our customers is from 
my own interest in Indonesian genre; many of our customers have 
never heard of or considered watching Indonesian genre films, as it 
is an area not covered in detail outside of Mondo Macabro and spe-
cialist chat groups, and therefore I needed to create a demand for 
the films rather than tap into an existing market. Most of the titles we 
make available were only ever available on VHS in the eighties, and 
are only available on the collector's grey market, usually sourced by 
tape collectors and traded from one collector to another. 

Leavold explains that there was a period during the early VHS boom in 
the 1980s when Indonesian genre titles were sold to video companies 
around the world: 

International demand for product was at an all-time high; both the 
major labels such as Warner and Columbia and smaller VHS com-
panies needed a cost-effective way of obtaining �filler� titles. Pur-
chasing older titles was one method; raiding the lower-budgeted fare 
from Europe and Asia was another. Put yourself in the shoes of a 
Greek VHS distributor � you have a choice between purchasing the 
rights to an A-grade American action film for $30,000, or an Indone-
sian knock-off for $5,000. It makes no difference to a Greek-
speaking action fan if the film is poorly dubbed or not. And, in the 
genre market, consumer expectations are somewhat lower than 
those of the arthouse or quality drama crowd. As long as there are 
the requisite numbers of explosions or disembowellings, you're 
bound to have one happy renter. 20

Leavold explains that Indonesian companies either sold their films di-
rectly at Cannes or on the American Film Market, or set up associations 
with overseas distributors (West Germany's Atlas Films, for example). He 
says: �There were two Indonesian films released to Australian VHS during 
this period: �Primitives� and �Hell Raiders�, both starring Barry Prima�. At 
that time these movies, according to Leavold, were anonymous genre titles 
that could have been made in any Asian or South American country.  

Similarly, Pete Tombs writes that those kinds of movies―specifically 
the women-in-prison, war, action, and horror movies―were widely ex-
ported in 1980s. �Indonesia government�s film promotion body found that 
those were the only sort of production that foreign buyers were interested 
in.� 21  
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Exploitation cinema and cult films 

As stated above, Western distributors, viewers, as well as the Post-
New Order local devoted audiences, consider examples of the 1980s Indo-
nesian exploitation cinema to be cult films.    

This paper adopts the definition of Exploitation Cinema as ��low-
budget, sensational movies of various stripes that revel in sex, nudity, vice, 
and violence��22 The films also contain drug usage, freaks, gore, mon-
sters, destruction, rebellion, and mayhem. I will argue that these films fit the 
definition of cult cinema, especially midnight movies, but with some modifi-
cations which I will discuss in the �Political Economy� section. The present 
section will elaborate on the theories of cult cinema and will apply the theo-
ries to arrive at close readings of the films.  

There are certain criteria for a film to be considered cult cinema. Bruce 
Kawin has described cult films as �any picture that is seen repeatedly by a 
devoted audience; as a deviant or radically different picture, embraced by a 
deviant audience.�23  Timothy Corrigan adds that cult films are marginal-
ized, eccentric, and peculiar.24 The Cultographies website mentions more 
details on this topic. It gives a comprehensive characteristic of the notion by 
stating that: 

A cult film is defined through a variety of combinations that include 
four major elements: 

• Anatomy: the film itself � its features (content, 
style, format, and generic modes).  

• Consumption: the ways it is being received � 
the audience reactions, fan celebrations, and critical 
receptions.  

• Political Economy: the financial and physical 
conditions of the presence of the film � its ownerships, 
intentions, promotions, channels of presentation, and 
the spaces and times of its exhibition.  

• Cultural status: the way in which a cult film fits 
a time or region � how it comments on its surroundings 
by complying, exploiting, critiquing, or offending. 

We do not propose that all of these elements need to be fulfilled to-
gether. But we do suggest that each of them is of high significance 
in what makes a film cult.25

I will now elaborate on these four defining characteristics of cult film in 
terms of the  Indonesian exploitation Cinema. 
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The anatomy 

In this part I will discuss innovation of Indonesian exploitations films, 
the �badness� of the films aesthetically and morally, transgression, genre, 
and intertextuality. I will provide examples of each subgenre of cult Indone-
sian cinema, specifically the genres that only exist in the Indonesian film 
industry, such as Karl Heider�s �Kumpeni� and ‘Legend� genres26.   

�Kumpeni� genre represents stories about heroes ― usually with su-
pernatural powers― such as Jaka Sembung and Jaka Gledek, who fought 
against the Dutch Colonial forces (17th-19th Century). The �Legend� genre, 
however, dramatizes traditional legends or folktales and includes such films 
as The Queen of the Southern Sea (Nyi Roro Kidul) and Snake Queen (Nyi 
Blorong). Black magic, supernatural powers and eastern mysticism some-
times appear in films of this genre as well.27    

 Pete Tombs, the director of Mondomacabro DVD and author of Mon-
domacabro: Weird and Wonderful Cinema around the World, states: 

Again, to us in the West, the mythology they explored (South Sea 
Queen, Sundel Bolong etc) was new and very �exotic�� There was 
also something interesting in seeing western exploitation staples, 
such as the women in prison movie or the monster movie, being fil-
tered through Indonesian eyes� Finally, I suppose for us there was 
a feeling that things like supernatural horror and black magic were 
maybe taken a bit more seriously by audiences in Indonesia than 
they were in the West, for cultural/historical reasons, so the films 
weren�t so self conscious or �camp� as UK or US productions.28

Tombs states that he does not really sell these films any differently 
from other films in their line. �But people in the US (at least in the �cult� 
market) now have a view of what �Indonesian exploitation movies are� says 
Tombs. When Tombs was asked by email why he chose Indonesian cin-
ema of the 1980s to be distributed by his label instead of recent films, he 
replied that the Indonesian cinema of that period fits easier into his label�s 
identity, and that these films had an agenda to entertain: �Hence fast mov-
ing stories, simple plots, good versus bad (with good usually winning). They 
were also influenced by Japanese cinema (widescreen filming) and Hong 
Kong (martial arts style) and so seemed very cinematic to us in the West.� 
He goes on to state that: �� in general, Indonesian exploitation cinema 
was less predictable, at least to us in the West, and a lot more exotic than 
the stuff we were used to seeing from Japan or HK. The story telling was 
also very solid. They were not trying to be clever or �postmodern.� They just 
wanted to entertain.�29

I argue that �exoticism� and �otherness� are keywords in this genre. 
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The consumption 

An alternative canon of cinema will be analyzed in this section. This 
includes a cinema which involves active celebration, a sense of commun-
ion, commitment and a rebellious attitude. Here I make a distinction here 
between two kinds of viewers ― Indonesian and non-Indonesian.  This 
section will focus only on Western viewers, where the cult fan-boys ― ob-
sessive, Western fans of the genre represents an interesting phenomenon. 
Firstly I will discuss the genre and the nature of exploitation/cult/fantasy 
spectators who Mark Jancovich once compared to Benedict Anderson�s 
�imagined community�:  �Rather than simply spontaneous, self-organizing 
subcultures, cult movie audiences are themselves brought together, and a 
sense of �imagined community� is produced and maintained, through the 
media.�30  

As has been mentioned above, a cult film is a film that is seen repeat-
edly by a devoted audience. As Corrigan stated, �With cult movies, as op-
posed to most other films, audiences seek out not only the unfamiliar in 
character and story, but the unfamiliar style, frame, and imagistic tex-
ture.�31  

Cult spectators celebrate the marginal, that is �the unwatchable and 
/or unobtainable� and considered as �un-pleasurable or inaccessible� to 
most viewers32 and ��tend to construct a microcosmic community of ad-
mirers.� 33 In short, cult audiences love ��such differences, for to them 
(the movies-e.g.) they suggest something unusual, noteworthy, and valu-
able�� As Telotte writes, �[I]t crosses boundaries of time, custom, form, 
and ― many might add ― good taste.� 34

Different terms are used to describe cult film viewers, including �cult 
fan-boys� (Oliver Dew), �nearly worshipful audience� (Telotte), and �devoted 
audience� (Kawin). Cult cinema is surely a fan based genre ― sometimes 
with a militant attitude ― and has the purpose of seeking what is marginal, 
other, exotic and peculiar in films. I experienced this phenomenon when I 
visited �The Night of Terror� ritual at 2007 Amsterdam Fantastic Film Festi-
val and have also witnessed the �birth of Jakarta cult fan-boys� while attend-
ing the 2nd Indonesia International Fantasy Film Festival.  These fans also 
want to be different from mainstream moviegoers or even movie buffs ― as 
if they wanted to prove that they have a different taste, and are able to en-
joy �unusual� movies ― as Jancovich writes:   

Cult movie fandom was, therefore, not developed in opposition to ei-
ther the commercial or the academic but grew out of a series of eco-
nomic and intellectual developments in the post-war period, a proc-
ess which created selective film markets that were defined by a 
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sense of distinction from �mainstream, commercial cinema.� 35

Independent distributors like Mondomacabro DVD have succeeded in 
part by building a brand or �habit� of film watching that incorporates those ti-
tles with less potential for stand-alone, cross-over, appeal. This creates �a 
community of people who are just interested in, for instance Optimum Asia, 
Asia Extreme, or Eastern Cult� where, as further explains: ��The key audi-
ence aggregate that such brands target is the intersection between foreign-
language film and �cult� genre film��36  

I argue that both labels mentioned above (and other labels that distrib-
ute Indonesian cinema) are quite similar to Tartan�s Asia Extreme. Thus, I 
do not agree with all points stressed in Dew�s article, �Asia Extreme: Japa-
nese Cinema and British Hype.� Dew mentions two important aspects of 
Indonesian exploitation cinema which attract the Western audience: the 
�Otherness� (including exotic scenes), and the �Unknown/Mystery.� In the 
case of Japanese movies, Dew writes that extreme violence and horror are 
an integral part of modern Japanese cinema but are rare in other countries. 
Quoting Rayns, Dew underlines that ��these brands merely �replicate� a 
level of depravity in Japanese popular culture beyond anything known 
here.�37  

In short, the marketing strategies of the distributors play an important 
role and should work well for the DVDs to be sold. According to Dew, 
�Supply alone cannot explain Asia Extreme: these brands are not merely a 
passive expression of Japanese cinematic culture, but are in part con-
structed by traditions of marketing and watching foreign language films in 
Anglophone territories.�38  

How Mondomacabro DVD can be seen in this context? I believe that 
from the very beginning both the Indonesian producers and international 
distributors structured and chose the movies in order to fit them into West-
ern spectators� tastes and emotions. For instance, the motto of Mondoma-
cabro DVD is �The Wild Side of World Cinema.� The stories of the DVDs 
are taken from Indonesian legends and myths such as Nyi Roro Kidul (The 
Queen of South Sea), Nyi Blorong (The Snake Queen), and Leak (Balinese 
black magic). The film The Warrior includes an Eastern magic charm called 
�Pancasona� which leads to immortality in people as long they keep her or 
his organ touching the earth.39 The Western spectators find such eastern 
mystical stories to be exotic, unfamiliar and consider the movies as repre-
senting �otherness.� I asked Tombs why the Western spectators want to 
watch and buy Indonesian cult cinema and he only gave a sentence in re-
ply: �for something different.� As a distributor, Tombs realises that the spec-
tators expect something fast moving, a bit crazy, but very cinematic with 
proper widescreen framing and lots of action and exotic behavior.40 New 
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Order exploitation cinemas fit the label better than the post-New Order In-
donesian movies. In this context, Virgins from Hell has become the best 
selling Indonesian title, the second being Lady Terminator. 

The marketing strategies of Mondomacabro DVD that distributes Indo-
nesian cinema (along with other bizarre films from all around the world) fits 
with Telotte�s argument that ��many seem to become cult works largely 
because their audience ― their potential lovers ― cannot be accurately 
assessed through conventional  wisdom, much less segmented and tar-
geted.� 41 To complement the characteristics he then further adds: �Rather 
than trying �to make all of the films for all of the people, producers and ex-
hibitors realised that they must appeal to very special tastes.� 42

I would like to elaborate on some gimmicks from this label. Firstly, we 
should focus on the unique features that distinguish this kind of films. As it 
is stated in the promotional material of the film Mystics in Bali:  

This is the film that introduced a new kind of monster to the world�s 
cinema screens. A sensation on its initial release in Asia, Mystics in 
Bali was deemed too bizarre and shocking to be screened in the 
West. Until now... This is the first time the film has been released in 
the US and is completely uncut and digitally remastered from the 
rare original negative. 

An analogous statement can be found on the front cover describing 
the film as  the �holy grail of cult Asian cinema.� Other examples of the 
promotional statements include: �Devil�s Sword: Sex, Savagery, and Mysti-
cal Arts� and �An Astounding Voyage into the Unknown.� 

Secondly, we might point out that the mystic and supernatural is al-
ways highlighted in such productions. This may be illustrated by the trailer 
of the film The Warrior (which can be seen in the �Coming Soon� folder on 
the Mondomacabro DVD website) where we read these salacious descrip-
tions: �duel of art of Eastern mystic�, �a mutilated body becomes a whole 
when touches the ground� (or Rawarontek charm), and �supernatural action 
adventure�.   

Thirdly, there is a visible tendency to adapt some Eastern features, 
making them more acceptable to Western taste. In the trailer of The War-
rior the spiritual Islamic elements are erased. For example, while the father 
tries to calm Surti down, he says, �I think you underestimate Jaka Sem-
bung, Surti.� However in the original version the father says, �please tawa-
kal, put trust in God, Surti��  In another case, while Jaka Sembung is ar-
rested and tries to escape, in original film he mentions God�s name as a 
charm to strengthen his body power ― similar to Samson ― but in the 
English dubbed version no such thing appears. Indeed, a so-called secu-
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larization process that takes place when the films are dubbed into English 
for Western consumers. 

And finally, some of the films use Western actors / actresses even 
though they might be not professional (Mystic in Bali, Rambu, Dangerous 
Seductress, Lady Terminator.) They apply techniques from Hollywood mov-
ies by using English titles, and sometimes Japanese and Finnish subtitles. 
We can also come across some similarities with Western stories (for ex-
ample: in Jaka Sembung/ The Warrior there are scenes similar to the cruci-
fixion of Jesus, the tragedy of Samson and Delilah and others). 

Next I will discuss the local devoted viewers of Indonesian exploitation 
cinema. 

Political economy 

This section will discuss the production of legends and accidents, cult 
stardom, promotion (specialist events and limited access) and reception.  

The first issue I will address has to do with Post-New Order Indone-
sian cult-fan boys. It is obvious that the motifs for the appearance of such 
cult-fan boys are not exactly the same as those in the Western audience, 
which are exoticism and otherness. 

Definitely, those New Order exploitation films I mentioned above were 
popular at the time of their release. In Barry Grant�s term these films have 
become �mass cult� cinema,43 they were very popular and even became 
box office hits in their time, but they also ��tend to construct a microcos-
mic community of admirers� ― just like Star Wars or E.T. 

However, in the Reform Era, as stated in the introduction, these kinds 
of films considered to be of low quality, and they are marginalized as �bad� 
and only for the working class.44 These late 1970s ― early 1990s movies 
are no longer popular, and their style has been mostly abandoned. Thus, 
these movies are very difficult to find and watch. So, why does the Post-
New Order admirers search, watch, and collect these films? I would like to 
advance some hypotheses. 

Firstly, I think that the younger generation is interested in the Indone-
sian cult stars of the past ― for example, Suzanna and  Barry Prima ― be-
cause now  the country lacks such cult figures. Secondly, local cult-fan 
boys find pleasure not only in watching the films but in finding or �discover-
ing� them, and treating them as �collector�s items.�45 The film critic Eric 
Sasono highlights that there are middle class people in Post-New Order In-
donesia who adore every pop culture curio from the past and are attempt-
ing to redefine it. Those middle class fans have fallen in love with movies 
starring Suzanna or the comedian trio Dono-Kasino-Indro (in short: exploi-
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tation cinema films), even though the movies� target market actually was 
lower class (�low brow�) audiences. Sasono states that the movies are now 
enjoyed and celebrated in totally different ways from the purposes of the 
filmmakers. 46 One additional consideration is the scarcity of the movies, 
which is one of the important factors of production of cult cinema or star-
dom. Since there are no cinemas or drive-in cinemas to play midnight mov-
ies in Indonesia, the local militant viewers have very limited access to the 
films.  

As mentioned above, this section includes an analysis of promotion 
(specialist events and limited access) and reception. I have some prelimi-
nary assumptions about three different kinds of access to such films for In-
donesian cult spectators. These channels would include �Layar Tancap� 
(mobile cinema), Film Festivals, and cheap-limited VCD.  

Firstly, the fans come mostly from the lower class and working class 
society who recently enjoyed the film toward ‘Layar Tancap’ (literally this is 
a stick screen, mobile cinema show, or outdoor cinema, similar to the Open 
Air Cinema which usually begins at 9 pm and goes until dawn). It is also 
known as �Bioskop Keliling� (mobile / moving-around-cinema) or �Gerimis 
Bubar / Misbar� (which literally means �if the rain comes, the show ends�, 
the outdoor cinema). �Layar Tancap� is considered older than indoor cin-
ema. When first indoor cinema opened and a documentary was screened 
in Cinema at Tanahabang, Kebonjae, Jakarta (whose  name was Batavia 
then) viewers compared it with �Layar Tancap� run by Talbot, in Lapangan 
Pasar Gambir (Gambir Market Field) and Lokasari (Manggabesar.)47  

The journalist Putu Setia writes that in the 1950s, the outdoor cinemas 
were attended by lower class society and some of them were not for free 
(but they were very cheap). Instead of using the term �theatre� after the 
cinema�s name, they used �park�, for example, �Luxor Park� and �Luna 
Park.� These cinemas commonly featured two different shows together in 
one package, such as an orchestra or a �toneel� (theatre show). The event 
was also used by traders to sell food, toys, cigarettes, etc.. 48 A well-known 
film journalist J.B. Kristanto writes that these kinds of cinemas showed sex 
films of low quality, because of the spectators� demand.49 The phenome-
non broadened and in 1977 the owners of Bioskop Keliling established a 
union called Perfiki (Persatuan Perusahaan Pertunjukan Film Keliling Indo-
nesia ― The Union of Indonesian Mobile Cinema Show.)50 Recently the 
name of �Layar Tancap� has been used for an Indonesian Youtube website 
(www.layartancap.com) which has gathered together nearly 7000 videos 
only in two months.51  

In early March 2009 I interviewed Pudjiasmanto, director of Tito Films, 
a �layar tancap� company. Pudji said that he bought the film copies and 
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their rights directly from the producers. He owns only classical 1980s-
1990s Indonesian cinema, �Tito Films cannot afford to buy copies of recent 
films,� Pudji states.  Most of these films are exploitation cinema, and he 
only has films in 16mm,  

Secondly, people from middle and higher classes have access to in-
ternational distributions, as I�ve mentioned earlier, and also to the internet 
(Youtube, etc). Additionally, since 2007 the Screamfest or Indonesian In-
ternational Fantasy Film Festival, organized by Blitz Megaplex, introduced 
an alternative luxurious cinema and have some classical Indonesian cin-
ema on their lineup. Rusli Eddy, the festival director, told me that unfortu-
nately it is more difficult for them to get 35mm print of such kind of movies, 
so there has not been any single New Order�s exploitation film shown  for 
the last two years.  The other access points are alternative public spaces 
like Jakarta Art Council�s Kineforum. This may become both a �temple� or 
ritual place (to use Bruce Kawin�s term in After Midnight52) and public 
space for them.  

Thirdly, both kinds of spectators can find these films just by buying 
cheap limited VCD of Indonesian cult / exploitation cinema in Glodok (Ja-
karta�s Chinatown) or other markets in Jakarta, such as Pasar Festival. By 
doing so, they can watch the movies at home videos or in their own private 
spaces. 

There are at least two distributors who sell exploitation cinema: Navir-
indo Audio Visual and Karyamas Vision. Both companies sell these VCD 
cheaper than those of recent films. For local cult-fan boys it is not so diffi-
cult to find the stores or places that sell such cheap VCD, for example at 
Glodok (Jakarta�s Chinatown) or Pasar Festival and Blok M Plaza. When I 
interviewed the secretary of Navirindo, Bertha, she mentioned that her 
company bought the rights from the owners/producers, transferred from 
Betacam to VCD. �We have a particular department to release classical 
films,� she says.53  The images in the VCD are mostly cut on the right and 
left sides, because the wide screen format does not fit the television 
screen.   

Cultural status 

This section is about cinema as an object of curiosity, cultural sensitiv-
ity and films with a politically dangerous or subversive content. The films in 
question were produced and distributed in the 1980s under Suharto�s op-
pressive New Order Regime (1966-1998). In the documentary Imam Tan-
towi, a scriptwriter and director of some Indonesian exploitation films, men-
tions that filmmakers in that period did not have the freedom to express 
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their creativity, so instead they sat quietly and fought against the repressive 
system through their films. The evils and criminals destroyed in the films 
can be seen as symbolic of the New Order government.  Among them are 
some Legend films such as The Warrior and Devil’s Sword. 

Indonesian �sexploitation� films are indicative of cultural sensitivities. 
We are aware of this because Indonesia is a country with the largest Mus-
lim population in the world. This genre started with the film Bernapas dalam 
Lumpur (Breathing in Mud, Turino Djunaidi , 1970, starring Suzanna). This 
was the first film to accentuate sex, rape, and dirty dialogues. It was then 
followed by Bumi Makin Panas (The World is Getting Hotter, Ali Shahab, 
1973, also starred by Suzanna) which has a similar topic, and was once 
banned in Cianjur (West Java) and Malaysia.  

In 1983 another sexploitation film, Bumi Bulat Bundar (The World is 
Round, Pitrajaya Burnama, 1983, starring Eva Arnaz, Yeni Farida, and 
Wieke Widowati) was produced. The genre increased in popularity rapidly 
in the late 1980s and by the 1990s dominated the film industry. The most 
controversial film was Pembalasan Ratu Laut Selatan (literally meaning 
Revenge of the South Sea Queen, aka Lady Terminator, Tjut Jalil, 1988, 
starring Yurike Prastica) which was withdrawn from cinemas due to its 
erotic scenes.54 The same thing happened to Akibat Terlalu Genit (The 
Result of Too Flirtatious, Hadi Poernono, 1988, starring Yurike Prastica) 
and Ketika Musim Semi Tiba (When the Spring Comes, Bobby Sandy 
1986, starring by Meriam Bellina). Thus we see that the attitude to cinema 
reflected the general situation in the country, both political and moral. 

Conclusion 

Some Indonesian exploitation films have been celebrated both in the 
Western world and in Indonesia. The cult-fan boys are small in number, but 
they have their own methods, attitudes and style for celebrating the movies 
that appeal to them. The distributors sharpen the mutual interaction of 
Western cult-fan boys and Eastern mystical / �exotic� movies, through cer-
tain branding and marketing strategies that cult fan-boys cannot refuse. On 
the other hand, local devoted audiences use three methods to watch the 
movies: �Layar Tancap�, alternative festivals and cheap-limited VCD. The 
exploitation films from the New Order era are still being distributed, with 
limited access both in the Western countries and Indonesia.  
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NOTES 

1 Deepest gratitude to Hivos for its financial support allowing me to attend the B for 
Bad Movies conference at Monash University, Melbourne, 15-17 April 2009. Also 
biggest thanks to Joko Anwar who introduced me to this �wild side of Indonesia.� 

2 Ekky Imanjaya, �Who�s afraid of democracy? Politics of freedom in Indonesian 
films� Cinemaya, the Asian Film Quarterly (Volume 1 , 4), (Mumbai:  Osian�s  
Connoisseurs of Art Private Limited, May, 2007)  8-11, 10  

3 In political terms, the Reform demanded greater democracy, honesty and ac-
countability in public life and policies that secured people�s welfare. For further in-
formation on the Reform movement and its effects on some aspects in the early 
years of post-Reform situation, see: Arief Budiman, (ed.). Reformasi, Crisis and 
Change in Indonesia. (Clayton: Monash Asia Institute: 1999) 

4 Email interview with the author, 16 October 2009 

5 Please see YouTube: Part 1: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wbsZp6OR0E8,   
Part 2: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ci6AIU16ZSI&feature=user,  
Part 3: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9mcgX--qLo&feature=related

6 For examples, please see:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=amIA6TOgJZQ  

7 Available at: http://worldweirdcinema.blogspot.com/2006/12/primitives-world-of-
indonesian-horror.html. The blog took the article on Primitive from  BRUTARIAN 
Magazine #33, back in 2001, written by Greg Goodsell.  For another review, 
please see:  http://worldweirdcinema.blogspot.com/2007/04/movie-review-
revenge-of-ninja.html

8 For example of their reviews, see: 
http://www.monstersatplay.com/review/dvd/l/ladyt.php

9 Available at: http://www.dvddrive-in.com/reviews/i-m/ladyterminator88.htm  for ex-
ample of the review. 

10 Available at: http://www.dvdmaniacs.net/Reviews/A-
D/dangerous_seductress.html

11 Available at: 
http://mitglied.lycos.de/gollumslair/ninjas/warriorandtheninja/warriorandtheninja.ht
m

12 Available at: http://schlocktreatmentarchive.blogspot.com/2009/01/indonesian-
cult-cinema.html

13 Please see: www.cinehound.com  

14 For example, read: http://www.eccentric-
cinema.com/cult_movies/dangerous_seductress.htm for Dangerous Seductress 
review 

15 The forum is interesting, with participants from various (Western) countries. 
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Please check: http://avmaniacs.com/forums/showthread.php?t=32329
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http://www.cultmovieforums.com/forum/forumdisplay.p?s=a5a62fcf610800cce575
7aac7398b850&f=18
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18 The website address is www.trashvideo.com.au

19 Some movies have different names. For example, Perawan di Sarang Sindikat 
(Arizal, 1988), under the sign Other Third World Oddities, has two titles, American 
Hunter and Lethal Hunter, respectively. Under Asian Weirdness!! there are Dare-
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20 Written interview, 22 October 2009 
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Doing It for the Kids:  

Rebels and Prom Queens in the Cold War Classroom Film 

Anika Ervin-Ward 

The body as a potent marker of youthful resis-
tance served to set youth off from the adult 
world and suggested that the body was outside 
the reach of dominant forms of moral regulation 
and sexual containment. Many adults re-
sponded with trepidation to the youth resistance 
of the 1950s, to what was viewed as the mutu-
ally reinforcing phenomena of juvenile delin-
quency and rock and roll. Hollywood and other 
conduits of media culture capitalized on such 
fears by constructing youth as both a social 
threat and a lucrative market. Redefining teen 
culture as both separate and in opposition to 
adult society, youth became the embodiment of 
alienation, anger, and potential danger. – Henry 
A Giroux 1

This vision of the post-World War II American adolescent is a familiar 
one within discussions of teen culture and identity in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries. It evokes the ever-familiar popular culture rep-
resentations of the tormented teenagers Jim and Judy (James Dean and 
Natalie Wood) of Nicholas Ray�s 1955 film Rebel Without a Cause, or the 
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provocative hip-swinging Elvis Presley and his hysterical fans. The body of 
the teenager as a site of resistance and control is also at the heart of the 
seemingly conservative representation of the 1950s adolescent found in 
short educational films of the period. These oft-derided and ignored screen 
images of youth also need to be considered when reflecting on our concep-
tions of American adolescence of the mid-twentieth century. Aimed largely 
at the increasingly visible American adolescent of the postwar period, these 
short educational films range from droll instructional pieces providing ad-
vice on appropriate personal hygiene and dating etiquette to more graphic 
traffic safety films featuring documentary footage of accident scenes.2 
What links this seemingly disparate group of films is their intention of in-
structing American adolescents on how to become successful members of 
American society. On face value these films encourage conformity to the 
social conventions of the adult world, but in doing so they inadvertently ac-
knowledge a life less ordinary. Therefore these films are ambivalent visions 
of life in postwar America dependant on a tension between the banal and 
the threatening.  

This tension is played out through the body of the adolescent. Rather 
than simply presenting an idealistic and aspirational view of America for its 
audience these films depend on a dualistic characterisation of middle cen-
tury America, and its youthful population, displacing anxieties of the post-
war and atomic age onto the undisciplined adolescent body. The adoles-
cent evoked by the 1950s and 1960s classroom film is just as much a site 
of danger and anxiety as the media incarnations of adolescence that Henry 
Giroux refers to in the epigraph. In the classroom film, this appears as a 
threat to the dominant social construct of the middle class patriarchal family 
unit. Subsequently it also presents a threat to the notions of consumerism 
and the American democratic ideal that underpins this dominant ideology. 
In their attempt to protect this model of American life the 1950s and 1960s 
classroom films also mirror the notion of containment more generally asso-
ciated with American foreign policy and military strategy of the Cold War 
period, but also, as Alan Nadel argues, reflected in American Cold War cul-
tural products and narratives.3  

The Cold War as I refer to it here signifies the extended ideological, 
political and military opposition between the superpowers of USSR and 
USA and their respective allies, between East and West, between Commu-
nism and the so-called �Free World�. The rhetoric of the Cold War thus 
sought to divide the world into binary opposites and dominated international 
relations throughout the second half of the twentieth century. While the 
Cold War arguably stretches from the end of World War II to the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet Empire in the early 1990s the height of the Cold War is 
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commonly associated with the period of 1950s and 1960s. Nadel argues its 
defining characteristic is the power and possession of the atomic bomb.4 
Accordingly two key periods prove important. The post-World War II period 
from 1945 to 1953 saw the initial growth in tensions and the division of Eu-
rope along ideological lines. Following this was a period of crises (1954 to 
1964) centred on nuclear standoff between the two growing superpowers 
and their relationships with the wider world, peaking with the Cuban Missile 
Crisis in 1962.5 It is this period of crises that seems to cast a shadow over 
the other decades, particularly those that follow it, threatening to return with 
catastrophic results.  

It is therefore important to deconstruct the cultural products and im-
ages that emerged from this period and which have subsequently contrib-
uted to its characterisation. In addition to the more iconic Cold War images 
of the Hydrogen bomb test in the Pacific Ocean or President Kennedy de-
claring �Ich bin ein Berliner� at the Berlin Wall, I consider it important to look 
to more marginal cultural artefacts such as the 1950s and 1960s classroom 
film. These cultural products have also contributed to a contemporary char-
acterisation of postwar and Cold War America as they linger in the minds of 
those who watched them first hand and those who consume them with nos-
talgia or derision today. Thus this paper will examine the various ways in 
which the 1950s and 1960s classroom film create, encourage and disrupt 
the image of the responsible young American. In doing so, I look to identify 
his or her place within discourses of postwar and Cold War culture.  

Classroom films of this period cover a range of important social and 
moral lessons, including appropriate personal grooming (Soapy the Germ 
Fighter, Avis, 1951), driver safety (Wheels of Tragedy, Safety Enterprises 
inc, 1963), family harmony (A Date with Your Family, Simmel-Meservey, 
1950), popularity (Big Man on Campus, Sid Davis Productions, 1963), pu-
berty and sex education (As Boys Grow…, Medical Arts Productions, 
1957), stranger danger (Boys Beware, Sid Davis Productions, 1961), drugs 
and alcohol (Alcohol Is Dynamite, Sid Davis Productions, 1967), how to 
choose a life partner (Choosing Your Marriage Partner, Coronet, 1952), 
dating etiquette (Date Etiquette, Coronet, 1952), and of course juvenile de-
linquency (The Dropout, Sid Davis Productions, 1962). Due to the sheer 
volume of applicable texts, I will focus primarily on two examples and their 
representations of adolescent archetypes illustrating the means by which 
they construct and subsequently attempt to contain the threatening entity of 
the postwar and Cold War adolescent. In the 1961 Jam Handy production 
The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! the social ritual of the Prom contains and even 
denies adolescent, and particularly, female sexuality through familiar con-
structs of postwar feminised consumerism and self-surveillance. The nas-



░ Doing It for the Kids 163 

cent sexual and occupational emancipation of the American woman is de-
nied in this film by the containing notion of American femininity as commod-
ity and as consumer, embodied by the Beauty Queen. The ritual of the 
Prom is the process by which this conception of femininity is reinforced and 
sold to its audience. On the other hand the 1954 Sid Davis production 
Gang Boy, directed by Arthur Swerdloff, calls upon the postwar archetype 
of the juvenile delinquent to express fears about the instability and disinte-
gration of this postwar ideal of the nuclear family. In this film, the conflicted, 
angry and irresponsible gang boy is redeemed in the figure of Danny, 
whose ambivalence towards his lifestyle means that he can be successfully 
reintegrated into the community by adopting the role of patriarchal mentor 
to the next generation of potential delinquents. Thus the threat of juvenile 
delinquency represented by the gang boy is quashed by Danny�s choice to 
transition into responsible adulthood.  

While both of these films address the perceived destabilising force of 
the postwar adolescent, the impossibility of ongoing containment becomes 
evident in the inevitable gap between the films� idealistic intent and those 
moments of banality, absurdity, incoherence and unconvincing execution. 
Both The Prom: It’s a Pleasure!, and Gang Boy fail to deliver convincing 
representation of postwar America that they require to successfully neutral-
ise the dangers of youth that they imagine. This is simply because they 
evoke, and at times directly depict exactly that which they attempt to con-
tain. These films therefore represent the ambivalence of postwar culture 
that is so often overlooked by contemporary nostalgic reflections upon 
these cultural products. 

The good, the bad and the ugly 

The 1950s and 1960s classroom film covers a broad range of texts 
and pedagogical concerns from civil defence to personal hygiene, driver 
education, geography, history and science. While each of these can be 
seen to have contributed to varying degrees to the social and intellectual 
development of school children of the postwar period, that is the baby 
boomer generation, those films directly representing and thus constructing 
a sense of postwar adolescent are of greatest interest here. The subgenre 
of classroom films that Ken Smith refers to as �mental hygiene films� are 
therefore the focus of this discussion.6 Brian Low has observed that the 
North American postwar �mental hygiene movement� utilised discourse of 
�mass psychology and social relations� to steer the social development of 
children and adolescents. In doing so, it reflects the intentions and popular-
ity of parenting and educational literature of the period, if not the actual atti-
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tudes of the postwar generation.7 His thorough analysis of postwar mental 
hygiene films produced by the National Film Board of Canada assesses the 
impact of this movement in Canada, particularly through the portrayals of 
children in these films. Low�s analysis reveals the importance placed on 
appropriate parenting and teaching within these films thus reflecting their 
intended audience. While I am taking a similar approach in viewing the 
mental hygiene film as an indicator of post-World War II culture, I am inter-
ested in those films that speak directly to adolescents by representing be-
haviour models for their audiences to identify with.  

As I have indicated, these adolescent mental hygiene films cover a 
range of educational topics often presented by semi- or non-professional 
teenage casts, everyday people devoid of the glamour of the Hollywood 
teen star and subsequently more representative of the films� audience. 
While the direct impact of these films on the identity formation of those who 
initially viewed them is a legitimate area of investigation, I do not wish to 
speculate about the initial reception of these films without more extensive 
empirical study, a task that Robert Eberwein has recognised is difficult 
given the ephemeral nature of these films.8 My interest rather lies in how 
these texts contribute to an, at times, nostalgic reflection of post-World War 
II and Cold War America, and is but part of my broader research in this 
area. Therefore my analysis is from the position of an early twenty-first cen-
tury reader and is informed largely by the surviving discourses of postwar 
and Cold War American culture.  

Dealing with similar representations to Hollywood films of the period, 
the mental hygiene films of the 1950s and 1960s are nevertheless on the 
margins of the commercial screen product of this era. They are easily 
placed in the category of �exploitation film� or �paracinema� as Jeffery 
Sconce has suggested,9 and were largely produced and continue to be ex-
hibited outside mainstream Hollywood channels. However, this is not to say 
they were not widely viewed or profitable for their producers; after all, many 
of these films were produced in conjunction with educators and with con-
temporary curriculum issues in mind.10 These films were produced by a 
range of companies from the education publisher Encyclopaedia Britan-
nica, to specialist classroom film production houses such as Coronet and 
independent educational �auteurs� such as Sid Davis who utilised shock 
tactics in his impassioned attempt to shame and protect the youth of Amer-
ica. Where Encyclopaedia Britannica approached screen education in the 
style of illustrated lectures, Coronet used a Hollywood style mise-en-scène 
to depict character development and a problem-solving model of educa-
tion.11 Sid Davis�s productions on the other hand took a much more ex-
ploitative approach to this subject matter due to Davis�s creative control, of-
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ten as director and cinematographer as well as writer and producer. Even 
those films directed by others distinctly depict Davis�s universe of children 
in peril.12 Despite being marginal screen texts with varied pedagogical 
styles these films all appear to have an ultimately conservative agenda in 
keeping with the premise of the mental hygiene movement. That is to en-
courage behaviour that ensures a transition from adolescence into suc-
cessful adulthood and thus �a future free of crime, mental disturbance, and 
industrial inefficiency�.13  

Containing the adolescent 

This vision for a successful future America through the social educa-
tion and empowerment of the postwar generation implies two competing 
conceptions of 1950s and 1960s American youth. On the one hand, it 
evokes the patriotic, well-behaved and well-adjusted adolescent who would 
ensure the success of the US economy and democratic ideal, and on the 
other assumes a destructive, rebellious or disenfranchised �youth� who, 
when left unchecked, would certainly cause the collapse, or degeneration 
of this same ideal. As Ken Smith claims: �Mental hygiene films were popu-
lar because they showed life not as it was but as their adult creators 
wanted it to be.�14 Many of these films rely upon the same �idealized vision 
of life� that David Considine finds in preceding Hollywood representations 
of adolescents. Such a vision relies upon representations that reinforce 
middleclass ideology and the threat posed to this ideology by the teenager. 
For example, in discussing Hollywood�s approach to adolescent sexuality, 
Considine observes: 

In such a social system, sex was threatening because it distracted 
from building for the future. While parents may have worried about 
their teenagers losing emotional control, the film industry seemed 
preoccupied with economic control. Sex, they seemed to imply, at 
least adolescent sex, endangered the financial future not only of the 
juvenile but of society itself. This view of life advocated abstinence 
and the acceptance of the philosophy that good girls don�t and nei-
ther should the boys.15  

In the 1950s and 1960s mental hygiene film, as in Hollywood films that pre-
cede them, adolescent desire was constructed (either directly or indirectly) 
as something to be afraid of, something with the potential for social, cultural 
and moral destruction, and therefore something that needed to be con-
tained. In short these screen images of youth reflect what Timothy Shary 
refers to as �ephebiphobia� or fear of the teenager.16  
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Unlike American television series of the period such as Leave It to 
Beaver (1957�1963) and Father Knows Best (1954�1960), which have be-
come convenient pictures of postwar middleclass aspirational America and 
also typical of an �idealized vision of life�, these mental hygiene films, in 
their very existence, recognise an alternative, more problematic view of 
America. In cases such as the Sid Davis Production, this problematic alter-
native is very clear. In Girls Beware (1961), for example, danger takes the 
form of sinister teen sex leading to gang rape, unwanted pregnancy and 
murder, while in later films such as Alcohol Is Dynamite and The Bottle and 
the Throttle (1968), the dangers of teen culture are evident in alcoholism. 
The Bottle and the Throttle opens on a crash scene. A young man is being 
led away by the police as he contemplates his blood alcohol level. The nar-
rator informs us: �Not too many minutes ago that young woman and her 
child were happy and healthy. Now their young bodies are crushed and 
wracked with pain.� The logic of fear is clear in this commentary and the 
blame and consequences are displaced onto the irresponsible and drug-
affected body of the adolescent. In other mental hygiene films the problems 
with adolescent America appear much more mundane, yet they are equally 
embodied by the inept and irresponsible teenager. In the Coronet film Dat-
ing: Dos and Don’ts (produced in 1949 but circulated throughout the early 
1950s), inarticulate and tactless teens jeopardise the success of teenage 
heterosexual coupling, and by implication the social stability ensured by 
marriage and the heterosexual family unit. In Soapy the Germ Fighter (Avis 
Films, 1951), American middleclass respectability and social success is 
threatened by pubescent boys who neglect to wash behind their ears. Thus 
the alternative picture of 1950s and 1960s America implied by these films is 
one of the sloppy, irresponsible, violent, anarchic, ill-mannered and self-
satisfying anti-conformists. These are of course characteristics commonly 
associated with rebellious youth. Above all, this alternative and potentially 
disastrous America is one that these films argue urgently needed to be ad-
dressed.  

To me this speaks to the underlying anxiety and ambivalence of 
American Cold War culture that has come to characterise this period. As 
Smith argues, these films and their idealised version of life �thrived in a na-
tion traumatized by war, fearful of communist witch-hunters, terrified of nu-
clear annihilation, and rocked by fears of a generational rebellion.�17 There-
fore, as partial products of the anxieties of the Cold War adult population, 
these films also construct the adolescent as a site of anxiety for American 
Cold War society. At the same time these films suggested America�s ability 
and desire to contain and control this threat as a matter of domestic and 
thus national security. 
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Alan Nadel poses a strong case for reading the narrative of contain-
ment usually associated with American�s foreign policy in the early Cold 
War period more broadly across American cultural products and practices. 
This represented an attempt to contain cultural threats from both home and 
abroad. As he explains: 

[Containment] also describes American life in numerous venues and 
under sundry rubrics during that period: to the extent that corporate 
production and biological reproduction, military deployment and in-
dustrial technology, televised hearings and filmed teleplays, the cult 
of domesticity and the fetishisation of domestic security, the arms 
race and atoms for peace all contributed to the containment of 
communism, the disparate acts performed in the name of these 
practices joined the legible agenda of American history as aspects of 
containment culture.18

Nadel locates this cultural narrative of containment in such unassuming 
films as Lady and the Tramp (Clyde Geronimi, Wilfred Jackson and Hamil-
ton Luske, 1955), the biblical epic The Ten Commandments (Cecil B De-
Mille, 1956) and pop culture icon Playboy magazine. In each he finds paral-
lels between the dynamics of their gender relations and American Cold War 
rhetoric toward the Soviet empire. He argues: �In distributing the potentials 
for domination and submission, allegiances and disaffection, proliferation 
and self-containment, loyalty and subversion � all of which require clear, 
legible boundaries between Other and Same � the narrative of the Ameri-
can cold war takes the same form as the narratives that contain gender 
roles.�19 In light of this and due to their reinforcement of conservative gen-
der roles for the purpose of ensuring a stable American national identity, I 
think it is apt to recognise the 1950s and 1960s mental hygiene films as 
part of the broader cultural narrative of containment that Nadel addresses.  

Films such as Are You a Good Citizen (Coronet, 1949) are very direct 
about promoting the American democratic ideal of participation, opportu-
nity, rights and responsibilities. By providing the American adolescent with 
visions of doomed rebellious teenagers and conversely specific �positive� 
behaviour models, however, other mental hygiene films provided another 
avenue though which to sure up the nation�s faith in the American way of 
life. The scare approach taken by Sid Davis Productions or the Highway 
Safety film poignantly represents the threat of the ill-educated undisciplined 
adolescent. Davis�s teens for example are far from being the happy, well-
adjusted and safe community members that other mental hygiene films as-
pired to create. Rather they are gang members, dope addicts, boisterous 
bicyclists, and wise guys roaming free in a world of murderers, rapists and 
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accidents waiting to happen. Nevertheless, these films still provide solu-
tions to the threats of such an existence, usually by raising the awareness 
of the audience and encouraging responsible and informed decision-
making. As the audience of Boys Beware is advised, having just been told 
about �stranger-danger� and the threat of the deviant and �mentally ill� ho-
mosexual predator: �The decision is always yours, and your whole future 
may depend on making the right one.� This evokes the importance of 
choice that underpins the democratic ideal, but it also suggests that there is 
a responsible choice that ensures individual freedom and safety.  

The educational films produced by Coronet and Encyclopaedia Britan-
nica on the other hand present images of well-behaved, cheerful if not 
bland adolescents demonstrating or learning behaviours acceptable to their 
communities. These considerate, responsible, intelligent and importantly 
well-adjusted girls and boys are indications of a happy and achievable exis-
tence during the Cold War era. Any socially dangerous characteristics of 
adolescence are addressed in these films before they can spin out of con-
trol and cause havoc or worse, become permanent adult characteristics. 
Another example of this approach is the 1950 instructional film A Date with 
Your Family. It is a step-by-step guide to the perfect family dinner experi-
ence, highlighting the responsibilities of each family member according to a 
well-defined structure of the patriarchal family unit. While Father is on his 
way home from a busy day�s work at the office, Daughter is expected to 
help Mother prepare a lovely family meal, and, like Mother, is expected to 
dress for the occasion. Meanwhile, Brother�s role is to remain studious, 
complete his homework and ensure his younger brother, Junior, is clean 
and presentable for dinner. Both teenagers are expected to abide by par-
ticular dinner table etiquette, including appropriate dinner conversation 
modelled by Mother and Father. As the authoritative male voice-over tells 
us: �Let Father and Mother guide the conversational trend � after all, they 
made all this possible.� The film briefly toys with a depiction of inappropri-
ate dinner conversation; however, the majority of the screen time is con-
cerned with depicting happy teenagers, fulfilling their designated roles in 
the family and enjoying each other�s company. Thus, the audience is pre-
sented with an ideal, if unbelievable, teenage identity that ensures a har-
monious family life and a confident and happy personality. 

Both of these approaches reflect the operation of containment culture 
at the level of individual identity and behaviour. As Nadel acknowledges of 
his own experience of containment culture: �Setting up a mythic nuclear 
family as the universal container of democratic values, the cultural narra-
tives of my childhood made personal behaviour part of a global strategy at 
the same time as they personalized the international struggle with commu-
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nism.�20 Thus by privileging the middleclass nuclear family, the 1950s and 
1960s mental hygiene film addressed anxieties about the threat to America 
from within its own society by constructing a new frontline, that of adoles-
cence.  

The offensive strategy of these films � to contain through education � 
reflects a broader postwar enthusiasm for the socially constructive role of 
schools and education in support of the American democratic ideal.21 In-
formed by the cultural commentary of C Wright Mills, Lewis points out that 
postwar education focused on �training for a growing international market 
economy.�22 William L O�Neill also notes that the postwar approach to edu-
cation foreground socialisation and �life adjustment� over the intellectual 
pursuit.23 In this way it reflected the child-centred, permissive approach to 
child-rearing of the postwar period, popularised for example in the publica-
tions of Dr Benjamin Spock.24 This child-centred parenting according to 
Daniel Gomes, aimed to create �happy, procreative, and emotionally heal-
thy, �well-adjusted� adults� who could deal with the challenges of life in the 
atomic age.25 In part this approach involved encouraging a sense of be-
longing and empowerment, an approach I find also in the mental hygiene 
film. Thus the classroom use of the mental hygiene film is an extension of 
this education as socialisation approach aimed at developing successful 
members of American society. This approach, like many of the mental hy-
giene films of the period, privileged a sense of belonging and conformism, 
and the dominance of the nuclear family engaged in a consumer economy 
characteristic of early Cold War and postwar America. This characterisation 
nostalgically persists today.  

As I have already argued there is duplicity within the worldview of the 
1950s and 1960s mental hygiene films, a tension between the threatening 
and the banal, between uncontrolled desire and responsible behaviour, be-
tween socially destructive youth and successful young adults. This duplicity 
is of course inherent to the logic of containment and is the focus of much of 
Nadel�s discussion of Cold War culture. He acknowledges the fissures and 
fractures that appeared within Cold War containment culture toward the 
end of the cycle and with the emergence of postmodernism in the early 
1960s. This was in part due to the loss of faith and unquestioning belief in 
the metanarratives upon which containment relied.26 I also see these frac-
tures within the execution of the mental hygiene film, fractures that reveal 
the constructed worldview of these films and thus undermine the efficacy of 
the intended containment of threatening adolescence. The style of mental 
hygiene films, their moralistic and instructional voice of God, their non-
professional casts, their laboured dialogue and their at times inappropriate, 
melodramatic music and editing contribute to their camp appeal and draw 
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attention to their construction. It is in the disjuncture between the serious in-
tention and at times amusing execution of these films that they reveal their 
fabrication and thus the fantasy of their images of postwar and Cold War 
era adolescence.   

I will now turn directly to two examples from the extensive collection of 
classroom films that remain in circulation to demonstrate how these films 
constructed these adolescent identities. The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! and 
Gang Boy present images of Cold War American adolescence, providing 
warnings and instructions on appropriate social behaviour utilising two ar-
chetypes that have become synonymous with twentieth-century American 
film adolescence: the Prom Queen and the Rebel. The Prom: It’s a Pleas-
ure! is an aesthetically drab film about well-behaved and successful high 
school students attending the Senior Prom (a bad film about good kids), 
and Gang Boy is a visually engaging and at times poetic film about juvenile 
delinquents (a good film about bad kids).  

America’s Junior Misses 

The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! is an instructional piece on Senior Prom 
etiquette. Produced by Jam Handy Productions on behalf of the Coca-Cola 
Company this is an example of the �how to� classroom film, which not only 
constructs the ideal teenage girl as socially knowledgeable, beautiful and 
smart, but also situates her within the growing teenage leisure and con-
sumer economy thanks to some not-so-subtle sponsor product placement. 
This film advises its audience on how to ask for and accept a date to the 
Prom, what to wear, how and whom to dance with, and how to politely in-
teract with other teenagers and chaperones around the refreshment table. 
The film assures its audience that, with a little consideration, planning and 
of course a positive and courteous approach, fun can be had by all at this 
most important of high school events.  

This film�s world consists almost entirely of well-behaved and chaste 
teens embodied most eloquently by its narrator, America�s Junior Miss 
1960, Mary Moore of Missouri. The adult male narrator introduces Mary as 
America�s Junior Miss, the �symbol of the nation�s ideal high school senior 
girl�. She and her date, Dick, the sports star, form the ideal senior couple, 
and serve as guides for our polite and cordial fantasy Prom experience.  

Once she is introduced Mary adopts the role of narrator and, as the 
ideal American girl, is afforded expert and role-model status. She guides us 
through her experience of the Senior Prom, with first-person instruction on 
how to accept a timely invitation from a boy, how to greet chaperones, how 
to graciously accept a dance from an unscheduled dance partner, and how 
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to thank the hosts of the after-party. While Mary is integral to the Prom ex-
perience that is depicted, as if she has always been part of this particular 
high school group, her direct address gives her an authority that the other 
teens are not afforded. This authority is one usually reserved for teachers, 
policemen, or doctors in the mental hygiene film. This creates a conception 
of ideal teen femininity that the film�s audience is encouraged to aspire to 
and identify with.  

While The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! is concerned with idealised adoles-
cent femininity, most of the advice Mary dispenses is not directed at the 
female audience. Rather she councils young men on how to negotiate the 
event�s proceedings, how to go about choosing the correct flowers for their 
dates, how to politely �cut-in� on a dance, and how to courteously and non-
violently take blame for their partners� dance floor collisions. Accordingly 
the audience is presented with images of Dick and the other teens suc-
cessfully carrying out Mary�s advice. For everyone the reward is a �fun 
night�, but for Dick in particular the reward is also the appreciation and per-
haps even the admiration of the ideal American high school girl. The ap-
propriate articulation of adolescent masculinity at the Prom is thus con-
structed in support of this feminine ideal. Mary is both an ideal with which to 
identify and an ideal to be desired and revered, while Dick, the embodiment 
of teenage masculinity, can desire this ideal but must appear subservient to 
it.  

What is most interesting about this film is the intersection between its 
ideal young American femininity and the now ever-present aspirational im-
age of teen royalty and the ultimate in popularity, the Prom Queen. While 
the Prom Queen is never directly mentioned in this film, the construction of 
the singular ideal female figure, nominated by others to this position, is al-
luded to through the Beauty Queen contest that frames the film.27 The film 
opens with footage from the America�s Junior Miss Pageant, which, the 
narrator tells us, is sponsored by the Coca-Cola Company. We are shown 
images of the competition finalist standing on stage awaiting the results. As 
the camera pans across the line of girls, dressed in full-skirted, floor-length 
evening gowns the male narrator explains that this is not a typical beauty 
contest. Contestants are assessed on �character, citizenship, high school 
activities, personal ambitions, poise and demeanour. Essential elements in 
the grooming of all young ladies.� The prize for becoming America�s Junior 
Miss, one assumes in addition to the comforting knowledge she is the ideal 
American teenager, is an education scholarship from the Coca-Cola Com-
pany. Here again education and engagement with the consumer economy 
is presented as integral to the transition from clueless teenager to success-
ful adult, and thus the containment of the threat of the undisciplined ado-
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lescent body. 
This film�s approach to teen female sexuality is typical of many other 

mental hygiene films of the period. Generally, it would appear that these 
films are aimed at subduing and controlling female sexuality by instructing 
on appropriate grooming and apparel, as in Good Grooming for Girls 
(Coronet, 1956) for example. Alternatively these films discourage behaviour 
that could be misconstrued as suggestive or that lead to an actual sexual 
encounter, such as in Toward Emotional Maturity (Knickerbocker Produc-
tions for McGraw-Hill, 1954). The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! is no exception. 
Despite its suggestive title, this film contains the sexuality of its teen char-
acters through total avoidance of sexual expression and a focus on ritual 
and formal social interaction. As Mary explains, the dance card system �is a 
way of keeping dances straight and also give the couples a chance to 
dance with each other�, one would assume, without causing any offence. 
Likewise, any suggestive dance moves are frowned upon and discouraged 
by our beauty queen guide. This film recognises the danger of igniting ado-
lescent sexuality as embodied by the rebellious nature of rock�n�roll music 
and dance style.  

Timothy Shary acknowledges the resistant and self-affirming nature of 
rock�n�roll dance: �with its increasingly controversial nature (rock music not 
only celebrated sexuality but implicitly challenged the status quo by promot-
ing kinetic outbursts by teens, crossing race, class, and gender lines), 
youth saw that their styles of dance represented form of rebellion.� 28 Prom: 
It’s a Pleasure! addresses the danger that such rebellion foreshadows by 
insisting upon a more socially conservative dance form. For example, while 
Mary is clearly positioned as desirable, she is also physically unattainable. 
As Smith rightly notes, Mary�s dress is so voluminous her dance partners 
have no hope of making any sort of body contact beyond handholding.29  

Nadel suggests that the containment of adolescent sexuality during 
the postwar and Cold War eras is �congruent to and commensurate with 
the American foreign and domestic policy of containing communism�.30 The 
adolescent body in this equation becomes a symbolic function of American 
national security and global responsibility. Nadel argues that the responsi-
bility for this containment which he suggests is enacted in part through the 
ideal of the nuclear family fell on the Cold War woman, and her deft nego-
tiation of heterosexual desire: �Female sexuality was thus always double � 
it had to be the thing that would gratify a normal male�s sexual desires for 
the rest of his life while not doing so during courtship; it had to signify absti-
nence and promise gratification; it had to indicate its presence through ab-
sence.�31 This is the femininity we see espoused by many postwar mental 
hygiene films encouraging good grooming but evading discussion of the 
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subsequent sexualisation of the female form.32 This comparison indicates 
the place of these films within the narrative of Cold War containment and 
their acknowledgement of the dangers of the Cold War world. The Prom: 
It’s a Pleasure! demonstrates this by encouraging its audience to consider 
the female adolescent as a body on display. It does so by framing the film 
with footage from the America�s Junior Miss pageant of the beauty queen in 
an evening gown standing in front of a sparkling American flag, where she 
is the subject of the gaze and judgment of her peers. But in using this sym-
bol of femininity The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! also denies this body�s direct 
sexual expression through physical intimacy. The beauty queen may only 
be looked at and admired through the ritual of the pageant. Through her in-
struction, Mary makes it clear that the same should be said for the Prom 
Queen and the ideal high school girl whose sexuality is thus contained by 
the ritualised social interaction of the Prom. 

The visual style of the film also indicates this denial of teen and par-
ticularly female sexuality. The dance scenes are particularly bland, ex-
tended stationary long shots of well-behaved young people politely danc-
ing. Despite Mary�s best efforts at �keeping the dances straight� there are 
moments within this film that highlight the duplicitous nature of the adoles-
cent identity it imagines. The only time when the dancing becomes lively is 
when a boy starts twirling his partner around and swinging his pelvis in her 
direction, Elvis Presley-style. They are the only couple behaving so rau-
cously and are framed by a crowd of not entirely disinterested teenage 
couples. The slightly more suggestive low angle mid shot of this scene, 
perhaps the point of view of a dancing teen, is in contrast with the high an-
gle, omniscient long shots of �proper� dance scenes shot from an equally 
morally elevated �adult� point of view. For a moment the film seems to 
channel the sexually expressive and exhibitionistic dancing of Elvis�s fa-
mous Jailhouse Rock performance, one that both evokes the expression 
and repression of adolescent desire (Richard Thorpe, 1957). Mary�s voice-
over indicates that not only is this sort of dancing improper, but the girl has 
the right and the responsibility to stop this sort of suggestive behaviour be-
fore it gets out of hand. Mary tells us: �Any girl that finds herself with a 
show-off instead of a dancer has social custom on her side if she wants to 
break it up.� The film cuts back to a high angle long shot of the dance floor 
and we see the girl leaving with her now sheepish dance partner. Order is 
restored on the dance floor and sexual tension has been dispersed through 
public humiliation. While the male dance partner is able to show some sex-
ual expression in his dancing, as socially unacceptable as it is, the female 
dance partner is absolutely denied the chance to do so and is given the re-
sponsibility of regaining control over her partner�s desires. Even in the final 
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dance of the evening, which we are told by Mary is saved for the most spe-
cial partner, the audience is denied any chemistry between the couples. 
Just as classical feature films have conditioned us to expect a romantic 
dramatic close up of couples intimately gazing into each other�s eyes, this 
final dance scene cuts instead to the wide shot, returning to the adult posi-
tion of surveillance.  

This denied intimacy is also evident in the fabulously frigid final scene 
of the film in which Mary, protected by her massive dress is prevented from 
responding to Dick�s obvious admiration. As they are loitering in the steps 
of her house at the end of the evening Dick proclaims: �I had a great time 
too. I think it was because of you.� However, the audience is left to imagine 
Mary�s gracious and considerate reply to this poetic compliment as the 
voice track fades and the music swells. Just in time we are reminded of the 
film�s sponsor, the clean-cut Coca-Cola Company. Thus, just in case we 
had missed the numerous instances of product placement throughout the 
film, the chaste but ideal teen femininity of America�s Junior Miss is once 
again connected to the postwar consumer. Thanks to the chaste perfection 
of Mary and her friends, and in the lack of emotional expression in this 
film�s style, the shallow and constructed nature of this representation of 
adolescence, particularly femininity, becomes apparent.  

Fighting an “angry world” 

The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! presents a model of adolescent femininity 
that denies overt sexual expression and thus the potential social disruption 
we are led to believe will follow. Gang Boy on the other hand deals more 
graphically with teenage rebellion, and the nasty side of 1950s adoles-
cence by drawing on social and creative discourses of postwar juvenile de-
linquency. Within the context of teen films such as The Wild One (Laslo 
Benedek, 1953), Rebel Without a Cause and Westside Story (Jerome 
Robbins and Robert Wise, 1961) the figure of the gang boy rebel was cer-
tainly familiar to an audience of this period. Murray Pomerance and Fran-
ces Gateward speculate that the juvenile delinquent is �perhaps the ubiqui-
tous archetype in the construction of cinematic boys.�33 Therefore it is an 
important archetype to evaluate within the 1950s and 1960s mental hy-
giene film. Comparatively less of a taboo than adolescent female sexuality, 
male juvenile delinquency and the gang are directly represented in this film, 
but ultimately disregarded as socially effective and acceptable means of 
identity expression. Gang Boy depicts the enlightenment and reformation of 
a self-confessed rebel. Using flashback and voice-over narration Danny 
(Curly Riviera), a young Mexican-American, relates the story of his descent 
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into the gang lifestyle and the traumatic and accidental death of one of his 
friends thanks to Danny�s reckless leadership. In an attempt to redeem 
himself in the present day, by integrating into the lawful community, Danny 
decides to offer a truce to the rival Anglo Pepper Tree Gang, with whom 
war is about to break out. At the urging of a local police officer, Danny ef-
fectively does so by inviting the Pepper Tree Gang to the dance organised 
by his gang, which now considerers itself a more socially conventional 
�club�. All goes well, violence is avoided, tensions dispelled, and the future 
looks bright. The film closes with the encouraging news from an omniscient 
male narrator that the community on which this tale is based has continued 
to deal with its gang problem through socially conscious boys clubs, and 
their contribution to the welfare of the community through food drives and 
Little League coaching.  

While this film is more compassionate and visually poetic than some of 
Davis�s other productions such as Boys Beware (perhaps due to Swerd-
loff�s direction), it fails to directly engage with the implicit issues of racism, 
socio-economic inequality or cultural conflict that are the framework for the 
world it creates. Instead it relies on suggestion. Gang Boy displaces race 
and class conflict, in part onto the absent father and the failure of the patri-
archal family unit. Unlike other classroom films such as A Date with Your 
Family, the stability and positive social framework of the patriarchal family 
unit is implied by its very absence from Danny�s troubled world. While not 
directly stated, Danny�s anti-social and self-destructive behaviour is blamed 
on the lack of an appropriate male role model. As Danny reflects in his 
voice-over narration: �I thought I was becoming a brave man like my father, 
who still lived in the heart of my mother. I did not know then that it was not 
a real bravery but a kind of sickness that was always pushing me out in 
front.� The implication here is that Danny�s mother cannot make up for the 
absence of his father, and that Danny thus lacks a sufficient familial model 
of masculinity. This deficiency cannot be successfully filled by the other pa-
triarchal figures in Danny�s life such as the policeman or the priest. While 
we are not directly told the fate of Danny�s father, and thus assume his 
death, it is his absence for whatever reason that is most destructive. The 
disintegration of the patriarchal family unit that this absence represents, 
and the failure of society to compensate for this, drives Danny to become 
the leader of an alternative, and anti-social family unit, the gang.  

Swerdloff and Davis resist directly discussing the broader social and 
cultural factors that may have contributed to this situation, but nevertheless 
emphasise the reality of the plight of these young men. In doing so they re-
situate the perceived broader social issues of the period onto the individual 
boy�s transition into adulthood. Despite references to junkyards as child-
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hood playgrounds and shoplifting for want of money and entertainment, 
generally the trauma, inequality and deprivation experienced by Danny and 
his friends are encompassed by the phrase �this angry world�. This obtuse 
expression resists the usual exposition of the classroom film, and, rather 
than providing answers to the problem of delinquency, simply draws more 
questions from its audience. What does Danny actually mean by the �angry 
world�? Why does it resist further articulation, and how can it be ad-
dressed? Danny illuminates this confusion best himself: �People couldn�t 
understand us now; the things we did, why we did them. Because the rea-
sons were hidden away in those nine years of growing up in an angry 
world.� 

Despite its scripted narrative, and reliance on generalised expressions 
such as �this angry world�, the film insists upon the reality of its premise, 
and this is where the first of its revealing disjunctures can be found. In the 
introductory and concluding intertitles, the film rather bluntly tells us that de-
linquency and gang culture are a problem faced by every community: �The 
gang boy is a phenomenon of youth. He belongs to every race, every creed 
and every colour. He is a symptom of a sickness in society.� Accordingly 
this �sickness� is adolescence itself. At the end of the film we are told that 
the events we have just witnessed and their socially restorative conclusion 
are based on the experiences of the community of Pamona, California. Ac-
knowledging the local community groups and youth clubs who participated 
in the making of the film reinforces the authenticity of the message. This 
sets us up to read Danny�s plight as a morality tale and a broadly applica-
ble story of delinquency. It is as if the film is compelled to remind us that 
what we are seeing is a real problem, of all communities, and thus that the 
solution depicted herein is also a real and achievable solution. As such, 
Danny and his story are inevitably constructed, as is the adolescence he 
represents. Again the audience is presented with a fictionalised and per-
formative solution to a perceived postwar social threat embodied by the 
adolescent. Yet the film�s insistence on its universality reveals a need to 
address any doubts regarding the importance and authority of its message 
and its need to contain the rebellious body of the teenager. 

Following this, another site of disjuncture is in the film�s construction of 
an adolescent, Hispanic masculine identity, modelled on Danny. The delib-
erate fashioning of this identity is highlighted and problematised by this 
book-ending of the film with assertions of contemporary relevance. Danny, 
as we see him on screen, is not real, even though he is played by the 
leader of the gang upon which Swerdloff and Davis based their film. Ra-
ther, he is a representation of reality, a model that can apply across com-
munities and socio-economic contexts. As the film insists, the characters 
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and situations of Gang Boy are universal and thus are clearly constructed, 
necessarily denying any real depth. The �angry world� that is the catalyst 
for Danny�s delinquency cannot be articulated more specifically as it serves 
as an encompassing metaphor for any specific community context. This 
film subsequently presents a caricature of the gang boy whose reason for 
being seems to stem from poor decision-making, and a general anger at 
the world based on social neglect. It also presents a depoliticised represen-
tation of race and ethnicity within discourses of the period. This is despite 
the use of setting, such as the orange grove where we first see Danny�s 
gang working, and the juxtaposition of the junkyard clubroom and the nov-
elty store from which the gang used to steal as children. Thus Gang Boy, I 
would argue, inevitably contributes to a contemporary characterisation of 
American Cold War culture as repressed. Yet the film does acknowledge 
the superficiality of this construction of the gang boy through Danny�s nar-
ration. �I lived in fear too. But I had to put on a brave mask, and keep prov-
ing to myself and the gang, again and again, that I was not afraid. Caught 
in a circle of fear and hatred, violence seemed my only way out.� Danny�s 
moments of insightful narration illustrate the ambivalence that these films 
contribute to discourses of 1950s and 1960s American adolescence. 

As is the case with The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! the construction of Gang 
Boy as a filmic text subsequently draws attention to the construction of its 
worldview. Whereas the duplicitous nature of adolescent femininity in The 
Prom: It’s a Pleasure! is suggested by the superficial and pristine nature of 
its depiction and the lack of emotion in its visual expression, Gang Boy 
draws attention of the performance of its protagonist in moments of stylistic 
incongruity. There are moments in this film where the actors appear con-
scious of their presence in front of the camera exuding an air of discomfort, 
as is the case with some other mental hygiene films that use semi- or non-
professional actors. However in Gang Boy, this foregrounding of the mo-
ment of performance and character construction is primarily located in the 
noticeable sound design, which, like many of Davis�s films is evidently post-
synched. In addition to post-synched dialogue the absence of general at-
mospheric sound highlights the moments of constructed sound effects, (or 
Foley) when car tires screech, or punches connect with jaws seemingly in 
isolation from other noises. This draws attention to the fabricated nature of 
what we are watching. Likewise, the inconsistency between the image and 
the diegetic dialogue in Gang Boy denies a sense of reality for the audi-
ence. It calls for a more substantial suspension of disbelief than is the case 
with mainstream feature films or other mental hygiene films that rely primar-
ily on voice-over narration with an absence of diegetic sound. It is difficult to 
describe the inconsistency that is evoked in these moments, but to say that 



Anika Ervin-Ward ░ 178 

the dialog has an almost disembodied quality somewhere between a third-
person voice-over and an on-set, recording of scene dialogue. This may in 
part be due to the budget and production restrictions and in part to the pit-
fall of the contemporary viewing context of this film, that is, a digitised ver-
sion of an archived print viewed via an online media portal. However this 
only highlights the mediated nature of contemporary understandings of 
1950s America that look back at images of adolescence, for example, 
through filmic cultural products. In my twenty-first century reading of this 
film, the semi-disembodied diegetic sound draws attention to the fallacy of 
the sound-image relationship and subsequently also creates doubt as to 
the authenticity of Danny�s impassioned voice-over. As a result it prompts 
us to question how we read and consume postwar and Cold War images of 
youth today.  

Danny�s account and his very existence beyond a cinematic construc-
tion are questioned in the disjunction between sound and image. But it is 
unlikely that this is an intentional stylistic challenge posed by the filmmak-
ers. Rather it is more likely to be a result of production and budget con-
straints, and the more economic practice of working without a location 
sound recording. Davis, as Smith notes, prided himself on producing his 
social guidance films on a miniscule budget of US$1000. He was also 
dedicated to the effectiveness of his films.34 Thus intentionally drawing at-
tention to the construction of his texts, and therefore breaking the illusion of 
the visual image seems an unlikely aim for this film.  

Despite this, Swerdloff manages to construct a film that is often lyrical 
and empathic. Particularly those moments where Danny is pleading with 
the policeman and the audience not to ignore the next generation of chil-
dren represented by a silent, wide-eyed young boy. Gang Boy depicts a 
characterisation of the rebellious American adolescent, which speaks to the 
underlying anxiety of the age. Yet unlike the Beauty/Prom Queen depicted 
in The Prom: It’s a Pleasure!, here the gang boy is presented as a symp-
tom rather than a cure for the less than perfect America, one that is suffer-
ing from the disintegration of the patriarchal family unit and inadequate 
masculine socialisation. In this case the image of adolescence is one of 
danger and lack of control. Danny�s decision to move beyond this lifestyle 
and contribute to the community by becoming a guide and role model for 
the next generation signals his transition into young adulthood, and the 
promise of a future America. He effectively becomes the functional and 
present father figure that his �angry world� craves. In doing this Gang Boy�s 
depiction of 1950s adolescence remains threatening, as it is unclear if the 
next generation can be successfully deterred from falling into juvenile de-
linquency.  
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Instructional films such as The Prom: It’s a Pleasure! displace the per-
ceived threats to an idealised twentieth-century America onto the body of 
the teenager in an attempt to contain them. These films seek to control the 
behaviour of the adolescent by constructing a desirable ideal and by avoid-
ing any direct depiction of a less than perfect existence. Importantly these 
films present images and characterisations of considerate, responsible, in-
telligent and well-adjusted American teenagers who are indications of a 
happy and productive future. Other mental hygiene films such as Gang Boy 
represent the threat of the ill-educated, and undisciplined adolescent more 
directly. Yet the style of both these type of moral hygiene films reveals their 
construction of an image of American adolescence and its multiplicity.  

The happy families, appropriate gender norms, and achievable identity 
goals of the mental hygiene film are easily read today as a façade for the 
perhaps equally mythic darker side of postwar America. While I would ar-
gue that both of these myths of Cold War America � the threatening and 
the banal � are constructions, their coexistence within the broader context 
of these films opens a reading of 1950s and 1960s middleclass America 
that is more complicated than is initially assumed. This view of America is 
however becoming increasingly recognised and discussed.35 Watching the 
1950s and 1960s mental hygiene films in the post-Cold War era we can 
easily engage in a critical nostalgia for that which never really existed. This 
initial analysis of the Cold War classroom film reveals not only their con-
struction of adolescent archetypes, it also illustrates the collective contribu-
tion of these films to a contemporary view of what we consider American 
Cold War culture to be.  
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Family Demons: The Ghost as Domestic Inheritance 

Donna McRae 

Low cinematic genres – (as Clover, Williams 
and Robin Wood and others) have often pointed 
out – often handle explosive social material that 
mainstream cinema is reluctant to touch. 

— Joan Hawkins1

Can you make a film about the aftermath of incest and child abuse and 
its effect on three generations of women in the same family? Would this 
film contain an inherited ghost running through the narrative that could rep-
resent repressed feelings of �colonial� guilt on another level? Could this film 
prick the conscience of a nation that might be shuddering in silence for all 
its past sins? Would you get funding for this film from an Australian funding 
agency if you didn�t have a track record? Would this very serious film fill 
cinemas � especially Australian ones? Could you get international profile 
actors to star in your film? Or would Australian film actors like Gracie Otto, 
Susie Porter, and Wendy Hughes be interested enough to become involved 
and, moreover, respect your vision? And, last, but most importantly, as an 
emerging filmmaker, could you be guaranteed complete control over your 
creative decisions? 

The answer to all those questions is almost certainly a big �no.� Espe-
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cially in the case of a film that conjures up feelings that hark back to the 
land grabbing and genocide that have been sanitised by the �TV period 
drama� template. Visions that come to mind of bonnets and petticoats, rug-
gedly handsome adventurers, and stagecoaches offer us a racially particu-
larised view of this decidedly unromantic era.2 The kind of film that is still 
made in spite of all those adverse conditions is the kind of �heroic� filmmak-
ing that we now recognise under the auspices of �Bad Cinema.� I have 
deemed it �heroic� as I believe that great courage and determination is 
needed to see such a project through � usually for next-to-no budget. 

This paper will discuss Family Demons, an ultra-low-budget horror film 
written and directed by the Canadian-born, Adelaide filmmaker Ursula Dab-
rowsky. As an avid viewer of horror films, Dabrowsky loved the genre and 
had wanted to make a work about the aftermath of family abuse, so she 
decided to fuse the two together. Although on the surface a genre piece, 
complete with a teenage girl as the central character, Dabrowsky has 
shifted the concept of her horror film toward a study of inherited behaviour, 
heavily relying on the motif of a monster mother and spectral grandmother. 
I would like to discuss this film within the boundaries of its captive ghost � 
the ghost of domestic violence � and also touch on another reading: the 
ghost of inherited guilt within a nation. I will be drawing on a theory of psy-
choanalytic cryptonomy as investigated by Nicholas Abraham and Maria 
Torok,3 as well as socio-political interpretations of Australian history put 
forward by Ross Gibson.4

It is widely apparent with storytelling that a person from outside a cer-
tain culture will possess a comparatively unblinkered view and can thus tell 
stories more lucidly than the locals can. If we look at Family Demons with a 
view to national identity we are presented with a story told from just such a 
viewpoint, one that is unfettered by either past associations or censored 
accusations. Hence, some uncomfortable ghosts have been given free 
reign. 

Family Demons is a contemporary story of three women that ad-
dresses the horror of learned behaviour and repeated actions of female 
aggression, all contained within a classic horror template. 

�It�s a dangerous world out there, very, very dangerous,� says Billie�s 
mother, for Billie�s biggest dangers, according to her mother, reside out-
side. But inside, in the house and the psychological space of the uncon-
scious, a more grotesque and violent monster is circling: the ghost of do-
mestic inheritance. A ghost that has been handed down from generation to 
generation, encoded in silence and destined to bury and repress wrong do-
ings. But Billie�s mother could also be commenting on the pitfalls of making 
an independent film with no support from any government funding agencies 
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in Australia, especially in the small but culturally active city of Adelaide, 
where this film is set. 

The writer Salman Rushdie, having once visited Adelaide for its 
celebrated Writer�s Week, wrote a piece in the British Tatler describ-
ing Adelaide as �a kind of Amityville, an ideal setting for a Stephen 
King novel or horror film � sleepy conservative towns are where 
those things happen.� What was it he sensed beneath the charm of 
Adelaide�s wide, ordered streets, grand Georgian and Victorian 
buildings and symmetrical leafy green squares? � When Salman 
Rushdie watched nightfall in Adelaide, it was not a soft velvet cloak 
of harmony that he saw descend on this city.5

South Australia�s capital Adelaide, also known as the city of churches, is a 
quiet, culturally aware place that is renowned for beautiful scenery, majes-
tic landscapes, quality food and wine, and an enviable lifestyle. The state�s 
governments have spent millions on advertising the state as a well-kept se-
cret, and only a visit to the region will disclose its hidden treasures. But this 
presents a paradox. For lurking here is a dark, encrypted �other� � a silent 
but deadly twin. Just below the surface of the city, hidden by the majestic 
parklands and stately buildings, there lies a horrible history. As evidenced 
by the recent Snowtown �bodies in the bank� murders, Adelaide has been 
the site of a disproportionate number of strange and macabre murders and 
horrific child abductions, undignified and unsolved. These ghosts of ghastly 
crimes have populated and mythologised its history. They loom large and 
will not leave, continuing to prey on the fears and imagination of a popula-
tion that walks in their shadow every day. On Australia Day, 1966, the three 
Beaumont children were taken from a suburban beach. In the early 1970s, 
two little girls, Kirsty Gordon and Joanne Ratcliffe, were stolen from the 
Adelaide Oval cricket ground. Later in the decade, the Family, most of who 
are still at large and known to police, abducted boys and tortured them in a 
cultish ritual that left the city shocked and angered. And at the same time, 
like an opposite side of a battered coin, two friends from an outer suburb 
were picking up girls from bus stops and violently killing them before dump-
ing their bodies in the empty plains near Truro. To get to Truro from Ade-
laide, you drive on the Sturt highway, named after Charles Sturt the ex-
plorer. The passing landscape, sometimes picturesque, sometimes barren, 
contains a strange unease, as though something really bad has happened 
here. This land is a site of murders, in both distant and recent history, and 
feeds into the continuing mythology of Adelaide � the murder capital of 
Australia. 

Gibson, in his book Seven Versions of an Australian Badland writes: 

Most cultures contain prohibited or illicit spaces but no-go zones are 
especially compelling within colonial societies. By calling a place 
ominous and bad, citizens can admit that a pre-colonial kind of �sav-
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agery� lingers inside the colony even though most of the country has 
been tamed for husbandry and profit.6

He also bases his badland theory around a horror stretch of road in 
Queensland, a now-unused highway joining Rockhampton and Mackay, a 
place so laden with ghosts of past crimes that there are warnings against 
going there. Here, strange murders have been committed, usually of itiner-
ants, but Gibson uncovers a bloody history that has shadowed this zone 
and is linked back to the time of the first pioneers. A strange malaise of 
guilt, violence and dislocation has haunted this place, filling it with dread 
and unease. This �ghost,� one that stems from the wrongdoings of pio-
neers, the Native Police Corps, and first settlers, pervades the country and 
has seeped into the psyche of the nation. 

Although lauded in schoolbooks as having been founded by �free set-
tlers� who moved peacefully into the area, Adelaide�s ghosts come from the 
same dark history as Queensland�s. But through these false histories Ade-
laide schoolchildren were duped for many years. Growing up in a place that 
was �free,� I thought that venturing interstate was like taking a trip to the 
murky depths of the unknown. Convict chains would suddenly rattle in a 
stark reminder at the border crossing that I was living in the safest state. 
These childhood ghosts, shared by thousands of Adelaide children after 
being given compromised versions of the truth from their government-
endorsed textbooks, echo colonial ideas about place � the untamed land 
around the settlement is dangerous. But perhaps these childhood memo-
ries serve as a warning that nothing comes for free: there will eventually be 
a price, especially for silence. Australia�s most famous badland has been 
the �dead centre� of the outback, a place closer to Adelaide than anywhere 
else. As Gibson tells us, Sturt�s South Australian journals depict an unruly, 
unsettling landscape without solace, and thus Sturt becomes the consum-
mate myth-maker, manipulating his reader�s anxieties as he documents the 
land�s eeriness and, with that, the narratives of violence � how the land was 
won � until the crimes are erased or carried out for the good of the nation. 

At the time of the journals, these insights from prominent explorers 
held great interest, and also, as Gibson comments, were needed to ration-
alise the behaviour that was imposed in claiming the land. But now, re-
examined and exposed as invasion and expropriation, we are trying to con-
front it. But still the ghost remains, lingering in a country trying to come to 
terms with its cruel and inexcusable colonial foundation. Crimes that re-
mained silent for a century are now haunting the nation both communally 
and personally as we try to reconcile the sins of the past. 

The bush poet Barcroft Boake writes: 
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Out on the wastes of the Never Never � 
That's where the dead men lie! 
There where the heat-waves dance forever � 
That's where the dead men lie! 
That's where the Earth's loved sons are keeping 
Endless tryst: not the west wind sweeping 
Feverish pinions can wake their sleeping � 
Out where the dead men lie! 7

Boake, born in Sydney in 1866, turned his back on city life and lived in the 
bush, assisting a surveyor before becoming a drover. When he finally re-
turned to Sydney for family reasons in 1892, he went missing and was 
found eight days later, hanging by the neck from a stock whip. Who did 
Boake write this poem about? As a child, my schoolbooks told me it was 
convicts and contractors working for rich land grabbers, but perhaps 
Boake, living on the frontier, had seen something else. 

Gibson defines a myth in this way: 

A myth is a popular story that highlights contradictions which a 
community feels compelled to resolve narratively rather than ration-
ally, so that citizens can get on with living.8

Insofar as it can inhabit a vast country, this ghost can inhabit a smaller, par-
ticular area � a domestic space.  

Dabrowsky presents her story as myth, an untold chapter of yet an-
other horrible crime committed in this place, finally rising above the surface.  

As Family Demons is quite recent, having had only a limited number of 
public screenings at the time of writing,9 I will briefly introduce its charac-
ters. Billie (played by Cassandra Kane), a teenage girl, lives with her 
mother in a quiet, suburban street in a working-class suburb in Adelaide. 
Her mother (played by Kerry Reid), known only as �Ma,� a violent alcoholic 
and a victim of sexual abuse, holds her captive within the confines of the 
house. Billie catches glimpses of the outside world through the window, 
and often sees the boy next door � Alex (played by Alex Rafalowicz) � who 
tries to engage her in some sort of conversation, which she shrinks away 
from. The film�s official synopsis is: �Inspired by real events, Family De-
mons is a psychological horror film about an abused teenage girl who mur-
ders her alcoholic mother and is horrified to discover that the mother�s 
vengeful spirit returns to haunt her.�10

Family Demons is set within the confines of a house, originally 
haunted by the ghost of the grandmother, who we learn turned a blind eye 
towards her husband�s sexual abuse of her daughter, and then beat the 
daughter senseless for speaking up. Complicit within her husband�s crime, 
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this psychologically abusive behaviour was then inherited by the daughter, 
Billie�s mother, who, when Billie was born, continued the line of psychologi-
cal abuse under the guise of protecting her child. This �protection� involved 
committing acts of sadistic cruelty such as starving her and chaining her to 
the laundry trough in order to keep her away from the outside world, the 
world where bad things will happen. In other words, Billie�s mother has pro-
jected the blame for the tragedy of her life onto Billie, and has uncon-
sciously forced her daughter into silence by holding her prisoner. 

For Billie, the world outside the house is not only populated by the 
constructs of every mother�s fear of what may happen to her child, but, 
worse still, this constructed outside is a repetition of events that have be-
come repressed memories from her mother�s childhood: speeding cars, 
burning summer sun, and preying rapists. We learn these events via a 
dream sequence very early in the film. This scenario is in exact opposition 
to the outside world as presented in its South Australian counterpart Bad 
Boy Bubby (1993).11 Where Bubby is embraced and nurtured by the kind 
and understanding world outside his house, Billie�s outside is to be avoided 
at all costs, offering destruction and demise at every turn. 

Billie�s inside, the domain of the house, is dominated by the alcoholic 
and violent nature of her mother, but ruled by the gatekeeper of any victim 
recovery � the grandmother�s ghost. This ghost, encrypted within the 
house, and even more horribly in Billie�s mother, is deeply in control; Billie�s 
mother is no longer a woman who can function normally, but someone who 
has had no chance to grieve � frozen emotionally at the very instant that 
she was abused by both her parents. This incident, represented by the 
ghost, is deeply buried, never to be set free. 

As Jacques Derrida writes: 

The inhabitant of a crypt is always a living dead, a dead entity we 
are perfectly willing to keep alive, but as dead, one we are willing to 
keep, as long as we keep it, within us, intact in any way save as liv-
ing.12

This �grandmother ghost� of the past contained within this house continues 
to inhabit and haunt the space, like the ghost of the crimes of our country�s 
pioneers, haunting the landscape, the settlements, the cities. Cryptically in-
corporated into the nation and borne from violence and a lack of proper 
mourning, it becomes representational of the hundreds of thousands of 
aboriginal people slaughtered for their land. 

We wonder why there is a bad feeling in the outback, why films like 
Wolf Creek (2005)13 hold an unsettling resonance for us. This uneasiness 
is far more pervasive than the brutality and torture unleashed on the hap-
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less (and fictional) English tourists. But perhaps this presents a kind of clo-
sure � has the ghost embedded in that film finally found revenge, over a 
hundred years later, on visitors from the country that stole its land in the 
first place? 

In the Adelaide �haunted� house, the prison that holds Billie, we are 
left unsure about the line that divides fantasy from reality. Dabrowsky 
shows us scenes in random order � we know that Billie is waiting for some-
one or something, but when and for what? The only thing that seems to be 
anchored in reality is the loudly ticking clock, a constant observer from the 
kitchen wall. This mechanical and indifferent witness times events that are 
taking place in the witching hour � the early hours of the morning when 
ghostly proceedings take precedence. Dabrowsky�s camera focuses on in-
terior and exterior mundanity � we see repeated establishment shots of the 
house, nondescript, ordinary, and resembling any other house in that 
street. Her camera takes us back there again and again to remind us that 
this could be happening right under our noses. The restricted and dark inte-
rior shots of the house offer the same dingy corridor and uninviting back 
door, over and over again � as if the house were revolving on its own little 
axis in its own private universe. The use of lighting is harsh and unforgiv-
ing, illuminating the feelings of guilt and memories of betrayal that reside 
there. The camera shows us bare furnishings � a sparse lounge room with 
drab colours and a scarf-doused lamp � unloved symbols of a bygone era. 
Ignored ornaments covered with dust and a bare and dilapidated bathroom 
with slimy green and yellow tiles symbolise the breakdown of relationships. 
This place stays barren and bereft of feeling � in other words, there is an 
absence of love. We see Billie framed tightly within the doorway or resting 
in a bath that will later act as the delivery room for her own illegitimate 
child. These settings, simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar, have become 
uncanny. 

An uncanny effect often arises when the boundary between fantasy 
and reality is blurred, when we are faced with the reality of some-
thing that we have until now thought imaginary. Freud goes on to 
say that �many people experience the sense of umheimlich in rela-
tion to death and dead bodies, to the return of the dead, and to spir-
its and ghosts.�14

In Billie�s universe � her home � she is surrounded by embedded memo-
ries of guilt and betrayal. This could serve as a blatant allegory for our feel-
ings of guilt and the betrayal of the first Australians by our pioneer ances-
tors. Billie is tricked into thinking that she is safe inside, but we know that 
she needs to acknowledge the ghost and confront the bad behaviour in or-
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der to break free and begin the healing process. Until that time, she will be 
stuck and unable to move forward. From our vantage point, safely outside 
Billie�s universe, the path to resolution seems clear. 

If Billie is Cinderella in her story, then her mother and grandmother are 
the worst incarnation of the ugly sisters. Billie is a servant in this uncanny 
space, and there is no Prince Charming. She has a chance with Alex, the 
boy next door, but as soon as he steps into the house things start to un-
ravel. He represents the outside world and a potential lifeline, but, whether 
in her unconscious or conscious mind, Billie pushes him away at the very 
moment of her deliverance. This occurs at the same moment that we sur-
mise her mother has died in hospital. With a sense of inevitability she kills 
her fantasy � the idea that she can escape from her predetermined future. 
Her unconscious desire has been repressed, and the order of her world, 
momentarily threatened, has now been returned. She is stuck in the house 
once more, and this is where she will stay. 

From Family Demons we learn how our present has been formed by 
our past. We see alcoholism, aggression, violence, and disrespect of the 
human condition. We can see the permanent damage of a crime that has 
been buried and never dealt with or spoken of. We can see how this crime 
has eroded the core of a family, promoting self-destruction and a sickening 
malaise of the soul. As a postcolonial nation trying to reconcile with our in-
digenous people we can recognise aspects of ourselves in this film. 

While it is tempting to think of cinema ghosts as simulacra, the mani-
festations in this film offer a credibility that is disturbingly familiar. The enti-
ties that are represented here are real expressions of domestic intra-
gender aggression and violence. These ghosts are fuelled by the cyclic na-
ture of horrendous actions repeated by bloodline � grandmother, mother, 
and ultimately Billie herself. 

So we could say that the behavioural patterns she has learned from 
her family are the source of Billie�s haunting. This female aggression is a 
phenomenon that has been under-represented in mainstream film but can 
be found in the horror genre and other forms of experimental and niche 
cinema such as Ji-Woon Kim�s A Tale of Two Sisters (2003),15 where the 
relationship between a stepmother and daughter is explored. 

Billie�s mother, as the victim of paternal incest and its consequent 
rage, has been totally repressed. This translates into fury directed at her 
daughter, whom she holds responsible. Family Demons highlights this mis-
directed blame and rage and is one of a small number of films that look at 
the devastating impact of abuse and incest on the mother-daughter rela-
tionship.16 In a dream sequence, we learn of Billie�s mother�s acceptance of 
her situation and we see her seeking her daughter�s forgiveness. In stark 
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opposition to the rest of the film, the dream sequences are shot in soft fo-
cus. Everything is perfectly white and angelic, clothes are clean, sheets are 
white, and sun streams poetically in through the window. But it is only a 
dream. Next we learn that Billie, three years later, and under the watchful 
eye of her mother (now appearing as the ghost), has her own child, and is 
subjecting it to the same oppressive behaviour she has endured herself. 

We can only hope that Billie�s daughter, the new generation, can be 
strong enough to resist the behavioural inheritance that threatens her fu-
ture. The end of the film doesn�t present any such evidence. But in that 
short glimpse of the child, an innocent handed a loaded deck of cards, we 
pray that she will somehow be able to start afresh, and perhaps with guid-
ance and education begin to break away from her past and look toward the 
future in a reconciliatory manner. 

Surely the content of a �low art� film like Family Demons � low art be-
cause of its budget and genre � could be seen as �high art� if it had been 
made in a different funding system. A bigger budget, stars attached, and 
the story of domestic violence told in a serious manner without the horror 
template. However, when compared to a realist film such as Nil By Mouth 
(1997),17 which also centers on domestic and psychological violence, Fam-
ily Demons uses genre to its advantage. While Nil By Mouth plays it 
straight and, for most, is excruciating to sit through, the power of the horror 
genre gives Family Demons rhetorical force. This film deftly integrates the 
thrills of the horror genre with a meditation on the determinist nature of do-
mestic violence. What begins as a film that offers to make your skin crawl 
morphs into a challenging essay on the horror of family abuse and the on-
going suffering of its victims. But, notwithstanding films such as Psycho 
(1960),18 Mommie Dearest (1981),19 and Whatever Happened to Baby 
Jane (1962),20 the �Scary Mutha� films are usually left to sit on the B-grade 
shelf. 

Within a nation that only 18 months ago apologised to Indigenous Aus-
tralians that were mass murdered and almost eradicated, political uncer-
tainty may have led to a kind of creative paralysis regarding film work 
around this issue. If our national guilt can be viewed as an encrypted ghost, 
then a film such as Family Demons can claim a wider spectrum of readings 
than its genre usually invites. An ultra-low-budget film that can portray a 
ghost that affects us on both a personal and a national level is surely wor-
thy of our attention, and may be a small step towards unlocking our deep-
seated collective paralysis. 

Monash University 
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B for Bad, B for Bogus and B for Bold:  

Rupert Kathner, The Glenrowan Affair and Ned Kelly  

Stephen Gaunson 

 

The recent attention given to American B movies tends to overlook 
Australia�s own industry of Badness. For devotees of Bad cinema, The 
Glenrowan Affair (Rupert Kathner, 1951) is a true gem. Based on the ex-
ploits of bushranger Ned Kelly, and promoted as a �serious drama�, Eric 
Reade laughed, �if the picture had been billed as a comedy it would have 
done better business�.1 To investigate why The Glenrowan Affair is so ut-
terly, terribly and awfully Bad, this paper will discuss its relationship with the 
industry of Kelly cinema, as well as Kathner�s oeuvre, which has recently 
inspired the docudrama Hunt Angels (Alec Morgan, 2006). 

The Glenrowan Affair began as a Harry Southwell project entitled A 
Message to Kelly. In August 1947, Southwell was in Benalla scouting loca-
tions for his upcoming Kelly project. Southwell was an old hand at produc-
ing Kelly films, and truly he was an awfully Bad director. Born in Wales, he 
spent the early part of his career in America working as a scenarist.2 In 
1919, he moved to Australia with his wife. Promoting himself as the interna-
tionally renowned film director �the Welsh Wizard�, Southwell had never di-
rected a feature. Still, he boldly announced his intentions to direct authenti-
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cally Australian in script, theme and location 

as a link in the chain of national propaganda. Wherever the scenes 
are supposed to be laid there will the Southwell players and cam-
eramen actually be... We intend to depict Australian life as it was, 
and as it is, according to the particular story filmed.3  

In 1919, the �Welsh Wizard� shot The Kelly Gang mainly in the Mel-
bourne suburb of Coburg.4 The film was unspectacular, and did little to ig-
nite Southwell�s career. It did, however, manage to avoid censorship in 
most states.5 Since August 1911, stringent censorship laws had practically 
eroded the once booming bushranging genre.6 In 1922, Southwell shot his 
second Kelly feature, When the Kellys Were Out. Filmed in the Blue Moun-
tains of New South Wales, this film did not fare so well with the censors.7

Banned in most states, Southwell took his film to Britain where it 
avoided censorship and gained some unexpected praise. One British trade 
journalist wrote: �(the) fights are realistic, and the hard riding with which the 
picture is interspersed is far above the average Western in its genuine 
horsemanship.�8 After a decade without much success, Southwell returned 
to his tried and true Ned Kelly. In 1934, he directed When the Kellys Rode. 
Shot on location again in Sydney�s Blue Mountains, it would mark the first 
talking Kelly film.9 As with his previous Kelly films, it was critically panned 
and also banned until censorship laws eased in the late 1940s. In 1948, 
two entrepreneurs, Oscar Shaft and Vic Hobler, screened the film at the 
Capital Theatre, Sydney. As indicated by their promotional poster, all refer-
ences to Harry Southwell were removed. In bold letters the words read, 
�Ban Lifted!� Still, as suggested by Film Weekly, the audience took great 
pleasure in the film�s unadulterated Badness. It described the movie as �hi-
larious first-half entertainment.�10  

 
Figure 1: When The Kelly Rode – Theatrical Poster, National Film & Sound Archive: 
561672 
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Regardless of the relaxed censorship bans, producers still had reser-
vations about making Kelly movies. In 1946, Columbia Pictures ap-
proached Ken G. Hall to make a feature about a �famous Australian�.11 Ned 
Kelly was his first choice but he had apprehensions about the unpredictable 
Australian censors. So instead, he made a bio-pic about the pioneering 
Australian aviator, Sir Charles Kingsford Smith. Smithy (Ken G. Hall, 1946) 
was a huge box-office success and it gave Hall some international recogni-
tion.12 Not surprisingly, Southwell did not share Hall�s reservations towards 
the censors. The end of censorship only inspired him to produce yet an-
other Kelly film. Entitled A Message to Kelly, he hired credible Melbourne 
journalist Keith Menzies to write the screenplay. In 1947, Southwell was in 
Benalla scouting locations when he crossed paths with Rupert Kathner, 
who had plans to shoot his own Kelly movie. In 1935, Southwell had hired 
Kathner as the artistic director for his film The Burgomeister (Harry South-
well, 1935). Indeed, Kathner was artistically gifted. During the depression, 
he worked as a courtroom sketch artist.  

In order to avoid the problem of two conflicting Kelly movies, Southwell 
lured Kathner over to his film. Kathner, however, demanded to be more 
than a director-for-hire. By this time, he was a notorious figure of the film 
circuit. Already he had completed four feature films, numerous shorts and 
written his explosive book on the Australian film industry, Let’s Make a 
Movie. With the plan to produce many films together, Southwell and Kath-
ner formed Benalla Film Productions. For their Kelly project, they 
scrounged a budget of £6000 and cast the Victorian Football League player 
Bob Chitty in the lead role. They began shooting in September 1947.  

Everything was progressing splendidly, and within weeks they had 
shot over 1000 feet of film. Then Southwell discovered that once the pro-
duction wrapped, Kathner still had plans to shoot his own Kelly feature. Fu-
rious and outraged, Southwell immediately dumped Kathner from the pro-
ject. A few weeks later Southwell ran out of money and abandoned the pic-
ture himself. As illustrated by some recently uncovered stills from The Na-
tional Film & Sound Archive, this film was marred by Southwell�s usual 
shonky direction. One image reveals Albert Henderson and Bob Chitty 
wearing ridiculous beards that appear to be a concoction of superglue, hair-
dye and cotton wool; whereas another image exhibits the phony armour 
that was intended to resemble Ned Kelly�s magnificent 44-kilogram ar-
moured suit.13
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Figure 2: A Message To Kelly : Albert Henderson (Joe) Molly O'dea (Kate) And Bob 
Chitty (Ned), National Film & Sound Archive, Canberra: 352122-1033 

 

Figure 3: A Message To Kelly : Cameraman In Foreground, Ned Kelly In Armour Leaving 
A Burnt Out Buildinghouse In Background, National Film & Sound Archive, Canberra: 
352557-1029 

In 1950, Kathner was back in Benalla shooting The Glenrowan Affair. 
This was an entirely new production, yet Southwell�s legacy continued. It 
was cheap, rushed and a complete mess. The Glenrowan Affair is told in 
flashback from the perspective of the aging Dan Kelly in present day 
Benalla. Kathner follows a story almost identical to the one narrated by the 
earlier features. After the Kelly Gang shoot dead three police officers at 
Stringybark Creek, they become the subject of a nation-wide police hunt. 
The criminal outbreak, which includes bank raids and the murder of Kelly 
ally Aarron Sherritt, culminates at Glenrowan, where Ned in his armoured 
suit confronts the Victoria police. Things end disastrously for Ned, but his 
brother Dan escapes to tell his tale.  

Again, Bob Chitty was cast in the lead. For the role of Aaron Sherritt, 
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Kathner cast himself under the pseudonym �Hunt Angels�. Previously, 
Southwell had played Sherritt in When the Kellys were out. The Glenrowan 
Affair was written by Kathner and riddled by many historical errors. But 
perhaps the most peculiar thing is an intertitle early in the film which an-
nounces the year as 1887. Surely those with even a hazy memory of the 
Outbreak remembered that Ned had died on 11 November 1880. In this 
same scene, a Victoria Bitter emblem is displayed on the pub�s wall, even 
though this brand did not exist until the 1890s. Also in this scene is the 
shooting of Constable Fitzpatrick. As suggested here, this famous incident 
occurred during the Outbreak and was staged in the Glenrowan Inn. But 
again, such claims are not true. The Fitzpatrick incident happened months 
before Ned Kelly was ever outlawed, and it took place inside the Kelly 
homestead at Beechworth.14

 

  

 

Figure 4: The Glenrowan Affair 

Surely Kathner was having a laugh when he marketed his film as �The 
True Story of the Kelly Gang.�  
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Figure 5: The Glenrowan Affair – Theatrical Poster 

Kathner�s shonky direction and misleading marketing certainly adds to 
the movie�s Badness. As a review from the Sunday Herald declared, this 
film demonstrates �less than the minimal requirements of film craft.�15

From start to finish, The Glenrowan Affair is awfully Bad. Yet this pa-
per wants to do more than just acknowledge its Badness. Importantly, it 
wants to uncover why it is so �awfully� Bad. Undeniably, the onus of its 
Badness must be placed on the shoulders of Kathner. However, this does 
raise the question: were all his films this terribly Bad? According to Graham 
Shirley and Brian Adams, there is at least one exception. Writing about his 
1941 feature Racing Luck, they declare that 

the film contains sincere, naturalistic performances from Joe Valli 
and George Lloyd and its significance lies in the fact that it is one of 
the few early sound features to present working-class Australians 
with credibility instead of caricature.16

Andrew Pike and Ross Cooper concur that Racing Luck features �suf-
ficiently good performances�, but surely this is the result of good casting, as 
Valli and Lloyd were both highly renowned pros.17 Also, this prompts the 
question of why Kathner did not cast �highly renowned pros� in The Glen-
rowan Affair. For his Kelly project, he cast Bob Chitty, whose performance 
and ability is just horrid (or shall we say, �Chitty�). Indeed, it would have 
made more sense to cast one of the country�s A-listers, such as Chips 
Rafferty or Peter Finch. At least they would have guaranteed Kathner some 
commercial interest. However, since the early 1940s popular actors were 
not a luxury that Kathner could afford.  

Racing Luck�s minor success was far from a box-office sensation. In 
1941, Kathner�s recently-established production company Fanfare was on 
the verge of financial receivership. And like never before, Kathner was in 
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desperate need of a hit. So he decided to produce a comedy. Most likely, 
Ken G. Hall would have inspired this decision. In the years prior, Hall had 
kept the industry afloat with a number of successful comedies. Yet Hall�s 
comedies Dad and Dave Come to Town (1938), Mr Chedworth Steps Out 
(1939), Gone to the Dogs (1939) and Dad Rudd, M. P. (1940) were more 
than escapist amusement. Notably, they provided some poignant commen-
tary on Australia�s social and political climate. Claiming to be somewhat of 
a social commentator himself, Kathner decided World War II would be the 
subject for his comedy. Entitled The Kellys of Tobruk, he cast Syd Beck 
and Ossie Wenban.  

However, midway through the shoot Supreme Sound System officially 
took control of Kathner�s production company, Fanfare. Kathner was left ru-
ined and was forced to abandon his war comedy. Not helping matters was 
the release of Chauvel�s hugely successful The Rats of Tobruk (Charles 
Chauvel, 1944). This production was unrelated to Kathner�s war project, but 
intriguingly it did include similar sequences of comic relief which featured 
George Wallace and Kathner�s actor from Racing Luck, Joe Valli. Destitute, 
Kathner took any work offered, which, considering his tarnished name, was 
minimal. In late 1941, he directed his only other movie of the decade and 
only production before The Glenrowan Affair. Entitled Australia’s 5th Col-
umn, it was a 10-minute propaganda docudrama that urged Australians to 
fight for the British Empire. Its various scenes included an image of Austra-
lia overshadowed by a swastika and footage of the social obliteration 
caused by Hitlerism�.18 In 1944, Kathner received a producer credit for 
loaning out his studio space to the film Red Sky at Morning (Hartney Arthur, 
1944).  

The 1940s was a horrendous decade for Kathner. Marred by failed film 
projects, his book Let’s Make a Movie voiced his resentment towards the 
film industry. Published in 1945, it proposed his plans to sustain a sufficient 
industry. He stated, �I�ve still got to find the real movie studio wherein real 
Aussie motion pictures are made, the place where real pioneering does or 
can take place�.19 To some degree, this book was refreshing and wel-
comed. Yet, his allegations that �no director was making films about Austra-
lia for Australia� and that he was �the only true Australian director� were 
baffling and somewhat arrogant. Furthermore, his comments about per-
haps the country�s most groundbreaking and successful director, Ken G. 
Hall, were discourteous. Discussing On Our Selection (Ken G. Hall, 1932), 
he wrote: �no one in their correct senses will say it was a good picture�.20 In 
reference to Kathner�s comments, the trade press were clearly not in their 
�correct senses�. The Sydney Morning Herald marvelled, �in the superb 
beauty of its camera work, the film can stand comparison with the finest 
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products of Hollywood or Elstree.�21 More than any other director, Hall 
made Australian films an attractive alternative to Hollywood. Discussing 
Kathner�s book, Ina Bertrand growled, �how dare he sideswipe everyone in 
sight when his own films were so abysmally Bad!�22 Indeed, Ken G. Hall � 
not Rupert Kathner � is remembered as perhaps the industry�s great pio-
neer.  

Let’s Make a Movie suggests why Kathner was such a Bad director. 
His sheer arrogance that criticised highly renowned directors, while cele-
brating his own shonky productions as marvellous and groundbreaking, is 
hard to fathom. To some degree, Kathner was just a publicity rabblerouser, 
who concocted a number of elaborate schemes to promote his own mov-
ies. His book certainly gives this impression. Yet, it also uncovers why 
Kathner regularly made such Bad movies. For Kathner, the true filmmakers 
were the renegades. They were the guerrilla directors who borrowed, stole, 
robbed and deceived. Now, Kathner would not have produced five features 
if he had not �cut some corners�. Still, cutting such corners almost guaran-
teed that a certain type of movie would be made. Importantly, Kathner�s 
methods recognise his films as symptoms of their movie-making process.  

Also, they identify his determination to produce films in a time when 
movie-making was difficult.  In 1937, he directed Phantom Gold, which re-
constructed the famous expedition of Sydney businessman Harry Lasseter. 
The film starred Stan Tolhurst, who Kathner had met on Southwell�s The 
Burgomeister. Tolhurst had also appeared in When the Kellys Rode. 
Throughout his career, Kathner regularly collaborated with Tolhurst. In The 
Glenrowan Affair, Tolhurst played the blacksmith. However, Tolhurst was 
more than a bit-part actor. Ken G. Hall valued him as a superb character 
actor. Reviews also praised Tolhurst�s performance in films such as Let 
George Do It (Ken G. Hall, 1938), The Overlanders (Harry Watt, 1946) and 
Bush Christmas (Ralph Smart, 1947). In the early 1930s, Kathner wanted 
to make a film-based on a story by Tolhurst. �Falling for Fame� was about 
the �phonies who came from overseas and wasted the (film) industry�s 
money.�23 Ironically, Harry �the Welsh Wizard� Southwell would have been 
one such �phony�. This film was not made, but in 1938 Kathner and Tolhurst 
collaborated again on Below the Surface. Based on a story by Tolhurst, it 
narrated the lives of two competing miners. Tolhurst also starred and even 
helped Kathner build the set at the National Studios, Pagewood. Sadly, Be-
low the Surface was one of the only Kathner films to never screen publicly.  

In addition to Phantom Gold, Kathner also directed The Pyjama Girl 
Murder in 1937. This docudrama (a mix between documentary and drama) 
is his most impressive film. Based on the gruesome homicide of Linda 
Agostini, this 10-minute newsreel used re-enactments and voice-over to 
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sensationally dramatise this famous crime.24 Its gritty and coarse style, 
which riveted and shocked audiences around the country was ground-
breaking. In fact, it remains the first example of a newsreel produced to as-
sist a police investigation. Popular newsreels of the time (Cinesound News 
and Movietone News), concentrated predominantly on �feel good stories.�25 
But here, Kathner revealed all the crime�s horrible details. (Still to this day, 
this crime is yet to be satisfactorily solved. Despite the fact that Linda�s 
husband Tony Agostini was convicted of manslaughter in 1944, many have 
claimed that the prosecution�s evidence was flimsy and circumstantial.26) 

Kathner�s docudrama style and obsession with conspiracy theories are 
also evident in The Glenrowan Affair. To open his Kelly drama, the narrator 
(Charles �Bud� Tingwell) first introduces the milieu of �Kelly Country�. With 
uninventive and dull footage, shot by Kathner, the result is rather uninspir-
ing. Next, it introduces the character of Dan Kelly. Yet this is not Dan Kelly 
the young robust bushranger, but Dan Kelly the old withered man. As one 
gathers from these scenes, Dan did not die at Glenrowan in 1880 with his 
other Gang members. Rather, he escaped to tell his tale. And indeed his 
tale is fascinating, yet it is complete fantasy. Or is it? Because of Kathner�s 
other untruths, we simply assume that this is another fabrication. However, 
this myth does have substance. Over the years, Dan Kelly has not gone 
away � despite all the evidence proving that his body was charred by a fire 
started by the police at the Glenrowan Inn.  

 Over the years, many have claimed to be the �real� Dan Kelly. In 1938, 
a fellow named James Ryan declared himself as Ned�s brother. �I am Dan 
Kelly� read the headline from Brisbane�s The Sunday Truth. Forensic ex-
perts are now set to determine whether Ryan was in fact Dan Kelly.27 The 
book Horseman Bold named a patient of Ipswich Hospital as Dan Kelly. He 
supposedly used the alias, Jack Day.28 In 2001, Maureen Tyler claimed her 
grandfather, known as Charles Divine Tindale, was Dan. Ms Tyler claims 
he hid in the hotel cellar and managed to escape.29 In 1935, Jack Allen 
wrote a book aptly titled, Burnt to a Cinder Was I. Allen claims to have be-
friended Dan Kelly years after the Outbreak.30 His book narrated many of 
the tales that Dan supposedly told. Still, Kelly expert Barry MacArthur came 
up with the most delicious allegation to date. He claimed that Ned Kelly es-
caped Glenrowan and Dan Kelly hanged in his place at the Melbourne 
Gaol. In 1911, the supposedly autobiographical Dan Kelly: A Memoir was 
being pitched to publishers. Currently, the only known copy sits in the 
Reading Room in the State Library of Victoria.  

As can be gathered by such evidence, Rupert Kathner did not fabri-
cate this myth from his own deluded imagination. The Dan Kelly myth is 
real and does really exist outside this film. Still, it is interesting that Kathner 



Stephen Gaunson    ░ 202 

chose this myth. Although it was never verified, The Glenrowan Affair 
seems to borrow heavily from a play touring in 1929, Ned Kelly – A Play. 
Like the film, this play narrates the story of Dan�s miraculous survival. Not 
surprisingly, it also was met with harsh opposition � especially from Kelly 
descendants. Ned�s older brother Jim claimed that the Dan Kelly character 
should be declared �an impostor�. Surely, an entire docudrama about Dan�s 
disappearance would have been fascinating. Yet Kathner only chose to 
bookend his otherwise dreary and dull saga with this enthralling tale.   

 Appropriately, the ridiculous 2003 comedy Ned (Abe Forsythe, 2003) 
shares a curious likeness to The Glenrowan Affair. In this film, it is not Dan 
who survives but Ned. While Dan Kelly appears at the beginning of The 
Glenrowan Affair, Ned begins with the surviving Ned Kelly. Intriguingly, 
both these elderly outlaws seem dishevelled, damaged and a little bonkers. 
In Ned, Ned Kelly is a patient who has escaped from the Sinclair Mental In-
stitution. The tag-line for this film reads �Hero, Lover, Dickhead�. The Glen-
rowan Affair and Ned both try to debunk one myth while entertaining an-
other, and in the spirit of Kathner�s film, Ned totally ridicules and mocks se-
rious historical thought. Now, such depictions were bound to generate 
harsh criticism, but these films do identify an intriguing pattern: myth plays 
a key role in determining a film�s B-ness. Sure, both these films are B be-
cause of their Badness, but B means more than this. B also identifies a dif-
ferent attitude and approach to history. It recognises the myths that are 
rarely located in mainstream (or A-stream) cinema. 
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Figure 6: Dan from The Glenrowan Affair and Ned from Ned (Abe Forsythe, 2003) 

Kelly cinema has traditionally endured an awkward relationship with 
serious Kelly history. Since film production began in Australia, Kelly motion 
pictures have been produced at regular intervals. So far they have included 
The Story of the Kelly Gang (Charles Tait, 1906), The Kelly Gang (Harry 
Southwell, 1920), When the Kellys were Out (Harry Southwell, 1923), 
When the Kellys Rode (Harry Southwell, 1934), The Glenrowan Affair  
(Rupert Kathner, 1951), Ned Kelly (Tony Richardson, 1970), Reckless Kelly 
(Yahoo Serious, 1993), Ned Kelly (Gregor Jordan, 2003) and Ned (Abe 
Forsythe, 2003). While there is a strong argument that the 1906 version 
was actually a pretty �good� film, there is no question that the others are ter-
rible for one reason or another.31 Still, it is not surprising that Ned Kelly in-
spired such a wide breadth of cinema. Indeed the Kelly Outbreak of 1878-
1880 remains a startling and astonishing narrative. No dramatist could 
have produced a more spectacular scenario. Its star, Ned Kelly, embodies 
all the vital ingredients that drama craves. He is daring, bold and tragic. 

So why has Ned Kelly inspired such Bad cinema? According to Brian 
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McFarlane, Kelly cinema has �not yet really made its definitive mark in its 
representation of Kelly and his gang and what they stand for in the national 
history/mythology.�32 McFarlane makes a valid point, yet as he also claims, 
the movies are a large tapestry woven by a cross-media context that in-
cludes novels, plays, operas, ballets and paintings. While the recent novels 
Our Sunshine (Robert Drewe, 1992) and The True History of the Kelly 
Gang (Peter Carey, 2000) both deserve their status as literary achieve-
ments, Kelly Culture is mostly based on fairly scrappy and rather lampoon-
ing celebrations of the bush icon. Even during the historical outbreak, Ned 
was a subject of satire and mockery. The 1879 play Babes in the Wood or 
Who Killed Cook Robin narrated the riotous plot of Ned Kelly and Lord 
Stephen Byrne kidnap babes from a Benalla schoolroom.33 Then in 1977, 
rock star Jon English starred in Ned Kelly: The Rock Opera. While this took 
itself more seriously, it is hard not to be amused by the ridiculously melo-
dramatic songs such as �Jesus Shut the Door on Me� or �Die Like a Kelly, 
Son�. Even Sidney Nolan�s celebrated Kelly paintings were intended to 
�demean the myth.�34 So maybe Ned Kelly cinema is simply taken too seri-
ously. Rather than hold The Glenrowan Affair accountable for its Badness, 
maybe it should be acknowledged for its contribution to Ned�s industry of 
Badness.  

Still, The Glenrowan Affair should be remembered as more than just 
another Bad Ned Kelly film. The biographical docudrama based on Kath-
ner�s career, Hunt Angels (Alec Morgan, 2005), champions The Glenrowan 
Affair as his crowning achievement. This docudrama has received a gener-
ous circulation, premiering at the Melbourne International Film Festival and 
receiving a short cinema distribution. It also has played on ABC television.  
Beyond capturing his style and attitude, Hunt Angels employs Kathner�s 
filmmaking ingredients, such as re-enactments, voice-over narration and in-
terviews. Fittingly, this docudrama is also crammed full of baffling untruths. 
In one instance, it declares The Glenrowan Affair as the only Australian 
feature released in 1951, despite the fact that films such as Wherever She 
Goes (Michael S. Gordon, 1951) also premiered that year.  

Importantly, Hunt Angels celebrates Kathner�s Badness as his most 
enjoyable pleasure. Throughout the narrative, clips from his movies are in-
terspersed as Kathner experts discuss his shonky methods, Bad luck and 
financial restrictions. The audience is certainly encouraged to laugh at 
Kathner�s horrible productions. However, this docudrama also appreciates 
The Glenrowan Affair as a neglected gem. While it admits that Kathner�s 
film did receive a dreadful reception in Sydney, it draws attention to its 
�fabulous� premiere in Benalla. Actually, it claims that Kelly descendants 
appreciated the film in ways that city slickers could not. But not surprisingly, 
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this is an absolute and categorical lie. Not only did Kelly descendants not 
appreciate this film, they lobbied to see it banned in �Kelly Country�. They 
argued that the Dan Kelly escape myth was unfounded and deliberately of-
fensive. Reports indicated that every time the withered Dan character ap-
peared on screen, the audience booed and hollered.35  

This paper began by asking why The Glenrowan Affair is so awfully 
Bad. While its answer is varied, all roads lead back to its peculiar director, 
Rupert Kathner. �Rupe� (as his friends knew him) was a bold and arrogant 
individual who wanted to defy the Australian film industry by creating his 
own franchise. The fact that he chose to immortalise Ned Kelly suggests 
his own attraction to iconic Australian symbols and persuasion by bogus 
myths. The Glenrowan Affair is not a good film � indeed, it is awfully Bad. 
Yet, ravelled in all its Badness is the story of Rupert Kathner. Fittingly, 
Kathner�s story shares more than a hint of resemblance to Ned Kelly. While 
the bushranger fought 50 armed officers at Glenrowan, Kathner�s own ka-
mikaze mission attempted to single-handedly renew the country�s suffocat-
ing film industry. Suitably in his film, he plays Ned during the Glenrowan 
siege. Masked by the iconic helmet, Kathner�s gallant battle ends with the 
Policeman hollering �we got him�.  

On 31 March 1954, at the age of 50, Rupert Kathner succumbed to a 
brain haemorrhage.36 Kathner never gave the Australian Film industry its 
rebirth, nor did he block the floodgates from Hollywood. Still, like Ned Kelly, 
he left a legacy that seems to grow in stamina as the years pass. Kathner 
may be championed in Hunt Angels as a great unsung Aussie hero, but 
similar to The Glenrowan Affair, that is the stuff of legend and untruth. Nev-
ertheless, in the neglected history of Australian B cinema, Rupert Kathner 
deserves his rightful place as one of its more loyal servants. In a fascinat-
ing career, he managed to produce five feature films and numerous shorts. 
And regardless of the fact that his movies regularly played at dumping 
houses for B Pictures, they all screened in a time when Hollywood films 
dominated Australian theatres.37 If only Kathner had the talent to compli-
ment his enthusiasm, then perhaps he would be celebrated among the 
likes of Ken G. Hall. Still, for every inch of Badness, The Glenrowan Affair 
remains a pleasurable delight for lovers of Bad Cinema. 
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Horror-Ritual: Horror Movie Villains as Collective Representations, 

Uncanny Metaphors and Ritual Transgressors 

Mario Rodriguez 

Introduction 

This paper explores the ritual function of horror movie villains from 
multiple perspectives within ritual studies, with particular emphasis on the 
functionalist branch and Roy Rappaport�s definition that ritual is �the per-
formance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances 
not entirely encoded by performers.�1 First, the paper considers the ways in 
which horror movie villains are hybrid collective representations in the 
sense of French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and uncanny 
metaphors mobilised through media as described by Steven Schneider. 
Second, a Neo-functionalist analysis of ritual defines the reinforcement of 
binary categories (child/adult, human/divine, war/peace, and so on) as a 
fundamental aspect of rituals. We can elaborate the notion of the ritual bi-
nary to then demonstrate the multiple ways in which the horror movie villain 
transgresses these to fulfill his or her ritual role. Third, the paper elaborates 
six specific ways in which horror movie villains transgress social binaries, 
such as those of gender, the space of the body, and life and death. The 
function of horror villains as transgressors gives them a critical, ritual role in 
horror movies from a functionalist ritual perspective: to reconstitute bina-
ries. Fourth, according to Carolyn Marvin and David Ingle it is the job of 
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media to perform ritual re-presentation of the original blood sacrifice of sol-
diers who died for the nation, a blood sacrifice that replenishes the Durk-
heimian totem of the US flag. Horror villains could be perceived as one 
such media re-presentation. This section builds further evidence for horror 
villains as both collective representations and ritual transgressors. The pa-
per concludes with a comparison of the fates of anti-heroes in two films 
from the new ultra-violent genre of horror (that is, �torture-porn�) with two 
recent Academy Award-winning films to understand how the villain as con-
struction for ritualised punishment may be changing. 

Villain as Collective Representation and (Uncanny) Metaphor 

This section considers the ways in which horror movie villains are hy-
brid collective representations and uncanny metaphors mobilised through 
media. Here, �collective representation� is used in Emile Durkheim�s sense, 
implying an agreed upon, culturally defined object, idea, category or class 
with tremendous synergistic and transcendent properties that goes beyond 
the individual.2 On the other hand, �uncanny metaphors� refer to Schnei-
der�s suggestion that horror movie monsters represent a secondary aspect 
of Freud�s uncanny distinct from sexual repression � the return of sur-
mounted thoughts. These two frameworks for understanding horror movie 
villains emerge from two distinct traditions of ritual studies, the functionalist 
and the phenomenological. The functionalist approach to ritual suggests 
that ritual is a pivotal means by which society rejuvenates itself and main-
tains stasis. The functionalist approach to ritual emphasizes the persis-
tence of ritual form over time. Proponents of the phenomenological tradi-
tion, on the other hand, view the functionalist approach to ritual as reduc-
tionist. Phenomenologists thus have stressed an approach to ritual that 
recognises the �transhistorical sacred.� Phenomenologists emphasize the 
timelessness of ritual symbols and myth rather than its form.3 Thus, the 
first task of this paper is to demonstrate that a horror villain can be inter-
preted as both a collective representation and as an uncanny metaphor, 
and thereby reconcile these two traditions for the case of the horror villain. 

Childhood fears and nightmares are neatly circumscribed by the onset 
of adulthood. However, the power of monsters to compel the imagination is 
evident in the popularity of modern horror. To address this popularity we 
should examine what Emile Durkheim described in the �cultural logic of col-
lective representations.� The two quantities (scientific and cultural logic) are 
distinct because, as Durkheim noted, scientific concepts may be elaborated 
but they are usually in the �very slight minority.�4 Rather, a collective repre-
sentation is something that is verified by experience and more intuitively 
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understood between people. A collective representation is compelling 
enough to be perpetuated through society over time but without the rigor-
ous definition garnered from scientific scrutiny.  

Durkheim has much to say about collective representations. In some 
respects, he is very optimistic about human nature. Durkheim begins his 
discussion of collective representations by hypothesizing an ideal world 
that is the natural product of social life. This ideal world is the set of values 
and practices of the social world around the individual that inculcates him 
or her with a sense of social responsibility, and it is best exemplified by the 
power of religion in people�s lives. While for Marx it is production that 
makes us human, for Durkheim it is the ability to project a larger social and 
moral order, an incarnate idealism. This is a faculty without which man 
cannot survive. Thus, with this set of idealistic principles, Durkheim further 
posits something called a collective representation. As noted, this would be 
an agreed upon, though not necessarily scientifically precise, culturally de-
fined object, idea, category or class. The collective representation has tre-
mendous synergistic and transcendent properties that go beyond the indi-
vidual consciousness. One example is language, a collective representa-
tion in which we are all embedded, in which each word has such depth be-
hind it that, as Durkheim notes, �we even lie to each other without wishing 
to: it is because we all use the same words without giving them the same 
meaning.�5 Collective representations, like genes, morph and recombine 
over time. These representations are always of a social nature; language, 
class, time, space, and causality are all examples. Durkheim sees no rea-
son to distinguish between culture and collective representations on the 
one hand and rationality on the other. In fact, the genius of his argument is 
to recognise that the social can be studied scientifically. For now, let it suf-
fice to see how the horror villain might arguably be perceived as one such 
collective representation of socially constructed evil by virtue of the sum to-
tal of language he uses, his inflections and mannerisms, his style and phy-
siognomy � in essence, the sum total of his performance. The notion of the 
horror villain as collective representation will be elaborated in the following 
sections. 

Approaching horror movies from a psychological and phenomenologi-
cal perspective, James Iacchino contends that horror movies are filled with 
Jungian archetypes: mother/child, mad magician, hybrid monsters and 
�technomyths,� or recycling of myths for the modern age.6 Furthermore, 
Steven Schneider theorises that horror movie monsters are �uncanny� 
metaphors with reference to Freud and Lakoff.7 Schneider suggests that 
theorists of monsters in horror movies have used Freud�s uncanny to inter-
pret horror movie monsters as a return of repressed impulses. However, 
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they have neglected to take into account a second component of the un-
canny, namely the return of surmounted thoughts, that is, alternative on-
tologies that have been explained away in adulthood. Schneider advances 
the possibility that �the womb� is not all there is behind horror and that hor-
ror monsters represent not merely the struggle for recognition of all that our 
civilisation represses, but �the struggle for validation of all that our civilisa-
tion disavows and denies.� Horror movie monsters are not embodiments of 
repressed fears but rather �metaphorical embodiments of paradigmatic un-
canny narratives.�8

No such thing as monsters? Not according to Schneider and Durk-
heim. For Schneider, the horror movie villain is a mobilised metaphor. The 
real monster is the meta-narrative that the villain represents, while in Durk-
heim�s theory the villain is a collective representation, a social fact that 
transcends the individual consciousness thus taking on a life of its own. 
While hailing from different philosophical traditions, these two quantities 
(narrative metaphor on the one hand and collective representation on the 
other) are not incongruent. Rather, both interpretations suggest that the 
horror movie villain is a cultural amalgam of language and behavior that 
goes beyond the individual consciousness. 

Ritual and Binary 

Having established that the horror movie villain can be interpreted as a 
collective representation and as an uncanny metaphor, let us next turn 
specifically to the Neo-functionalist definition of ritual to begin to understand 
how the horror movie villain as a collective representation can have a ritual 
function. Two aspects of a �Neo-functionalist� conception of ritual are cen-
tral to this understanding: the ritual reinforcement of binary categories, but 
also the �Neo-Durkheimian� description of the role of mass media to ritually 
re-present sacrifice. We begin with the former. 

Functionalism is a sociological perspective on the structure and func-
tion of society prefigured by the work of Durkheim and exemplified by his 
conceptions of mechanical and organic solidarity. Rappaport is a proponent 
of �Neo-functionalist� systems analysis and more specifically cultural mate-
rialism.9 Neo-functionalists distance themselves from traditional functional-
ists by adopting an ecological approach to ritual.10

Bell describes the emergence of culturalists as distinct from functional 
structuralists. What makes these culturalists distinct is that they view ritual 
less in relation to social organisation, and more as a symbolic language 
arising from culture. While Rappaport�s theory of ritual remains grounded in 
the material, someone like Clifford Geertz describes the role of ritual sym-
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bolism to understand the Balinese cockfight.11 For Geertz, anthropological 
analysis parallels the interpretation of a text as if the anthropologist is read-
ing culture over the shoulders of participants. The function of ritual is never 
a resolution but rather a display of social passions. 

Bell elaborates other approaches to ritual in the culturalist vein, for ex-
ample, emphasis on performance and practice.12 Performance is a way to 
understand the non-intellectual dimensions of ritual, the emotive, physical 
and even sensual aspects of ritual participation. This entails focus on kines-
thesia, synesthesia, levels of reflexivity and meta-communication. Practice, 
on the other hand, stresses human praxis in a Marxist tradition, including, 
for example, the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his emphasis on habitus, gift 
giving, and transgression. 

One aspect that spans approaches to ritual is the concept of a binary. 
Ritual reinforces binary categories of child/adult, action here/effect there, 
human/divine, and then formally transgresses them.13 This is an attribute of 
ritual whether one is a culturalist or a functional structuralist. In fact, under 
the rubric of ritual practice, Bell observes, �transgression is licensed by the 
very ceremonies that reinforce order.� According to Bell, Pierre Bourdieu 
characterises ritual as �strategic practices for transgressing and reshuffling 
cultural categories in order to meet the needs of real situations.� 14 Ritual 
permits social binaries to breakdown for a few minutes, and thereby reaf-
firms boundaries between the sacred and profane. 

Rappaport also makes reference to the role of binary in the function of 
ritual: �The occurrence of a ritual transmits a binary (yes/no, 0/1, on/off, ei-
ther/or, boy/man, war/peace, etc.) signal. Indeed, binary signals are intrin-
sic to ritual occurrence, and they are, in their very nature, free of ambigu-
ity.�15 The conveyance of a binary is part of Rappaport�s observation that 
ritual digitalises continuous (analog) information, broadcasting information 
to the members of a society about the state of the community. This is true 
not only of Maring culture but of Presidential inaugurations and corona-
tions. But performance is also an aspect of Rappaport�s definition of ritual. 
That is why his theory is elegant and comprehensive: he is able to integrate 
performance with a materialist interpretation of ritual that relies on informa-
tion theory. 

Specifically, then, Rappaport�s ability to span the cultural and the ma-
terial in his definition of ritual is relevant to understanding the ritual role of 
horror movie villains. For Rappaport, ritual is: �the performance of more or 
less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely encoded 
by performers.�16 The ritual function of horror movie villains as collective 
representation and as (uncanny) metaphor (that is, the embodiment of a 
meta-narrative) is to trouble binary distinctions just long enough to re-
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establish them through their spectacular deaths. These villains are scape-
goats; they are ritual straw men to absorb the animosity of the collective 
and reaffirm collective beliefs. Observe how villains in horror are useful to 
perpetuating the identity of the group in a strictly functional way by repre-
senting the outsider or other, and it is only through the ritual performance 
that this villainous identity is established in the first place. 

The Villain as Transgressor 

Villains have already been considered as collective representations 
and as uncanny metaphors. We then looked at aspects of ritual that may 
be related to the representation of villains. These included (but were not 
limited to) transgression, performance and ritual reinforcement of binary 
categories. Furthermore, horror villains can be interpreted as mediated rit-
ual re-presentations of blood sacrifice; they are at least collective represen-
tations perpetuated by media (as we shall see in the next section). 

There is ample evidence that villainous characters operate as trans-
gressors in horror movies to upset binaries. Recall the statement from Bell 
regarding Bourdieu�s definition of ritual as �strategic practices for trans-
gressing and reshuffling cultural categories in order to meet the needs of 
real situations.�17 Again, ritual permits social binaries to break down, reaf-
firming the sacred/profane distinction when they are reconstituted. Indeed, 
horror villains function as transgressors in distinct ways. First, they are a 
conduit for sexual transgression and sexual sublimation. Second, they en-
dure a spectacular fall, thereby reconstituting transgressive categories. 
Third, they unsettle clearly delineated boundaries of the body. Fourth, they 
unsettle the established patriarchal boundaries of the home. Fifth, they 
transgress heteronormative gender distinctions. Sixth, they refuse to die, 
troubling the absolute binary of life and death. 

First the horror villain enacts sexualised transgression and second, as 
a result, he or she suffers a spectacular fall. According to Hendershot, 
Georges Bataille believed that those who transgress do the most to recon-
stitute categories of transgression.18 Hendershot contextualises transgres-
sion in Cold War era horror like The Fly (Kurt Neumann, 1958) and Psycho 
(Alfred Hitchcock, 1960) in terms of Bataille�s theory. The villains in these 
films become the focus of erotic sublimation and fulfillment. The films� 
transgressions � it does not matter if they are violence or scientific hubris � 
are at heart a sexual sublimation. Thus in Psycho, the final scene of Nor-
man Bates�s dead mother superimposed over his face shows how the 
transgression of violent murder yielded the fulfillment of the desired erotic 
fusion. The villain is thus not only a vessel for transgressive erotic energy 
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but also the sacrificial victim � the Paschal lamb � for the reconstitution of 
transgressive categories. This is a spectacular aspect of villainy as the em-
bodiment of transgression. He or she becomes a vessel of sexualised en-
ergy and also suffers a spectacular downfall as a sacrifice that is taught a 
lesson. This corresponds to the idea that those who transgress normal 
boundaries in horror become abject and are punished, to which we turn 
next.  

Third, the horror movie villain troubles the neatly delineated bounda-
ries of the body, and fourth, they unsettle the established patriarchal boun-
daries of the home. These two categories are intertwined because they 
both pertain to a fundamental spatial transgression. Marcia England fo-
cuses on the binaries of the body and home (inside/outside).19 The normal 
boundaries are made nervous, and those who cross become abject; they 
are punished (particularly for sexuality). England examines the films I 
Walked with a Zombie (Jacques Tourneur, 1943), Evil Dead II (Sam Raimi, 
1987), and The Others (Alejandro Amenabar, 2001). The putrefying 
corpses in Evil Dead II typify transgression of the body, while The Others 
traverses the boundary that distinguishes the family from outsiders and 
thereby questions the sanctity of the home. Sarah Trencansky maintains 
that horror films of the 1980s like Nightmare on Elm Street (Wes Craven, 
1984) and Hellraiser (Clive Barker, 1987) trouble rigid structures of family, 
home, and the Ideological State Apparatus, which are resolved promptly at 
the end of the film by the �Final Girl� who vanquishes the monster.20

Fifth, horror villains transgress heteronormative gender distinctions. 
For example, Meredith Li-Vollmer and Mark La Pointe demonstrate how vil-
lains in Disney animation perform gender transgression.21 Homosexuality 
has long been synonymous with villainy in Hollywood. According to Hend-
ershot, the film The Bad Seed (Mervyn LeRoy, 1956) demonstrates how 
homosexuality was not only equated with pedophilia and villainy but came 
to symbolise communist sympathies. Li-Vollmer and La Pointe use Disney 
cartoons to discuss villainy and gender roles on screen, but the cross-
dressing Norman Bates might just as easily be an example, as would Lea-
therface�s female mask in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Toby Hooper, 
1974). The horror villain as gender transgressor fits well within Rappaport�s 
definition of ritual. Rappaport regards gender as a �Cosmological Axiom� in 
his general description of the structure of ritual. Cosmological Axioms are 
statements of faith that support Ultimate Sacred Postulates (USP), or ritual 
beliefs, which are agreed upon a priori.22 The male/female binary is a Cos-
mological Axiom according to Rappaport. Resolving that blurred binary in 
horror films reinforces it as a Cosmological Axiom and thus the USP�s of 
the society at large. Clearly delineated gender is part of the rules in society 
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and thus in horror movies. 
Finally, horror movie villains refuse to die. Not dying is a special case 

of unsettling binaries (in this case, dead/alive) that is particular to the horror 
movie genre. Unkillable monsters are a horror movie device that developed 
in the 1980s and that can perhaps be linked to postmodernism.23 The 
situation is complicated by the rise of the horror franchise. For example, the 
villain�s transgression is perpetuated by organisational constraints and in-
dustry routines, like Halloween (John Carpenter, 1978), which took on a 
business life of its own despite the best efforts of the director to �kill� the 
franchise.24

Summing up, horror movie villains function to overstep key social 
boundaries that delineate binary distinctions. This set of boundaries in-
cludes the heteronormative binary described by Judith Butler that essential-
ises gender and sexuality.25 In this way, the collective representation and 
uncanny metaphor that is the horror movie fiend serves a ritual purpose as 
the very instigator of the transgression that Bourdieu describes as being so 
closely tied to ritual. Horror villains transgress, trouble binaries, become ab-
ject and are punished. In this sense, they are also liminal figures. Victor 
Turner describes the relationship between liminality and ritual, arguing that 
ritual is a liminal process because it brings about a state of �communitas,� 
an esprit in which a feeling of solidarity prevails.26 The normal divisions be-
tween individuals break down. However, this �liminal� state is dangerous 
precisely because this unshackled energy is extremely volatile: 

Communitas breaks in through the interstices of structure, in liminal-
ity; at the edges of structure, in marginality; and from beneath struc-
ture in inferiority. It is almost everywhere held to be sacred or �holy,� 
possibly because it transgresses or dissolves the norms that govern 
structured and institutionalised relationships and is accompanied by 
experiences of unprecedented potency.27

This is the spirit that overtakes the horror movie audience that is riv-
eted to their seats in expectation of vengeance. In a manner of speaking, 
the horror villain becomes the impetus for and focus of that volatile energy, 
and the vessel of transgression, and so his punishment is the binary signal 
that re-collapses the chaotic tumult of the liminal group (audience) into the 
normal order of the everyday. In this sense, the ritual role of horror movies 
in the developed world might have a similar function to the Sinhalese exor-
cism rite.28 Or they might have a role similar to the Balinese cockfight, 
which is, first and foremost, a blood sacrifice to the demon world.29 Finally, 
it is not just the audience�s response to the villain that suggests his or her 
ritual nature but the actual performance of villainy, as Li-Vollmer and La 
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Pointe suggest, the mannerisms, inflections, costumes and physiognomies 
of the character. While the villain satisfies the binary component of Rappa-
port�s definition of ritual, he also satisfies the performative aspect and thus 
the fact that frequently the ritual is predominantly for the benefit of partici-
pants, not the spectators.30 The very fact of being embodied demands ac-
ceptance from ritual participants; it is an indexical register of their acquies-
cence.31 This suggests that (a la Judith Butler), social notions of villainy 
can be subverted and gradually phased over time by way of performance. 
Future qualitative work could explore, for example, the industry procedures 
for casting villainy, including interviews with actors, directors and casting di-
rectors to understand how villainy is perceived and performed, and fur-
thermore how these professionals consciously alter the performance of vil-
lainy. 

Ritual Re-presentation of Blood Sacrifice 

Marvin and Ingle argue that nationalism fulfills the same role in mod-
ern secular society as religion in pre-modern societies.32 As such, the flag 
becomes a collective representation in Durkheim�s sense, but moreover it 
is a totem symbol. A totem is a symbol (like the US flag) that is so symboli-
cally potent that it can compel members of the group to die for it. Horror 
movie villains are not totems but they may perhaps be collective represen-
tations of group conceptions of evil. Perhaps horror movie villains, then, are 
media re-presentations of blood sacrifice � a virtual sacrifice to re-establish 
agreed upon binaries and social norms that evoke some kind of original 
blood sacrifice. 

The question of the original blood sacrifice that these villainous straw 
men represent is a tricky one. If one adopts a psychoanalytic frame then 
ritual is the sublimation of guilt for the original sin of killing the father (patri-
cide). 33 In pre-modern culture that meant the ritual of killing and eating the 
totem animal, the renunciation of women after the death of the father, and 
the prohibition of intra-clan sex as an �obsessive mechanism� to stave off 
repressed desires. According to Bell, Girard takes the argument in a differ-
ent direction by arguing that identification of the �totem victim� as �other� re-
inforces group cohesion. Bell also refers to the �akitu� ritual of the Babylo-
nians, which involved the ritual debasing and slaying of a criminal raised to 
the throne as a mockery to impress upon the king the need to comport 
himself properly. Thus, from a purely Freudian perspective, the sacrifice re-
called by re-presentations of horror movie villains is the repressed guilt of 
patricide, the original blood of the king. 

However, a purely Freudian analysis of horror movie monsters is not 



░ Horror � Ritual: Villains as Metaphors 217 

satisfactory. Returning to Schneider, movie monsters are not only about 
repression but the denial of alternative ontologies that have been explained 
away in adulthood. Though it cannot be said with certainty that horror mov-
ie villains embody original blood sacrifice, Schneider insists that they are 
the embodiment of uncanny cultural narratives. Rather than re-presenting 
blood sacrifice, horror movie villains can be ritually remodeled and re-
presented through media as collective representations and meta-narratives 
of discredited ontologies, of reality claims that have been dismissed as ir-
relevant. Again, this is a compromise between the functionalism of Neo-
Durkheimians to conceive of ritual as a way to maintain the cohesion of the 
group and the more myth-based understanding of ritual cultivated by schol-
ars such as Schneider operating in a phenomenological vein. 

From the phenomenological standpoint of myth, what is �re-presented� 
by media in the case of horror movie villains, then, is not necessarily origi-
nal blood sacrifice but instead previous embodiments and portrayals of vil-
lainy � it is the enemy constructed by mass media to operate as the totem 
foil: 

The guilt we feel about the killing we cannot admit to reconsolidates 
the group. The surrogate victim, the savior, is the son we expel into 
death. The ritual victim, the scapegoat, makes our anger and killing 
acceptable and disguises its real target. Our rage at the scapegoat 
provides a pretext to kill the savior. With the death of enough sons, 
the group finds relief from internecine tensions.34

The sympathetic magic of mass media is allowed to infect the figure of 
the horror villain, to charge him with the energy of previous portrayals of 
evil. Of course, this could also imply the blood of the first scapegoat �ritual 
victim� or the first totem failure, an outsider (since ancestors and enemies 
are also outsiders that demand blood).35 The satisfaction that audiences 
feel watching the villain fall, particularly in horror, would once again be a 
sublimation of the awful secret that the totem kills its own to be replenished. 
As Mickey Rourke�s character confesses in the Gulf War-era film White 
Sands (Roger Donaldson, 1992) about military-industrial espionage and 
arms trade, �This is about creating enemies where there aren�t any.�36 The 
degree to which horror villains re-present original blood sacrifice or are 
merely collective representations of evil remains unresolved. 

Finally, because there is also a need for young men in contemporary 
societies to be transformed by touching death (to adopt the role of willing 
sacrifice) the horror movie villain is re-produced by media to become a 
means of (virtual) death-touching.37 Horror movies are a type of youthful 
initiation rite (particularly for young males). The bloodbath that ensues en-
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sures that the (virtual) sacrifice is a success: �Blood must touch every 
member of the group.�38 For example, the elevator doors pouring out a riv-
er of blood in The Shining (Stanley Kubrick, 1980) or the final scene of 
Dead Alive (Peter Jackson, 1993) � a literal bloodbath for the protagonist � 
are examples in which the set or characters are covered in blood to ensure 
that they all have some contact with death. Furthermore, the whole screen 
is saturated with blood to ensure that the viewing audience has this com-
mon experience of (virtual) death-touching. 

A good example of villains as media re-presentations of blood sacrifice 
comes from Spike Lee�s Tales from the Hood (Rusty Cundieff, 1995). In a 
tip of the hat to Trilogy of Terror (Dan Curtis, 1975), the movie presents 
three ghost stories told by the owner of an African-American funeral parlor, 
one of which involves a racist Congressman (appropriately named Duke af-
ter the former Louisiana Republican Congressman and KKK Grand Wizard) 
who is persecuted by vicious enchanted dolls of African-American ancestry. 
Finally, as he is about to succumb, Duke wraps himself in the American 
flag. As the dolls tear him apart, he literally rejuvenates the totem with his 
blood, atoning for his racial transgressions and those of his ancestors, and 
becoming the regenerative male flagbody.39 Duke invokes the US flag in an 
analogy with his own body. However, in this case the Congressman�s blood 
replenishes not the blood of fallen soldiers but of the forgotten and vengeful 
souls of African American slaves that have enchanted the uncanny vessels 
of his undoing, and whose blood has originally been shed in the construc-
tion of the modern-day US. While a complex set of transgression, politics, 
racism and horror movie devices converge in the villainous figure of Con-
gressman Duke for the retribution and recompense of lost souls, the essen-
tial function of the villain remains the same: the binary works, the villain is 
punished. In this case, the villain is a re-presentation of original blood sacri-
fice. 

Case Study: Saw and Hostel v. There Will Be Blood and 
No Country for Old Men 

This section compares fates of anti-heroes in two films from the new 
ultra-violent genre of horror (again, �torture-porn�) with two Academy 
Award-winning films. The purpose of this is to understand how the villain as 
construction for ritualised punishment may be changing. The treatment of 
villainy in two recent mainstream films (and their resonances with the new 
breed of ultra-violent horror) would seem to suggest that Hollywood is ex-
perimenting with variations on the resolution of binary trangression. In par-
ticular there are parallels between There Will Be Blood (Paul Thomas 
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Anderson, 2007) and No Country for Old Men (Ethan Cohen and Joel 
Cohen, 2007) on the one hand, and Saw (James Wan, 2004) and Hostel 
(Eli Roth, 2005) on the other. Before the Oscars ceremony, Entertainment 
Weekly proclaimed 2008 �The Year of the Bad Boys.� The author noted the 
portrayal of central characters nominated for awards that were compelling 
but nonetheless villainous: 

Audiences embrace the unembraceable, queasy qualities of the vil-
lains in No Country and There Will Be Blood. These men stand out 
from this nefarious pack in three distinctive ways: their soul-quaking 
ferocity; the never fully explained motivations for their cruel behavior; 
and the daring extremes to which their creators go to portray that 
behavior�But here is where these two films really lift off into un-
charted artistic territory: In neither case do the filmmakers attempt to 
give us the reason, the �psychological� explanation, or, thank hea-
ven and hell, the �backstory� of how Chigurh and Plainview came to 
be the way they are.40

It is ironic that EW distinguishes the �intentionally inexplicable nature� 
of these bad guys from �the aesthetic of exploitation flicks like the Hostel 
and Saw franchises� because the complication of the villains in these films 
evoke new categories for horror and mainstream villainy alike. First, these 
four films suggest the emergence of a category of anti-hero whose evil is, 
contrary to EW�s oversimplification, rationalised and explored (Actor Javier 
Bardem is quoted in the article: �[My character was] the logical violent reac-
tion to a violent world.�). In some respects, Daniel Day Lewis�s Plainview in 
There Will be Blood is anything but incomprehensible. He is totally alien-
ated from his own labor and those around him by an aggressive capitalist 
system based in oil production and private land ownership and this has 
murderous consequences. In contrast to his quintessentially villainous ap-
pearance (he looks like Snidely Whiplash, complete with thick black mous-
tache), he is a multifaceted character whose transmogrification is best con-
veyed slowly and without dialogue through the language of close � ups, the 
interplay of darkness and light, and an emphasis on facial expression. This 
is demonstrated in the scene where Plainview saves his adopted son, H W, 
who is almost killed when one of the oil pumps malfunctions and Plainview 
watches intently as they burn off the oil through the night. Plainview 
emerges, covered in tar-black oil, as a kind of primordial demon from the 
darkness as the camera slowly zooms in on his face. Like Jigsaw in Saw 
(who is dying of cancer), Daniel Day Lewis� character is more complex than 
previous villains yet totally recognisable in his utter banality. 

Furthermore, another aspect that the villains from these four films 
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have in common is that each in his own way is dangled within a larger net-
work of evil that is beyond even their capacity to fathom, much like the 
amorphous �Culture Industry� described by Horkheimer and Adorno. Be-
cause the cause is not so clear, though, the punishment is also nebulous. 
Punishment is the complex synergy of social pressures. In No Country for 
Old Men, Bardem�s character, Anton Chigurh, is a psychopathic serial killer 
seeking the drug money from a botched deal. After going on a rampage, it 
is not the police who catch up with Chigurh but ironically a totally random 
car accident. This �retribution� recalls Max Horkheimer and Theodor Ador-
no�s critique of the Culture Industry, which emphasizes the paranoia of late 
capitalism and a total lack of agency on the part of the individual.41 In 
There Will Be Blood, Daniel Day Lewis� Plainview beats a man to death in 
his personal bowling alley and then proclaims, �I�m finished�! The intimation 
is that he is truly finished � he has killed a man in cold blood and will go to 
prison. Plainview himself is just another casualty of the aggressive culture 
into which he was born. When Paxton (played by Jay Hernandez) exacts 
retribution on the anonymous Dutch businessman who brutally murdered 
his friend Josh in Hostel, the transgression would seem to have been 
avenged. However, the Elite Hunting organisation, the true villain, lives on 
(indeed anyone who has seen the sequel knows what becomes of Paxton 
in the first five minutes). 

In all these cases, the binary recuperation in the anticipated retribution 
somehow falls short; it does not exactly work. It is almost as if these films 
are made to be ritual failures. Perhaps this implies a new synergistic, sys-
temic retribution for horror villains that is, ironically, not so satisfying. As the 
horror genre as a whole gradually shifts, the nature of horror ritual must 
naturally be transformed. Perhaps this suggests that the fate of a new gen-
eration of horror movie villains is not to die in a black and white re-
presentation of good and evil, but rather that their fates should be equivo-
cated, and that the horror ritual of villainous punishment should be inter-
preted more ambiguously along the lines of Geertz�s suggestion that ritual 
is not a resolution but rather a display of social passions. 

Finally, EW did have a point that we never quite get the background 
stories on any of these characters. This was the calling card of the late 
Heath Ledger�s performance of the Joker in The Dark Knight (Christopher 
Nolan, 2008): �Wanna know how I got this smile on my face�? Unlike the 
boogeyman of 1980s horror, it is not only that we cannot kill these villains; 
we don�t even know where they came from. One is reminded of the experi-
ence of postmodernism described in �The Ecstasy of Communication� by 
Jean Baudrillard as chilling and schizophrenic, and the experience of simu-
lation as moving through realities that are incommensurate.42
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The postmodern horror monsters described by Trecansky reflected a 
postmodern anxiety surrounding the breakdown of social institutions in the 
1980s (such as Freddy, Jason and Pinhead). In the new millennium, these 
unkillable horror movie villains have moved closer to the realm of everyday 
realities in Saw and Hostel. Furthermore, there are resonances between 
unkillable postmodern horror monsters and recent mainstream depictions 
of villains, and the devil is in their details. Jigsaw has cancer and the ano-
nymous Dutch businessman in Hostel murders because he wanted to be a 
doctor, while Plainview deals in oil and Chigurh deals drugs. They are a dif-
ferent kind of collective representation altogether � no longer supernatural, 
altogether too recognisable. Our fears no longer need the strict metaphori-
cal embodiments of a boogeyman. They have migrated into the realm of 
real institutions and the everyday.43

Final Thoughts 

Horror films are an increasingly diverse and global source of social 
commentary, from capitalist critique in Nigerian horror, to commentary on 
commerce and censorship in post-Suharto Indonesia.44 Horror films are a 
genre with political dimensions that recently comment on the relevance of 
communications technologies to everyday life.45 Understanding the ritual 
dimension of horror villains helps us to better understand the universal ap-
peal of this undying genre. 

To summarise, horror movie villains are arguably collective represen-
tations and uncanny metaphors. While these two definitions hail from dif-
ferent philosophical traditions there is no reason to assume they are mutu-
ally exclusive. Rather, they are useful for understanding the villain as a rep-
resentation that transcends individual consciousness. Horror movie villains 
also transgress social binaries like the body and home. Their function as 
transgressors gives them a special role in horror films to reconstitute bina-
ries in accordance with Rappaport�s definition of ritual. This model also in-
corporates performance and thus the embodied performances of actors are 
also an important factor in the ritual of horror movie villainy. On the other 
hand, it remains an open question whether horror movie villains are ritual 
media re-presentations of original blood sacrifice or merely the recapitula-
tion of constantly evolving collective representations and meta-narratives. 
However, they seem to fit the criteria for invented enemies, fictions that jus-
tify killing members of the totem group. Finally, as we saw with Saw and 
Hostel, the villains in these horror films bear a striking resemblance to their 
counterparts in mainstream Hollywood fare from a similar time period. This 
suggests not only that our collective representations of evil and uncanny 
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metaphors may be changing to favour less supernatural, more common-
place forms, but also that the whole binary basis for ritualised punishment 
of on-screen villainy was (at least for a while) in flux. 

As a final suggestion, Foucauldian interpretation of horror movies is 
overdue to determine how horror functions as a kind of ritualised self-
surveillance of audiences who interpolate themselves as horror aficiona-
dos. The connection to ritual is also a question of the boundary between 
horror and reality TV. Is there any such thing as reality-horror, for example, 
the Sci Fi Channel production Scare Tactics (Scott Hallock and Kevin Hea-
ly, creators, 2003), in which friends set up unwitting friends in simulated 
scenarios of terror? Perhaps reality television programs that are otherwise 
considered mainstream might count as a kind of horror show considering 
the intensifying role of surveillance in reality television and the increasing 
synergy of the symbolic authority of TV and police.46 This would have seri-
ous consequences for the meaning of a villain as ritual scapegoat, as the 
policing authority of media increasingly relies on arbitrary zones of victim 
and criminal and fictions spill over into everyday realities. Future research 
on villains in the media should investigate the extent to which reality televi-
sion (which is, after all, melodrama) is scripted with one individual singled 
out early on as the outsider and habitual offender. 
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From Kracauer to Clover: Some Reflections on Genre and Gender 

in 70s/80s Slasher Films  

Tyson Namow 

In his introduction to The Dread of Difference: Gender and the Horror 
Film, Barry Keith Grant1 notes that Siegfried Kracauer�s From Caligari to 
Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film2 is the book that inaugu-
rated an interest in looking at more specific historical and social contexts to 
explain the functions that particular films have during certain periods of 
time. From Caligari to Hitler�originally published in 1947�argues that the 
characters and stories on a nation�s screens can be symptomatic of wider, 
social dispositions, and that films themselves can reflect, and even influ-
ence the course of future events. In Kracauer�s case, 1920s Weimar cin-
ema carried the spectre of German fascism. Grant says the underlying as-
sumptions of this work can be found in the later contentions of writers on 
horror cinema: 

[such] as those of T.J. Ross, who makes the more general claim that 
�the monster belongs to our age of moral and ecological chaos� or 
the more specific explanation of the rise of the �horror of personality� 
film in the context of the violent events, including a number of widely 
publicized multiple murders, that filled the news headlines in the 
early 1960s.3 

While as Grant himself notes these kinds of ideological and social ap-
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proaches to horror cinema have proved fruitful, I am interested in this paper 
to look at a number of essays Kracauer wrote on film and mass culture dur-
ing the 1920s: �Cult of Distraction�, �Calico-World: The UFA city in Neuba-
belsberg� and �Boredom�. These essays were not published in English until 
1975 and have had far less impact upon film studies in the English speak-
ing world than aforementioned texts such as From Caligari to Hitler.4 More-
over, as Thomas Elsaesser5 and Miriam Hansen6 have both noted, these 
early essays reflect Kracauer�s sensibilist approach to cinema. What they 
mean is that Kracauer in these early essays is particularly sensitive to the 
aesthetic form that is internal to cinema as a medium and to the spectator�s 
immanent experience of this internal form. Such an experience still has an 
ideological dimension for Kracauer, but not one based on the allegorical 
function of films or on the social messages they communicate: both of 
which dominate Kracauer�s texts.   

I will focus on the contention in �Cult of Distraction� that that there 
have been historical changes to human experience which modern forms of 
technology such as cinema not only represent but materially express. 
These changes are ambivalent for Kracauer, representing both a break 
with what are for him past bourgeois myths of human identity and aesthetic 
taste which also heralds new forms of alienation. Moreover, it is through 
alienation itself that a �mode of cognition� can be developed �through which 
the mass public can understand and transform their own experiences�.7 In 
this short paper I cannot explain all the aspects that make up modern social 
change for Kracauer so I will limit my work to one strand of his thought 
concerning the modern experience of external distraction and popular, low-
brow cinema. I will relate this thought to two samples of the key literature 
on 1970s and 80s slasher film spectatorship: the work of Carol J Clover 
and Tania Modleski. I will focus on two of Clover�s arguments from her 
1993 book: Men, Woman and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror 
Film. In order to give a richer context to one of these arguments I will refer 
to Modleski�s 1986 essay �The Terror of Pleasure: The Contemporary Hor-
ror Film and Postmodern Theory.� 

I am particularly interested in creating a dialogue between Clover�s 
work and one aspect of Kracauer�s early thought. In doing this I aim to 
show that Kracauer�s ideas not only underpin ideological and social ap-
proaches to cinema of the kind identified by Grant, but also form a back-
drop to questions concerning the reception of sub-genres like the slasher 
film.  While Kracauer�s theoretical approaches to cinema stem out of a dif-
ferent cultural history to Clover�s, I still believe that at least one aspect of 
his early thought serves as a background setting to contemporary perspec-
tives on horror spectatorship. For different reasons both Kracauer and Clo-
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ver have a shared appreciation of the social value of popular, low-brow cin-
ema. However, their perspectives also differ in crucial respects. Thus, my 
goal is additionally to consider how the work of Clover, who looks at gen-
dered viewing experiences, opens up other ways of thinking about specta-
torship that enriches and complicates the early thought of Kracauer. 

In �Cult of Distraction�8 the films that Kracauer particularly has in mind 
are popular, entertaining fictions replete with glamorous stars and sensa-
tional narratives. His interest is thus in genre films, including those which 
present fantastic, implausible adventures, and not in avant-garde or docu-
mentary films. In looking at these popular films he also takes into consid-
eration their display in exhibition spaces, the �picture palaces� as they were 
known. These picture palaces in Weimar Berlin did not simply exhibit films 
but also presented stage performances before the commencement of the 
screenings and had a live orchestra play during the screenings themselves. 
Kracauer�s argument is that these different aspects of cinema spectatorship 
are constituted by the rapid, sensuous experience of surface effects and 
external distractions.  

He is aware that from the perspective of high-culture and intellectual 
scholarship such spectatorship is an un-essential aspect of cultural behav-
iour, a form of low-brow entertainment for the masses. For Kracauer, how-
ever, it is only in such films and their exhibition that sincere truths about re-
ality can be expressed. The visual and aural entertainment provided by the 
picture palaces becomes the means through which audiences can see their 
daily lives reflected back at them. He argues that this is not the case with 
traditional art events such as thespian theatre:  

In a profound sense, Berlin audiences act truthfully when they in-
creasingly shun these art events (which, for good reason, remain 
caught in mere pretense (sic)), preferring instead the surface glam-
our of the stars, films, revues, and spectator shows. Here, in pure 
externality, the audience encounters itself; its own reality is revealed 
in the fragmented sequence of splendid sense impressions9  

He says, however, that surface impressions and external distractions 
can only secrete social reality to audiences when such impressions and 
distractions maintain a fidelity to the social changes that have occurred 
within modern city and urban life. To maintain this fidelity, distraction and 
pure externality in cinema should not become the means toward producing 
products of high-culture. Such products are reflective, he says, of bour-
geois notions of individual unity and wholeness as well as certain forms of 
aesthetic taste. By these forms of taste he means theatrical and literary art 
works that focus on the interior worlds of individualised characters con-
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structed within a closed, linear system of classical drama. These high-
cultural products are inherited from 19th century cultural, literary and theat-
rical modes and no longer reflect the reality of modern life which, for Kra-
cauer is characterised by the experience of mass spectacles under capital-
ism.  

Cinema is one form of modern mass spectacle that reflects and ex-
presses this new experience within capitalism. As Miriam Hansen10 has 
noted, cinema expresses for Kracauer a new form of subjectivity based on 
sensorial discontinuity, on the rapid, fragmented experience of surface ef-
fects, and on the dissolution of the ego. In cinema the individual identifies 
with the mass eye, and the materiality of their individual existence � the 
embodied sense of their own being � is converted into mass experience. 
As Kracauer says in another essay entitled �Boredom�, the cinematic ex-
perience can be one in which the viewer�s self is wrest away from them: 

And once the images begin to emerge one after another, there is 
nothing left in the world besides their evanescence. One forgets 
oneself in the process of gawking, and the huge dark hole is ani-
mated with the illusion of a life that belongs to no one and exhausts 
everyone.11  

While this loss of self is a form of alienation for Kracauer it also repre-
sents and expresses changes to historical consciousness. Modern tech-
nologies like cinema embody the disintegration of 19th century sensibilities 
and sentiments. In �Cult of Distraction� Kracauer says that when distraction 
and pure externality in cinema do not become the means toward producing 
products of high-culture they have the potential to show audiences the so-
cial reality of disintegration. Out of this awareness come the first steps to-
ward bringing about social change. Only first steps, it should be stressed: 
cinema is not the solution to modern alienation it is an expression of it 
through which a dormant, hidden reality can be accessed.   

However, Kracauer suggests that many of the films as well as the way 
they are exhibited tend toward trying to sustain an ideal order and unity 
which hides this reality of city and urban life, the reality of disintegration and 
change. Thus, while on the one hand, the exhibition of popular genre films 
has an aspect about it that involves creating new forms of subjectivity, on 
the other, many of the films still have a drive toward �artistic form�12 and the 
architecture of many of the picture palaces still privileges �the lofty and the 
sacred as if designed to accommodate works of eternal significance.�13 The 
remnants of bourgeois cultural values such as �personality, inwardness, 
tragedy�14 and the 19th century thespian drive toward reaffirming the sub-
ject�s ego through �unity of vision and continuity of consciousness�15 ele-
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vate cinema away from modern reality. As he says in his essay �Calico-
World� 

The director is the foreman. It is also his difficult task to organise the 
visual material � which is as beautifully unorganised as life itself � 
into the unity that life owes to art. He locks himself and the strips of 
film into his private screening room and has them projected over and 
over. They are sifted, spliced, cut up, and labelled until finally from 
the huge chaos emerges a little whole: a social drama, a historical 
event, a woman�s fate16

Art gives unity to life in the cinema by transforming the chaos of life, the 
discontinuous and self-shattering experience of modernity, into dramatic 
and historical form.  

I would now like to consider this early strain of Kracauer�s thought in 
relation to two key samples of the literature on 1970s and 80s slasher film 
spectatorship. As said in the Introduction, I will concentrate on Clover�s 
book �Men, Women and Chainsaws� here, referring only to Modleski�s es-
say in order to develop one argument made by Clover.  

Clover says that slasher films tend to be perceived by many cinephiles 
as one form of low horror that is unrefined and formulaic. She says this is a 
perception shared by both �respectable� middle-class audiences as well as 
trash cinema aesthetes. By such aesthetes she means fan groups who re-
deem low-brow films and marginalised genres on the basis of their aes-
thetic merit. Such fans often find slasher films too run-of-the-mill and with-
out any artistic value. However for Clover, it is the very reasons given for 
dismissing these films that give them their social significance:  

the slasher film, not despite but exactly because of its crudity and 
compulsive repetitiveness, gives us a clearer picture of current sex-
ual attitudes, at least among the segment of the population that 
forms its erstwhile audience, than do the legitimate products of the 
better studios17  

Slasher films are �outside the usual aesthetic system.�18 Rather than 
present an original, individual vision they unapologetically re-work hack-
neyed tropes. The implication here is not that slasher films lack creativity 
but that they predominantly work in terms of generic formulas. Moreover, 
slasher films graphically explore repressed sexual wishes and dark fanta-
sies and they do so without recourse to spiritual or moral instruction; in 
other words, without any sense of edification. In sum, slasher films are un-
cultured works that lack aesthetic legitimacy.  

However, it is precisely because of this that they offer a clearer, more 
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transparent view of the sexual attitudes of their audiences - made up 
largely of young men says Clover - than other kinds of films. Such a per-
spective can be placed against the backdrop of Kracauer�s view of popular, 
low brow cinema in essays such as �Cult of Distraction�. The fact that 
slasher films do not belong to the normal �aesthetic system�, both because 
they primarily employ generic modes of representation and explicitly pre-
sent unconscious desires without a civilising mandate, is what enables 
them to more sincerely reflect sexual elements of audiences� daily lives.  

Modleski�s essay on the slasher genre echoes aspects of Clover�s ar-
gument. Writing in 1986 Modleski argued that many contemporary exploita-
tion and slasher films have �engaged in an unprecedented assault on all 
that bourgeois culture is supposed to cherish.�19 By bourgeois culture 
Modleski means general cultural attitudes as well as specific forms of art, 
such as the 19th century realist novel. She says that bourgeois culture val-
orises a harmonious individual ego that is ultimately at home in the family 
and champions narrative continuity and closure that historically ceils the in-
dividual in moral progression. She believes that the slasher film attacks 
these cultural attitudes and forms of art primarily through various narrative 
devices � the brutal dismemberment of individual characters and the family 
hearth being one such device. Another is the lack of story and character 
development and the open-ended, sequel form of many of the films which 
destroys the dramatic development and closure essential to the 19th cen-
tury novel mode.20

If we add Modelski�s assertion to Clover�s contention that the non-
edifying aspects of slasher films is what allows them to reveal aspects of 
social reality then we are entitled to make the following statement. Slasher 
films do not present the individual ego or individual sexuality in terms of 
closed, linear dramatic development or moral progression. This enables 
them to show sexual aspects of social reality that other filmic productions 
are unable to do. This statement stands against the background of Kra-
cauer�s early thoughts on popular genre films. He saw a redemptive func-
tion in modern technologies like cinema and in its popular, low-brow genres 
when they broke with 19th century cultural and artistic modes. Of particular 
concern to him was that these genres did not incorporate such modes at 
the expense of reflecting the reality of modern life.  

However, this dialogue between Kracauer and Clover is one that re-
quires further qualification. Firstly, while slasher films in the 1970s and 80s 
represented one kind of popular, low-brow genre they were not glamorous 
productions in any sense. Characterised by low-production values and B-
star performers, these films were never sensational in the big-production 
sense of that term. Hence, insofar as Kracauer includes within his list of 
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low-brow films those with high-production values and A-star performers, 
slasher films do not conform to all of the kinds of films he has in mind. Sec-
ondly, while 70s/80s slasher films at the level of theme and narrative ar-
guably broke with 19th century bourgeois cultural codes and values, they 
were not part of the same kind of mass experience that Kracauer was ana-
lysing in 1920s Weimar Berlin. For example, while low-budget, independent 
films such as Halloween and Friday the 13th had theatrical distribution 
around the world and high audience attendance rates in many countries21 
slasher films from the late 70s onwards were increasingly viewed domesti-
cally on video and by the 80s many of them around the world were going 
straight to video. In fact, Clover largely bases her contention that males 
constitute the majority of slasher film audiences on rental sales of videos at 
a number of video shops in the United States. The private, domestic ex-
perience of watching film is characteristically different from watching film in 
a movie theatre as part of a public event. The conditions for the dissolution 
of the ego to take place, insofar as these conditions involve the congrega-
tion of a mass of people, is not met in the private domestic space of the 
home. 

While these qualifications modify the shared assumptions that Clover 
and Kracauer share they do not eclipse the common appreciation at the 
heart of these assumptions. Firstly, while slasher films were not A-grade 
productions they were still a popular form of low-brow generic entertain-
ment replete with implausible plot lines and various forms of crude sensa-
tionalism. In these respects, they share some key characteristics with the 
narrative films Kracauer has in mind.22 Secondly, while the reception of 
cinema in the 70s and 80s was diversified through new forms of media 
technology this does not detract from the fact that in an important respect 
both Kracauer and Clover share a similar appreciation of low-brow genre. I 
am not arguing that this appreciation is built around their same experience 
and understanding of mass entertainment. What I want to stress is Clover�s 
assertion that because slasher films are low-brow, generic works that lack 
civilised instruction in the realm of sexuality they offer an access to social 
reality other filmic productions cannot. When we add this to Modleski�s un-
derstanding that the slasher film attacks bourgeois cultural attitudes and 
aesthetic tastes, a dialogue with Kracauer�s early thought is established. 
Popular, low-brow films are able to secrete social reality to audiences pre-
cisely because they are not high-cultured products. 

However, what we find in Clover�s work also opens up another way of 
thinking about spectatorship.  Unlike Kracauer, Clover is concerned with 
gendered viewing positions; young males are �the slasher film�s implied 
audience, the object of its address.�23 While she acknowledges that young 
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men are not the slasher films sole audience she argues that they still con-
stitute its majority. She says there is a gender-specific subject position and 
identification produced for the male spectator in the slasher film, specifically 
in terms of their perception of �The Final Girl�. Clover describes this Girl as 
a female victim-hero, a character who survives at the end of many slasher 
films after fighting off and maiming the male slasher.  Clover feels �The Fi-
nal Girl� represents a fundamental change to the horror genre, a change 
that began in the late 1970s. She says this change has ramifications for 
how we think about the politics of spectatorship in cinema and also ex-
presses changes in the social reality of gender. Clover argues that male 
spectators both masochistically identify with �The Final Girl� as victim, as a 
figure who is subject to physical and psychological terror, but also identify 
with her as a masculinised character who is able to survive and render 
powerless the psychotic male stalker.  

It should be pointed out that �The Final Girl� is an ambiguous figure for 
Clover. On the one hand, she both represents and expresses masculine 
castration anxieties and sadomasochistic fantasies. In this sense she is an 
enactment of certain psychoanalytical models of sexuality that construct, 
argues Clover, a binary, �two-sex� theory of gender, one which shows �a 
world in which male and female are at desperate odds.�24 On the other 
hand, however, �The Final Girl� is politically progressive insofar as she con-
fronts male spectators with the fact she is a female who performs mascu-
line traits, who enacts qualities that in classical narrative cinema typically 
belong to male characters. In this respect, �The Final Girl� shows masculine 
and feminine identity to be symptomatic of gendered performance rather 
than existing as a fixed code.  

For Clover, then, slasher films represent and express specific gen-
dered experiences at both the psychic and performative levels of identity. 
For Kracauer, gender is not an issue at the level of alienation and distrac-
tion. In essays such as �Cult of Distraction� and �Boredom,� mass specta-
cles like cinema are predicated upon homogeneous responses, upon de-
individualisation. As Thomas Elsaesser25 puts it, Kracauer analyses mass 
culture in many of his early essays not in terms of �gender-specific percep-
tion but...(rather) the collective nature and de-personalizing forces of mod-
ern visual pleasure.� Cinema represents and expresses a new form of cul-
tural experience produced out of modern capitalism. In such an experience 
audience pleasure is not predicated upon the sexual difference of individual 
subjects.  

To conclude, we can say then that on the one hand Clover�s work 
highlights issues concerning gendered spectator experiences and in this 
respect she can arguably further enrich and complicate Kracauer�s early 
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thesis. Her work poses a direct challenge to the general perspective Kra-
cauer has of popular, low-brow film. As already discussed, Kracauer sees 
cinema as representing and expressing historical changes to human con-
sciousness which involve the fragmented experience of sense impressions 
and the dissolution of the ego. The question remains whether sexually de-
fined subject positions inform the spectators� experience of cinema at this 
level of alienation and distraction.  

On the other hand, however, re-engaging with Kracauer�s early 
thought allows us to re-think about how sexual difference in spectatorship, 
and more specifically the politics of gender in sub-genres such as the 
slasher film, are expressed. For Kracauer the effects of modern alienation 
and distraction occur to all peoples regardless of gender and involve collec-
tive and de-personalising experiences. His work poses a direct challenge to 
Clover�s. It asks us to reflect on how theories about differently sexed sub-
ject positions in cinematic spectatorship account for the effects of homog-
enisation, for the immanent experience of pure externality in cinema that 
equally addresses the spectator as part of a whole. Even if spectatorship 
since the introduction of visual/aural technologies such as television, video, 
DVD and the internet is no longer constituted by the same kind of mass ex-
perience that was evident in the early twentieth century, Kracauer�s sensi-
bilist approach to the visual screen invites us to consider what the immedi-
ate, aesthetic experience of cinema means for theories about the construc-
tion of subjectivity in spectatorship. His work opens up the question of 
whether there is a de-individualised and genderless experience of aesthetic 
form in cinema or whether spectatorship is necessarily first determined by 
gendered viewing positions. 
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Roland Barthes's Photobiographies: 

Towards an “Exemption from Meaning”

Fabien Arribert-Narce 

Introduction:  
Barthes, Autobiography and Photography 

Roland Barthes�s interest in photography began at a very early stage 
in his career. Indeed, several texts in Mythologies, one of his first major 
works, and published in 1957, are dedicated to the role of photography in 
French society of the 1950s. At this time, Barthes was interested in the po-
tential of the photograph as a powerful mass communication medium used, 
for example, to glorify Hollywood actors. In the following years, his work fo-
cused mainly on advertising and press photography, with articles such as 
�The Photographic Message� (1961) and �Rhetoric of the Image� (1964), in 
which he analyses the ways in which pictures convey meaning. At this 
stage, he conceived the photograph as a fundamentally ambivalent and 
paradoxical object, involving the �co-existence of two messages�, �the one 
without a code� (pure denotation), and �the other with a code� (that is to say 
a whole range of connotations).1

Barthes thus highlights the photograph�s capacity to fascinate us, 
working as an analogue of the real, giving a direct access to its referent on 
the one hand, and, on the other, to convey information and to be �read� like 
a text. He remained loyal to this double approach until the very end of his 
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career, and in particular in the last book he published (in 1980), Camera 
Lucida. In fact, his insistence on one or the other of these potentialities of 
the photograph depends on context. Overall, he talks about family and in-
timate snapshots as what he calls a �realist�, that is to say �primitively, 
without culture�, and examines all other pictures as a semiologist.2  

In Camera Lucida, he focuses more on the photographic referent, this 
book being one of his most personal texts, in which he adopts a phenome-
nological approach to define photography, being finally spellbound by a 
snapshot representing his mother and allowing him to �find her again�, to 
�regain� her (his expression). In short, Camera Lucida is much more of an 
intimate essay dedicated to Barthes�s mother who died a couple of years 
before its publication than a theoretical work. The other important work by 
Barthes that clearly manifests an autobiographical character � even if none 
of Barthes�s texts could be said to be an autobiography in the traditional 
sense of the term � is Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes. This book, pub-
lished in 1975, can be described as a fragmentary self-portrait. It opens 
with an album of private snapshots, with captions provided by Barthes him-
self.  

Thus, despite their obvious differences, Barthes�s main autobiographi-
cal works are both inhabited by photographs. How can this phenomenon be 
explained? Does this photographic presence explain to some extent 
Barthes�s refusal (or indeed, inability) to write a proper autobiography? My 
aim in this paper is to show that the photograph is the cornerstone of 
Barthes�s photobiographical project, conceived in the 1970s, that is to say 
in the last ten years of his life. His use of photography in this context greatly 
contributed to a redefinition of the autobiographical genre, raising in par-
ticular issues concerning the readability of autobiographical content � its 
ability to signify � and the temporality of memory. With the work of Barthes, 
autobiography may simply have entered (for good) the age of mechanical 
reproduction, and by so doing, escaped, to use his own term, the realm of 
the �doxa�. My reflection will encompass Barthes�s comparison of the pho-
tograph and what we might call the �biographeme� and his approach to the 
image, the face and to identity and referential signs � most notably proper 
names and handwriting. 

Barthes’s Photobiographical Project:  
Studium-Biographemes, Punctum-Biographemes 

As I noted earlier, none of Barthes�s texts could be said to be an auto-
biography in the traditional sense of the term, despite his desire to express 
what we might call an autobiographical content. This is mainly because 
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Barthes is very critical of this particular literary genre, which he refers to us-
ing the contemptuous expression �[auto]biochronography�.3 Like many 
other thinkers of his time (Blanchot, de Man, Derrida), he denounces the il-
lusions involved in conventional autobiographical writing: this includes a 
referential illusion (that is to say, the illusion that the �I� speaking in the text 
is the autobiographer); the illusion that a human life can follow something 
like a destiny and can have a meaning. Another aspect of autobiographical 
narratives that Barthes does not like is their chronological linearity, convey-
ing the illusion that the succession of events in the life of an autobiographer 
can correspond to a textual order. Finally, Barthes criticises the search for 
rational explanations of human behaviour, which are so common, he ar-
gues, in traditional autobiographies. This tendency is part of what is usually 
referred to as �retrospective illusion�, corresponding to the autobiographer�s 
temptation to rearrange the story of his or her life to give an impression of 
coherence, of logic, whereas the �real� is in fact something that resists 
meaning, as Jacques Lacan � among others � has argued. 

To sum up, Barthes was against �Curriculum Vitae� autobiographies: 

As we see, what passes into the work is certainly the author�s life, 
but a life disoriented. � [Proust�s work is read as] the impassioned 
expression of an absolute personal subject who ceaselessly returns 
to his own life, not as to a curriculum vitae, but as to a constellation 
of circumstances and figures. More and more, we find ourselves lov-
ing not �Proust� (civil name of an author filed away in the histories of 
literature) but �Marcel�.4

Barthes clearly asserts here his taste for the fulguration of the per-
sonal through details, figures and fragments (versus conventional narra-
tives). Besides, he demonstrates his aversion to the institutional persona of 
writers (writers as they exist in literary dictionaries, in schoolbooks). In fact, 
in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes for example, he criticises the very no-
tion of �the private�: 

Here �private life� is trivial actions, the traces of bourgeois ideology 
confessed by the subject: confronting this Doxa, I am less exposed 
in declaring a perversion than in uttering a taste: passion, friendship, 
tenderness, sentimentality, delight in writing then become, by simple 
structural displacement, unspeakable terms: contradicting what can 
be said, what it is expected that you would say, but which precisely � 
the very voice of the image-system � you would like to be able to 
say immediately (without mediation).5

In other words, autobiography means doxa, and according to Barthes, 
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it is impossible to talk about oneself without being influenced by prevailing 
ideologies, without being trapped in a series of prejudices and stereotypes. 
But if autobiography (at least as he defines it here) is Barthes�s enemy, 
what does he want instead? 

Barthes (and especially the �late� Barthes of the 1970s) expresses re-
peatedly his desire for a personal and intimate writing. For example, in 
1978, in a lecture at the Collège de France, he states that �it is the intimate 
which seeks utterance in me, seeks to make its cry heard, confronting gen-
erality, confronting science.�6 Having identified the dangers and traps in-
herent to language as a mode of expression, Barthes aspires in fact to an 
immediate form of communication, without sentences, outside language. 
This aspiration triggers his desire for �the neutral� to which he dedicated a 
series of lectures delivered at the Collège de France between 1977 and 
1978. Here is his definition of the �neutral�: 

I define the Neutral as that which outplays the paradigm, or rather I 
call Neutral everything that baffles paradigm. � The paradigm is the 
wellspring of meaning; where there is meaning, there is paradigm, 
and where there is paradigm (opposition), there is meaning.7

Barthes clearly wants to escape what he views as a typically Western 
�tyranny� of meaning and logic. He looks for another kind of writing, imme-
diate, unmediated, in direct contact with the real, and allowing an experi-
ence of pure presence. In this respect, Barthes�s interest for Japanese Hai-
kai grew significantly during the 1970s, due in part to their fragmentary na-
ture and their capacity to grasp emotions in a concise manner. Haikai have 
for Barthes a referential dimension, and they share many properties with 
photography. These two kinds of �writing� share what Barthes, in Camera 
Lucida, calls the �noeme� or essence of photography, the �That-has-been�, 
giving the illusion that the referent is present and that it really existed, that 
�it was there�, so to speak.8

In short, Barthes sought to express autobiographical content outside 
the realm of meaning, through simple designation. He found in the photo-
graph a medium that, or so he thought, allowed him to achieve this. But 
how, precisely, is photography included in his autobiographical project? 

The first thing to be said here is that Barthes uses photography as a 
theoretical model rather than anything else. In other words, his photo-
biographical project never takes shape in a concrete and complete work, 
despite his fascination for the characteristics of the photographic image on 
which he wrote so many texts at the end of his life. I shall come back later 
to the status of this project. For now, I would like to consider its content, 
which is founded on photographs, and also on �biographemes.� Indeed, the 
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�biographeme� is the main biographical medium for Barthes. I will try to 
show here that there is a link in his thought between biographemes and 
photographs. 

In the preface to Sade, Fourier, Loyola, a book published in 1971, the 
biographeme is defined as follows: 

For if, through a twisted dialectic, the Text, destroyer of all subject, 
contains a subject to love, that subject is dispersed, somewhat like 
the ashes we strew into the wind after death. � Were I a writer, and 
dead, how I would love it if my life, through the pains of some 
friendly and detached biographer, were to reduce itself to a few de-
tails, a few preferences [tastes], a few inflections, let us say: to �bi-
ographemes� whose distinction and mobility might go beyond any 
fate and come to touch, like Epicurean atoms, some future body, 
destined to the same dispersion; a marked life, in sum, as Proust 
succeeded in writing his in his work.9

In The Pleasure of the Text (1973), Barthes, probably referring to the bi-
ographeme, confesses a �curiosity about petty details: schedules, habits, 
meals, lodging, clothing, etc.? Is it the hallucinatory relish of �reality� (the 
very materiality of ‘that once existed’)?�10 If we try to characterise bi-
ographemes, we can say that they are details, fragments, triggering the 
fantasy of direct contact with reality (a �hallucinatory relish of �reality��). 
They are a minimum unit of life, and they can share the essence of photog-
raphy that I referred to earlier, the �That-has-been.� The biographeme and 
the photograph, being both fragmentary pieces of �writing�, raise similar 
questions for Barthes. My claim is that, at least in the 1970s when he was 
writing on photography, he had the biographeme in mind � and vice versa. 

Barthes himself suggests that they are part of the same project. The 
following quotation, taken from the preface to Sade, Fourier, Loyola, is im-
portant in this respect: 

Or even a film, in the old style, in which there is no dialogue and the 
flow of images (that flumen orationis which perhaps is what makes 
up the �obscenities� of writing) is intercut, like the relief of hiccoughs, 
by the barely written darkness of the intertitles, the casual eruption 
of another signifier: Sade�s white muff, Fourier�s flowerpots, Igna-
tius�s Spanish eyes.11

In the preface to Sade, Fourier, Loyola, this quotation comes just after the 
previous quotation reproduced here. Barthes is expressing a wish, involv-
ing biographemes, or to put it another way, the context of this quotation is 
an autobiographical fantasy. But does Barthes really have in mind a silent 
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movie here (�a film in the old style�)? Indeed, the way he deprives the filmic 
of its essential characteristics (that is to say continuity and simultaneity of 
image and sound) is striking. My claim is that Barthes is referring in this 
quotation to an album of photographs and not just a silent movie. The 
�barely written darkness of the intertitles� would correspond then to cap-
tions separating the pictures. All the characteristics of the photographic al-
bum are present here (the discontinuity, the fragmentary), and I think that if 
Barthes wanted to refer to films in this context, he would certainly have 
done so more explicitly (as he does in other texts). What does this hy-
pothesis imply? In trying to describe his ideal autobiography, Barthes asso-
ciates the biographeme with characteristics one would normally associate 
with photography. This comment provides a key to understanding Barthes�s 
photobiographical project. 

I want to suggest that biographemes and photographs are thought by 
Barthes in the same theoretical framework, and what is said about one of 
them can be applied to the other. In Camera Lucida, Barthes says that 
there are two kinds of photographs, studium photos and punctum photos. If 
what I have just said about the relation between photographs and bi-
ographemes is correct, there should be two kinds of biographemes, 
studium and punctum. Barthes defined these two categories in Camera 
Lucida: �the first � has the extension of a field, which I perceive quite fa-
miliarly as a consequence of my knowledge, my culture; � it always refers 
to a classical body of information� (25-6). It is �a kind of general, [human] 
interest�, �an average affect� (26). As for the �second element�, �it will break 
(or punctuate) the studium. � It is this element which rises from the scene, 
shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me� (26). It is a wild emotion. 
These characteristics remind us of some other famous distinctions made by 
Barthes between �pleasure� and �bliss� (jouissance) and between the �ob-
vious� and the �obtuse� for example. Another important point is that a punc-
tum photograph is in fact a �pierced� studium photo. In other words, in such 
photographs, the interest of the studium is not erased, but only short-
circuited, put between brackets by the sudden emotion of the punctum. As 
Derrida claims in an article on Barthes, these two categories are not ene-
mies: they �compose� together.12 They can�t be thought of separately. 

The punctum-biographeme plays a key role in Barthes�s autobio-
graphical project, as it enables what he calls the �essential identity� of a 
person to be revealed (66). It is the ultimate detail. If the punctum-
biographeme can be textual, Barthes suggests clearly that its best medium 
of expression is photographs. Like the Japanese Haikai, punctum-
biographemes originate a “satori” (�loss of meaning�, �panic suspension of 
language�).13 They are beyond words. As for the studium-biographeme, it 
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supports everything that Barthes criticised under the name of the Curricu-
lum Vitae. It only reveals the civil, cultural, superficial identity of a person. 
In fact, the best way to explain the difference between studium and punc-
tum-biographemes is to refer to Barthes�s distinction between �reconnaître� 
(recognise) and �retrouver� (find again or regain). Indeed, studium photo-
graphs and biographemes enable us to recognise somebody thanks to cer-
tain distinctive features. It corresponds to the voluntary memory, or to use 
Barthes�s word, to �anamnesis�. The punctum photograph and bi-
ographeme are, according to Barthes, the only mediums that allow some-
body to be resurrected. 

Let�s look at some examples to illustrate this crucial distinction at work 
in Barthes�s project. To begin with, here is an example (in Camera Lucida) 
of a photograph initiating an experience of voluntary memory: 

No anamnesis could ever make me glimpse this time [the time when 
my mother was alive before me] starting from myself (this is the 
definition of anamnesis) � whereas, contemplating a photograph in 
which she is hugging me, a child, against her, I can waken in myself 
the rumpled softness of her crêpe de Chine and the perfume of her 
rice powder (65). 

Contemplating a picture representing his mother, Barthes recovers 
sensations he experienced in his childhood. These sensations are intact, 
and can be recalled at will. This corresponds exactly to the definition of an-
amnesis given by Barthes in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes: �I call an-
amnesis the action � a mixture of pleasure and effort � performed by the 
subject in order to recover, without magnifying or sentimentalizing it, a 
tenuity of memory.�14 However, it has to be said that the examples chosen 
here by Barthes � tactile and olfactory sensations � are reminiscent of the 
characteristics of involuntary memory described in the work of Marcel 
Proust, a crucial point of reference in Camera Lucida.  

The picture in this example is undoubtedly a studium photo according 
to Barthes�s definition. It enables Barthes to �retrouver� his mother in the 
weak sense of this term in French (to recover an object that was lost, for 
example). To recognise, to identify somebody involves a �retrouvaille� of 
this kind, and implies to retrieve (remember) features which have been 
sensibly experienced in the past. On the contrary, �retrouver�, in the sense 
of resurrection, means to �regain� a person whose essential identity had 
never been experienced as such in the past. We recognise here character-
istics of Proustian involuntary memory, and Barthes himself makes this 
connection:  

For once, photography gave me a sentiment as certain as remem-
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brance, just as Proust experienced it one day when, leaning over to 
take off his boots, there suddenly came to him his grandmother�s 
true face, �whose living reality I was experiencing for the first time, in 
an involuntary and complete memory� (70).15

Looking at a snapshot representing his mother at the age of five in a Winter 
Garden in Paris, Barthes suddenly finds her essential identity, accessed 
through a sensory fulguration that is very similar to the Proustian narrator�s 
experience of involuntary memory. This resurrection is described as a 
miracle. The Winter Garden photograph is the archetype of the punctum-
photograph.  

We can begin to understand here why photographs are the best auto-
biographical medium for Barthes: they allow their spectator to access an 
essence (of identity), and this in a Proustian manner. We can also begin to 
speculate as to what an ideal autobiography for Barthes might be or look 
like: an album gathering punctum-biographemes, verbal and visual. Of 
course, there are more studium than punctum photographs (we can think 
here of the pictures on the opening pages of Roland Barthes by Roland 
Barthes). Nevertheless, the few pictures which really count for Barthes are 
enough to justify his autobiographical project. This project, aiming at a radi-
cal form of expression, �a pure designation� (the biographeme), directly in-
spired by the characteristics of photography, renews considerably the 
codes and the rules of autobiography as a genre.  

Having said this, several problems are still to be solved. First of all, 
what exactly is an �essential identity� (or the essence of an identity)? In 
Proust�s quotation, the narrator evokes the �true face� of his grandmother. 
But what is the role played by the face in Barthes�s photobiographical pro-
ject? 

Barthes, Deleuze, Levinas and the Face 

Barthes was very critical of the face, or rather of what he thought was 
an Occidental approach to the face. Already in Mythologies, he deplores 
the fact that people imitate the external appearances of famous actors, and 
that as a result, he suggests, all faces are alike. For Barthes, the face is a 
symbol of individualism. When people are attempting to distinguish them-
selves from other people, to be original � following fashion for example � 
they use codes and signs of originality in a very artificial manner. This is in 
fact the core of Barthes�s critique of the face, considered by him as the 
realm of meaning: �A mask. It is this word which Calvino correctly uses to 
designate what makes a face into the product of a society and of its history. 
� The mask is the meaning insofar as it is absolutely pure� (34). What 
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Barthes does not like is the studium face, being nothing else than a mask 
with signs of identity that are to be read and interpreted. 

His critique of the face reminds us of Deleuze and Guattari�s text enti-
tled �Year Zero: Faciality�, in the seventh chapter of A Thousand Pla-
teaus,16 in which the authors describe the face as a �monstrous hood� pro-
duced by a �machine of faciality.�17 For them, the face is nothing more � at 
least in the capitalist world � than a �map�, a trap, an appearance, giving 
access to an illusive subjectivity.18 Furthermore, like Barthes, they associ-
ate such qualities in the face with the use in the Western civilisation of pho-
tographic and television images which serve to glorify the individual. 

Against the face considered as a structure of signification, Deleuze 
and Guattari praise what they call the �head�, that is to say �flesh� or even 
�meat�. Like Barthes, they express a desire to destroy the face and to es-
tablish what is behind the mask. However, Barthes, through his piercing of 
the face with the punctum, does not gain access to the Deleuzo-Guattarian 
�head�, but, as we have seen, to what is understood as a �true face�, �an 
essential identity�. In short, if Barthes was influenced by Deleuze and Guat-
tari�s critique of the face as a subjective and signifying whole, in his last 
work (Camera Lucida), his arguments differ from the conclusions drawn by 
the other two French philosophers. 

In Camera Lucida, Barthes describes the �living resurrection of the be-
loved face� enabled by the Winter Garden photograph (64). This experi-
ence is characterised by an overwhelming emotion and by a disruption of 
language and meaning. But what exactly is this �true face� evoked by 
Barthes? It is also described as an �air� in Camera Lucida: 

The air (I use this word, lacking anything better, for the expression of 
truth) is a kind of intractable supplement of identity, what is given as 
an act of grace, stripped of any �importance.� � All the photographs 
of my mother which I was looking through were a little like so many 
masks; at the last, suddenly the mask vanished: there remained a 
soul, ageless but not timeless, since this air was the person I used to 
see, consubstantial with her face, each day of her long life (109-10). 

Unlike Deleuze and Guattari, Barthes finds another kind of face behind 
the face (the mask), described here as a soul, that is to say an essence 
gathering and condensing all of Barthes�s experiences involving his mother 
in his life. To put it in Proustian terms, Barthes finds �a bit of time at the 
pure state.� Barthes never experienced this �air� as such before the miracu-
lous observation of the Winter Garden photograph which triggered the 
mechanism of involuntary memory. 

Several remarks need to be formulated here. To begin with, if Barthes 
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is able to regain the essential identity of his mother while observing the 
Winter Garden photograph, it is because this picture is blurred and repre-
sents Barthes�s mother at the age of five (as Barthes never saw her): �the 
only [photograph] which has given me the splendour of her truth is pre-
cisely a lost, remote photograph, one which does not look �like� her, the 
photograph of a child I never knew� (103). Barthes adds: �lost in the depths 
of the Winter Garden, my mother�s face is vague, faded� (99). Barthes 
seems to suggest here that in order to find somebody�s essential identity, 
the face of the person observed in a photograph should not resemble them 
much � it should not be easily �readable�. Its features should not be too 
definite. In this respect, Barthes shares several aspects of Emmanuel Levi-
nas�s approach to the face: �You turn yourself toward the Other as toward 
an object when you see a nose, eyes, a forehead, a chin, and you can de-
scribe them. The best way of encountering the Other is not even to notice 
the colour of his eyes!�19 In order to access somebody�s �true face�, it is 
not necessary to see or to touch the face of this person.20 Indeed, this ac-
cess transcends the sensible: �it is still a power, for the face expresses it-
self in the sensible, but already impotency, because the face rends the 
sensible.�21 In other words, the face should be considered as a signifier 
and not as a combination of signifieds. And as a signifier, it can be emo-
tionally invested by the observer�s punctum. We can think here of the open-
ing picture of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes: it represents Barthes�s 
mother, is blurred, and is without caption. The face it represents cannot be 
easily identified or analysed, because as Barthes puts it, �the air of a face is 
unanalyzable [indécomposable]� (107). It is only possible to say that this 
face is blurred. It is not easy to use adjectives to describe it, and it is ex-
actly why Barthes likes this picture: he does not want to reduce the face of 
his mother to a series of words. Observing this picture, he � and only he � 
is able to �regain� his mother. Despite its poor quality, it is a good picture 
for him. 

In fact, scarcely one detail (a punctum) emerges in the photographs 
representing Barthes�s mother�s face, and it is, despite Levinas�s claim, the 
colour of her eyes: 

Yet in these photographs of my mother there was always a place set 
apart, reserved and preserved: the brightness of her eyes. For the 
moment it was a quite physical luminosity, the photographic trace of 
a colour, the blue-green of her pupils. But this light was already a 
kind of mediation which led me toward an essential identity, the gen-
ius of the beloved face (66). 

We recognise here a punctum-biographeme, the key medium that permits 
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us, according to Barthes, to access somebody�s essential identity. It has 
been argued that Barthes supplies his readers with an iconographic repre-
sentation of this colour-punctum with Daniel Boudinet�s photograph repro-
duced at the very beginning of Camera Lucida.22

Whatever the case may be, Barthes seems to insist here on the impor-
tance of the physical mediation of the body in this miraculous and amorous 
experience in which the sensible prevails over the readable. And finally, 
what Barthes regains or finds again in Camera Lucida is the face of his 
mother as his body experienced it over his entire life. In other words, the 
�air� or �true face� is nothing other than a face per se, the face of Barthes�s 
mother for Barthes, and that is why he does not show the Winter Garden 
picture in his book: he is the only one who can �access� this �intractable 
supplement of identity.� Barthes adds that the air �accords with both my 
mother�s being and my grief at her death� (70).23 It is thus impossible to 
separate this essential identity from the emotion which allows Barthes to 
access it. It also explains why it is important that in the Winter Garden pho-
tograph the features of Barthes�s mother�s face are blurred: for Barthes, 
this face is much more an emotion than an image so to speak. 

Photographs were for Barthes the best autobiographical vehicles be-
cause he could treat them as material signs, signifiers (what he calls 
�champs de signifiance�), triggering the punctum. But how does this ap-
proach to the photograph influence his use of other identity and referential 
signs that are so important in autobiographies? 

Barthes’s Use of Referential Signs  
(Proper Names, Handwriting) 

In the margins of autobiographical works, photographs are often asso-
ciated with other identity signs such as the proper name of the author. 
These signs are complementary and share a referential dimension. Accord-
ing to Philippe Lejeune, they allow a pact between the autobiographer and 
his or her reader to be formed.24 In Barthes�s case, however, photography 
is used to avoid traditional autobiographical writing. My claim here is that 
his approach to photography can help us to understand his use of other 
referential signs. His comments on the photograph can be brought to bear 
upon the proper name in particular. 

Barthes, discussing his views on autobiography, makes a distinction 
between �Proust� and �Marcel� (�Marcel� being also the first name of the 
narrator of In Search of Lost Time, whose last name is unknown to the 
reader).25 We recognise here the difference between the institution or 
writer studium, Proust, and the man who can be emotionally approached 



░    Roland Barthes�s Photobiographies 249 

through punctum biographemes, Marcel (which is also a fictional name). 
But what does this distinction involve in this context? How can it be applied 
to Barthes�s proper name? How can we define the �Rolandism�?26

To begin with, let�s consider Louis Marin�s remarks regarding the title 
of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes: 

I insist on the repetition of the name, of the mark of social identity in 
the title of the book: � the second �Roland Barthes� vacillates over 
a border, and by doing so, draws it. This border separates the name 
of the book (its title) from the name of who has written it; �Roland 
Barthes by Roland Barthes�, part of a title? Pen name? Both of 
them, neither of them. In one case, the book has no author: para-
doxically, because of the very repetition of the name, it is anony-
mous; in the other, and as paradoxically, the repetition becomes a 
fortuitous coincidence; the book is an homonym: it happens that the 
author of this biography has the same surname and first name as 
the person�s whose life he narrates.27

Following Marin�s suggestion, the same name does not always have the 
same signification. Barthes�s title could refer to the portrait of Barthes the 
writer by Roland, or the contrary. Several approaches are possible. But the 
repetition of the name � Barthes does not say anything here other than 
�Roland Barthes = Roland Barthes� � draws the reader�s attention towards 
its very status: in this title, there is only a name, the name, that is to say, a 
signifier. Barthes�s name is thus neutralised, like the “khôra”, Derrida�s 
definition of which reminds us of Barthes�s description of the �neutral�: �The 
khôra seems to be alien to the order of the �paradigm�, that intelligible and 
immutable model.�28

Finally, Barthes�s name does not signify anything. It simply sends us 
the signal that it does not have a signification, that it is just a name. 
Barthes�s repetition of the name is a means of escaping meaning. Nonethe-
less, it can be interpreted at the same time as an invitation to approach his 
name emotionally, to pierce or punctuate it. The name, like the photograph, 
is a signifier that allows the double reception of the studium and the punc-
tum. 

�Rolandism�, the equivalent of �Marcellism� for Barthes, could be de-
fined as an autobiographical practice aimed at approaching an author 
through a succession of punctum-biographemes, be they textual or photo-
graphic. With this definition of a “science of the unique being” evoked in 
Camera Lucida (71), Barthes theorises a practice probably shared by a ma-
jority of readers if we consider the fascination inherent to the photograph 
and the proper name, which are finally nothing other than graphic signs, re-
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sistant to meaning. According to Barthes, the Roland Barthes per se that 
any reader can approach through punctum-biographemes represents the 
ultimate autobiographical content (for him). The Roland Barthes studium is 
not really of interest autobiographically speaking. 

The importance of writing (graphein) in Barthes�s photobiographical 
project leads me to consider finally another graphic sign that is obviously 
referential: handwriting. In particular, I would like to make a few remarks 
about the opening sentence of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, �it must 
all be considered as if spoken by a character in a novel.�29 Indeed, the fact 
that Barthes chose to use his own handwriting to write this sentence gives 
us a key for reading his photobiographical project. First of all, this sentence 
is provocative and clearly ironic, Barthes associating paradoxically a refer-
ential sign that can be easily identified as such with an explicit allusion 
through his use of the word �novel�, to a fictional universe. There is an ob-
vious contradiction between the form and the content of this message, 
which invites the reader to adjust his or her reception and to take into ac-
count the gap between language and image. Here is what the reader of this 
visual gag, of this nonsense, can think: I know very well that this sentence 
was written by Roland Barthes himself, and that Barthes is not a fictional 
character, so why should I read this work as if it were a novel? In fact, for 
Barthes, there is little difference between a character represented in a biog-
raphy and a character in a novel. As a consequence, the presence of the 
word �novel� in this context should not trouble the reader too much. Be-
sides, the reader is invited here to follow Barthes�s suggestion and to read 
this work �as if [it was] spoken by a character in a novel�, which does not 
imply to forget that the book was actually written by Barthes, who tries to 
draw our attention towards the very materiality of his handwriting. Finally, 
this sentence refers much more to writing itself than to the referent Roland 
Barthes who actually wrote the words. This interpretation is confirmed by 
the reproduction at the end of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes of two un-
readable graphic signs: �Doodling � or the signifier without the signi-
fied.�30 This attention given to the materiality of writing, greatly innovative 
in this context, is a direct consequence of Barthes�s use of photography in 
his autobiographical work. 

Conclusion 

Barthes�s photobiographical project can be considered as a polygra-
phy, involving texts, photographs, drawings and all sorts of graphic objects. 
The use of writing as the common denominator of his project allowed 
Barthes to deconstruct the difference between image and text, and to pro-
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mote instead his distinction between two levels of reception, the studium 
and the punctum. For him, the best way to express and to access autobio-
graphical content is emotionally. In other words, autobiography only con-
cerns �amateurs� in the etymological sense of the term: �the Amateur re-
news his pleasure (amator: one who loves and loves again); he is anything 
but a hero (of creation, of performance); he establishes himself graciously 
(for nothing) in the signifier.�31

If Barthes�s photobiographical project never took shape in a single vol-
ume, it constitutes nonetheless an invaluable reflexion on the potentialities 
of photography as an autobiographical support. As such, Barthes�s project, 
whether unrealised or unrealisable, renews considerably the theory of 
autobiography, showing that, pace Philippe Lejeune and others, this literary 
genre is not necessarily the realm of signification, linearity and unity (narra-
tive). Barthes�s effort to base his attempt at self-expression on photography 
may only be one way to acknowledge the importance of photographs in 
personal writing, but it nonetheless constitutes an important intellectual and 
aesthetical move � a landmark as far as the autobiographical genre is con-
cerned. 

University of Kent / Université Paris 3 Sorbonne Nouvelle 
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A Re-evaluation of Literature in Active and Critical  

Audience Studies  

John Budarick 

Introduction 

The debate in audience studies between what are often termed �active 
audience theory� or �interpretive audience studies� and �critical audience 
studies� generally reflects broader debates around structure and agency. At 
the centre of the discussion then are questions about the audience�s power 
to actively read texts and make their own meanings from them and the 
structural and textual limits imposed upon this process. These various ar-
guments vary between celebrations of textual polysemy and pessimistic 
prognoses of structural determination.1 The debate is often a convoluted 
one, carried out on shifting grounds with complex and intertwining con-
cepts. Depending on which literature is read, the same authors are por-
trayed as active audience proponents or critical media researchers.2

In this essay I will seek to chart a course through some of the literature 
of this debate, engaging with it in order to argue for a more careful evalua-
tion of some audience research. This course will necessarily be based 
upon work seen as representative of certain theoretical arguments, taking 
general patterns into account rather than specific qualifications.3 It will be 
proposed that critiques of the active audience approach, while in many in-
stances helpful in guarding against romanticising the audience, also fail to 
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fully appreciate active audience studies and fall back on neo-Marxist con-
ceptions of power and ideology. Some of the most vehement of these cri-
tiques judge interpretive audience studies based on models that active au-
dience proponents often do not use, such as encoding/decoding.4 While 
critical audience studies play an important role in (re) emphasising the tex-
tual and structural determinants of audience readings, their reliance on 
neo-Marxist models to explain these determinants impoverishes the way in 
which audiences can be theorised and understood.  

Critiques of active audience theory: the text and  
its production 

What are termed active audience studies are often ethnographically or 
at least qualitatively based studies of media reception, frequently based 
within the home or family unit.5 They emphasise the way in which audi-
ences use media to facilitate social interaction, the way in which audiences 
are able to resist and manipulate media messages and the way in which 
media is integrated into the everyday life of the audience. The active ap-
propriation of media is at the forefront of these studies.6

Critiques of these active audience studies seek to re-acknowledge the 
power of the text and the producer in the communication process and to re-
emphasise the restrictions to audience meaning- making imposed through 
the limits to polysemy.  

There are several key themes running through critiques of active audi-
ence theory and interpretive audience studies. One such theme is based 
on the perceived focus on the consumption end of the communication pro-
cess by active audience proponents. Critical media theorists contend that a 
lack of any real analysis of the production of the media text, or of the con-
tent of the text itself, in interpretative audience work has severely limited 
the range of possible restrictions on audience activity that can be uncov-
ered in the research. 

 Kevin Carragee,7, for example, raises the issue of the production pro-
cess of media texts. He argues that media texts are cultural artefacts and 
economic commodities, the latter nature of the media text being ignored by 
interpretive analyses. Thus, the production work of news rooms, studied so 
well by researchers such as Gaye Tuchman and Michael Schudson is ig-
nored.8 The economic, political, structural and vocational way in which a 
text is formed and in which it is imbued with its ideological character is ne-
glected in much active audience work, leaving the text as an autonomous 
cultural form, cut off from its point of production. This blind spot means that 
interpretive audience studies are unable to appreciate the �centralized sto-
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rytelling institution� that restricts the degree to which audiences can negoti-
ate the meanings of texts. 9   

In what is an articulate argument for an appreciation of both micro and 
macro forces in the process of media reception, Carragee proposes that in-
terpretive communications research, like interpretive social science gener-
ally, fails to acknowledge the historical and material forces that restrict indi-
vidual action. Noting the prevalence of phenomenology, symbolic interac-
tionism and dramaturgy in active audience research, Carragee argues that 
interpretive studies ignore the structuring forces of the production of media 
messages, as well as their limiting textual properties. The embedded, con-
temporaneous nature of analyses of micro processes of inter-subjective in-
teraction isolates the act of reception from the broader historical and social 
frame in which it occurs.10

Timothy Gibson also claims that there is a neglect of a properly theo-
rised appreciation of the influence of political-economic structures on the 
moment of reception. The determining power of larger economic forces, in-
cluding multi-national companies, and their structuring of the cultural field 
through production and distribution places audience activity into perspec-
tive. Viewers may negotiate the meaning of texts, but this cannot match the 
discursive power of Carragee�s centralised storytelling institution.11

Cultural populism, say critical theorists, cannot take the constraints of 
economic and political forces upon audience meaning- making seriously. 
Thus, media audiences may actively resist and construct their own mean-
ings from texts, but this work is always �set within and, in part, determined 
by their position within the shifting field of alliances, articulations, and his-
torically produced structures�.12

This artificial separation of audience members from their larger socio-
cultural surroundings is also lamented by David Miller and Greg Philo. 
These authors see in much active audience work the artificial placement of 
people into sealed spaces in which they are able to make their own mean-
ings of texts. Miller and Philo�s own work shows that people certainly are 
not cultural dopes, and can accept, reject or criticise the texts they are ex-
posed to. However, they question the �assumption that texts can mean 
whatever audiences interpret them to mean � and that they only have 
meaning with each new interpretation�.13 The suggestion that audience�s 
make their own meanings from texts implies, say Miller and Philo, that a 
text will mean �completely different things to different audiences�.14

Miller and Philo propose that the audience does actively critique media 
texts in terms of whether or not they agree with its portrayal of an event. 
However, this is not a process of a free floating creation of meaning; rather, 
the text does have an influence: 
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Our research did not show people effortlessly constructing the 
meaning of texts on the basis of pre-existing systems of thought. 
Some who were sympathetic to the miners were influenced nega-
tively by media coverage, while some others who were politically 
conservative rejected the news coverage on violence.15

Audiences, then, do not create their own meanings of texts whilst sealed in 
their own conceptual space. 

In a similar vein Budd et al critique what they see as the influence of 
American cultural studies and its over-estimation of the freedom of the au-
dience. The work of researchers such as Lawrence Grossberg, John Fiske, 
as well as Tamar Liebes and Elihu Katz, and Ien Ang ignores the produc-
tion process when analysing media reception.16 The dominant American 
view that audiences habitually use the messages of the dominant media 
against itself as an empowering resource ignores the commoditisation of 
the audience highlighted in political economy studies of media.17  

Budd et al argue that seeing the audience as commodity ensures a 
continued link between production and reception, and leads one to ques-
tion the �activity� of an audience which chooses from a prescribed and lim-
ited set of media choices, rarely leading to engagement with media �overtly 
designed to challenge dominant culture�.18 They propose that the separa-
tion of production and consumption in many ways ensures the discovery of 
audience activity as �whatever the message encoded, decoding comes to 
the rescue�.19

Audience ‘activity’ and political activity 

Perhaps more importantly for the politics of audience studies, for 
some, a focus on polysemy and audience autonomy and creativity cuts the 
possible links between the audience and a larger political project. Critics of 
the active audience theory ask how much it matters if a housewife is able to 
make fun of sexist television products if she is unable to link this attitude to 
a wider political project in which the patriarchal structures of society are 
challenged. Far too often the notion of an active audience is taken to also 
mean a politically motivated audience, one resistant to the ideological pow-
ers of society. 

Thus, Gibson, drawing on Freidric Jameson, critiques the �populist� 
approach to cultural and media studies for being unable to contribute to a 
form of socialist politics.20 Citing work such as that of Janice Radway, Fiske 
and Ang, he questions the ability of audiences to subvert texts to their own 
ideological needs.21 As Gibson correctly points out, many scholars have 
shown that active viewing does not necessarily constitute a form of political 
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resistance. For Gibson, to read a dominant text actively is to maintain a sort 
of resistance after the fact of subordination. Without links to alternative 
points of social organizationorganisation and political movements, active 
audience readings can never be truly politically resistant or active.22

Here the domestic focus of much ethnographic audience work can be 
seen. For critical researchers an increased focus on the micro consumption 
of the home has meant a lack of sociological analyses of the �macro-
structures of media and society�.23 A retreat from the public sphere and into 
the domestic space of culture cannot, even with creative reception of media 
within the home, be taken as constituting a form of political activity. There 
must be an appreciation of the way in which the domestic consumer re-
mains isolated from possibilities of real structural change in society at 
large.24  

Similarly, other authors go on to criticizecriticise writers such as Fiske, 
Lull and Mike Featherstone for their over-enthusiastic view of popular cul-
ture as ��by definition�� resistance to domination. In taking pleasure in the 
consumption of popular culture to signal resistance rather than incorpora-
tion into a capitalist structure, Fiske and Featherstone endorse a view of a 
post-modern cultural realm wherein centrifugal forces and hierarchical or-
ders are missing.25  

For critical theorists, this over-enthusiastic view stems from the meth-
odological restrictions of an approach which is constantly looking for the 
uses of media. In focusing on the uses of mass media, then, researchers 
such as James Lull conclude that media are in effect an empowering re-
source. Miller and Philo question this view of popular culture as a form of 
resistance to dominance, asking if the far right also use it in this way, and if 
so, if it then remains �resistant� in the way proposed by active audience 
scholars.26  

For several audience researchers, authors such as Lull, Fiske and 
Featherstone �confuse the culture of the people with the products provided 
by capitalist corporations�.27 The celebration of cultural use turns trivial in-
stances of active media reception into something symbolic of more mean-
ingful resistances to a hegemonic system.  

Similarly, Mike Budd, Robert Entman and Clay Steinman critique what 
they see as the isolation of U.S. cultural studies from politics. Active audi-
ence studies neglect any project of addressing through research social ine-
qualities that are reinforced in the mass media. The confusion of occasional 
sub-cultural media use with wholesale political activity makes writing which 
aims to organizeorganise readers in their ability to critique social inequali-
ties redundant.28 Drawing on Christopher Lasch, Budd at al state that at a 
time �when the �moral bottom has dropped out of our culture�� works that 
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link the theoretical to the political and ethical, that nurture such values as 
democracy and equality through their critical analyses of cultural processes 
and products� are what are needed.29 For Budd et al then, actively reading 
a television show and deriving pleasure from it does not constitute the im-
portant political activism that is needed in this time of cultural malaise.  

In essence, then, the argument proposed by critical media theorists is 
that active audience theory or interpretive audience studies weaken the link 
between the audience and the structural and textual determinants of mean-
ing. They take any sort of activity as constituting a meaningful resistance to 
ideological hegemony and ignore all other stages in the life of the media 
product other than reception. Also, they fail to realistically reflect on the lack 
of a connection between domestic viewing activity and larger social move-
ments aimed at breaking down power structures of society. Active audience 
theory has travelled dangerously close to losing sight of the underlying so-
ciological influences and structures which make them-selves felt in often 
opaque ways in the process of media reception.  

The related focus on the audience as consumers (rather than political 
subjects) playfully drawing pleasure from the text risks losing sight of the vi-
tal relationship between mass communication and citizenship. The job of 
the scholar should remain that of critical observer and researcher, particu-
larly in conditions of increasing deregulation, privatisation and monopolisa-
tion of mass media resources. Philo and Miller even go so far as to claim 
that in looking at relational reception and everyday uses of media �Academ-
ics have become industry groupies� and that a focus on the �social relations 
of media consumption� could be reduced to �asking if people listen to the 
radio whilst doing the ironing�.30

I will now engage with these issues in an attempt not to propose a ro-
mantic autonomy of the audience, nor to shrug ofoff determinants of audi-
ence meaning- making all together, but rather to re-think the way in which 
these determinants are seen and to thus re-evaluate some of the active 
audience literature critiqued above.  

A re-evaluation of critical media studies 

In proposing an increased recognition of structural and textual deter-
minants upon media reception, critical theorists often use concepts heavily 
implicated in a neo-Marxist media studies. There is an emphasis on the 
over-determining macro structures of society in which audience activity in 
the form of resistance can take place. This view instigates a reduction of 
the possibilities of media reception to the activity of an agent within struc-
tural determinants ��not of their own making��. Agency then becomes reac-
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tion, resistance to a subordinating ��system�� or �ideology�.�ideology�. In an 
attempt to balance the micro and macro, agency and structure, the use of a 
Marxist based structure prioritises a homogenizedhomogenised macro over 
any micro processes. The two are seen only as linked when the agent 
struggles against, always only to a certain limit, the ideological system. 

Researchers are correct in arguing that there are both structural and 
textual determinants on viewer�s reading of texts. However, in looking at 
studies such as Liebes and Katz and Ang through a neo-Marxist theoretical 
lens, I feel critical theorists often overlook the way these authors have ac-
tually emphasised this point.31 Rather than ignoring limits on individual me-
dia consumption, there has been in some work an attempt to move beyond 
the categories of class, race and gender, while in other work these catego-
ries are re-conceptualised in terms of interpretive communities based on 
gender position or cultural background.  

For example, the Russian Jews interrogated in Liebes and Katz�s 
study of the reception of the popular TV show Dallas approached the text 
not as free floating agents, but as citizens informed by a background of 
Russian literature and distrust of western cultural forms. As well as this, Li-
ebes and Katz warn against an ignorance of the textual limits on audience 
readings. Rather, the text as a popular American product and the cultural, 
social and linguistic background of the audience members works in com-
plex ways when watching Dallas. These forms of influence over meaning -
making are both enabling and restrictive and meaning comes from the 
meeting of the text and the audience. This work sits in a position between 
the macro and micro, containing both the active work of audiences in mak-
ing Dallas their own as well as the larger forces of gender and politics 
which go into the readings of a Russian group of husbands and wives.32

Similarly, Lull also acknowledges technical and ideological limits on 
audience activity. These limits do not occupy the central, determining posi-
tion as in the critical work sited above. Additionally, they are not limits set in 
a relatively stable realm of the political economy of media production. Ra-
ther, these limits are more fluid, again enabling and limiting, and are un-
covered through careful ethnographic work into the everyday complexities 
of media reception.33

These sorts of limiting and enabling elements are overlooked in cri-
tiques of active audience studies due in part to the problematic use of the 
encoding/decoding model to understand both textual power and the work of 
interpretive researchers.  

Studies such as those of Liebes and Katz and Lull do not use the en-
coding/decoding model. Rather, they propose various other modes of re-
striction and facilitation that inform the reception process, from linguistic 
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and cultural communities to the family unit as a ��natural audience��. This 
would not be a problem for critical theorists if the encoding/decoding model 
had been universally accepted as an effective model for understanding au-
diences. However, the model has several problems acknowledged by Stu-
art Hall himself, and it has not enjoyed as much popularity in research out-
side of Europe as it did within.  

This problem of judgement applies whether one is critiquing active au-
dience work for using certain versions of encoding/decoding, such as Miller 
and Philo do, or for focusing only on the decoding end of the model.34 To 
continually employ the concepts and ideas from a model which restricts 
audience activity to incorporation or resistance to dominant hegemony 
when critiquing an audience ethnography which seeks to expand beyond 
these confines is problematic. The model itself has largely had the status of 
a canonical text thrust upon it and is too easily taken as a defence of a cer-
tain mode of critical media studies.35

Additionally, the text as encoded in a single way and the assertion of a 
centralizedcentralised storytelling institution is problematic, raising the 
spectre of a centralised, homogeneous and deliberative media production 
centre.36 The encoding/decoding model is perhaps more effective in ana-
lysing the broadcast news which was the centre of much of the model�s cri-
tiques during the political and cultural activism against Thatcherism in 
1980s Britain.  

The use of this model and the worthy proposal that the text and struc-
tures of production be taken into account raises issues not yet sufficiently 
thought through in critical (or, for that matter, interpretive) media studies. 
For example, there exists a problem in linking the reading of a text arrived 
at after careful academic scrutiny with that arrived at by audiences. I am 
not saying that this project should be abandoned altogether, but issues of 
how researchers should see the text, how its true nature can be arrived at, 
is what motivated much audience research in the first place. While the 
structural and vocational influences on the news text should be acknowl-
edged, the way in which this should be linked with the audience through the 
conduit of the text is insufficiently theorised in critical research.  

The danger is in slipping back to analyses which read a text as having 
certain ideological messages and then seeing those messages as the de-
termining factor in audience readings. Again, the encoding/decoding model, 
with its limitation of audience response to that of resistance to, negotiation 
or acceptance of a single preferred message which the researcher arrives 
at is of limited use here. What does it mean to an audience if a researcher 
finds that the political persuasion of the owner of a newspaper is influenc-
ing the content of that paper? The danger is in emphasising too much what 
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it should mean rather than what it does. 
It is not argued here that there exists a form of complete audience au-

tonomy, this is a fallacy not often argued in active audience research, and 
perhaps the all too often use of John Fiske as a whipping boy for critical re-
searchers is a sign of this. My point is that the use of the encod-
ing/decoding model and neo-Marxist notions of pre-determining structures 
restricts the sort of analysis that can be yielded in audience research. The 
prevalence of this model in the critical literature is signalled in its applica-
tion to all interpretive research on audiences, regardless of whether or not 
that research actually uses the model: �Interpretive studies frequently have 
described audience decodings without tracing possible links between these 
decodings and broader social categories�.37

Linking active consumption with active politics 

A second major concern for critical theorists is the lack of a connection 
between interpretive ��decodings�� and broader social categories exempli-
fied by a lack of connection between interpretive ethnography and a larger 
political project.38 Hence, some critical theorists lament that the domestica-
tion of audience research has led to a retreat from the realm of politics and 
power.39 It has come down, to paraphrase Philo and Miller, to studying 
whether someone does the ironing while listening to the radio. 

It is difficult, in the first instance, to trace the possible connections be-
tween domestic media use and larger political movements of an emancipa-
tory kind, both methodologically and theoretically. It would require a tracing 
of political behaviour through a direct line from media consumption to social 
action. This is made even more difficult by the lack of any solid definition in 
the critical media literature (as far as I can ascertain) of what this larger po-
litical project is, other than the vague notion of a socialist politics, or the 
promotion of certain values the researcher supports.  

Additionally, any critique of the domestic turn in audience studies as 
lacking political import surely under-estimates the contribution of feminist 
scholarship in this area, particularly through the 1970s and 80s.40 As Char-
lotte Brunsdon puts it when commenting on the movement to make the 
��personal political��: 

If the personal is political, if it is in the home, in relationships, in fami-
lies, that women�s intimate oppression �- or the oppression of 
women as women �- is most consensually secured, then the media 
construction and representation of personal life becomes fascinating 
and an urgent object of study. If the traditional leftist critique of the 
media, with its structuring sense of class conflict, was drawn to the 
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reporting of the public world �- to industrial disputes, to the interac-
tions of state and broadcasting institutions, to international patterns 
of ownership and control � the emerging feminist scholarship had 
quiet another focus.41

To be sure, Brunsdon is talking about the period of the 1970s into the 
1980s, and much has changed in all forms of media and audience research 
since then. However, what can be taken from the quote is still important; 
that to ignore the everyday domestic nature of media consumption, in all its 
activity and creativity, is to ignore an important political realm. It presents 
the danger of again artificially separating the domestic space as one of 
consumption and leisure, free from politics and power, from the social 
space as that of the important masculine realm of work and politics.  

David Morley, in his highly informative essay on audience theory, 
takes a similar line in critiquing John Corner who laments a focus on the 
micro-processes of viewing which has displaced any engagement with 
macro structures of society. For Morley this is problematic, as Corner �im-
plicitly equates the macro with the real and the micro with the realm of the 
epiphenomenon (if not the inconsequential)�.42 This view ignores, Morley 
continues, the gendered way in which the micro and macro have been di-
vided, and the work which has critiqued this division and displayed the im-
portance of the political nature of the domestic everyday.  

Interestingly, Morley also critiques Corner for conceptualising the 
macro as a pre-given structure, rather than one which can only be repro-
duced through micro processes (he calls on Anthony Giddens� ��structura-
tion�� in this instance).  

In a similar fashion, other writing on this matter tends to take the 
macro as pre-given and instantly over-determining.43 This approach allows 
a keen appreciation of the macro political and social factors in media recep-
tion, but excludes any understanding of the mutual construction and recon-
struction of these structures in the situated realm of reception, other than in 
the form of resistance to a pre-given configuration.  

A theoretical locus of the active-critical debate 

Lying behind the approaches to audiences outlined above are con-
trasting attitudes towards cultural studies in general, including divergences 
in attitudes towards the subject and identity within historical and social 
structures and the role of mediated communication in social life. The no-
madic subjects of Fiske�s analyses, seen by some as agents who roam the 
fields of cultural symbols, grazing on them as they wish in order to fulfil cer-
tain desires in an unfettered fashion, are a point of contention for critical 
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media researchers.44 Indeed, the de-centred subject is seen by Bud et al 
as unable to organizeorganise for political action, turning the free nomad of 
Fiske�s writing into a powerless and baseless subject dependant on larger 
more organizedorganised political forces.  

In their article critiquing active audience theory, Miller and Philo take 
issue with the ideas of the post modern subject they see as lying behind 
much recent cultural theory. This new work emphasises the role of people 
in the construction of their identities, which rather than being determined by 
socio economic factors are pieced together by active agents. These identi-
ties are seen, according to Miller and Philo, as being textual in nature, shift-
ing modes through which different discourses speak. Thus, they critique the 
work of Judith Butler on gender, stating that her assertion that sexual dif-
ference is socially constructed �strains belief�.45 History, in all its material 
and socio-economic reality is not an ethereal resource to invent new tradi-
tions and new identities, it rather provides �the real material circumstances 
in which identities are produced and project towards the future�.46  

Miller and Philo are correct to point out that identity is not the frac-
tured, free- flowing project proposed in post modern theory. However, I 
would again question the extent to which active audience work such as that 
of Lull and Liebes and Katz actually propose this sort of subjectivity. While 
these authors do find in their work an active audience, one that can make 
and re- make identities based on media symbols and collective communi-
cation, they do not discard restraints all together. Miller and Philo, when 
discussing the post modern approach to the subject, critique it for slipping 
into a �cultural and epistemological relativism and therefore suffer[ing] from 
an inability to analyse or discuss the material and historical circumstances 
in which identities are forged�.47 My point is that much of the most impor-
tant active audience research and theory does not do this, and that, in ref-
erence to Butler, a focus on the performance of social roles emphasises 
the mutual if unequal construction and performative nature of identities that 
occurs in the vast social area between political economy and audience re-
ception, an area often ignored with too much focus on the macro and politi-
cal. 

For example, John Thompson�s social theory of media sees people as 
both increasingly relying on, and increasingly creatively using media sym-
bols and signs in their everyday lives.48 Lull, Liebes and Katz and Radway 
also see media as something which is used within the enabling and restric-
tive environment of communicative surroundings. People talk to each other 
and work through texts in everyday talk, in this way, their interpretations are 
restricted by the nature of this talk and the wider political, historical and so-
cial contexts in which it occurs.49
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While the critical warning against post modern relativism is commend-
able, the way in which this is addressed impoverishes the way audiences 
can be seen.50 Thus, although critical theorists appropriately bring in the 
realities of experience in the formation of identities and media reception, 
pointing to the effects of ��real�� social processes, these are not thought 
through in ways other than pre- determined material structures of political 
economy. Thus, there is little if any talk in critical media studies of the mu-
tual yet asymmetrical construction of these social, cultural and material for-
ces.  

Additionally, Miller and Philo�s contention that language does not cre-
ate new experiences seems to exclude the possibility of language as a 
constitutive force, and thus of media as a constitutive force in the construc-
tion and understanding of new environments and relationships, and thus 
new experiences. The mutual construction of environments of media ex-
perience needs to be acknowledged, where forms of memory, identity and 
emotion are neither completely imposed from above nor constructed from 
below. The audience member is always structured in a field much wider 
and perhaps more meaningful than the text and its production process. 
This field is formed, maintained and altered in a complex process involving 
social actors and institutions. This mutually formed context of media en-
gagement is both restrictive and facilitative, often with little clear demarca-
tion between the two. As Thompson puts it: 

�Of course, individuals who engage in interaction, whether mediated 
or face-to-face, are always drawing on skills and accumulated re-
sources of various kinds. Their action is always part of a structured 
field of interaction which both creates and limits the range of oppor-
tunities available to them.�51

Thus, this individual work through media is always structured and rela-
tive, always constituted in webs of cultural significance and new media en-
vironments. The agent is always an actor with some freedom, but they al-
ways act within social contexts which at different levels and to different de-
grees they play a part themselves in maintaining or challenging. 

The unpredictability of meaning-making factors between the text and 
the audience must be looked at to avoid the attribution of a determining 
status to either text or actor as separate, conflicting entities. This is not to 
discount studies which have found a correlation between certain amounts 
of exposure to certain media and a level of misinformation on social issues. 
Rather, it seeks to extend on the explanation for this, moving beyond just 
looking at the media/audience duality to a mutually constructed cultural 
context of action and understanding. This is to travel beyond the problem-
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atic notion of causality towards a more interpretative discussion of the pos-
sible forms through which certain opinions or views have been built, main-
tained or even transformed.  

Conclusion 

In this paper I have re-evaluated recent literature which has called for 
a return to a more critical audience studies and a stronger focus on struc-
tural determinants of audience activity. These critiques of what is often 
called active audience studies are often based on a miss reading of that 
work, the application of inappropriate frameworks of evaluation and a lack 
of any acknowledgement of the way in which work on the active audience 
has pointed to various structural and textual influences. Calls for a return to 
more critical audience studies risk prioritising macro structures of political 
economy over subjective meaning- making. The risk here is the polarisation 
of the audience and textual production processes in a time of media com-
plexity wherein storytelling is no longer necessarily centralised.    

What the above re-thinking of active and critical audience studies 
would mean for an audience research project involves a different perspec-
tive being taken toward wider social structures and categories. There is in-
deed common ground between the approaches, as both seek to under-
stand media reception within wider contexts. The difference is in how these 
contexts are seen. On a theoretical level, an approach guided by the above 
re-evaluation would entail a shift away from Marxist social theory to ap-
proaches which view social structure and media production as something 
other than determining forces that are established at an institutional level. 
Far from ignoring wider factors that influence how an audience approaches 
and engages with media, an active audience study widens the net of the 
possible factors which could influence audience reception. This includes 
culture in its widest definition as a mutually but unequally constructed and 
fluid phenomenon, rather than simply an off shoot of capitalist corporate 
culture.  

A study of media audiences would thus begin by seeing these influen-
tial factors as not simply restrictive and enforced from the top down, but as 
possibly enabling and reassuring. As David Morley has argued, the macro 
structures that are the focus of political economy can no longer be seen as 
homogeneous monoliths enforced from on high. Media consumption is 
about more than politics and power, and it occurs in a social world where-in 
people are structured and structuring agents in a variety of complex and 
overlapping social and cultural settings.  

In methodological terms, this means approaching media as a part of 
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everyday life and media consumption as a social and cultural practice. Au-
diences are always involved in forming the contexts in which they receive 
and use media and active audience research would involve investigation of 
the role of social actors in the constitution of these restricting and reassur-
ing structures. This allows a view of the power of media texts and institu-
tions as it is expressed and makes itself felt in the actions and practices of 
the audience, rather than assuming the form and extent of this power. This 
is the difference between a cultural studies which seeks to understand the 
behaviour of people and one which ascribes their behaviour a certain 
meaning, concluding that some media reception is trivial as it does not visi-
bly connect to a certain political project. 

This type of audience study requires an approach with as few precon-
ceived notions of influence and power as possible, allowing the audience 
itself to guide the researcher to the various complex and overlapping ways 
in which media makes itself felt in the lives of its receivers. The way in 
which media impacts on the lives of audiences, then, would be about more 
than political persuasion or misinformation. A researcher would also be 
open to the extent to which and ways in which audiences can and do use 
media to construct their own cultural and social worlds, the type of worlds 
that are constructed and the types of social relations, attitudes and prac-
tices that make up those worlds.  

Thus, the behaviour of an audience, for example a family, would be 
read not simply in terms of resistance to or incorporation into dominant 
ideological systems, but in terms of how a household culture is constructed 
with media and how this links to wider social structures. This includes gen-
der roles, forms of talk, values and attitudes and practices and behaviours 
which would be approached not as linearly connected to media exposure, 
but as occurring in a social and cultural world of which media are a large 
part. 

While I have somewhat artificially divided active and critical here, by 
necessity simplifying a diverse range of diverse literature, the two ap-
proaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive. As has been argued 
above, the ethnographic turn in audience studies � one grounded in the 
richness of everyday life � is able to explicate some of the determinants on 
media reading and uncover the way in which media may help shape its au-
dience. In constantly relying on the same models of neo-Marxist critique, 
however, the range of this research in some critical researchcases is re-
stricted. Lost in the dichotomy between macro-Marxist structures and uto-
pian textual freedom that characterises so much of the debate on audi-
ences is the actual work of recipients as socializedsocialised agents. The 
idea that engaging with media does not have to be reduced to questions of 
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incorporation into a monolithic system or resistance to that system is 
largely left out in many debates on the audience.  
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Adding ‘Pull’ to ‘Push’ Education in the Context of Neomillennial 

E-learning: YouTube and the Case of “Diagnosis Wenckebach” 

Julie Willems 

Introduction 

Electronic learning (e-learning) is now a global phenomenon, with in-
stitutions competing for market share. E-learning is defined by Meredith 
and Burkle as �learning facilitated by internet and www technologies, deliv-
ered by way of end-user computing, that creates connectivity between 
people and information, and creates opportunities for social learning ap-
proaches.�1 This shift towards e-learning provides an alternative to, or 
augments, traditional face-to-face academic environments and text-based 
correspondence-style distance education.  

In this era of worldwide competition, transformations in pedagogy are 
currently taking place as a result of the exponential popularity of the so-
called social-sharing software of Web 2.0. More traditional �push� ap-
proaches to education are being challenged by so-called �pull� approaches 
of educational content co-created by students as prosumers. This paper 
explores �push� and �pull� educational pedagogies, exploring the promises 
and pitfalls of incorporating socially-shared streamed videoclips on You-
Tube in formal education contexts.  It then explores the YouTube “sensa-
tion�,2 �Diagnosis Wenckebach�, as an example of the addition of �pull� to 
�push� education in neomillennial learning.  

COLLOQUY text theory critique  18 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue18/willems.pdf 
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Neomillennials, Web 2.0, and the transformation of formal 
education    

 Neomillennials 

The active participants of our 24/7 wired world have been labelled as 
�neomillennials�.3 Sankey defines neomillennials in terms of learning mo-
dalities, with �neo� meaning �new�, �millennial� referring to the learning mo-
dality required for the new millennium.4 Communicational practices for 
neomillennials are multimodal. Multimodal communication incorporates 
multiple modes of communication:  

Literally, �multi� refers to �more than one� and the term �modal� may 
cover the notion of �modality� as well as that of �mode�. Modality re-
fers to the type of communication channel used to convey or acquire 
information. It also covers the way an idea is expressed or per-
ceived, or the manner an action is performed. Mode refers to a state 
that determines the way information is interpreted to extract or con-
vey meaning.5

Neomillennial learners are also multiliterate, that is, they are able to 
fluently communicate with these multiple communicational modes and not 
simply be literate in one mode of communication, such as with text.6 Kress 
writes:   

Modes of communication, other than language, are becoming in-
creasingly prominent and even dominant in main areas of public 
communication in which language was formerly used exclusively or 
dominantly. This is true of visual images in particular. We are, it 
seems, entering a new age of the image, a new age of hieroglyph-
ics; and our [education] system is not prepared for this in any way at 
all.7

Communication in e-learning environments constitutes a qualitative 
change in the way the neomillennial society is managing communicational 
interactions.8 George further explains that: 

For students who have grown up in a technology-saturated and an 
image-rich culture, questions of communication and composition will 
absolutely include the visual, not as attendant to the verbal but as 
complex communication intricately related to the world around 
them.9  

Modern technologies, according to Jewitt, �make a wide repertoire of 
representational and communicational modes available�,10 and these in-
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clude images, colour and movement, music, and sound-effects, in addition 
to speech and writing. We are in a time of change in communicational prac-
tices that are also driving changes in educational practices. 

Dede writes that neomillennials �seek distributed learning situations 
that interweave face-to-face interactions with communication and shared 
experiences across distance and time.�11 Communication for 
neomillennials often occurs in virtual spaces not necessarily bounded by a 
�co-presence in a physical space�.12 Neomillennials are �glocal� � that is, 
they are simultaneously global and local � and concurrently both cultural 
and intercultural. The term glocal was apparently first popularised by Lange 
in 1990 when he suggested the interplay between local-regional-global 
interactions.13 With the further development of the term glocal, Wellman 
has specifically employed it in relation to the overlapping spheres of 
society, technology and the World Wide Web(WWW).14 Pottruck and 
Pearce write: 

The growing global market in information has driven advancements 
in technology so powerful that the traditional barriers of time, 
distance, and form are now transcended by universal, ubiquitous 
connectivity and international protocols ... Technological doors have 
opened wide to a new global, electronic community.15   

With this global electronic community comes economic opportunity for 
institutions of higher learning to compete for market share beyond their 
local or regional boundaries through the provision of e-learning in formal 
education. Yet glocalisation of education can serve to perpetuate the status 
quo. Quoting Giddens,16 Anderson writes that e-learning can work as a 
prime device of modernisation to disembed the local interactions of social 
relations and lift these across time and space.17  

Nilan has argued that many students find what they encounter in for-
mal academic contexts nothing to do with their real lives, which is involved 
with the exciting and compelling domain of electronic mediums that are part 
of everyday popular culture.18 She writes:  

unlike the forms of knowledge offered and validated by [formal edu-
cation providers], which are usually seen as �belonging� to somebody 
else (the teachers), young people see popular culture as belonging 
to them. This makes them experts. The sharing and enriching of the 
domain of their �own� knowledge is a pleasurable and powerful exer-
cise. For many students such knowledgeable talk provides a coun-
terweight to the negative feelings of ignorance, incompetence and 
boredom they experience in relation to the formal academic curricu-
lum.19  
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 Social-sharing and Web 2.0 

The World Wide Web (WWW) is an evolving structure. The earlier 
variant of the Web was a means by which different modes of information 
could be found, downloaded, saved and/or printed.20 It was predominantly 
static in terms of what could be done with the material contained, and as an 
outcome, has been dubbed the �read-only web� or �Web 1.0�. In formal edu-
cational applications, content on Web 1.0 was that which was published 
online by those who had authority and access. O�Reilly remarks that Web 
1.0 content was published for consumption, whereas today, content has 
become the point of participation.21  

The term Web 2.0 was coined by O�Reilly22 to reflect the advances in 
the WWW from the predominantly �read only� technology of the Web�s in-
fancy in the mid 1990s, to the �read-write web� of today.23 Khan24 writes 
that as a result of the Web�s increasingly improved interpersonal collabora-
tive characteristics � a signifying factor of Web 2.0 � a huge social phe-
nomenon has occurred and this has implications for the construction of 
formal learning environments, offering more opportunities for learners to 
learn, provided that they can maintain access.25 26 Equity and access 
issues aside, the combination of digital technologies, the computer and the 
WWW provide the so-called �clicks and mortar� alternative to the traditional 
on-campus, face-to-face academic experience (�bricks and mortar�).27  

Duffy suggests that there are four key aspects that delineate Web 2.0 
from other Web conceptualisations.28 These are: 

• the delivery of applications entirely through an internet browser; 
• users own the content on a site and exercise control over it; 
• through participation, users are encouraged to contribute to a rich, 

interactive, user-friendly interface; and  
• it contains social-networking functions. 
Dede has argued that the combination of the technologies of Web 2.0, 

multiuser virtual environments, and wireless mobile technologies has given 
rise to new learning styles that he terms �neomillennial learning styles�.29 
He identifies five factors in neomillennial learning styles and these are flu-
ency in multiple media; communal learning; expression through non-linear 
associational webs; co-design of learning experiences; and a balance be-
tween experiential learning, guided mentoring and collective reflection.30 
Uniquely, the preferred learning environments of neomillennials involve 
multimedia, active learning, participation in communal learning experi-
ences, and the co-design of those learning experiences.31   

The popularity of neomillennial media has potential for human agency. 
Human agency is defined by Allen as the �capacity of individuals and 
groups to act independently of the constraints of social structure and to al-
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ter their social worlds.�32 Downes argues that the power of Web 2.0 is that 
it is: 

a social revolution � Web 2.0 is an attitude not a technology. It�s 
about enabling and encouraging participation through open applica-
tions and services. By open I mean technically open � but also, 
more importantly, socially open, with rights granted to use content in 
new and exciting ways.33  

This second generation web contains many social-sharing applica-
tions. Bartlett-Bragg notes that this is characterised by media which �aug-
ments group interactions and shared spaces for collaboration, social con-
nections, and aggregates information exchanges in a Web-based environ-
ment.�34

In these social-sharing environments, it is possible for participants to 
move beyond being simply observers or readers. They are instead creators 
of content, or co-creators. Kommers argues that in conjunction with Web 
2.0, there is a shift from intrapersonal expertise to interpersonal exper-
tise.35 Web 2.0 is centred around �collaborative and open learning tech-
niques, where learners are not in the end of the learning chain, they ac-
tively participate in the learning process as authors, co-authors and con-
tributors of knowledge, whose products are based on collaborative intelli-
gence.�36  

Pedagogies and ‘push’/’pull’ education in the  
new millennium 

Web 2.0 is the backdrop against which various pedagogies and con-
sequent practices coexist in neomillennial environments. These include the 
broad theories of behaviourism, cognitivism, constructivism, and connectiv-
ism. Ertmer and Newby�s insightful comparison between behaviourism, 
cognitivism and constructivism from the perspective of instructional design 
provides a useful starting point for this discussion.37

 Behaviourism 

Behaviourist approaches to e-learning design are based on an under-
lying principal that learning results in observable changes in behaviour �in 
either the form or frequency of observable performance� as the result of a 
learnt response to a given stimulus.38 Further, behaviourists believe learn-
ing is improved by the addition of selective reinforcement or rewards for the 
correct consequential behaviour following the stimulus, for example, test 
accuracy on a list of items recalled after a period of rote memorisation.39 
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The role of the teacher, according to a behaviourist standpoint, is to provide 
the materials deemed necessary for learning to take place, whereas the 
learner is viewed to being �reactive to conditions in the environment�.40 In 
other words, learning is the result of conditions in the environment that are 
external to the individual learner. 

One consequence of behaviourist approaches to e-learning design is 
the belief that the supply of information, of educational content, will result in 
deep learning. Yet this is questioned: many argue that behaviourist ap-
proaches to education lead only to surface approaches to learning.41 
Laurillard has argued that in many formal educational contexts of higher 
education, the dominant practice of teaching consists of lectures and tutori-
als.42 Phillips contends that these approaches tend to view teaching as the 
transmission of content.43 Reeves maintains that this traditional practice is 
based on the pedagogical philosophy of instructivism, a derivation of objec-
tivist epistemology, viewing the learner as an �empty vessel�.44 Jonassen 
writes:  

Objectivists believe that learning is externally mediated by the in-
structional strategies that predetermine the required mental activities 
... Perhaps the most common conception of instruction based upon 
objectivist thinking is the �transmission of knowledge� 45. 

For Sheely, the move of formal education from place to space has in 
many instances simply been the transference of historic academic tradi-
tions into e-learning environments, such as the lecture and text, and along 
with this, the accompanying educational pedagogies that view learning as 
the transfer of knowledge.46

Cognitivism  

Cognitivist approaches share some similarities with behaviourism. 
Both behaviourist and cognitivist approaches to defining learning are based 
on a belief that external environmental conditions play a role in learning: 
�both the behavioural and cognitive theories are primarily objectivistic; that 
is: the world is real, external to the learner�.47 Yet there are differences be-
tween their viewpoints on learning. Cognitivists �de-emphasize a concern 
with overt, observable behaviour and stress...instead more complex cogni-
tive processes.�48 Additionally, whereas learning requires selective rewards 
for correct responses for behaviourists, for cognitivists, learning requires 
the careful mental organisation of new information and making that new in-
formation meaningful which in turn is reinforced by feedback.49

For cognitivists, what happens in the mind is an internal replication of 
the objective external �real� world.50 The role of the teacher, according to a 
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cognitivist standpoint, is similar to the view of behaviourists: to provide 
mental organisation to materials deemed necessary for learning to take 
place. Jonassen writes: �both behavioral and cognitive conceptions of in-
struction seek to analyze, decompose, and simplify tasks in order to make 
instruction � and by inference, learning � easier and more efficient.�51 With 
such a perspective, a learner�s role is still one of semi-passivity. 

  Constructivism  

Whereas behaviourists view learning as that which has an observable 
or measureable outcome, and cognitivists view learning as that which takes 
place in a learner�s mind, constructivists view learning as that which occurs 
within social networks. In addition, whereas behaviourists and cognitivists 
see the learner as reactive, constructivists view the learner as needing to 
be an active participant in their learning process as learning is an �internally 
mediated reality�.52 Indeed, it is the interaction between the external envi-
ronment of the learner and their personal interactions and experiences 
which are necessary for meaningful (deep) learning to take place.53   

Constructivists believe that effective learning must take place in realis-
tic settings and that any learning tasks need to �be relevant to the students� 
lived experience�.54 It is this aspect that is the foundation for the construc-
tivists� belief that in order �[t]o be successful, meaningful, and lasting, learn-
ing must include [three] crucial facets: activity (practice), concept (knowl-
edge), and culture (context).�55 The role of the educator is a guide to the 
learner, encouraging them to: 

construct their own understandings and then to validate, through so-
cial negotiation, these new perspectives. Content is not pre-
specified; information from many sources is essential.56

Ertmer and Newby argue that the behaviourist, cognitivist, and con-
structivist approaches are useful for different aspects of knowledge devel-
opment on a learning continuum.57 They argue that behavioural ap-
proaches to learning design can provide the content knowledge (the know-
ing what) and is best for situations where the learner has a low level of be-
ginning knowledge; that cognitivist approaches are good for problem-
solving (the knowing how); and that constructivist approaches are good for 
understanding how to deal with complex issues (reflection-in-action) and 
this approach is best when high level processing tasks are required. 

Connectivism  

Siemens argues that while behaviourism, cognitivism and constructiv-
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ism are the pedagogical bases most-often utilised in the creation of e-
learning environments, they were developed in a time before learning was 
impacted by the technology that has changed how we live, communicate 
and learn.58 As an alternative, Siemens has proposed the learning theory 
of connectivism as a more appropriate learning theory for the wired 24/7 
learning spaces of the new millennium.59 Siemens argues that connectiv-
ism is a synthesis of chaos theory, network theory, complexity theory and 
self-organisation theory.  

Meaning-making for connectivists comes through a learner making 
connections �between specialized communities and information/knowledge 
architectures�.60 Bartlett-Bragg writes that �[t]he social structure of the envi-
ronment [comprises] an infinite variety of people, both readers and writers, 
supporting the structure of network evolution that develops through an 
ecology of links and connections.�61 According to Siemens, connectivism 
�recognize[s] both the impact of new learning tools and the environmental 
changes in what it means to learn� in the era of digital technology.62

Thus learning, from a connectivist stance, is viewed as both something 
which takes place within an individual and is impacted by the external envi-
ronment of that individual. It is �actionable knowledge� which �is focused on 
connecting specialized information sets, and the connections that enable 
us to learn more are important than our current state of knowing.�63  

‘Push’ and ‘pull’ education 

Writing specifically from a business perspective, Hagel argues that in-
stitutions have been perfecting highly efficient ways to distribute resources 
over the past century. This relates to �pushing� what business anticipates 
the needs of the consumer to be. In educational contexts, this means 
�pushing� onto students the resources deemed necessary for effective 
learning to take place: �[i]n education, we design standard curricula to ex-
pose students to codified information in a predetermined sequence of ex-
periences.�64  

Like many educational formats before the advent of Web 2.0, Richard-
son suggests that �push� educational models are those in which students 
are often considered as passive receivers of information, and their needs 
may be preconceived by those controlling the decision-making of shaping 
the learning environment and its content(s).65 Grinnell argues that this:  

�push� model of instructional delivery is still in play, and ... the tradi-
tional teacher-centered information transfer paradigm remains en-
trenched, similar to the prevailing information-transfer paradigm 
where teachers transfer �knowledge� to often passive, unengaged 
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students.66  

Moreover, Arif et al. argue that the �push� educational models tend to 
promote a �one-size-fits all� approach to teaching and learning.67 While ex-
peditious, they might not be the best model for student retention.68  

In contrast, �pull� connotes a demand-style operation in which the 
consumer (or student) demands, requests or creates the particular 
products or information that they require. Hagel writes that �pull� 
approaches create �platforms that help people reach out, find and access 
appropriate resources when the need arises�.69 In educational contexts, 
this approach is often associated with the provision of student-centred 
learning opportunities. Richardson suggests that �pull� educational models 
are those which �treat students as networked co-creators of media and are 
designed to accelerate capability building, helping students learn as well as 
innovate, by pursuing trajectories of learning that are tailored to their spe-
cific needs.�70  

�Push� education is more aligned with the application of behaviourist 
and cognitivist pedagogies in Web 2.0 e-learning environments, whereas 
�pull� education is more aligned with constructivist and connectivist ap-
proaches. There is a place for both in providing balanced learning environ-
ments.71 However, adding �pull� to �push� educational opportunities for de-
mand-driven, student-centred higher education cannot be purely for the 
sake of it. It needs to have educational value, something that will add to the 
depth of the learners� knowledge as an outcome. 

Web 2.0 offers a new kind of participatory medium in which social 
networking sites such as YouTube, FaceBook, MySpace and Twitter allow 
individuals to virtually congregate, view, create, and share information be-
yond the confines of being present in the same physical space. Grinnell 
writes that �Web 2.0�s applications and platforms allow us to build commu-
nities of learners in which knowledge is constructed through conversation 
and interaction between all participants�.72 In these virtual spaces individu-
als are simultaneously consumers and producers: a situation suggested by 
McLuhan and Nevitt almost four decades ago.73 Toffler later coined the 
term �prosumer� to describe this synthesis of roles between consumer and 
producer.74  In an educational context, accepting the shift of student roles 
from consumer to prosumer is aligned with pedagogies of student-centred 
learning, which in turn is premised on the notion that students take an ac-
tive role in their learning alongside their educators. Grinnell remarks that as 
participatory prosumers, �consumers and producers of information and 
knowledge share the stage as equals� with their educational guides.75 
However, Bruns has recently argued that Toffler�s term �prosumer� is em-
bedded in the specific historical context of a mass media age that does not 
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fully explain the experiences of neomillennials.76 He argues that the term 
�prosumer is clearly not the self-motivated creative originator and developer 
of new content which can today be observed in projects ranging from open 
source software through Wikipedia to Second Life�.77 Rather, Bruns sug-
gests that with the rise of the social-sharing nature of Web 2.0, a further 
shift has taken place and coins the new synthesis �produser�. He explains:  

[i]n the user communities participating in such forms of content crea-
tion, roles as consumers and users have long begun to be inextrica-
bly interwoven with those as producer and creator: users are...also 
able to be producers of the shared information collection, regardless 
of whether they are aware of that fact - they have taken on a new, 
hybrid role.78

From a business perspective, the interface between �push� and �pull� 
approaches is termed the �decoupling point� or �push-pull interface�. This is 
the point of balance between mass production to mass customisation. 
Transferring Toffler�s predictions to the realm of higher education, in order 
to maintain profitability and promote institutional growth, institutions (and 
therefore academics) need to consider a shift away from the mass produc-
tion of educational products towards mass customisation.79 This sentiment 
has recently been echoed in an Australian context with the Deputy Prime 
Minister, the Honourable Julia Gillard M.P., stating that reforms of the Aus-
tralian higher education sector will be premised on a student-centred, de-
mand-driven higher education system.80 Grinnell argues that while this  

demand-pull approach might appear to be extremely resource-
intensive[, the] vast and cost-effective platforms [of Web 2.0] provide 
support for multiple learning styles and personal(ized) learning 
spaces.81  

YouTube is one such potential learning space. 

YouTube 

Created in 2005 in California by Steve Chen and Chad Hurley,82 
YouTube83 is a popular free website that streams multimedia clips.84 
Beyond the provision of free video streaming, users can upload, view, and 
share video clips. It is also a social networking space in which participants 
can make comments and debate opinions. Like other Web 2.0 applications, 
it is an example a social medium that encourages the building of �communi-
ties of learners in which knowledge is constructed through conversation 
and interaction between all participants�.85
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Duffy argues that like other Web 2.0 technologies, YouTube makes 
new demands on learning and provides new supports for learning even 
though simultaneously dismantling some of the educational traditions of the 
past.86 Used in conjunction with other forms of educational instruction that 
are aligned with more traditional �push� modes of education, YouTube, 
Burden and Atkinson argue, �can be used as hooks to engage learners in 
high level thinking skills, including critical thinking�.87  

However, careful consideration of the promises and pitfalls are 
required to obtain a balanced understanding before incorporating YouTube 
into any formal educational environment � from either a �push� or a �pull� 
perspective. 

Benefits of using videos from YouTube in formal education 

There is a growing support for the benefits of YouTube as an adjunct 
to other forms of instruction in formal learning environments. Quoted by 
Duffy88, Misanchuk et al. have argued that video has benefits over text and 
static graphics as videos involve movement and the observation of space 
and the passing of time, which moreover can be paused and reviewed.89 
These authors argue that such aspects help enhance learning. 

Duffy argues that videos are �a means toward achieving learning goals 
and objectives�,90 and concludes that video streaming is �an effective 
catalyst and facilitator for ... discourse and analysis�.91 Similarly, Conway 
argues that materials on YouTube “can enrich the learning experience of 
college students by providing video realia to accompany their textbooks, in-
class documentaries and course lectures.�92 For others, YouTube can be 
used to capture the nuances of a workplace.93  

Beyond directed learning, the use of video as a means of student self-
expression and peer teaching is quite powerful. The social-sharing nature 
of the medium invokes an active involvement of the viewers in ways that 
the video-watching in earlier decades did not. In YouTube, viewers can 
leave qualitative responses through video rating systems, and qualitative 
comments through either multimedia (sharing in turn a video) or via text (in 
the text comment option). Further, they can in turn share the particular 
video with others in other social-sharing mediums of Web 2.0, such as 
Facebook, Twitter and MySpace.  

YouTube is thus media which is worth consideration as one of the 
tools in a kit of approaches in formal education. Cann notes that the:  

runaway success of �viral� video sites such as YouTube provides a 
model for high levels of penetration into student populations which 
cannot be ignored in the design of learning materials, but consider-
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able further research is necessary to determine both the effective-
ness of these new formats.94   

Pitfalls of using videos from YouTube in formal education  

 While YouTube can be a conduit for peer-teaching through informa-
tion creation and co-creation, it is not devoid of challenges. Notes of cau-
tion are necessary in suggesting this medium as a potential supplement in 
formal education in the new millennium. There are a number of pitfalls in 
using video to supplement formal education, particularly those that can be 
found on YouTube, and these pitfalls relate to issues surrounding appropri-
ate content, accuracy of information, ethico-legal considerations, equity is-
sues and individual learner considerations, organisational barriers, issues 
relating to intellectual property, and pedagogical considerations. 

The first challenge is guidance in relation to YouTube�s content matter. 
While not necessarily an issue for adult learners, the content on YouTube 
can be inappropriate for younger students. Dawson blogs that he initially 
had banned YouTube from his list of students� potential learning sites �not 
because it�s inherently a bad place to hang out, but because there is plenty 
of content that simply isn�t appropriate� for younger students.95 He now 
suggests teacher judgement on what is acceptable viewing for younger 
students. Duffy has similarly advised educators to check the suitability of 
content for any videoclip that they recommend.96  

A associated issue relates to precision of information. Scholars urge 
caution over the accuracy of information that can be found on popular sites 
on the WWW. Keelan et al. note that �professionals have expressed con-
cerns about the quality and veracity of information individuals receive from 
Internet-based sources.�97 In their study on the impact of YouTube on edu-
cating the public on aspects of health, specifically immunisation, they found 
that �Clinicians therefore need to be aware of Internet video-sharing sites 
and should be prepared to respond to patients who obtain their health in-
formation from these sources.�98 However the authors also acknowledge 
that despite this challenge, �[t]he potential use of these sites for effective 

communication by health professionals should also be considered.�99  
One example which summarises both the inclusion of harmful and/or 

misleading content and its relationship to ethico-legal considerations in stu-
dent video productions on YouTube is the case of the recent clip produced 
by a group of students enrolled at a particular secondary college in Mel-
bourne, Victoria. This video, shared on YouTube, extolled the virtues of tak-
ing the drug ecstasy and suggested ways in which the drug may be safely 
consumed. In newspaper coverage of the case, Holland cites Paul Dillon, 
from Drug and Alcohol Research and Training Australia, as saying:  
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This concept of how to take a drug safely is mythology. It's fraught 
with danger. This is one of the problems we have with YouTube.100  

As a result, the clip has been removed from the YouTube site, and the 
students concerned in the production of the video have been required to 
undergo compulsory counselling in relation to both drug use, and responsi-
ble behaviour in, and appropriate content of, online videos.  

The fourth issue relates to equity and access issues for learners. Bart-
lett-Bragg terms these �personal inhibitors� to social-sharing educational 
possibilities.101 Dawson has noted that the streaming video of YouTube 
eats up bandwidth, and notices that when groups of students are accessing 
YouTube simultaneously in a given physical location, this can take a toll on 
limiting available bandwidth for other purposes.102 The same was recently 
noticed at an academic conference when groups of educators simultane-
ously tried to access SecondLife in a computer lab context, bringing the 
system to its knees.103 Further, Bartlett-Bragg has underscored the impact 
that an individual learner�s computer literacy and information literacy can 
have on successful learning outcomes in social-sharing environments.104 
Personal time restrictions or the availability of others may also limit the po-
tential for relatively swift communal dialogue to take place. Other issues re-
lating to individuals include their desire or motivation to learning.  

Bartlett-Bragg notes potential disadvantages in promoting social-
sharing that relate to several organisational inhibitors.105 The issue of fire-
wall protection that may be in place to protect the organisation from poten-
tial harm could prevent access to social-sharing sites. Organisational tech-
nology managers may have protocols in place that discourage media-rich 
environments such as videos and encourage text-only environments, in 
turn limiting pedagogical possibilities for educators and learners. Further, if 
media-rich and/or social-sharing options are available, organisational man-
agers might call into question whether the learning that takes place in such 
environments can be directly or quantitatively measured in terms of being 
effective, and therefore justified. 

A sixth and growing issue for sharing content on social media sites 
such as YouTube is the issue of intellectual property. While the YouTube 
site specifically states: �Respect copyright. Only upload videos that you 
made or that you are permitted to use. This means don't upload videos you 
didn't make, or use content in your videos that someone else owns the 
copyright to, such as music tracks, snippets of copyrighted programs, or 
videos made by other users, without necessary permissions�.106 Infringing 
copyright through user generated content (UGC) may be deliberate or 
unwitting (direct infringement, contributory infringement, and vicarious in-
fringement).107 YouTube, as an organisation, has been the focus of law 
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suits attributing blame for breach of copyright to the organisation rather 
than the individual sharing the content.    

A seventh concern is articulated by Duffy, is that the integration of vid-
eos in formal education should not be passive activity, nor simply enter-
tainment.108 The pedagogy behind using videos in neomillennial learning 
environments thus needs to be considered. The author lists strategies to 
enhance deeper learning and the engagement of learners.109 These in-
clude to segment the video in short intervals; ask students to take notes; to 
pause the video to predict what will happen next; turn the video sound off 
and self-narrate; turn the picture off, but not the sound; give the students a 
specific focus to consider while viewing; have a group debrief following the 
viewing to discuss or blog their reactions to the material contained within 
the videoclip; and the integration of the video into the overall learning ex-
perience to promote deep learning. Further, Bartlett-Bragg argues that 
while critics have pointed to the challenges experienced within social-
sharing environments of Web 2.0 and attributed them to the functionality 
and/or the choice of social-sharing software, that few have evaluated the 
results from the perspective of organisational or pedagogical inhibitors.110  

YouTube offers a medium through which both �push� and �pull� educa-
tional possibilities can be explored. Alternatively, it can be used as an ave-
nue for student-created, customised resources to accompany other educa-
tional resources. If the noted concerns over the use of videoclips streamed 
on YouTube can be factored into the addition of these to formal neomillen-
nial learning environments, then the potential for student-centred learning is 
great. 

Case Study: Second Degree AV Block and “Diagnosis 
Wenckebach” 

An example of student-centred learning is the case study of �Diagnosis 
Wenckebach�. This case study highlights the possibilities for incorporating 
�push� educational opportunities alongside more traditional, instructional 
�pull� learning scenarios to engage learners in the new millennium. It is an 
example of peer-teaching and learning through the utilisation of popular 
media that are part of Web 2.0. It also emphasises the potency of the crea-
tion or co-creation opportunities that these technologies can provide for 
student-centred pedagogies and for deep learning.    

Explanatory Preamble on Wenckebach’s Phenomenon: A 
‘Push’ Approach to Teaching 
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The heart is a muscular organ which is divided into four chambers: two 
upper atriums (right and left) and two lower ventricles (right and left). The 
atriums function as receiving chambers for blood, whilst the ventricles act 
as ejecting chambers for the circulation of blood.111 The contraction and re-
laxation of the heart muscle, necessary for the circulation of blood around 
the body, is controlled by electrical impulses within the myocardium (heart 
muscle). The main pacemaker for these electrical impulses is the sinoatrial 
(SA) node, which is located in the right atrium of the heart. The electrical 
impulses emanating from the SA node travel down pathways of specialised 
tissue in the myocardium to the atrioventricular (AV) node, located between 
the atria and ventricles, allowing the chambers of the heart to expand and 
contract (and hence enabling blood to pump around the body). The AV 
node �contains delay tissue to allow for atrial contraction to eject the blood 
from the atrium into the ventricles before ventricular contraction.�112 In a 
normal electrical impulse, this delay from the AV to the SA node is less 
than 0.20 seconds.113

Usually there are no disturbances of the rhythmic electrical impulse 
conduction between the SA node and the AV node, leading in turn to a 
regular heartbeat of 60 to 100 beats per minute. This regular heartbeat is 
labelled �sinus rhythm�. On electrocardiogram, sinus rhythm has a particular 
appearance of regular intervals, with a P wave, a QRS complex, and a T 
wave visibly present (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Components of an electrocardiogram114

 

There are however, times when the rhythm of the heart is not regular, 
leading to the range of conditions known as arrhythmias, literally meaning, 
without rhythm. Two major types of arrhythmias arise in the AV node115, 
and one of these is atrioventricular block. Atrioventricular block (hereafter 
AV block) is a medical condition resulting from a slowing or blockage in 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9e/SinusRhythmLabels.svg
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electrical conduction system between the AV node and the ventricles. 
There are three �degrees� of atrioventricular block, ranging from first degree 
block in which electrical impulses are slowed (the least serious); through to 
third degree block, or complete heart block, which is the most serious. 
There are two distinct sub-types of second degree AV block:  Type 1 (AV 
Type 1 Mobitz) and Type 2 (AV Type 2 Mobitz).  

On electrocardiographs (ECG�s), AV Type 1 Mobitz shows up as a 
slowing of electrical impulses and 'dropped' beats.116 This typically pre-
sents itself as progressive elongations of the PR interval on consecutive 
beats, followed by a blocked P wave (or a 'dropped' QRS complex). After 
the dropped QRS complex, the PR interval resets and the cycle repeats 
(Figure 2).  

AV type 1 Mobitz is also known as Wenckebach�s phenomenon, 
named after Dutch anatomist and cardiologist, Karel Frederik Wenckebach, 
who recorded valuable insights into atrioventricular conduction within the 
heart, and who is considered as a forefather of modern cardiology.117 It 
was also Wenckebach who noted that after giving patients 1gm of 
quinidine, sinus rhythm was restored.118 Quinidine is a pharmaceutical 
which acts to increase the conduction of electrical impulses through the AV 
node as heart rates drop.119 In more recent times, the drug atropine has 
been commonly used in the treatment of Wenckebach�s phenomenon.120 
121  

 

 

Figure  2: ECG tracing showing AV Type 1 Mobitz (Wenckebach’s phenomenon)122

 

While useful as a means of delivering new information to learners, this 
example of transmission of informational content illustrates the �push� edu-
cation that Richardson has described. In this explanation of cardiac anat-
omy and Wenckebach�s phenomenon, the educational content has been 
discerned, designed, and delivered by the educator for the learner. It has, 
however, the danger of viewing the recipients as passive consumers.123  
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‘Pull’ methods of teaching Second Degree AV Block: the 
case study of “Diagnosis Wenckebach” (YouTube) 

In contrast, �pull� opportunities in educational contexts124 do not view 
learners as passive. Rather, they are viewed as active participants in the 
co-construction of their learning, which in turn is of great benefit to the 
learning process.125 Hagel and Seely Brown write: �[p]ull models are ulti-
mately designed to accelerate capability building by participants, helping 
them to learn as well as innovate, by pursuing trajectories of learning that 
are tailored to their specific needs.�126 One such example of �pull� educa-
tion is the YouTube video, �Diagnosis Wenckebach�.127  

�Diagnosis Wenckebach� (Figure 3) was created by students enrolled 
in the Medical class of 2010 at the University of Alberta, Canada,128 as a 
peer learning and teaching tool for studying second degree AV Type 1 Mo-
bitz (Wenckebach�s phenomenon). At the time of writing, this clip has been 
viewed over 818,878 times since it was first uploaded onto YouTube on 20 
March 2007, prompting Mangan to refer to it as a �YouTube sensation.�129 
The number of viewings escalates daily giving testimony to its popularity. 
Since the time of its uploading, the video has also been rated at the full 5 
stars (out of a possible 5 stars) by those who have viewed it, although such 
ratings may relate to the entertainment value rather than its educational 
content. The clip runs for 3.33 minutes and can be located at the URL 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GVxJJ2DBPiQ>.  

 

 

Figure 3: “Diagnosis Wenckebach”, YouTube130  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GVxJJ2DBPiQ


Julie Willems    ░ 288 

�Diagnosis Wenckebach� is melodically and lyrically based on Justin 
Timerlake�s hit song, �SexyBack�.131 Mangan, writing in The Chronicle of 
Higher Education, argues that the medical students of the University of Al-
berta, Canada (Class of 2010) have �ditched their books and transformed 
their class notes into a pulsating, hip-hop music video.�132  

The material is simultaneously presented in the familiar format of vid-
eoclips created to promote modern popular music, and at the same time 
echoes the century-old tradition of the end-of-year medical shows which in-
volve spoofs and skits designed and produced by students and faculty.133 
Farnan et al. suggest that while this tradition has boosted various aspects 
of medical training, such as team-working skills, the audience has been, up 
to this point in time, the medical community, and not the wider public.134 
However, with the advent of sharing such skits on the video-sharing sites of 
Web 2.0 such as YouTube, these authors note that �the digital age has 
brought these shows out of the lecture halls and onto the desktops of [indi-
viduals] worldwide� which may or may not fully understand the content.135

A comment posted on the Marketing Insight for Higher Education de-
scribes Homer, the e-learning management system at the University of Al-
berta, which is behind the clip.136 Homer, the commenter argues, allows for 
more student-submitted and peer-policed content than Blackboard. Man-
gan, quoting a spokesperson from the University of Alberta medical school, 
writes that Homer provides students the opportunity to contribute to their 
own learning and the learning of their peers through their contributions, and 
that the system is �largely self-policed�.137 That is, it is a self-directed peer-
teaching and learning resource, and an example of the creation and co-
creation of learning material. As such it is more aligned with the student-
centric espoused theories of e-learning systems. 

Effectiveness of “Diagnosis Wenckebach” as a Mne-
monic 

A mnemonic can be defined as an aid to triggering the recall of infor-
mation. Congos argues that there are nine different types of mnemonics: 
musical (setting important information to music), proper names (a person�s 
name becomes an acronym for a list of items), expressions and words (a 
phrase to represent the first letter of the list to be remembered), models 
(items to be remembered are superimposed onto a visual model), rhymes 
(metred verse), organisation (separate main item from its constituent de-
tails or locate an item in its original layout), images (associations for the 
items to be recalled), connections (linking the item to be recalled with other 
individuating factors), and using the spelling of the word to aid memory.138  
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Specifically in relation to �Diagnosis Wenckebach�, the videoclip con-
tains overlays of several mnemonic devices. These four devices are music, 
rhymes, images, and connections. �Diagnosis Wenckebach� also success-
fully employs another device not found in the literature on mnemonic de-
vices. This is the addition of polyvocality, which will be explored as a fifth 
mnemonic device within the videoclip.  

Setting to Popular Music 

�Diagnosis Wenckebach� is a spoof in the tradition of medical satire 
but also incorporates popular music. It is set to the tune (and corrupts the 
lyrics) of the popular music hit, �Sexyback�, by Justin Timberlake. In rela-
tion to music as a mnemonic, Congos writes:  

Music can used to help students recall important details to main 
ideas and many learners have made songs out of information when 
a list of items must be learned. Advertising on radio and TV uses 
music to help potential customers remember their products when 
shopping. With sufficient repetition of commercials, advertisers have 
discovered that when shoppers see their product in the stores that 
often the shopper will start reciting a oft repeated phrases from the 
commercial or start singing the lyrics to the promotion melody. The 
result has been increased sales of the product.139

The tune helps the recall of the information contained within the tune, 
whether that is the details of a consumer product, or as in this case, the de-
tails of a medical condition. 

The Use of Rhythmic Metre 

Rhythmic metre is used in the lyrics throughout the clip. Similar 
sounds to the end syllable of each of the verses aid the recall of informa-
tion. For example, the final syllables for each of the first four lines of verse 
one are �(Wencke)bach�, �fact�, �that� and �attack�. Reinforcing this is the 
rhythmic device of ostinato chanted throughout the Chorus: �AV type 1 Mo-
bitz�. Rawlins and Bahha define an ostinato as "any clearly defined melodic 
or rhythmic pattern that is repeated persistently".140 The �Diagnosis 
Wenckebach� video-clip combines cyclical melody, rhythm, and lyrics. The 
rhythm reinforces and accentuates the lyrics, reinforcing meaning. Further, 
the refrain �Get this node going� is repeated four times at the end of the 
Chorus. It is an urgent and imperative instruction, accompanied by a beat-
ing pointed finger.  
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Use of Multimedia and the Alignment of Verbal and Non-
Verbal Communication 

The videoclip utilises powerful visuals to layer information. The clip 
commences with an ECG tracing of AV Type 1 block (Figure 3), then leads 
into an emergency cubicle where a �patient� with this condition is being ex-
amined by a group of medical professionals. One of the benefits of video, 
as previously noted, is its ability to capture motion. Throughout the clip the 
medical students align hand gestures and body movements with aspects of 
cardiac electrical impulses.  

Connections  

Connectivity is another powerful mnemonic and relates to the linking 
the item to be recalled with other individuating factors. In �Diagnosis 
Wenckebach�, lyrics such as �My PR intervals, they elongate� (Figure 4), 
�the QRS gets missed, oh what a shame�, �restore my rhythm to sinus�, �I 
need some atropine�, and �you say benign�, and are key words to the 
symptoms, ECG signs, treatment and level of seriousness of this type of 
AV block.  

There are a number of examples of connections within the videoclip. 
One is with the range of diagnosis options suitable for restoring cardiac si-
nus rhythm. Coupled with the contextualised location of the videoclip (a 
hospital treatment room), there are several comments in relation to the 
gathering of diagnostic data through the obtaining of an ECG tracing, and 
ensuring that the leads connecting the patient to the machine are correctly 
attached, thereby eliminating any extraneous variable in the resultant trac-
ing.  Another connection is the link with the mention of atropine within the 
videoclip. It sparks a relationship with pharmacological interventions appro-
priate in treating the condition. Connections can spark higher order thinking 
processes that are necessary for deep learning to occur. 
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Figure 4: “My PR intervals, they elongate...” (“Diagnosis Wenckebach”) 

Polyvocality in mnemonics 

Unlike many univocal (one narrative voice) lyrics of popular songs, the 
lyrics within the video clip of �Diagnosis Wenckebach� are polyvocal. There 
are a number of definitions of polyvocality, including one which suggests 
that polyvocality is the �multiple tellings and multiple readings of an 
event�.141 However in the context of �Diagnosis Wenckebach�, the most fit-
ting definition of polyvocality is defined as �the use of multiple voices as a 
narrative mode within a text�.142  

Polyvocality, the use of multiple voices, allows for the telling of the 
situation from a variety of perspectives within a given situation, and in �Di-
agnosis Wenckebach� theses voices are the patient, the clinical cardiolo-
gist, and the treating physician. The clinical cardiologist delivers all the 
specifics of the condition of AV Type 1 Mobitz, with lyrics such as �It�s AV 
nodal block and that�s a fact�. The voice of the treating physician contains 
directives: �Take some more [ECG] recordings�, �Check lead II�, and �Get 
this node going�. 
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Figure 4: Polyvocality: “AV type 1 Mobitz...”; “Get this node going...” 
 

The lyrics also contain a reminder to consider the patient in the as-
sessment and treatment. �What you gonna do?� is a reminder to keep pa-
tients informed, and the comment �Don�t hurt me please�, accompanied by 
the �patient�s� hand waving hand in front of the camera lens, helps students 
to remember to allay patient�s fears in the treatment process.  

Peer Quantitative and Qualitative Responses to “Diagno-
sis Wenckebach” 

Both quantitative and qualitative data on the engagement of viewers 
with particular videoclips is possible in the context of YouTube. Quantitative 
data can be gathered, as already noted, by the number of times a video 
has been viewed, the number of starts it has been rated, and the number of 
comments it has received.   

Qualitative responses are quite powerful barometers of the effective-
ness of any given learning environment and give depth to the quantitative 
data. YouTube has several ways in which qualitative responses can be 
made, either through video responses to the original clip or through text 
comments. Currently there are 385 text comments on the �Diagnosis 
Wenckebach� link in response to the video. These responses are predomi-
nantly positive, and relate to the educational value and/or the entertainment 
value of the video. The following responses are a selection taken from the 
many on the YouTube video comments list for �Diagnosis Wenckebach�:  

Too funny! I wish I would have had this video to show back when I 
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taught the rhythms section in ACLS....it could have dispelled any 
anxiety the students might have had. Very creative!143

Awesome mnemonic and great job all round.144

These meds students drive the lesson home in a most concise and 
hip way ;D  Now if only teachers could take their cues from these 
guys, the lessons might not be so dry!!145

This is brilliant. I started singing this during my paramedic final.146

 �good job guys�will help us in better recall.147

so funny...a great way to study.148

m a med student n i think dis is de best way to remember wencke-
bach...awesome job guys.149

I�m a Physician Assistant student and our EKG professor told us to 
watch this video...awesome job guys.150

This is quite likely the only time that the Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion has ever linked to something cool. Great video guys.151

Great! Will consider for education of new nurses. Thanks.152

This is better than trying to read it from a book.153  

Amazing. I�ll never forget Wenckebach again. (Would you be willing 
to do a music video on the different types of pulmonary hypertension 
because I am always getting them confused).154

However while most of these responses to the video are positive in 
terms of either their educational value and/or their entertainment value, 
there are a number of critical peer comments on the site. Of these critical 
comments, a number relate superficially to the entertainment value of the 
video offering, such as the comment: �Silly�.155 This comment received 
negative peer responses in return, as did other similar responses. 

Finally, a few critiques touch on the informational accuracy within the 
videoclip: 

Love the video....although its not too medically accurate.....LOL.... 
you don't do anything for Wenckebach. Hope you didn't fail your 
exam. Its a benign rhythm....just watch it. :)156

This last comment is reflected in some of the critical literature on the 
use of such Web 2.0 technologies as YouTube in formal educational con-
texts, targeting accuracy of information. As a benign cardiac arrhythmia, 
the unnecessary cardiac massage on the Wenckebach �patient� in the 



Julie Willems    ░ 294 

opening scenes of the videoclip is a case in point. Perhaps a more appro-
priate action would have been for the medical students to connect ECG 
leads on the �patient� at that point in the video. 

In summary, �Diagnosis Wenckebach� receives, in general, very posi-
tive quantitative and qualitative feedback from students and professionals 
alike. Apart from some areas of �literary license� in relation to informational 
accuracy, which are to be noted, the videoclip is commended for its peer-
teaching of educational content to neomillennials in an engaging way via 
the popular social-sharing media of YouTube.  

Conclusion 

Dede has argued that learning for neomillennial students is being 
driven by a variety of desires including personalised learning opportunities 
and communal learning.157 The social-sharing technologies of Web 2.0, 
such as the popular video-streaming site of YouTube, have become a con-
duit for such possibilities. 

Against this backdrop, the traditional �push� approaches to education, 
exemplified by behaviourist and cognitivist pedagogies, are being chal-
lenged by so-called �pull� approaches, exemplified by constructivist and 
connectivist approaches, which are co-created by students as prosumers in 
virtual, socially-shared spaces. While educators need to consider the pos-
sibilities of these educational shifts for engaging and deep learning oppor-
tunities within the competitive global marketplace of formal e-learning, they 
also need to be aware of the pitfalls.  

The case study of the popular video, �Diagnosis Wenckebach�, on 
YouTube, is one example of an educational scenario that has been cus-
tomised. It showcases the intersection of production and consumption of 
neomillennial learning within a social-sharing learning arena, combining the 
delivery of information (�push�) in a student-centred activity (�pull�). It is an 
excellent example of the co-creation possibilities of neomillennial learning, 
and one from which we in academia can learn a great deal. 
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Arriving in the Future: The Utopia of Here and Now in the Work of 

Modern-Day Mystics From Eric Fromm to Eckhart Tolle 

Thomas Reuter 

 

Introduction: Whither Now, Utopia? 

The great appeal of modern utopian and dystopian literature seems to 
be that it provides authors and readers with the liberty to engage in imagi-
native, playful reflection on the flow of time, and on where this flow might 
be taking us all. But appearances can be deceptive, we are told. Psycho-
analysts rightly warn that authors� utopian imaginings most likely include 
projections of their own unique personal fears, hopes and other expecta-
tions upon the blank canvas of an unknown future. Social scientists and 
historians will tell us there is more to this determinism than individual pro-
jection. They rightly argue that people are always intricately interconnected, 
and that their personal outlook thus reflects the shared �social imaginary� of 
the culture, society and historical period in which they find themselves em-
bedded. Therein lies the relevance of utopian writing for both the study of 
different cultures and historical epochs as well as their cultural and histori-
cal limitations. Together, psychological and social determinisms suggest 
that utopian literature is an interesting specimen for analysis, from which 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  18 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue18/reuter.pdf 



░   Arriving in the Future 305 

we may learn more about our specific psychological, cultural and historical 
conditioning but which fails to deliver us to a place beyond such condition-
ing. Indeed, such a perspective sheds doubt on our very capacity to fashion 
a future of our own design. I beg to differ. I argue that utopian writing con-
tains an intrinsic element of creative insight which provides momentary 
glimpses of a future that is not anticipated but ours to create, and even 
more importantly (though perhaps also more rarely), a capacity for vision-
ary experience that altogether escapes the limitations of psycho-social 
conditioning and the horizon of intellectual scrutiny. In order to illustrate 
this, I will be examining a special branch of utopianism which directly ad-
dresses the problem of conditioning and psycho-social determinism. 

If in this essay I begin by asking �wither utopia?� and, by implication, 
�wither the world?�, it indicates that I am adopting a cultural-historical per-
spective. I would like to argue, on both historical and cultural grounds, that 
tectonic societal shifts have radically transformed the life experience of 
utopian writers and their readers in today�s world, and that these new ex-
periences are encouraging the popular rise of a variant of utopian imagina-
tion that is less constrained by cultural and psychological conditioning. 

After some preliminary reflections on the nature of this historical mo-
ment, I will explore an age-old mystical utopianism that has permutated to 
enter mainstream popular culture over the past half century, and promotes 
a radically different utopian vision based explicitly on the idea of achieving 
freedom from past conditioning as well as freedom from future projections. 
In short, the proposal of this utopianism is for a new, post-modern utopia in 
the Now. In that sense, what I shall be describing is a post-utopian move-
ment. Given that the proponents of this post-utopian vision tend to reject 
mental speculation about, and emotional preoccupation with, the future, 
their work, unfortunately, has not been widely recognised or classified as 
utopian until now, and the aim of the present contribution is to remedy this 
situation. 

Analysis of utopian texts in general provides excellent opportunities for 
social scientists to study tectonic historical shifts in what Lacan and Cas-
toriadis refer to as �the social imaginary� or in what anthropologists like Clif-
ford Geertz more modestly refer to as culture.1 It is important to recognise 
from the outset that the history of �the� social imaginary is not a single his-
tory, as many Western social theorists quietly seem to assume. Rather, 
there always have been and still are many thousands of different cultures 
that all foster distinct ways of imagining oneself, the world, its history and 
the future, reflecting and informing fundamental and important differences 
in the contents of their cosmologies. More important still, the fact that this 
cross-cultural diversity exists is now evident to almost everyone on the 
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planet. As a consequence of the worldwide information networking and in-
creased mobility of humanity, commonly referred to as �globalisation,� ex-
posure to cultural difference and to a vast, culturally diverse array of social 
imaginaries and cosmologies has come to define the experience of people 
in the late modern world, in the West and everywhere else. We are now all 
exposed to a cacophony of �imaginaries� or �cultures� contesting for our at-
tention, and to some a singular authoritative collective vision of the past or 
the future may seem inconceivable under these circumstances, or undesir-
able for other reasons, even though, as a global society faced with global 
issues, developing such a common vision would seem essential and ur-
gent. On what cultural feet would such a vision stand? And if it were to be 
cultureless, how would that be conceivable? 

In order to appreciate the significance of the late- or post-modern shift 
in society for the utopian imagination more fully, it may be necessary to 
look back at the transition from traditional to modern society. Both tradi-
tional and modern societies have tended to posit their cosmologies as truth, 
whether on religious or so-called scientific grounds. The difference is not 
radical, it is one of scale. For example, modern forms of utopian literature 
are generally viewed as works of fiction, namely by those who chose to fo-
cus on the aspect of individual authorship and individual creativity. This 
perspective is reflected in the designation �science fiction�, which seems a 
world apart from earlier, more �collectivist� (widely accepted) forms of futur-
istic imagination such as the texts of prophecy contained in the sacred lit-
erature or oral traditions of most religions. Those who choose to focus in-
stead on the social embeddedness of modern works, however, will not find 
it difficult to see that modern utopianism also reflects and indeed helps to 
articulate the hidden cosmology of the modern world, just as traditional 
utopianism reflects the cosmologies of traditional societies. The modern 
world has seemed to us to be lacking in �culture� and �collective represen-
tations� only because we have taken our own culture and its cosmology ut-
terly for granted. Modernity is itself a distinct kind of culture, which condi-
tions people to think of themselves in terms of a Cartesian dualism wherein 
the �individual� subject � conceived as a separate, thinking entity, an ego 
cogito � is placed at the centre of a cosmos that is the object of the sepa-
rated subject�s panoptic cognition and strategic control. The subject or ego 
here is asked to be independent, free, and unbound by traditions, and it is 
defined by the very act of thinking. It is denied that �asking� someone to be 
a �modern� individual is in itself a form of cultural conditioning, as is our ex-
treme attachment to the process of thinking, which arose in tandem with 
modernity. Modernity, however, has proudly viewed itself as cultureless 
and as historically superseding all forms of culture.2
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Maintaining such a modernist outlook has become almost as difficult 
as it is to maintain a traditionalist approach to life in today�s world. In the 
wake of globalisation, we are constantly confronted with other individuals 
and groups of people who have a �culture� that is different from our own. 
While we may still wish to deny that we have a culture too, it is very difficult 
to defend a culture that purportedly does not exist and conservative im-
pulses are thus impelling us to accept our cultural condition. Those who 
feel threatened by globalisation and migration and by the dizzying diversity 
of cultural artefacts displayed on their TV screens, tend to retract to a de-
fensive, conservative position vis-à-vis their own Western culture, and as a 
result its Christian heritage, in particular, has been vehemently reempha-
sised in recent times. That too is only a temporary solution. Diversity can-
not be eradicated or denied any longer, nor can it be so easily bypassed 
with a hierarchical distinction, between �modern us� and �primitive them�; 
not in a post-modern world where high-tech means largely �made in China� 
or �made in Japan� rather than America or Australia. What then is the im-
pact of post-modern exposure to cultural diversity on the social imaginary 
of people around the globe, and more specifically, on our utopian imagina-
tion?  

In an earlier paper, I argued that successive experiences of immersion 
in new and unfamiliar cultural worlds produce a fragmented, and some-
times a critically fragmented sense of self, mirroring actual cultural discon-
tinuities and fractures in the world at large.3 Such fragmentation experi-
ences have become common place in this post-modern era of globalisa-
tion. Given that these can be very distressing experiences, exposure to 
multiple cultural worlds may trigger a range of defence mechanisms de-
signed to protect an individual�s Egoic identity structures rather than allow 
fragmentation to run its course. Worse still, the course of cross-cultural en-
counters can also be manipulated politically at a collective level to create a 
distinctly post-modern dystopia, where violence toward cultural others is 
promoted by fanning the fear of fragmentation of self, which is synonymous 
with a fear of fragmentation of the world. We can see this kind of vicious 
manipulation at work, for example, in the fundamentalist ideologies on both 
sides of the War on Terror. 

In view of such reactionary responses, does the post-modern shift to a 
more fragmented sense of self hold any utopian promise for contemporary 
human society and human consciousness? In my earlier paper I argued 
that the most common responses to exposure to cultural discontinuities are 
indeed denial, fear and violence, but that it is not necessarily so. I used 
ethnography as the counter example par excellence, for � if all goes well � 
ethnography can be a peaceful way of engaging with other people and their 
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cultures, by deliberately extending one�s identity to embrace their lifeworld, 
and by accepting it as another possible, legitimate way of life and �world�. I 
also argued that this is possible only for people who are willing to face up to 
the fact that their own identity is not fixed but emergent, not natural but cul-
turally constructed, not ever completely homogenous across individuals, 
and now increasingly fragmented within them. And here the paper stopped, 
positing the valiant but rather uncomfortable ideal of a fragmented post-
modern self, half-attached to fragments of many cultures but grounded in 
none, such as you may find also in many other theories of post-modernity. 
It was not much of a utopia. 

In the remainder of this paper, however, I wish to outline where we 
may end up if we unquestioningly accept the culturally constructed and 
fragmented nature of our personal Egoic selves as post-modern individu-
als. I maintain that the experience of fragmentation can lead to a radical 
and permanent shift in consciousness, a complete break with the still domi-
nant modernist idea of a radically separate and monolithic Ego and also 
with the early post-modernist idea of a fragmented and hence self-alienated 
consciousness. This is not to deny that the early post-modern idea of a bi-
cultural, multicultural or utterly cultural-patchwork sense of self is quite de-
scriptive of what many people experience. Nor is it to deny that modernism 
and modern forms of selfhood still persists in many quarters. Rather, I 
would like to reflect on the alternative, more utopian vision of a post-
modern world and Self wherein fragmentation is neither avoided nor any 
longer experienced as suffering, but were this suffering may become the 
force that propels us permanently beyond our identification with the Ego. In 
view of the current multi-dimensional global crisis we are facing, from the 
escalating inequities in our political economies to the impending catastro-
phe of climate change, an evolutionary leap in consciousness may be not 
only possible but urgently required to ensure the survival of the human 
species at this historical juncture. 

I will describe what such a shift would involve by reference to exam-
ples of a newly popularised form of utopianism which explicitly defines the 
road to a better future in terms of advances in human consciousness rather 
than technology or political reform. It is futile to try and pinpoint the origins 
of this form of utopianism historically, because it has its roots in ancient 
mystical traditions that are probably as old as humanity itself. The important 
historical point is that the �post-utopian� vision put forward by its numerous 
and diverse proponents, especially over the last fifty years, is contemporary 
and increasingly relevant to and popular among a growing number of peo-
ple in today�s post-modern society who are typically subject to the experi-
ence of a fragmented identity. In my view, it is the mass experience of 
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fragmentation that explains why this rather different kind of utopian thought 
has become so immensely popular. 

As a first example, I will look at the work of Eric Fromm (1900-1980), a 
member of the Frankfurt School of social theory as well as a post-Freudian 
psychoanalyst. Fromm is an ideal point of connection between Western so-
cial theory and the more explicitly mystical expressions of this form of uto-
pianism. Like many others in his generation, Fromm received the message 
of the ancient mystical traditions of the East and popularised them among 
an academic as well as popular Western audience. He did so without cred-
iting mysticism as the main source of his inspiration, perhaps to avoid en-
dangering his credibility as a social scientist. While the influx of Eastern 
thinking into psychology, philosophy and other fields of knowledge in the 
1930s and 40s was itself a mark of early globalisation, Fromm�s success in 
translating the message relies on the fact that, while it may be of Eastern 
origin, it is, in its essence, not culture-specific but universal. It was nonethe-
less an important achievement for Fromm, Carl Jung, Heinrich Zimmer and 
many others in that generation to recognise and articulate the broader rele-
vance of this non-Western tradition of pursuing an �inner utopia�, which is 
based on the idea of Self-Realisation or �Enlightenment�.4

The self of having and the Self of being: Eric Fromm’s 
road from human destructiveness to freedom 

Eric Fromm argued that the root cause of the crisis of modernity is a 
consciousness dominated by alienation, paranoia, greed, insatiable con-
sumption and an underlying fear and rejection of life. The societal shift re-
quired to meet contemporary global challenges, in his view, would require 
us to dispel the delusion of a Cartesian dualism of mind and matter, and 
our associated false identification with a separate Egoic mind. Rather than 
being genuinely transcendental, this Egoic self is a mirage based on an ill-
founded dualism of mind and matter. 

Let me begin with a quote from two of Fromm�s colleagues in the 
Frankfurt School, Horkheimer and Adorno, whom Fromm cites to outline 
their core insight (as well as their pessimistic prognosis) about modernity: 

As soon as man discards his awareness that he himself is nature, all 
the aims for which he keeps himself alive - social progress, the in-
tensification of his material and spiritual powers, even conscious-
ness itself, are nullified� [T]he enthronement of the means as an 
end, which under late capitalism is tantamount to open insanity, is 
already perceptible in the prehistory of subjectivity. Man�s domina-
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tion over himself, which grounds his selfhood, is almost always the 
destruction of the subject in whose service it is undertaken, for the 
substance which is dominated, suppressed and dissolved by virtue 
of self-preservation is none other than the life as functions of which 
the achievements of self-preservation find their sole definition and 
purpose.5

Eric Fromm recognised this problem but took a more positive ap-
proach, which was heavily influenced by some of the major themes of the 
60s and 70s counter-culture movement. This youth movement popularised 
many key ideas of Hinduism and Buddhism which, hitherto, had been con-
fined to a relatively small intellectual elite. One prominent representative of 
the movement was the American popular philosopher Alan Watts (1915-
1973), who was one of the most important popularisers of Zen Buddhism 
and who, like Fromm, had collaborated with D.T. Suzuki, the main conduit 
of Zen philosophy to the West at that time. In his last and most provocative 
book, published in 1966,Watts put forward the following thesis:  

the prevalent sensation of oneself as a separate Ego enclosed in a 
bag of skin is a hallucination which accords neither with Western 
science nor with the experimental philosophy-religions of the East�. 
This hallucination underlies the misuse of technology for the violent 
subjugation of man�s natural environment and, consequently, its 
eventual destruction. We are therefore in urgent need of a sense of 
our own existence which is in accord with the physical facts, and 
which overcomes our feeling of alienation from the universe.6

Ten years later, in his own masterwork, To Have and to Be, Fromm 
takes up similar Eastern cosmological ideas, which had also crept into the 
thinking of the European elite by way of Martin Heidegger�s and several ex-
istentialist philosophers� reflections on the idea of being. Fromm ap-
proaches the notion of being from a psychological perspective. He argues 
that individuals may realise the potential for freedom that lies dormant in 
their consciousness and that, collectively, we may realise the potential for a 
more sane society by shifting our focus. Rather than cling to mental identi-
fications, Fromm advocates we should experience the living awareness of 
being. Fromm bases his analysis on a fundamental distinction between two 
modes of consciousness, one based on �being� and the other based on 
�having�. I will briefly flesh out this distinction, though it is quite difficult to do 
so in a fully satisfactory manner in the limited space available. After all, 
Fromm�s project is to dismantle the entire edifice of Western culture, based, 
as it is, on our attachment to an all-pervasive delusion. 

The �having� mode of existence is characteristic of the modern con-
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sumerist way of life which, according to Fromm, can be traced to the Ren-
aissance, when the rediscovery and development of Greek rationalist phi-
losophy laid the foundation for a scientific revolution and the advent of 
modern societies. The dualistic metaphysics of Enlightenment thinkers like 
Renee Descartes postulates the existence of an independent mental self 
which, based on its powers as the transcendental subject of thought, is 
able to survey, analyse, compare, possess and control the world and the 
body from a vantage point of separateness. The aim of this attitude toward 
nature, including our inner nature, is to achieve a maximum of pleasure and 
control through the continual satisfaction of subjectively felt wants (wants 
are by no means to be confused with genuine needs, nor pleasure with 
happiness, argues Fromm). This attitude has reached its ultimate expres-
sion in the consumer culture of late capitalist modernity. The project of the 
Enlightenment is thus failing. It has not delivered happiness as it had in-
tended (despite all the material comforts and powers we may enjoy), and 
has unwittingly helped to legitimise a philosophy of greed that is now push-
ing us toward a major environmental disaster. In Fromm�s words: 

The need for profound human change emerges not only as an ethi-
cal or religious demand, not only as a psychological demand arising 
from the pathogenic nature of our present social character, but also 
as a condition for the sheer survival of the human race.7

Fromm�s utopian alternative for a healthier personality and society is to 
encourage an approach to life based on �being�. Understandably, perhaps, 
he struggles to define this alternative mode of �being� to an audience ha-
bituated to operating in the �having� mode: 

By being or having I do not refer to certain separate qualities of a 
subject as illustrated in such statements as �I have a car� or �I am 
happy�. I refer to two fundamental modes of existence, to two differ-
ent kinds of orientation toward self and world, to two types of charac-
ter structure the respective predominance of which determines the 
totality of a person�s thinking, feeling and acting. In the having mode 
of existence my relationship to the world is one of possessing and 
owning, one in which I want to make everybody and everything, in-
cluding my self, my property. .. [T]he being mode of existence 
means aliveness and authentic relatedness to the world.8

In one of his many examples, most relevant to academic egos per-
haps, he distinguishes between �having knowledge� and �knowing�: 

Knowing does not mean to be in possession of the truth, it means to 
penetrate the surface [of appearances] and to strive critically and ac-
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tively in order to approach truth ever more closely. [Yet] our educa-
tion generally trains people to have knowledge as a possession, by 
and large commensurate with the amount of property or social pres-
tige they are likely to have later in life.9

Fromm�s vision is a mode of �being� that places man inside nature, at 
one with all that is. In the place of a separate transcendental subject, a 
false self that is forever afraid of death because it is but a fragile delusion, 
and never content because it is continually preoccupied with the past 
memories or future expectations, Fromm puts the idea of a Self that is fully 
immanent, and hence an inseparable part of the whole, like a wave in the 
ocean. From this kind of monistic identity perspective, psychological fear of 
death is eradicated. Having no Ego to defend, no desire beyond the legiti-
mate need for self-preservation, such a person will: 

show respect for life in all its manifestations, in the knowledge that 
not things, power, all that is dead, but life and all that pertains to its 
growth are sacred, making full growth of oneself and of one�s fellow 
beings the supreme goal of living.10

Human psychological growth, according to Fromm�s revised psycho-
analysis, and similarly with many Eastern religious traditions, is based on 
the transformation of what is unconscious into consciousness, or to put it 
differently, on a greater awareness of reality as it is, and on full emotional 
and cognitive acceptance of our embeddedness in that reality, so that world 
and self are seen as one, as �Suchness�. The project of modernity has led 
to what at first sight may seem like the opposite scenario, characterised by 
an ever increasing sense of separation of self from reality, through identifi-
cation with false consciousness. But unlike Fromm, I would argue that the 
sense of separation and controlling possessiveness of modernity (and 
more so the sense of fragmentation of post-modernity) are not necessarily 
opposed to Fromm�s utopian mode of �being� in any simple sense, and that 
his utopia may not be as unachievable as we might otherwise suppose. 
Rather, I see these experiences as necessary for the growth of conscious-
ness and as precursors for a state of conscious being, in the Jungian sense 
of an ontogenetic progression toward individuation, but at a collective evo-
lutionary level. 

The utopia of Now: Eckhart Tolle’s model for a new con-
sciousness and a new earth 

In order to illustrate this idea of a historical process of collective indi-
viduation, I now would like to discuss a more recent thinker in the same 
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post-modern mystical tradition, Eckhart Tolle, whose first work, The Power 
of Now, has been so popular that it sold more than two million copies in 
eight years and has been widely reviewed in the popular media, most nota-
bly on the Oprah Winfrey Show.11 Tolle and �Oprah� now also jointly oper-
ate an �on-line classroom� to instruct hundreds of thousands of people on 
how to practice the principles of Tolle�s mystical philosophy of everyday life. 
While popularity is not the measure of all things, this does suggest that 
Tolle�s ideas are appealing to many contemporary, post-modern individu-
als. 

According to Tolle, the historical shifts from tradition to modernity and 
post-modernity are part of a historical process that has led us to a climax, a 
point where our sense of individual separateness has reached completion, 
and thus becomes unbearable and reversible: 

The compulsive thinker, which means nearly everyone, lives in a 
state of apparent separateness, in an insanely complex world of 
continuous problems and conflict, a world that reflects the ever in-
creasing fragmentation of the mind.12

This leads us to a threshold, where it becomes more likely we might 
notice the fallacy of our self-identification with mental activity. We are made 
to confront the fallacy of identification with a supposedly transcendental 
mind because the resulting state of separation leads to alienation and im-
mense suffering, rather than to a blissful state of transcendental liberation 
from the material world. Against the backdrop of this kind of experience, 
identification with mind may become untenable. 

Why is it so hard to let go of the idea of separateness if it causes such 
suffering, and why is it so difficult to simply recognize that we are a part of 
the Suchness of Being? The great religious traditions of this world suggest, 
as does Tolle, that what stops us is ultimately fear of death, arising from 
false identification with form. Identification with form can manifest as at-
tachment to material possessions or attachment to symbolic possessions 
such as personal, social, cultural or national identities. Entrapment in form 
is also evident as attachment to conditioned emotional patterns, which are 
our standard physical reactions to repetitive and negative patterns of 
thought. But at the subtlest level, so Tolle suggests, our attachment is to 
the very process of thinking:  

Why should we be addicted to thinking? Because you are identified 
with it, which means that you derive your sense of self from the con-
tent and activity of your mind. Because you believe you would cease 
to be if you stopped thinking. As you grow up, you form a mental im-
age of who you are, based on your personal and cultural condition-
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ing. � The term ego means different things to different people, but 
when I use it here it means a false self, created by unconscious 
identification with the mind.13

This Ego, Tolle suggests, is forever afraid of annihilation, afraid that its 
emptiness could be revealed by a confrontation with Being, which is life it-
self as it unfolds in the eternal present of this moment. The Ego is thus for-
ever on the run to try and escape the Now:  

To the ego, the present moment hardly exists. Only past and future 
are considered important. This total reversal of the truth accounts for 
the fact that in the ego mode the mind is so dysfunctional. It is al-
ways concerned with keeping the past alive, because without it � 
who are you? It constantly projects itself into the future to ensure its 
continued survival and to find some kind of release and fulfilment 
there. �one day, when this, that, or the other happens, I am going to 
be okay, happy, at peace.� Even when the ego seems to be con-
cerned with the present, it is not the present that it sees: It misper-
ceives it completely because it looks at it through the eyes of the 
past. Or it reduces the present to a means to an end, an end that 
always lies in the mind-projected future. � the present moment 
holds the key to liberation. But you cannot find the present moment 
as long as you are your mind.14

Tolle says that what we fear is the death, not of the body, but of the 
Ego. The body itself is not afraid of death, for it simply is alive and immortal 
� forever an inseparable part of the stream of life, the universe and eternity. 
It may be hungry now, but it fears not tomorrow�s hunger, nor does it fret at 
the memory of yesterday�s struggles. It is the false self, our identification 
with mind and associated emotional pain, which fuels our sense of separa-
tion and fear of death. The false self struggles to conceal the fact that it is 
already dead, and always has been, because it is an illusion, a ghost. 

According to Tolle, the gateway to a new consciousness lies not in the 
future but in the Here and Now, or what he calls �being present�, or simply 
�Being�: 

Why does the mind habitually deny or resist the Now? Because it 
cannot function and remain in control without time, which is past and 
future, so it perceives the timeless Now as threatening. Time and 
mind are in fact inseparable.15  

What you think of as the past is a memory trace, stored in the mind, 
a former Now. The Future is an imagined Now, a projection of the 
mind. When the future comes, it comes as the Now. When you think 
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about the past, you are doing it Now. Past and Future obviously 
have no reality of their own � Their reality is �borrowed� from the 
Now � the moment you grasp this there is a shift in consciousness 
from mind to Being, from time to Presence. Suddenly everything 
feels alive, radiates energy, emanates Being.16

For Tolle, therefore, conventional utopianism is a form of mind identifi-
cation that separates us from the Now, the only place where we can be, 
act, and experience freedom. It does not mean we cannot reflect on our 
present condition; indeed, Presence encourages that. And we can also 
plan ahead to change our circumstances. But Tolle recommends that the 
only utopia we can ever arrive at is the Now, and that our only road to free-
dom lies in being present and accepting what is. If we take on a project for 
improving our circumstances in this attitude of Presence rather than as a 
means to an end that lies in an ever receding future, he argues, then the 
road to freedom is no longer an endless struggle but an open space for 
alert intelligence and enthusiastic action. 

Concluding Remarks: Inner Utopia and the World Today 

Utopian thinkers could add add an important alternative framework to 
their analyses if they were to consider the closely related insights of 
Fromm, Watts and Tolle and many others who have argued that a better fu-
ture depends on breaking our identification with form, which at the most 
subtle level consists of the thought forms of the mind. The future we chase 
after simply does not exist, they maintain, and hence the only site where 
our imagination can take shape is in the Now. As Tolle has argued again 
and again in his books, it is only by accepting and fully understanding the 
Now that we can take meaningful action towards creating a new con-
sciousness and a new earth.17

While many objections could be raised against the psychological mod-
els of Fromm, Tolle and other modern day proponents of an �inner utopian-
ism�, there is certainly much value in reflecting on this newly popular form 
of utopian vision. From my own experience, both as an anthropologist and 
an immigrant twice over, I would add that this historical Now is a rather 
special time of opportunity for all of us. The current process of globalisation 
is confronting us, every day, with the fact that there is a vast array of op-
tions for individuals and groups to construct a mental identity for them-
selves. Post-modern urban societies are increasingly composed of a patch 
work of cultures, so that there is no single, unchallenged cultural model of 
self-hood for individuals to identify with and to be socially supported in. This 
fragmentation of identity discourses, whether it is simply witnessed as a 
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rupture of social cohesion in the external world or internalised through 
cross-cultural engagement, reveals that every person�s own mental con-
cept of self is a fragile and rather arbitrary construct among countless other 
mental constructs of similar kind, in short, it is a product of our personal 
and collective imaginary. This experience encourages us to loosen our 
identification with a once monolithic traditional or modernist sense of self, 
and to entertain the possibility of having a fragmented self or multiple 
selves. Faced with the possibility of such an uncomfortable and ambiguous 
Ego structure, many will try everything to deny the heterogeneity of the 
post-modern world, will fearfully retract, and attempt to prop up their sepa-
rate and homogeneous sense of self, if necessary, by eliminating, silencing 
or marginalising people with different cultural beliefs. Others will perhaps 
choose to linger within the new mode of identity, drifting aimlessly amidst 
the wreckage of the multiple colliding regimes of truth around them, unwill-
ing to commit to any of these evidently arbitrary identities but at the same 
time also finding themselves unable to connect to other people in the ab-
sence of a shared identity discourse. Many, however, are choosing to make 
their way into what Tolle calls the Now, into a state of stillness and Pres-
ence wherein the mind, and with it both the modern pain of separation and 
the post-modern pain of fragmentation, loses its power to define who we 
are, and is reduced to a mere tool of a living Self that is at one with all. 
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Ash’s Stasi File as a Script of Life 

Catherine Karen Roy 

I must explore not just a file but a life: the life of 
the person I was then. This is not the same 
thing as ‘my life.’ What we usually call ‘my life’ is 
the mental autobiography with which and by 
which we all live. What really happened is quite 
another matter.1

When the files of a once Secret Security Service are released to its 
subjects of observation, they also engender unprecedented acts of auto-
biographical remembering. The fall of the Berlin Wall and German reunifi-
cation on 3 October 1990 have led to the opening of the Stasi files in 1992. 
Consequently, many former data subjects who access their records are 
then prompted to write file-based autobiographies as a response to their 
readings and the remembering processes triggered thereafter. 

The appellation �data subjects� refers to anyone who has been under 
the surveillance of the Stasi and whose personal information is kept on 
Stasi files. This term applies to German and foreign benefactors or victims 
of that system. The Stasi records are then granted unusual authority in the 
file-based autobiographies. Autobiographers assume that the files can give 
order and meaning to their life stories. Files have an author of their own, 
most commonly a hostile source. They are subject to biases from the part 
of the Stasi collaborators. Nevertheless, the former data subjects refer to 
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them in order to construct their file-based autobiographies. Scholars like Al-
ison Lewis, Ash and others have viewed the opening of the Stasi files as an 
opportunity to clarify the identity of their informers and determine the influ-
ence the file might have exerted on their lives. This assumption directly re-
lates to the primary purpose of the Stasi Files Act, in German, Stasi-
Unterlagengesetz or StUG, documented in 1991 in the Federal Law Ga-
zette. Article 1 (1) of the Stasi Files Act states that its first purpose and 
scope consist in 

regulat[ing] the custody, preparation, administration and use of the 
records of the Ministry for State Security of the former German De-
mocratic Republic and its preceding and succeeding organizations 
(State Security Service) [...] to facilitate individual access to personal 
data which the State Security Service has stored regarding him, so 
that he can clarify what influence the state security service has had 
on his personal destiny. 

Some English translations suggest the word fate instead of destiny to 
designate the German word Schicksal. In those terms, the Stasi Files Act 
serves to �clarify one�s fate�: �This remarkably nonjuridical goal � ex-
pressed with the equally nonjuridical term fate � is based on the assump-
tion that the Stasi files are capable of storing individual life stories.�2

Authorities regulating the files yet have to consider the new process of 
remembering that arises as autobiographers read their files. Therefore, this 
essay analyses why and how the file-based autobiographies contribute to 
autobiography theories, why recollection mechanisms are initiated by the 
file and why the personal memory becomes subservient to it..To answer 
these questions, I refer to the example of Timothy Garton Ash�s file-based 
autobiography The File: A Personal History. Ash is an English scholar, 
journalist, historian and professor who lived in Berlin in the 1980s in order 
to work on his doctoral dissertation. The Stasi opened a file on him due to 
his suspected, although imaginary, espionage activities. 

I initially explain the implication of the file-based autobiographies as a 
new form of writing within the autobiographical theories. I develop this ar-
gument around Cornelia Vismann�s term �file-based autobiographies.� I 
elaborate on her concept and I also evaluate Smith�s understanding of the 
autobiographical writing process in order to situate Ash�s autobiographical 
work within that sub-genre. Afterwards, I consider a literary source, 
Proust�s autobiographical work, and psycho-analytical approaches such as 
Mace�s and Conway�s in order to analyse the remembering processes en-
gaged by the Stasi files. By combining both areas of scholarship, I seek to 
establish a theoretical framework of autobiographical involuntary memories 
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in the context of Ash�s file-based autobiography. In addition, I examine 
Ash�s personal comments regarding the reasons why he considers that the 
human memory becomes dependent on the file. Roy Pascal�s concept of 
�memory artist� and Jacques Derrida�s definition of archives also help to 
elaborate further Ash�s remembering experience. I conclude with a critical 
view on the different impacts of the files for a non-German data subject like 
Ash as opposed to a German citizen. 

According to the Greek root of the word, autobiography means the life, 
bio, written, graphie, by oneself, auto.3 Following this first definition of the 
genre�s name, several autobiographical theorists have attempted to define 
the recurring characteristics of this form of writing. In classical autobiogra-
phies, the authors write the story of their lives and emphasize major turning 
points and influences on their personal development. In this sense, the 
autobiographical writing represents an act of consciousness on one�s own 
life, principally and primarily based on one�s personal impressions and ob-
servations. Paradoxically, former data subjects refer to their biography writ-
ten by someone else in a file in order to write their file-based autobiogra-
phy. Their concept of bio focuses on the time during which they were under 
surveillance or on their impressions regarding the reading of their files.  

Vismann represents the first theorist to coin the term file-based auto-
biographies.4 This appellation refers to the autobiographies written as a re-
sponse to the Stasi files. They are initiated by an Urszene, the moment 
when the former data subjects read their record and respond to them. 
Those accounts are mediated by the files which become both a starting 
point and a writing tool for those new narratives. They exclude the usual 
autobiographical elements such as childhood, teenage years or major life 
achievements. Instead, according to Vismann, file-based autobiographies 
are written in counterstatement to the file or in an effort to reconcile file and 
memory.  

The writing of the biography is prompted by a counterstatement: the 
authorial file, that is, the autobiographical book, is a denial of the in-
spected file. Written into the gaps and omissions of the inspected 
records, The File is not the one that was handed over but the re-
vised one that was confronted and made to coincide with the sub-
ject�s life story.5

I agree with Vismann that some file-based autobiographies are written 
as a denial of the Stasi records. However, in Ash�s case, the act of writing 
is structured according to the reports contained in his Stasi file. File-based 
autobiographers distinguish themselves from classical ones especially with 
regards to the remembering and writing processes they engage in. In fact, 
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the autobiography theorists Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson specify a ma-
jor tendency for autobiographical writing in comparison with biographies. I 
refer to her distinguishing criteria in order to argue that the writing and re-
membering processes activated in file-based autobiographies differ from 
those involved in classical autobiographies:  

Relatively few biographers use their personal memories of their sub-
ject as reliable evidence, unless they had a personal relationship to 
the subject of the biography (as a relative, child, friend, or col-
league). For life narrators [classical autobiographers], by contrast, 
personal memories are the[ir] primary archival source to support, 
supplement, or offer commentary on their idiosyncratic acts of re-
membering.6

In contrast to classical autobiographies, the file-based ones originate 
from and rely on the stories of others instead of the personal memories of 
the autobiographers. These authors re-enact the two moments of the auto-
biographical situation defined by Janet Varner Gunn. The life narrative is 
constructed �by the autobiographer who, in effect, is �reading� his or her life 
and by the reader of the autobiographical [or biographical] text.�7 Gunn�s 
statement refers to traditional autobiographers who must observe them-
selves and their lives before writing. However, I can also apply her assump-
tion to the authors of file-based autobiographies. They inspire themselves 
from the biography portrayed in their files. In fact, the Stasi records present 
a version of a personal story from the perspective of a third party. Former 
data subjects must then assemble those fragments of life in order to form 
their file-based autobiography. 

They assimilate the memories of their informants as their own. They 
write their story according to the information contained in their files, as if 
they became a ghostwriter of someone else�s perception of the past. The 
autobiographical act resembles a process of re-appropriating their life sto-
ries.8 It also provides them a chance to add their own side of their personal 
story thereafter. However, the act of remembering is initially mediated by 
an external storage medium instead of personal memories. This engage-
ment with the past through the file distinguishes the file-based autobiogra-
phy from other autobiographical genres. 

It is not the artist, the autobiographer, who primarily twists around and 
distorts information about his personal life but it is rather the �work of art,� 
or the piece of writing itself which plays with the autobiographer�s memory. 
The file becomes the script of a life until the reader, the autobiographer 
himself, can no longer distinguish if what he remembers is voluntary or a 
consequence of reading his file. Therefore, the autobiographers� engage-
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ment with the external storage medium looks distinct from classical auto-
biographical acts. Hence, I attempt to complement Vismann�s definition of 
file-based autobiographies because I argue that the main difference be-
tween them and classical ones consists in the diverging remembering 
processes and especially in the role of the file to recall the past. 

The action of remembering refers to the ability to recall an episode and 
to provide explicit information about it.9 The �autobiographical memory in-
cludes memories for specific experiences and memory for the personal 
facts of one�s life.�10 On one side, voluntary recalls refer to �instances when 
memories come to mind because they are either willed, intended, thought 
about, searched for, and so forth �; voluntary memory appears to be our 
ability to call up our personal past on demand.�11 On the other side, �invol-
untary memory has been described in the modern literature as instances in 
which memories come to mind spontaneously, unintentionally, automati-
cally, without effort, and so forth.�12 It can also be divided in two other main 
categories. The involuntary autobiographical memories refer to episodes 
that someone recalls without the intention to do so. In contrast, voluntary 
memories originate from an individual�s conscious effort and intention to 
remember them. 

Ash�s initial example allows him to establish a connection between the 
notion of autobiographical involuntary memory and the file-based remem-
bering processes. He defines his involuntary autobiographical remembering 
act as one initiated and mediated by his Stasi file. The record revives Ash�s 
senses and plunges him into half-known and half-forgotten universes. He 
relates to his reading of a report from his file and he remembers experienc-
ing everything, except one fact: his encounter with a woman. 

I sit there, at the plastic-wood table, marvelling at this minutely de-
tailed reconstruction of a day in my life and at the style that recalls a 
school exercise [�] I smell again that peculiar East Berlin smell, a 
compound of the smoke from old boilers burning compressed coal-
dust briquettes, exhaust fumes [�] cheap East European cigarettes, 
damp boots and sweat. But one thing I simply can�t remember: who 
was she, my Little Red Riding-Hood? Or not so little: 1.75-1.78 me-
ters, that�s nearly my height.13

Once Ash opens his file, its content revives and alters his memory. It is 
as if Ash was reading a novel in which he is the main protagonist. In this 
sense, the file represents a form of script for him. However, he cannot pre-
dict all the adventures of the main character. It seems as if he re-
experienced all those situations for the first time again. All those feelings 
would not have been evoked, though, had he never read his file. This par-
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ticular example allows Ash to classify his autobiographical memory into the 
subcategory of the involuntary autobiographical recalls. 

The files stimulate the involuntary memory, which constitutes a type of 
memory triggered by objects, letters, official documents or pieces of evi-
dence; it is activated by a sensation or something material. An involuntary 
memory spontaneously appears in an individual�s mind. Once it is evoked, 
it forces an individual to remember the past, whether he wishes it or not. It 
serves to bring back to mind past events that might otherwise remain in 
complete oblivion. 

The past is somewhere beyond the reach of the intellect, and unmis-
takably present in some material object or in the sensation which 
such an object arouses in us, though we have no idea which one it 
is. As for that object, it depends entirely on chance whether we 
come upon it before we die or whether we never encounter it.14

According to Ash, the file replaces the random objects that can spon-
taneously resuscitate memories. Ash identifies the memories evoked by his 
file as involuntary ones. In addition, he establishes similarities between 
them and those experienced by Marcel Proust as a result of tasting a pas-
try called Madeleine. The episode itself originates from Proust�s autobio-
graphical work À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time). 
Ash explains: 

The Stasi�s observation report, my diary entry: two versions of one 
day in a life. The �object� described with the cold outward eye of the 
secret policeman, and my own subjective, abusive, emotional self-
description. But what a gift to memory is a Stasi file. Far better than 
a Madeleine.15

In Proust�s autobiographical work, the Madeleine allows the main 
character to remember his childhood after tasting a spoonful of Madeleine 
soaked into tea. His aunt used to give it to him in this manner when he was 
a young boy. Therefore, the pastry can remind him of the remote past; it 
repeats a moment of his childhood. Ash intentionally refers to the Made-
leine as an object that stimulates sensations in the body and consequently 
evokes the forgotten past. He emphasizes that the Stasi file allows him to 
walk into the past instead of searching for random objects that could call 
back to mind memories. Instead of relying on personal recalls in order to 
write his autobiography, Ash refers to his biography on file.  

In Ash�s case, the file assumes the function of the Madeleine. How-
ever, even if Ash focuses on his literary experience, a note must also be 
said about the nature and characteristics of involuntary autobiographic 
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memories from a psychological perspective. The main reason for this ap-
proach consists in a further understanding of what authors like Ash imply 
by autobiographical involuntary memories in comparison with psycholo-
gists. Therefore, I define Ash�s autobiographical involuntary memories 
based on both psycho-analytical and literary perspectives.  

While theorists in the psychological field like Mace and others critically 
challenge Proust�s concept of the involuntary memory in relation to the 
Madeleine, literary scholars like Ash seem to take it for granted. They tend 
to repeat the French concept of the pastry calling to mind the past and they 
avoid questioning it from a psychological perspective. It remains within a 
literary context.  

In fact, Ash bases his comparison of the file and the Madeleine on a 
literature cliché. It corresponds to an initial misconception of the involuntary 
memories. Some �basic sensory cues (as in Proust�s example) very rarely 
trigger involuntary memories.�16 The Madeleine concept is too often falsely 
attributed as a leading example of involuntary memories. According to psy-
chological studies on memory, �motivational and environmental factors in-
teract to produce involuntary memories. Dorthe Berntsen describes such 
interactions as occurring between one�s current life-situation (which is an 
orientation towards the past and the future, including one�s goals and ex-
pectancies) and one�s immediate situation (which is the moment when in-
voluntary memories are produced).�17 Moreover, the memories called back 
by his file cannot be compared directly to those evoked by the Madeleine; 
they lack essential characteristics pertaining to Proust�s example. 

According to John H. Mace, six characteristics define Proustian invol-
untary memories: first, prior to its retrieval, the memory in question must 
seem to reside in the unconscious for an extended period of time; second, 
it relates to an event from the distant past; third, an involuntary memory 
depends greatly on a prompt; fourth, sensory cues typically activate this 
kind of memory; fifth, it is usually accompanied by a sense of �travelling 
back in time�18; and sixth, an intense joy feeling comes together with the 
involuntary memories.19 In Ash�s case, however, the events only date from 
about ten years, not from a remote past. In addition, his involuntary mem-
ory does not depend on a sensory stimulus such as the Madeleine but 
rather on a written document. Ash does seem to relive the past. Further-
more, his literary encounter with his younger self seems to embarrass him 
more than to evoke a feeling of happiness. Nevertheless, Ash establishes a 
direct connection between the file and its influence on his involuntary auto-
biographical memory.  

Ash�s engagement with the external storage medium also emphasizes 
a new function of the Stasi files after their opening in 1992. In the file-based 
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autobiographical context, the human memory becomes subservient to the 
record although the document itself was never intended for public release. 
In Ash�s case, the file impacts his visual memory. As he attempts to recall 
details of his friend, Ash no longer remembers if a memory belongs to the 
file or to his own memory. When he meets a woman described under the 
code name �Beret� in his file, Ash remarks: �I caught a glimpse of her, 
sometime later [�] She was still wearing her red beret. Or have I just imag-
ined that final detail?�20 His remarks about re-experiencing the forgotten 
past put in question the reliability of the human memory itself. The file con-
tains unchanged information which constantly activates the involuntary 
memory. Therefore, the artificial memory, the file, subordinates the human 
mind.  

Ash not only nourishes a feeling of dependency toward his file. In-
stead, he experiences a sense of disloyalty towards his own past because 
the archived documents acquire a higher importance than his mental ar-
chives, his own human memory. Ash admits: �I sit there, under Frau 
Schulz�s inquisitive eye, sensing an awful disloyalty to my own past.�21 This 
sense is directly produced by the file. The record blurs Ash�s memory and 
models how his life was. As an �object of observation,� once you read your 
file, you �start believing those things really happened to you or deliberately 
changed the way to remember or tell about them.�22 The malleability of 
Ash�s memory is described in archeological terms. The autobiographer im-
plies that a file-based autobiography is always subject to the influence of 
the file upon his memory. Once opened, it inevitably affects his vision of the 
past: 

As I race up the battered autobahn to Berlin, just as I used to all 
those years ago, I think back over this conversation: how a file 
opens the door to a vast sunken labyrinth of the forgotten past, but 
how, too, the very act of opening the door itself changes the buried 
artefacts, like an archaeologist letting in fresh air to a sealed Egyp-
tian tomb. For these are not simply past experiences rediscovered in 
their original state. Even without the fresh light from a new document 
or another�s recollection � the opened door � our memories decay or 
sharpen, mellow or sour, with the passage of time and the change of 
circumstances.23

Ash�s file-based autobiography conveys the idea that in fact, the file 
symbolizes more than a bridge to those half-forgotten episodes; it is rather 
a medium initiating and replacing memory. The recollection process re-
sembles archaeological research: �A door opens, but another closes. There 
is no way back now to your own earlier memory of that person, that 
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event.�24 The file not only represents a link to his past. In the writing proc-
ess, it comes to life again. Ash seems to become dependent on it in order 
to narrate his life story. His file-based autobiography is then an imaginative 
reconstruction of the past revealed in his file, a �continuous remixing of 
memory and forgetting.�25 It is as if his memory was an artist guided by the 
file. 

The concept of the memory artist originates from the autobiographical 
theory advanced by Roy Pascal in the 1960s. Pascal argues: �Memory it-
self performs this shifting process, and is the most powerful agent in shap-
ing the past according to the will of the writer: �memory is a great artist.��26 
In contrast, Ash does not view the memory independently shifting memo-
ries and modifying his past recollections. Instead, he emphasizes the role 
of the file itself in reducing his lifetime memories into a life-illusion. Unless a 
former data subject can access other diary notes or personal memories, 
the entries of the file infiltrate his mind and shape his memories. That ex-
ternal storage medium also imposes meaning on life events recorded in it. 

The file assumes a certain level of authority, and its power over mem-
ory recalls Jacques Derrida�s principle described in �archive fever.� Derrida 
explains that at the origin of the word �file,� those documents remained in 
the Greek archeion. Initially, it was a house, �une maison, un domicile, une 
adresse, la demeure des magistrats supérieurs, les archontes, ceux qui 
commandaient [...] Ils on le pouvoir d’interpréter les archives.�27 Similarly, 
the Stasi files seem to impose their version of the past. Once the former 
data subjects read them, they tend to discern with difficulty between their 
own interpretation and the reality of autobiographical events. Ash repre-
sents one of the first autobiographers who attribute such authority to the 
files over his involuntary autobiographical remembering process. 

The opening of one�s Stasi file can command new directions in one�s 
life. Its revelations engender unprecedented consequences. For the first 
time in history, individuals formerly under observation engage with the re-
cords of a former State Security Service with purposes diametrically op-
posed to its original ones: searching where their fate has been mediated by 
the file. 

The effect of reading a file can be terrible. I think of the now famous 
case of Vera Wollenberger, a political activist from Werner 
Krätschell�s parish in Pankow, who discovered from reading her file 
that her husband, Knud, had been informing on her ever since they 
met.28

The involuntary remembering process has enabled many of the former 
data subjects to alleviate their suspicions or open their eyes on unsus-
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pected trust abuses. �Had the files not been opened, they might still be 
brother and brother, man and wife � their love enduring, a fortress sure 
upon the rock of lies.�29 However, the harm caused by the file depends 
from one individual to the next. 

There exists a difference between the file�s impact on foreign and 
German data subjects. Ash says: �I was not a victim of these informers, as 
many East Germans really were of theirs. They did me no serious damage. 
Yet, knowing how the system worked, it is a fair guess that they did harm 
others.�30 German data subjects who have lived under that system and 
who continue to live in Germany suffer most from the impact of the files. 
For many of them, the file has shaped their reputation or infringed their per-
sonal relationships. Furthermore, future employers and close relatives de-
velop interest in their records. As a result, the file continues to exert an in-
fluence on the lives of former data subjects, especially when quotes are di-
rectly retrieved from the records whether they are accurate or not. 

In contrast, the Stasi did not affect Ash because he lives outside of 
Germany. The existence of his file seems to evoke no interest in his future 
employers. Furthermore, he has no connection to the Stasi itself and any of 
his comments are taken as those of an outsider. He never collaborated for 
that organization. Ash�s position as a foreigner allows him to reflect and 
write on the remembering processes engaged by the file without suffering 
from the file opening itself. 

He attempts to teach his readers about the ways in which the human 
memory becomes subservient to the file once one reads it. In addition to 
triggering his involuntary memories, the file also functions as medium to 
structure the file-based autobiography. It serves both psycho-cognitive and 
literary purposes, although not necessarily the same ones of involuntary 
memories as understood in the field of psychology studies. This emerging 
genre of file-based autobiographies allows Ash and his readers to reflect on 
the new engagements with the record and on its effects both on the writing 
and remembering processes. This unprecedented archives opening initi-
ates file encounters which subsequently contribute to studies in autobiog-
raphy and autobiographical involuntary memory. The Stasi file transforms 
into �the mental autobiography with which and by which�31 Ash lives. It also 
forms part of his identity as a script of life. 
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Robert Savage 

2009 has seen the publication of a number of volumes which take 
stock of our nation�s literary heritage, seeking to shape the mass of writing 
produced in Australia or by Australians into something approaching a na-
tional canon. Of course, canon-building exercises are as contestable as 
they are useful; indeed, they are arguably useful to the same extent that 
they call forth contestation of the authority they claim for themselves. Thus 
the most ambitious of these efforts, the Macquarie PEN Anthology of Aus-
tralian Literature (Allen & Unwin, 2009), has recently come under fire from 
some of our cultural luminaries for its inclusion of documents that may be of 
historical interest, or reflect a currently fashionable political cause, but are 
of questionable literary value � a letter from Bennelong to Lord Sydney�s 
steward requesting stockings and handkerchiefs being one example. The 
same criticism could hardly be made of Geoff Page�s anthology, which be-
trays his decades of experience as a high-school English teacher in its dis-
armingly old-fashioned selection criteria: �The poem must be: a. emotion-
ally moving (often with moral implications); or b. memorably entertaining� 
(13). This essentially revisits Horace�s injunction that a poem should in-
struct and delight, and it is the chief merit of this anthology that it does both. 

Page acknowledges that there is a certain arbitrariness to his selec-
tions, and it is worth noting just how much they differ from those made in 
the far more compendious Macquarie anthology. Only eight of the sixty po-
ems chosen and discussed by Page make it into that volume as well, a 
surprisingly small number given that both purport to showcase writings that 
have already established themselves as Australian �classics�. (It is hard to 
imagine such a slight degree of overlap between representative collections 
of English verse, for example.) For the record, these are Adam Lindsay 
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Gordon�s �The Sick Stockrider�, John Shaw Nielson�s �The Orange Tree�, 
C. J. Dennis�s �The Play�, Kenneth Slessor�s �Beach Burial�, Robert D. 
Fitzgerald�s �The Wind at Your Door�, A. D. Hope�s �The Mayan Books�, 
David Malouf�s �The Year of the Foxes�, and Philip Hodgins� �Shooting the 
Dogs�. Again, it is telling that six of these eight poems are by authors born 
over a hundred years ago: the chances of reaching consensus about what 
should be included in a canon tend to increase with historical distance. Fur-
ther, some twelve of the authors selected by Page are missing from the 
Macquarie anthology, despite its having more space devoted to poetry in 
total. One man�s canon is another�s jetsam. 

Each poet is represented by a single poem, not necessarily their best-
known but always characteristic of their style and chief concerns. Alongside 
such well-established figures as Judith Wright, Les Murray and John 
Forbes, we encounter lesser lights like Ronald McGuaig, Elizabeth Riddell 
and Roland Robinson. I suspect that even those with a longstanding inter-
est in Australian poetry will make the odd discovery. Around a third are 
women poets; roughly the same proportion of space is allotted to poets of 
Page�s own generation (i.e. those born around 1940). 

Page proves an amiable guide, his didactic tendencies nicely balanced 
by his poet�s ear for nuance and grasp of technique. Each of his commen-
taries follows the same pattern: first an attempt is made to convey the 
poem�s �so-called �prose meaning�� (253) � a phrase that betrays Page�s 
unease with the traditional content-heavy approach to teaching poetry fa-
miliar to so many of us from our schooldays (�what are the themes and is-
sues?�) as well as his continuing commitment to it; then our attention is 
drawn to the way the imagery works and how the prosody supports or 
complicates the meaning; finally we are told why the poem deserves to be 
considered a classic. There is no bombast or bluster in these readings, 
none of the supreme self-assurance of a Harold Bloom, for example; and 
while Page may not be revelatory or challenging in the way that Bloom, at 
his best, can be, he does fulfil the basic task of the good critic: he prompts 
us to read again, and more carefully. 

If anything, Page�s commentaries resemble the audio guides carried 
with them by visitors as they pace the halls of an art gallery, lingering every 
now and then before a painting to learn about the circumstances of its 
composition or to have their attention drawn to a detail they might other-
wise have overlooked. It is in the nature of such guides that their well-
informed, well-modulated patter can grow wearying after a while. But if they 
succeed � as Page succeeds � in making us look afresh at works whose 
patina of familiarity has become the greatest barrier to their understanding, 
they will have done their job. 
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The prescriptive-sounding title of this slim volume, combined with its 
stated aim to provide a comprehensive theory of myth (16), provide this re-
viewer with a double-edged problem, because form my reading the volume 
is both too ambitious and too limited at once. Too ambitious, because the 
very idea of a generic approach to the sprawling beast that is �myth,� which 
could offer us a single approach that would work under any circumstance, 
reminds us of the limits to the structuralist approach, which looks for the 
common factors in any given version of a myth at the (potential) cost of lo-
cal nuance, individual flavour, momentary meaning or particular environ-
mental concerns. Myth survives and proliferates because it transcends any 
given specificity or analysis. The search for such a �skeleton key� can 
thereby become a dangerous reduction in a postmodern world where the 
universals and essentialisms redolent of a previous era are being consis-
tently challenged by new ways of seeing, experiencing and knowing the 
world. And not ambitious enough, in the sense that Marderness�s actual 
aim does not seek to take into account a wide variety of myth theory, but 
limits itself to creating a rapprochement between two thinkers whose con-
tribution to twentieth century analysis of myth is both persistently potent 
and troublesome. In order to account for a range of diversity in the way 
myth communicates, Marderness seeks common ground between Roland 
Barthes� semiotic analysis of mythic symbol as a series of signs and Mircea 
Eliade�s interpretations of the religious aspect to myth, which takes into ac-
count its narrative power but lacks the critical teeth to engage with the 
�journalistic� mode of myth, according to which myth stands as a falsehood.  

This represents a useful comparison, which operates to draw out the 
strengths of each strategy while dispensing with their limits. It is thereby 
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both critical and creative and this is a very worthwhile approach. There 
seems to be a lack of engagement with other recent analyses that have 
pointed out serious flaws in both theorists, however. Bruce Lincoln, for in-
stance, discusses Eliade�s ideological bias in his Theorizing Myth (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1999), coming to the perhaps too harsh 
conclusion that Eliade�s attraction to the element of transcendent ecstasy in 
myth and ritual is made redundant by his tendency to favour Aryan religios-
ity while considering the Hebrew contribution of historic consciousness �a 
catastrophe for humanity�s sense of the sacred.� (142) Meanwhile, Laur-
ence Coupe, in Myth (London: Routledge, 1997) points that Barthes�s is a 
brand of structuralist critique that concludes the anti-historicising conflation 
between culture and nature �is a sinister deception�, whereas for Lévi-
Strauss it can also be a mediation (with the potential for creativity and ad-
aptation) coded by the grammar of myth. For Coupe, Barthes�s is a demy-
thologising political allegory without an alternative to bourgeois capitalist 
ideology, eradicating any of the liberating potential of mythopoeia. (156�58) 
Marderness� stated aim would have been much improved by reference to 
these other critiques and he could have done this without compromising his 
creative approach, which takes into account recent novels as well as adver-
tising alongside narratives (such as the Biblical and Classical) traditionally 
recognised as mythic. Marderness uses all of his materials well and in a 
way that stakes out the utility of his theoretical schema, while his concen-
tration on living myths such as the idea of the �homeland� of modern Ameri-
cans is valuable.  

Still, it remains difficult to discern the extent to which Marderness be-
lieves his own hype; because even while his goal is clearly more limited 
than the �comprehensive theory� he offers, he claims that his book �clears 
up the confusion� (15) between the two approaches he has chosen to dis-
cuss. Barthes� insights in Mythologies retain significant intellectual cache 
because they represent a kind of Marxist structuralism that tackles the 
falsehoods inherent in capitalism, nationhood, the culture industry � in 
short, the ills of modernity. As myth theory, that is about as far as he goes: 
of note, but limited, more to be footnoted for historical purposes than to be 
utilised as a significant platform for contemporary mythic analysis. Eliade, 
like Joseph Campbell, is important for his laudable attempts to retain the 
importance in mythic behaviour today of its religious, spiritual, or meta-
physical element. To deny that myth operates, alongside ritual, to transform 
the individual drawn within its vortex of power is to reduce the exercise of 
myth�s analysis to a dry intellectual endeavour. The question that must be 
asked is: what is the enduring power of mythic symbol and narrative to mo-
tivate behaviour and belief irrespective of reasoned reflection? Any theory 
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of myth that goes towards extending this understanding is helpful; but while 
this book does this, it cannot possibly live up to the claims it wants to make 
for itself. The extent to which the book succeeds therefore becomes rela-
tively superfluous, except at the beginner�s level, where it could be a good 
way of teaching the positive senses of Barthes� and Eliade�s perspectives 
to undergraduate students of myth.    

Given this limit, How to Read a Myth does clear a space between 
Barthes and Eliade for analysis of mythic symbol and narrative, and ritualis-
tic behaviour, which respects the multivalent qualities of such ongoing phe-
nomena in today�s world. Chapter 1 contains a useful discussion of 
Barthes� semiotic system, pointing out the �motivation� that underscores 
such mythic language as can be found deployed in images like the Marl-
boro Man, who promotes smoking tobacco with his lean individualism and 
pastoral self-reliance. The following chapters each trace one of the ways 
Marderness offers for the reading of myth. Chapter 2 considers �mythical 
reading,� in which the myth takes on its naturalistic hue, subverting the 
place of culture and history with its seemingly eternal verity. The subject re-
tains its mystic or sacred aura but allows no critical purchase; for Barthes it 
is emptied of its motivation, for Eliade it can be a portal to the numinous. 
The founding of sacred space, perhaps around an axis mundi that operates 
to centre and hold the gyrating world, helps delineate a homeland (44-46), 
while sacred time helps place the individual in a ritualistic relationship with 
the object of their veneration, as does the celebration of the Lord�s Supper 
(46-48). This comparison is all very reasonable and helpful, but it is not 
very advanced, as is evidenced by the very simple allusion to Lévi-Strauss 
and the recognition that every version of a myth is true that is validated by 
recourse to its archetypal power or motivation (49). The way this is further 
explained with reference to identity in the Chinese Communist Party of 
Anchee Min�s novel Red Azalea is nicely performed, as is the further analy-
sis in regards to the historical homeland myths of Abraham and Aeneas. 
Effectively reporting on powerful homeland myths such as the destiny of 
Aeneas in historical context (62-7), Marderness shows how both mythical 
characters and their narratives �provide historical contexts that � give ac-
cess to archetypes, which give meaning and purpose to life� (68). But the 
author�s conclusion lacks punch because no interrogation is made into the 
inevitable conflicts and tensions surrounding and inhabiting these destinies 
between opposing collectives, or between individuals who identify them-
selves within such stories but with differing versions of their meaning. The 
expectation that such technical difficulties will be approached, if not amelio-
rated, is only partly met in the rest of the book.    

Chapter 3, �Cultural and Extramythical Readings,� for instance does 
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not tackle these issues, which seem to me of vital importance in any theory 
of myth purporting to even approach comprehensive status. While Marder-
ness considers the cultural obedience of the �Old Testament� Israelites, as 
interpreted from the �inside� (where faith ensures obedience to customary 
practices, which admittedly both repulses and pleases their God, 82), he 
does not give due consideration to the ruptures that inevitably simmer be-
neath any composition of sociocultural boundaries. This obedience from 
within is then compared with what Marderness calls �extramythical reading,� 
which is simply the response of someone who does not understand the 
context or code of the mythic symbol or narrative, due to their considering it 
from the outside, as an English speaker would the Chinese language (82-
3). The way Marderness considers this �outsider� position is fascinating and 
extends an opportunity to understand the �other� (as well their potentially 
aggressive or surreptitious strategies for infiltration or devastation). He 
uses the example of the Trojans facing the fateful wooden horse at their 
gates, who are fooled into accepting the Greeks� gift because of the way 
their understanding of its significance is translated by the �escaped� sacrifi-
cial slave Sinon and the uncanny tragedy of Laocoön and his sons (who 
are devastated by monstrous snakes after striking the horse, �thinking it 
spelled trouble,� 87). This reading, which points out that to consider an-
other�s ways from the outside puts one in a position of both danger and po-
tential, offers tantalising possibilities to the interpretation of myths across 
cultural and historical divides. Such a strategy could be further applied to 
current circumstances in considering the plight of innumerable refugees 
appearing at the �gates� of the west today � not to defeat but to join it � and 
this would make a fascinating addition to current myth theory.  

Finally, in Chapter 4 Marderness discusses what he calls �Mythologi-
cal Reading,� which simply turns out to mean that myths work until they are 
deciphered, at which point they are often remythicized. Hans Blumneberg�s 
point, in Work on Myth, seems to me a superior play on the way this opera-
tion proceeds. For Blumenberg, the very act of working on the myth guar-
antees its perpetuity, a notion that sits well with Lèvi-Strauss� comment, in 
Structural Anthropology, that any version of a myth is a valid one depend-
ing on the purchase it finds in its audience. Marderness acknowledges this 
(48-9), but is seemingly unaware of its further, theoretical import; for if this 
is really the case, and Freud�s Oedipus is ours just as Sophocles� was the 
Greeks� of antiquity, then it also stands that theorizing myth cannot entirely 
resist perpetuating its power. Lincoln points this out (the Epilogue to Theo-
rizing Myth  is titled �Scholarship as Myth�) as does Coupe; Apocalypse 
Now might sound out the depravity of Kurtz�s sacrificial-king act, but it does 
little to dent the enduring fascination we hold for the archetype of the man-
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god who must die in order for the fertility myth to survive (Myth, 21). 
Marderness� conclusion is sound, but in a way that underscores the initial 
and ongoing problem I have with his book, in that it fulfils a helpful but mi-
nor operation, as opposed to the overhaul of myth theory it claims to be. 
Yes, How to Read a Myth helps account for mythic diversity and enriches 
the understanding of myth as a cultural expression, but it is no comprehen-
sive theory (119). In juxtaposing Barthes� cynical readings of the signs 
around him, in mid-twentieth century Paris, with Eliade�s prejudiced faith in 
the transformative powers of (certain) mythic narrative as ritual, both the 
critical and creative aspects of myth can be maintained alongside one an-
other. This is the book�s strength, which would have seemed much more 
palatable if its agenda were set at the more humble level with which it ends: 
seeming disagreements amongst myth theorists can often be explained 
with recourse to the assumptions about myths� ultimate value that are 
brought to their theoretical schemas. At this level, How to Read a Myth 
passes its modest test.   
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Geoff Berry 

Those accustomed to Charles Bukowski�s usual rant will find less of 
the offensive, misogynistic, bar-brawling alcoholism than usual here; but 
that doesn�t mean it is entirely absent. A novel about the filming of the 1985 
film Barfly, which starred Mickey Rourke in the days when he swaggered 
with a slanted, smart-aleck smile and hadn�t yet undergone the transforma-
tion to boxing from which he recently returned (for The Wrestler, another 
fine performance) and Faye Dunaway. Bukowski, as he does in other 
works of �fiction,� barely bothers concealing the inspiration behind his char-
acters. Again he is Henry Chinaski, beaten down by the stupidities of hu-
man nature, but never beaten out of the game. The pseudonyms he 
chooses for others are sometimes merely slight changes of real names and 
usually the brief description gives the game away; hence we get charac-
terisations of Sean Penn and Madonna, Norman Mailer, Francis Ford 
Coppola, David Lynch and Isobella Rossellini, and Helmut Newton 
amongst others. But whereas sleaze and shame are constitutional trade-
marks for Bukowski, you will not find the kind of kiss and tell gossip you 
might otherwise find when such fiction takes cover under false names. Bu-
kowski simply wants to tell his story the way it is to him, the �bum that made 
good� as the media of the time made him out to be, or the scratch in the 
mud at the edge of madness writer who actually lived in Hollywood � the 
mean streets of East Hollywood, not the manicured sets of more upwardly 
mobile neighbourhoods, naturally � and wrote about the things he loved 
and hated, or just could stomach, amidst the foul reservoir of (self)deceit 
and hypocrisy he saw in the human race in general and in aspirational 
America in particular.   

So what do we get in Hollywood? The swilling of vast vats of alcohol, 
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yes; the almost heroic resistance to any sort of conformity, especially that 
aimed towards �bettering� one�s station in life, certainly; and the writer strug-
gling with the process of having his words � always guttural as a truth of 
life, consistently railing against the mainstream cannibalisation of all other 
culture in the name of profit, restrained only in their wild meanderings by 
the author�s craving to display an economy of style equal to the tender 
pointlessness of his subjects � transformed into film. The setbacks along 
the way convince the reader more than once that the project will not be 
successfully completed, Chinaski�s romantic relationship of the time seems 
a relative cure to the sickness of his soul, the checks keep bouncing, while 
the author describes his incessant gambling at the tracks (and offers help-
ful advice to hopefuls who believe that such an activity could improve their 
financial status). The film is due to be directed by the maker of a documen-
tary about reviled African despot Idi Amin, while another character con-
tends that witnessing a Tom Jones concert is worse than being beaten by 
the police for nothing (�well, almost for nothing�), there is much leaning 
against the bar, railing against potential Geniuses like Godard who �just laid 
on you like a slab of cement� when you just wanted to get out and away, an 
experience that forces Chinaski to lapse into his �pathetic cut-off period,� 
where he nods and pretends to understand because he doesn�t want to 
hurt anyone�s feelings, �the one weakness that has lead me into the most 
trouble. Trying to be kind to others,� Bukowski opines, �I often get my soul 
shredded into a kind of spiritual pasta.�   

The film is eventually made and although Bukowski can�t believe the 
fight scenes Rourke gets a pretty good review (�Nice kid, nice smile�), as 
does Dunaway (although where Rourke comes to see Bukowski personally 
at the wrap party, the female lead is a no-show, as there are no media in 
sight). Speaking of fighting in bars, Bukowski guides Rourke with a marvel-
lous rendition of his experiences, which inevitably ended up with the beaten 
wordsmith checking for his wallet whenever he wakes up from another bout 
of unconsciousness in the alley, ready for that familiar feeling of being let 
down by the rest of humanity � nope, it�s not there, again. We find this story 
rehearsed in another recent Bukowski publication, this time of mainly un-
published short stories, Portions From a Wine-stained Notebook; uncol-
lected stories and essays 1944-1990 (San Francisco: City Lights, 2008). 
For the uninitiated, Hollywood comes with a generous foreword by Bu-
kowski biographer Howard Sounes, while Portions also comes with an 
helpful introduction by David Calonne. 

In the film�s aftermath, Bukowski reviews the film reviewers (�Is there 
any way I can give this a minus one?� one asks), but in spite of them the 
film is a success and he finally goes to see it with girlfriend Sarah a month 
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later (after having been given the worst seats in the house at the premiere; 
Bukowski makes a point of the fact that the lead actor earns 750 times 
what the writer does from the film). Then it�s back to the track, where Chi-
naski gets to watch humanity at its worst, which he claims keeps him close 
to their abiding reality of greed, fear and anger. If Oscar Wilde is right, and 
we are all in the gutter, with only some of us looking up at the stars, then 
Bukowski is looking both to the sky and to the grit beneath him, the folk 
around him, the desperate, sometimes pathetic, mostly fighting effort of 
human beings to rise above their frailty� or sink beneath it. He looks into 
the cracks and isn�t afraid to report on the nastiness he finds there. Holly-
wood is another testament to his fortitude, his prodigious alcohol abuse and 
his finely honed ability to tell a story laced with streetwise realism.   
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Teaching World Literature is a compendium of sorts, comprising an in-
troduction by the editor David Damrosch, with five sections on differing as-
pects of the problem � how to teach a world of literature when the canon 
keeps on opening up to new markets, genres and even traditions, and how 
to do so in the increasingly pressured humanities departments of today�s 
universities. Each section addresses part of this challenge and while the 
book is designed to help teachers collate, develop and present such 
courses, providing answers to some of the issues that will inevitably arise 
along the way, it is not written as a guide or manual; the authors tells their 
own story of their experiences in an engaging and conversational manner.  

Part I takes up �Issues and Definitions� and asks such questions as 
how we define literature across the world today, how the ongoing western 
legacy is reframed in the mirror of its ever-arising �others,� how the whole 
idea of an �other� (which suggests a previously defined �self� is itself framed) 
and of course the thorny issue of how translation effects teaching. In Part II 
a selection of different strategies for teaching world literature are dis-
cussed. At all times the impossibility of mounting a comprehensive solution 
to the problem is admitted in a way that is pragmatic yet optimistic, as 
would be expected of such a volume. Some authors look at the particular 
example they have designed as a response to diverse populations in their 
own institution, such as Kathleen Komar�s context amongst the political and 
racial turmoil of Los Angeles. Others, such as Oscar Kenshur, outline their 
responses to traditional disciplinary boundaries, negotiating between differ-
ent types of literature departments and their own ideas of turf, standards 
and exemplary practices. Many point out that students themselves often 
have the ability to help shape a course with input from their own perspec-
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tives.  
Part III takes up the actual teaching strategies put in place by many 

teachers of world literature, which of course must take up other challenges 
arising in such courses; how can women writers be better integrated, oral 
traditions included � especially those wherever indigenous communities 
live, such as in Australia, New Zealand and the Americas � and how do we 
teach such courses across disciplinary boundaries and in teams. Part IV of-
fers a survey of particular courses that have been run and gives examples 
of the kinds of results they encountered. Again, various challenges come to 
the fore: teaching Islamic literature in America today, introducing young 
adult audiences to gay and lesbian texts, teaching classics such as the 
Ramayana in a comparative context, questioning identity in aesthetic and 
technological frameworks and choosing to teach world literature through 
the vehicle of a theme. As a student of myth, this strategy was a favourite 
of mine. Author Eric Sterling found success by dividing his course, which 
considers literature from Gilgamesh to Paradise Lost as well as more mod-
ern masterpieces, into literary works differentiated by their reference to ei-
ther polytheism or monotheism. Sterling found crucial distinctions in the 
way entire world views, characters, gender relations and general attitudes 
operated according to this dichotomy. Student responses to Oedipus in-
clude recognition of the tragedy of his relationships to his parents, his gods 
and to the universe of cruel fate as well; while overtly religious texts com-
paring Biblical, Qur�anic and ancient Mesopotamian records often inspire 
impassioned comments and even real resistance in the classroom. For 
Sterling, teaching world literature in the context of comparative spiritual 
texts inspires students but also forces them to question the way they see 
and experience the world and I agree with his conclusion that this is always 
a worthwhile exercise.  

Part V introduces a list of resources available to the teacher of world 
literature, which includes theoretical texts, anthologies and other reference 
works, web resources and some examples of translation studies and cross 
cultural receptions and influences. But for my conclusion, I will turn to Dam-
rosch�s wittily titled Introduction, �All the World in the Time.� Some of his 
opening statements resonated with my recent teaching experiences; stu-
dents not prepared to read long tracts, teachers� preparation challenged by 
their own needs to administer courses (and in many cases, including mine, 
by the nature of sessional or casual work in general), the incredible variety 
of literatures available in an increasingly globalised world� The challenges 
are wholesale, but Damrosch presents them in a way that suggests that 
rather than paralysing the field, they stimulate it. As would be expected, this 
occurs in many different contexts and this diversity shapes the way any 
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particular course is developed. From the situation of the teacher�s particular 
institution and its departmental structures, to the makeup of the student 
body and their expectations, to the staff involved, many different types of 
programs have proven successful. Amongst the plethora of options, how-
ever, certain patterns emerge, and they can be usefully considered under 
the rubric of a simple set of questions: what literature are we presenting, 
whose world does it represent, and how much time should be spent on the 
related issues of definition, literary history and cultural context? Damrosch 
shows that the definition of world literature used at the outset of the course 
should help direct the way it is planned and delivered. He discusses the 
three basic paradigms under which the idea has been employed since 
Goethe�s coinage of the term Weltliteratur: the classics, the masterpieces, 
and the windows on the world, pointing out that while there has been a shift 
from the first to the last, all three retain intellectual cache today. In terms of 
teaching world literature, according to Damrosch, the classic can be con-
sidered a foundational work of its culture, which retains influence over time; 
the masterpiece offers a smaller and more highly selective category of 
works, allowing the course to jump from one great piece to another in an 
almost conversational sense, without filling in the vast amount of cultural 
and intellectual context required for a fuller study of any particular work; 
while today�s global perspective allows an idea of world literature as a set 
of windows on the world, which need not reflect the dominant voice in even 
their own setting, instead offering the reader a unique way of looking into 
the world of another, across any set of boundaries imaginable. These all 
remain workable hypotheses and any combination is possible. Finally, the 
real tension involved in the world literature course is one of depth. The 
question of how much can be covered in a semester will always vex such 
courses and Damrosch wisely concludes that they should be seen as �ex-
plorative rather than exhaustive, creating a teachable progression of issues 
and works rather than striving after some impossible proportional represen-
tation or near-native cultural literacy in each region involved.� (9) Although 
dealing only with the findings and commentaries of American teachers of 
world literature, this book should be very helpful for anyone teaching litera-
ture that crosses regional, cultural or historical boundaries and who wants 
to take the issues inevitably involved in such breadth seriously.  
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The Nazi inheritance of the greats of German literature has many dis-
turbing implications. Probably the most troubling is the question of cultural 
culpability. What exactly does it mean when the Nazis claim to see their 
ideas embodied in classic works? How far can this be dismissed as wilful 
misappropriation, or how much credence should we give the suspicion that 
somehow the author sanctions such an interpretation, that there is some-
thing fascist latent within the work to begin with?  

Hölderlin did not escape the ignominy of Nazi adulation. However, as 
Robert Savage notes in his authoritative study Hölderlin after the Catastro-
phe: Heidegger – Adorno – Brecht, there was a whitewash of the poet�s 
wartime record by the mainstream scholarship after the conflict. The na-
tionalist misuse of Hölderlin was considered to be an external imposition, 
thus freeing him of any responsibility, and allowing for the work of interpre-
tation to continue �as if nothing had happened� (15).  

Savage contrasts this state of denial with the Hölderlin reception of 
Martin Heidegger, Theodor Adorno and Bertolt Brecht. Although greatly di-
vergent in their political and philosophical preoccupations, Savage consid-
ers all three thinkers to be engaged in radical philologies that see the need 
to drastically re-evaluate Hölderlin in the light of the Second World War. 
This singularly catastrophic event represents for them, whether explicitly 
voiced or not, a caesura in German history, a cut that brings into question 
all that has come before. Nevertheless both Heidegger and Adorno still see 
Hölderlin as necessary if Germany is to be redeemed. Their task splits into 
two: �that of saving Hölderlin from Germany, and that of saving Germany 
through (or with the help of) Hölderlin� (17). Brecht turns out to have other 
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ideas. 
The book comprises three long chapters, each focusing on one of 

these thinkers and a text they wrote after the war: Heidegger�s unfinished 
dialogue �The Occidental Conversation�, 1946-48; Adorno�s address to the 
Hölderlin Society �Parataxis: On Hölderlin�s Late Poetry�, 1963; and 
Brecht�s adaptation of Hölderlin�s Antigone translation, 1948. Each employs 
a different paradigm of reception: Heidegger�s Conversation, Adorno�s Po-
lemic, and Brecht�s Citation. In each chapter Savage unfurls an interpreta-
tion of rich insight, and he excels at close readings.  

Of the three, Heidegger initially appears ill suited to Savage�s thesis. 
His understanding of Hölderlin, as Savage readily admits, is marked by a 
longstanding consistency and continuity that stretches over four decades, 
from the 1930s until the philosopher�s death, and seems unaffected by the 
Second World War. Heidegger was loath to attach much importance to 
Germany�s defeat, reducing it to �a blip in the course of world history� of no 
ontological consequence (70). Scholarship has by and large taken Heideg-
ger at his word. Savage�s contribution is to tease out what Heidegger inten-
tionally leaves unsaid in �The Occidental Conversation�, which, Savage ar-
gues, makes this dialogue necessarily a post-war text and is Heidegger�s 
attempt to discreetly quarantine the recent, traumatic past.  

Adorno, on the other hand, stages a violent intervention to ensure that 
Hölderlin is received as the victim of crude perversion rather than partly 
authorising it. To achieve this end he devotes one half of his �Parataxis� 
speech to a blistering polemic against Heidegger�s Hölderlin interpretation, 
which he sees as emblematic of the fascist abuse of the poet. Adorno�s aim 
is not to dispute Heidegger�s arguments but to disable them �by creating 
discursive conditions under which they will no longer be given a hearing� by 
the assembled Hölderlin scholars (117). So far so good, but Savage�s ar-
gument turns out to be much more ambitious than this. He claims that the 
polemic is a guiding thread throughout Adorno�s thought, and has been de-
nuded of the attention it deserves. It is present from Adorno�s first publica-
tion until his last, but is used in two senses: as devastating praxis in the 
form of controversial argument allowing no right of reply, and as an episte-
mological model illustrating the impossibility of identity thinking. Savage 
demonstrates that �Parataxis� offers us a unique insight into these dual 
meanings, as they exist, uniquely in his oeuvre, side by side in the two 
halves of his speech, paratactically so to speak. They are mirrored in the 
Hölderlin Adorno seeks to salvage, and he portrays the poet as both a po-
litical radical opposed to the injustice of his time and as a proto-modernist 
questioning the very possibility of meaning. In short the perfect antidote to 
noxious Nazi distortion.    



░  Hölderlin after the Catastrophe 347 

However, the most surprising and satisfying chapter of Savage�s book 
is the one on Brecht. The playwright is not convinced that either Germany 
or Hölderlin can be redeemed. He instead illustrates the ensuing dilemma 
when past works are called upon to make sense of a present marked by a 
catastrophe without comparison. For Savage, Brecht does this through a 
particular understanding of citation. Brecht makes copious alterations to 
Hölderlin�s adaptation of Sophocles� text, including a new prologue set in 
Berlin circa April 1945, with the actresses who will play Antigone and Is-
mene facing a situation reminiscent of the heroine�s predicament in ancient 
Thebes. Brecht focuses the minds of the audience on the similarities � but 
especially the gaping differences � between Antigone�s heroic opposition to 
Kreon and the futility of individual resistance under the Third Reich. Anti-
gone is called on as a precedent, but one which cannot entirely cover the 
exigency of the present. This is an excellent thesis and allows Brecht�s ne-
glected play to be seen as a considered, complex response to the difficul-
ties and lack of either/or choices inherent in making art after the catastro-
phe, and in reconnecting with the tradition that precedes it.  

Savage�s is an inspired study. The detail in the argumentation, obvious 
command of the primary and secondary sources, and above all the consis-
tent quality of the prose, which often transcends the straitjacket style of 
academia to truly sparkle, arouse admiration. This book is highly recom-
mended not only to specialists intimately familiar with the texts, but to any-
one interested in how the German cultural legacy is to be appraised after 
the Second World War and the crimes done in its name.  
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