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Introduction
Nicole Cloarec et Elizabeth Mullen

TEXTE

It is a truth univer sally acknow ledged that film and tele vi sion produc‐ 
tions allow people to escape their everyday troubles. And yet, from
their incep tion, these media have been a locus of trouble on all sides
of the screen, from produc tion and aesthetics to reception.

1

From the outset, screen repres ent a tions in the English- speaking
world have walked a fine line between simple enter tain ment for the
masses — as in the early silent- era “cinema of attrac tions” (Gunning,
384) — and cata lyzer of troub ling under cur rents within society (D.W.
Grif fith’s stun ning, racist  epic Birth of a  Nation  [1915] and Tod
Browning’s magnificent Freaks [1932] come to mind).  Equally though
differ ently disturbing, on the small screen (and in living rooms every‐ 
where), broad cast tele vi sion in the past century hammered notions of
conformity into the general public in sitcoms  like Leave it to Beaver
(1957-1963) and Father Knows  Best (1954-1960), and subverted those
very norms in series  like The Twilight  Zone (1959-1964)  and
Star Trek (1966-1969).This inter play between onscreen repres ent a tion
and public reac tion has fueled every major attempt by English- 
speaking studio systems and govern ments to regu late, channel and
control the film and tele vi sion industry, in an effort to enforce a
universal, hetero norm ative, capit al istic vision of society. Never the‐ 
less, in every era (including our own), trouble on screen
has persisted.  

2

While the notion of “trouble” has not been expli citly theor ized in film
and tele vi sion studies, art criti cism special ists have long recog nized
its worth. The French art critic Guy Scar petta uses the term “trouble”
to describe a trend in contem porary art that navig ates between the
artistic avant- garde (art expli citly conceived as combat, commit ment,
a means of fighting against the dominant social order, of subverting
main stream aesthetics, even of trans forming indi viduals and society)
and post- modernism (seen as an aesthetic of accept ance): “Trouble is
neither subver sion [...] nor resig na tion [...] It is what intro duces into

3
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the very field of art (and its percep tion) a coef fi cient of impurity or
destabil iz a tion, that which cheats with codes, which disrupts ortho‐ 
doxies, which cracks conformism”(134). Scar petta’s comments bring
to mind how, following industry contro versy surrounding Martin
Scorsese’s decision in 2019 to make a movie for Netflix, the film maker
high lighted his vision of cinema as a destabil izing agent, arguing that
films should be more than “perfect products manu fac tured for imme‐ 
diate consump tion” (Land mark Cinemas). Cinema, Scorsese contends,
“is an art form that brings you the unex pected.” As viewers, we can all
attest that some of the most powerful exper i ences of film spec tat or‐ 
ship involve being shocked, agit ated, or driven out of our comfort
zones: in a word, troubled.  

Following Scar petta’s defin i tion, this volume aims to apply to film and
tele vi sion studies the notion of trouble as a crit ical tool to analyze
“that which cheats with codes, which disrupts ortho doxies, which
cracks conformism” (Scar petta) on  screen. Trouble on  Screen thus
encap su lates the ambi val ence of films and tele vi sion series that
explore troub ling themes and issues either to exploit or to tran scend
them, as a source of dismay or excite ment, or even of comfort, relief
or vindic a tion when over come, para dox ic ally turning trouble into a
source of pleasure. Our aim is to broaden crit ical under standing of
this ambi val ence beyond what is most frequently refer enced in film
and media studies (studies focusing on porno graphy and the repres‐ 
ent a tion of extreme viol ence, for example) 1.

4

Indeed, from this perspective, trouble encom passes seem ingly
opposite trends of cinema and tele vi sion: on the one hand, repres‐ 
enting trouble on screen can help docu ment the complex ities of a
troubled world, strive for psycho lo gical authen ti city, and convey
char ac ters’ phys ical or moral states; on the other hand, tapping into
disturbing themes and devices can provide a frame work for film and
tele vi sion to depart from drab realism, plunging viewers into generic
and spec tac ular formulae.

5

Thus, exploring onscreen narrat ives through the prism of trouble
raises ques tions about the powers and limits of repres ent a tion.
Trouble on screen can both strengthen film and tele vi sion’s power of
immer sion and call into ques tion the onscreen medium itself: can we
trust what we see on screen? — a ques tion we ask ourselves more and

6
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more as tech no logy races forward. Accord ingly, approaching these
narrat ives through the prism of trouble ques tions audi ences’ recep‐ 
tion of disturbing themes and effects, not to mention the troubled
(and troub ling) recep tion of contro ver sial or marginal works.

Our conten tion here is that the notion of trouble proves to be a
partic u larly fruitful crit ical tool in film and tele vi sion studies insofar
as it is at the cross roads of three major recent trends of film theory. 

7

The first reflects a turn  towards embodied theory that has recently
been emer ging across the human ities. After a long period of crit ical
perspect ives domin ated by struc tur alist theories and analyses, this
trend has endeavored to consider feeling as a valu able crit ical
concept. This innov ative approach of film history can be found in
Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener’s Film Theory: An Intro duc tion
through the Senses (2012) which claims to recon sider cinema, its tech‐ 
no lo gical and aesthetic dimen sions, as “an affective and affecting
aesthetic exper i ence” (172), involving both the material body of the
film and the sensory body of the spec tator. Another telling example is
the work of French critic Antoine Gaudin about filmic space. Refer en‐ 
cing Deleuzian termin o logy, Gaudin uses the notion of “space- image”
to think of space in films not as a given envir on ment, setting or land‐ 
scape that becomes a repres ent a tion but as a dynamic phenomenon
produced by the film’s intrinsic oper a tions and aesthetic choices. In
other words, the percep tion of filmic space is not only an optical and
intel lec tual oper a tion but also involves a genu inely phenomen o lo gical
and affective experience. 

8

Within the scope of affects and their effects, it is worth noting that so
far one feeling has over whelm ingly domin ated the liter ature. Since
watching a film is, for most, synonymous with enter tain ment, it is not
surprising that pleasure was the notion that first came to the fore. It
is signi fic antly used in the title of Graham Greene’s collec tion of film
criti cism  (Pleasure Dome: The Collected Film  Criticism, 1935-1940,
1980), books about the history of film theatres and their audi ence
(Brian  Murphy’s The Pleasure Palace: A History of Wigan  Cinemas,
1999) or in rela tion to Holly wood (Todd Berliner’s Holly wood Aesthetic:
Pleasure in Amer ican  Cinema, 2017).  However, the main refer ence
remains Laura Mulvey’s ground breaking essay, “Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema”, written in 1973 and published in 1975 in the influ ‐

9



Motifs, 9 | 2025

en tial British film journal Screen, which inaug ur ated the inter sec tion
of film theory, psycho ana lysis and feminism. Mulvey’s conten tion has
since been much discussed and contested but this seminal essay
high lights the often troubled — and troub ling— exper i ence of
film reception.

This crit ical turn is closely related to another key area for film schol‐ 
ar ship which also focuses on film as an exper i ence, but within a social
or histor ical context. In this relat ively recent perspective  of recep‐ 
tion studies, film is no longer a mere text to inter pret but the site of
an encounter, whereby meaning is copro duced by the  viewers.
Janet Staiger, whose chapter opens this issue, has been one of the
pion eers of works in this broader trend which parti cip ates in what
can be called a “histor ical  turn” 2.  While audi ences have long been
taken for granted or theor ized as an abstract entity (when they have
not been ignored alto gether), many recent studies have shown an
expan sion of their objects of study beyond the films them selves,
shifting emphasis from textual analysis to evidence- based invest ig a‐ 
tions into film produc tion and consumption 3.

10

Consid ering viewer exper i ence leads to a third inter con nected  trend
of recent crit ical perspect ives char ac ter ized by what has
been termed the “turn to ethics”.  In The Company We Keep: An Ethics
of Fiction  (1992), Wayne C. Booth thus “argues for the relo ca tion of
ethics to the center of our engage ment with liter ature” (cover note).
Since the late 1980s, major crit ical works in art and liter ature have
thus engaged with ethical issues  that bring to the fore notions of
values, respons ib ility, and engage ment with other ness, building on
the work of ethical philo sophers such as Levinas, post co lo nial
studies, feminist crit ical theory and gender studies. 

11

As Lisa Downing and Libby Saxton have noted  in Film and Ethics:
Fore closed  Encounters (2009), compared to literary theory and
cultural studies, film studies have been slower to embrace this “turn
to ethics”. While histor ical debates about the morality of cinema and
the regu la tions of film content (in partic ular recur rent concern about
the repres ent a tion of viol ence, sex and other taboo subjects) have
long been the objects of sustained research, most of the prop erly
ethical issues in films have focused on the docu mentary genre, in
partic ular the film makers’ posi tioning as regards the subjects they are

12
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filming. However, according to Downing and Saxton, this “has
perpetu ated the misleading assump tion that ethical issues are
somehow less important or urgent in narrative cinema” (12).

Indeed, ethical issues in film and tele vi sion cannot be reduced to
philo soph ical dilemmas embedded in narrat ives but arise directly
from the film appar atus. They not only involve ques tions related to
the “politics of repres ent a tion”, invest ig ating how film makers respond
to the chal lenges of repres enting iden tity, differ ence, the rela tion ship
between self and otherness, but also how films ascribe a posi tion to
their viewers, thus ques tioning the viewers’ agency and respons ib‐ 
ility. In other words, ethical issues in film are bound with exper i en tial
phenomen o logy and film aesthetics.  

13

As Downing and Saxton aptly encapsulate: 14

… in order to think through these ques tions of iden tity and
repres ent a tion, it is essen tial to take account of the registers into
which cinema trans lates power rela tions. This is to avoid the pitfalls
of reflec tion theory and its assump tion of the possib ility of
straight for ward mimetic replic a tion of social reality. These registers
include the manip u la tion of generic and narrative codes, the
organ iz a tion of cine matic space […], the ascrip tion of optical and
figural point of view to a given char acter, and the means of
spec tat orial posi tion. More gener ally, we argue that any formal
decision (e.g. a fixed camera, a tracking shot, or a cut) func tions as an
imprint of the film’s ethical valances (18).

The notion of trouble thus ques tions the epistem o lo gical dimen sion
of film and tele vi sion – offering to witness troub ling phenomena,
char ac ters or events, while raising ethical issues about the processes
through which agency and respons ib ility are ascribed to spec tators.
It also delves into onto lo gical invest ig a tions, ques tioning the basis of
gendered, racial ized or sexual iden tities. As such, analyzing trouble
calls for both textual- based and contex tual based approaches. 

15

The present  issue focuses on how films and tele vi sion series can
create multi tudes of troubled spec tat or ship and recep tion. The
articles in this issue delve into the recur ring moot ques tion of the
poten tial impact of films and tele vi sion series on viewers, how they

16
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play with viewers’ engage ment with their fictional worlds, and how
they may affect contro ver sial social issues beyond the screen.

Part I, entitled “Troubled Spec tat or ship and Recep tion,” exam ines
ques tions of recep tion in  20  and  21 - century film and tele vi sion
through a variety of perspectives. Janet Staiger, who was among the
first media scholars to explore recep tion studies, starts by recalling
the terms of the debate that has char ac ter ized the ques tion of the
possible effects on the audi ence of troub ling scenes on screen. Her
conten tion is that there is no “linear consequence of repres ent a tions
to people with pure mimicry as an outcome.” Rather, recep tion is
determ ined by the audi ence’s social context and pre- exiting know‐ 
ledge which lead them to “make use” of the films in a way that may
seem prob lem atic. Such was the case of Stanley Kubrick’s ground- 
breaking science- fiction  film 2001 A Space  Odyssey (1968) which
Staiger uses as an emblem atic case study since it was asso ci ated with
drug use by its early spectatorship. 

17

th st

Focusing on early spec tat or ship, specific ally the silent  era,
Patrick Adamson discusses Will Rogers’s Two Wagons- Both  Covered
(1924) which, long before the first revi sionist west erns, debunks the
offi cial histor ical myth of the Fron tier. Adamson analyses how the
film uses parody as a source of troub ling recep tion, mainly thanks to
the persona of its director and star, Will Rogers, a.k.a. “the Cher okee
Kid.” “At once a member of a margin al ized group and a widely idol ized
media person ality”, Will Rogers was able to “[poke] fun at the excesses
of his main stream audi ences and drew atten tion to his own complic‐ 
ated posi tion ality with rare liberty.”   

18

Signi fic antly the next two articles deal with films directed by Stanley
Kubrick, which have often broken new ground and
attracted controversy. Anne- Marie Paquet-Deyris’s article deals with
The  Shining (1980) and how Kubrick’s adapt a tion provides “a
corrective dimen sion” of Stephen King’s novel, which in return was
“corrected” by Mick Garris’s 1997 mini- series. Paquet- Deyris argues
that these “palimpses tuous” correc tions account for the wide diver‐
gence of strategies as regards the inscrip tion of trouble and abnor‐ 
mality in the film and mini- series. While both fore ground psycho lo‐ 
gical and histor ical troubles, they also inscribe formal crises through

19
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generic hybridity and “trans form ative levels of manip u la tion” of
the viewer. 

For his  part, Vincent  Jaunas focuses on Kubrick’s last  film Eyes
Wide Shut (1999). As Jaunas recalls, the film caused much disap point‐ 
ment upon its release, as many expected a highly provoc ative explor‐ 
a tion of erot i cism. This very disap point ment, Jaunas argues, stems
from the film’s purposeful frus tra tion of viewers’ scopo philia, leading
them instead into a state of trouble and hermen eutic bewil der ment
that ulti mately allows the film to develop “an ethics of unrest”. For
Jaunas, the film’s “strategy of generic troub ling, far from the play ful‐ 
ness which char ac ter izes the mixing of film genres in the post modern
era, asks the audi ence to accept misdir ec tion and even frus tra tion as
a neces sary part of their cine matic exper i ence”; in other words, there
can be no cinephile para dise without trouble on screen.

20

Chris Horn turns to another Amer ican film director who seems to
have had an “unerring ability to attract trouble”. While William
Friedkin’s career was defined by the momentous success of the films
he made in the early 1970s, both Cruising (1980) and Rampage (1987)
throw signi ficant light on the way public objec tions were mobil ized
against films in the 1980s, a decade which Amer ican film histor ians
define in terms of block busters and right- wing ideo logy. To better
under stand the contro ver sies that surrounded these two films, Horn
inter rog ates the film maker’s inten tion ality in tack ling sens itive
subject matter through an exam in a tion of archival material garnered
from Friedkin’s papers. While offering a reappraisal of both films,
Horn contends that the use of archival material can provide an
altern ative perspective on troub ling works and docu ment “how media
accounts can some times distort our under standing, in retro spect, of
contem porary attitudes.” 

21

In the next chapter, Sébastien Lefait focuses on theor et ical consid‐ 
er a tions about troub ling recep tion. Drawing from Stuart Hall’s
seminal concepts of encoding/decoding, Lefait argues that Hall’s
theor et ical model bears updating to consider recent trends of
commu nic a tion strategies whereby the very possib ility for an oppos i‐ 
tional stance by the decoding party are encoded by the produ cers of
the text. Lefait’s main argu ment is that this ever more soph ist ic ated
inter play with recep tion patterns comes from the palimpsestic over ‐
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lap ping of three cultur ally dominant notions: surveil lance, reality TV,
and inter me di ality. To illus trate his point, Lefait analyses three
instances of media transfer and inter fer ence that induce the viewers
to relate to real- life polit ical issues in the United States.  

Emilie Cheyroux also invest ig ates the troub ling line between fiction
and reality, this time turning to the docu mentary genre or, more
precisely, the liminal space of hybrid  documentary. The  Infiltrators,
directed in 2019 by Cristina Ibarra and Alex Rivera, is a docu- thriller
that combines docu mentary filming and staged re- enactments to
relate the story of two undoc u mented activ ists who purpose fully got
arrested to infilt rate a deten tion center in Florida. Cheyroux high‐ 
lights how the film’s use of a troub ling hybrid form is part and parcel
of its purport to trigger troub ling responses in viewers since “the
perform ance portrayed in their film mirrors their own”. Indeed, the
film makers not only used media coverage but also parti cip ated in the
infilt ra tion to partake in the debate about immig ra tion and security
enforce ment that divides Amer ican society.

23

Concluding this first part, David Roche exam ines the troubled char‐ 
ac ters of Lynne Ramsey’s films, with an aim “to determine to what
extent Ramsay’s project can be seen as an attempt to develop a
poetics of troubled subjectiv ities that oper ates on the levels of both
cogni tion and sensa tion.” He decon structs the oppos i tion between
objective and expressive realism initially posited by Bord well,
proposing instead the notion that the differ ence between the two
cine matic tradi tion is, in the works of Ramsey, largely a ques tion of
emphasis: “ulti mately both tradi tions aim to capture human exper i‐ 
ence: expressive realism by objec ti fying the subjective, objective
realism by subjec ti fying the objective, which, in our post- modern,
post- structural world, is already subjective in the first place.”

24

In Part 2, “Troub ling the status quo: inter rog ating race, class and
gender on screen,” the authors examine the power and limits of film
and television and invest igate social issues related to the ideo lo gical
construc tions of either a nation, in this case the (dis)United States, or
the patri archal order.

25

Claire Dutriaux explores how some “profes sional South erners” were
hired by the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion as medi ators between
the Southern states and Holly wood. As Dutriaux demon strates, these
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“profes sional South erners” had to walk a tight line to cham pion the
specificity of the South while acknow ledging its troubled history. In
this regard, as Dutriaux puts it, “they were all, in various ways, most
concerned with the notion of ‘trouble’ and its para doxes, as movies
about the South could not completely ignore the region’s trouble‐ 
some past and present. Concom it antly, these South erners needed
motion pictures to be not ‘troub ling’ or ‘trouble some’ for the South’s
audi ences, because the industry needed exhib itors to pick up the
movies and show them in the South.

After recalling the notorious impact of D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation
(1915), Delphine Letort focuses on films that invest igate the work ings
of the Ku Klux Klan, from Walter Colmes’s The Burning Cross in 1947
to Spike  Lee’s BlacKkKlansman in 2018. While adopting different
narrative and repres ent a tional strategies, the films all endeavor to
show the inner work ings of the organ iz a tion and how its members
nego tiate their iden tity as white suprem acists. Letort shows how
each film thus chal lenges the nativist rhet oric of the Klan, and
provoked some trouble on the level of recep tion, either raising
concerns about the possible impact of the film, lest it might stir racial
viol ence, or creating discom fort as regards the tone and provoc ative
style the film adopts. For Letort, these contro ver sies both show how
the terms of the debate have evolved and persisted at the same time,
and may very well account for the fact few directors have been
inclined to portray the KKK. 

27

By examining  the topos of intox ic a tion on screen in three different
films from the silent era to the mid-1960s, and how it directly
troubles the prot ag on ists’ – and the viewers’ – appre hen sion
of  reality, Raphaëlle Costa de  Beauregard argues that this figural
repres ent a tion of trouble conveys the male prot ag on ists’ trans‐ 
gressive beha vior and inad equa cies as regards the ideal ized figure of
the hero. For Costa de Beauregard, the inser tion of the  troubling
topos of intox ic a tion under scores a critique of modernity in general
and of the Amer ican Dream of wealth and glory in particular.

28

Turning her atten tion to gendered repres ent a tions of  women,
Marguerite  Chabrol turns to one emblem atic trope of the musical
genre that show cases the female body as perform ative. She retraces
the ambi valent rela tion ships between Holly wood and burlesque
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theatre that provided a stock element in Pre- Code musicals and
reappeared in the 1950s with styl ized mock striptease acts but
remained a highly sens itive subject, strictly regu lated both by the
PCA and local censor ship boards. Delving into the PCA archives,
Chabrol purports to “analyze the ideo logy at stake behind the moral
condem na tion of burlesque in films.” Chabrol’s main conten tion is
that even if the burlesque was turned into safe comedy acts through
distan cing and “decoding”, this trans form a tion did not preclude some
sort of trouble to emerge. But this trouble was not so much due to
moral consid er a tion as for being “provoc ative in the way they
empowered some female performers.”

Female empower ment and sexu ality are also at the center  of
Anne  Sweet’s essay that focuses on the figure of the witch in the
recent tele vi sion  series Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina (2018-2020).
Sweet recalls that the witch is a key figure in feminist move ments and
discourse, used as a symbol of empower ment and defi ance to the
patri archal order. Like former TV  programs, Chilling Adven tures
of  Sabrina appeared at a signi ficant cultural moment for feminist
conscious ness, namely in the wake of #MeToo. It was also conceived
by the streaming plat form Netflix as part of a marketing strategy that
was termed “young- adult push”, aiming at exploring teen sexu ality in
a more explicit way than what has prevailed so far and including a
number of non- heteronormative gender roles, presenting itself as a
“woke,” inclusive series. In this respect, Sweet also points out that the
series adopts a somehow ambi valent narrative strategy as it resol‐ 
utely focuses on the issues of a white priv ilege heroine, which led
some critics to argue that its posi tion about “woke ness” and inter sec‐ 
tion ality was hollowed out. Still, Sweet argues that the series is signi‐ 
ficant in the overall TV series land scape evolving “to feature repres‐ 
ent a tions of women that are increas ingly subversive and trans‐ 
gressive, even if imper fectly progressive.” 

30

Anaïs Le Fèvre- Berthelot carries on invest ig ating female stereo types,
this time through gendered repres ent a tions of mental health issues.
Her study is based on two tele vi sion series that feature young female
profes sionals who have trouble controlling their emotional lives.
Studying the two series that were produced some twenty years apart
allows for an appraisal of how repres ent a tions of psycho lo gic ally
unstable female char ac ters have evolved on screen. For Le Fèvre- 
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Berthelot, Ally McBeal (1997-2002) can thus be read as “typical of the
post- feminist perspective that tends to dismiss polit ical read ings of
the main char acter’s situ ation.” On the other  hand, Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend (2015-2019) attests to the re- emergence of a feminist
outlook along with inter sec tional concerns, allowing for margin al ized
groups to be better repres ented on screen. What Crazy Ex- Girlfriend
ulti mately demon strates, Le Fèvre- Berthelot argues, is that “far and
inclusive repres ent a tion should not be put in oppos i tion with
creativity and that humor does not have to rely on oppressive tropes.”

In conclu sion, we cannot help but remark on the fact that this issue
was conceived and at long last birthed during what can only be seen
as troubled and troub ling times. In September 2019, when
the SERCIA 4 confer ence which served as inspir a tion for this volume
took place, the United States was in the final throes of a frac tured
pres id ency and the United Kingdom was on the brink of offi cially
leaving the EU. Five years later, US demo cracy has under gone
repeated attacks (including an insur rec tion and the reversal of Roe v
Wade), the world exper i enced a global pandemic, and the terms
“Film” and “Tele vi sion” refer to mater ials now largely extinct in the
digital age. And yet, if this foray into the implic a tions of trouble on
screen has taught us anything, it is that trouble begets art. As Harry
Lime famously says in Carol Reid’s 1949 film, The Third Man:

32

Don't be so gloomy. After all, it's not that awful. Like the fella says, in
Italy for 30 years under the Borgias they had warfare, terror, murder,
and blood shed, but they produced Michelan gelo, Leonardo da Vinci,
and the Renais sance. In Switzer land they had broth erly love - they
had 500 years of demo cracy and peace, and what did that produce?
The cuckoo clock 5.
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NOTES

1  See, for example, the works of Linda Williams  (Porn  Studies,  2004;
Screening Sex, 2008) or James Potter’s Media Violence (1999).

2  See Janet Staiger, Inter preting Films: Studies in the Histor ical Recep tion of
Amer ican  Cinema,  1992; Perverse Spec tators: The Prac tices of
Film Reception, 2000.

3  See, for example, Chris tophe Gelly and David Roche (dir.), Cinéma et
théories de la réception - Études et panorama critique. Presses Universitaires
de Clermont- Ferrand, coll. "Littératures", 2012.

4  Société pour l’Ensei gne ment et la Recherche du Cinéma Anglo phone,
http://www.sercia.net/index.php/fr/  ; Trouble on  Screen confer‐ 
ence, https://sercia2019.wixsite.com/troubleonscreen?lang=en

5  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0041959/quotes/?ref_=tt_dyk_qu
(Accessed in October 2024).
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Under the Influence: Trouble in the
Audience
Janet Staiger
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The Case of 2001
The Scene, Part 1
The Scene, Part 2
Rated S—Lessons

TEXTE

In a weekend in early August, 2019, U.S. citizens witnessed horrific
mass shoot ings of at least twenty- two people killed and twenty- nine
wounded in the border city of El Paso, Texas, and at least nine killed
and twenty- seven wounded in Dayton, Ohio. Pres ident Donald
Trump promptly tweeted that the causes for these tragedies included
“the glor i fic a tion of viol ence in our society” in video games and else‐ 
where (Wagner), urging mostly a mental health response to the
problem. Another Repub lican claimed the massacres occurred
because the news media was spreading inform a tion about same- sex
marriages, foot ball player Colin Kaeper nick’s refusal to respect the
Amer ican flag, and former Pres ident Barack Obama’s and other
Demo crats’ rejec tion of Trump as duly elected. Even tu ally, by mid- 
Monday morning, Trump did move to a primary argu ment that hatred
was the cause for the shoot ings, with a few words condemning white
supremacy ideologies.

1

Still, Trump’s and others’ initial config ur a tion of explan a tions reran
the classic and decades—even centuries—old theses about ideas,
images, and sounds directly affecting their audi ences, warning about
audi ences being under the influ ence of wrong and dangerous repres‐ 
ent a tions. And based on that presump tion of more- or-less direct
caus ality, they proposed the suppres sion and repres sion of some
ideas, images, and sounds, propos i tions that have occurred from the

2
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earliest reli gious stric tures to the present- day under the suppos i tion
of causal impact.

However, contem porary research into repres ent a tions of viol ence as
they occur in violent video games and movies indic ates no causal
link ages with acts of hostility. As scholar Chris Ferguson indic ates
about a recent summary of the research in rela tion to Trump’s and
others’ claims, “the evid ence [of the review of the liter ature] was clear
that violent video games are not a risk factor for serious acts of
aggres sion. Neither are violent movies, nor other forms of media. [As
Ferguson said], ‘the data on bananas causing suicide is about as
conclusive […] Liter ally. The numbers work out about the same’”
(Draper A13).

3

One of the concerns to be raised about “trouble on screen” is: does it
have anything to say about “trouble in the audi ence”? Obvi ously, we
do want to consider possible caus ality from repres ent a tions, but I
would argue that we need to hypo thesize so- called poten tial effects
with much more soph ist ic a tion than a linear consequence of repres‐ 
ent a tions to people with pure mimicry as an outcome. Mitig ating
factors are always oper ating when discussing “trouble on screen.”

4

One factor, in partic ular,  includes social context and pre- existing
audi ence  knowledge. Recently, several other scholars and I were
asked to comment on a series of ques tions about the history of the
Holly wood Produc tion Code and its impact on clas sical Holly wood
cinema (“(Dis)agree ments”). The project was useful, but at times the
ques tions seemed to imply that the Produc tion Code only oper ated
signi fic antly from about 1934 until the mid-1960s. It was as if the
Produc tion Code existed within its own filmic world, and a larger
nexus of pre- movie views about improper or dangerous repres ent a‐ 
tions did not tacitly or expli citly affect film makers or as if community
senti ments and local public laws were inconsequential 1. As one indi‐ 
vidual addressing in 1928 the Fourth Annual Motion Picture Confer‐ 
ence stated, “every body knows there is nothing novel in censor ship,
nor anything untra di tional in the warfare which men and women of
free minds and hearts wage against it” (Kallen 20).

5

The project’s ques tions also led one to think that nothing replaced
the Produc tion Code, which simply permitted or denied screening
rights within industry- controlled theaters (a "yes" or a "no"), when it

6
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ceased in 1967. Thus, the ques tions ignored the legal restric tions on
U.S. network tele vi sion as a public utility or the new 1968 Film Ratings
System of various categories linked to age- levels, ratings around
which produ cers often work in order to secure the sort of rating they
favor. Cutting or adding, going to a broader or more special ized audi‐ 
ence is common. And, for instance, produ cers some times create
“directors’ cuts” for a later supple mental audi ence and more profits.
These ratings are mostly advisory codes based on assump tions about
appro priate repres ent a tions for partic ular ages, but they do provide
more audi ence flex ib ility in repres ent a tional choice while they affect
repres ent a tions. As I concluded for the project’s group discus sion on
the Produc tion Code: “regu la tion still happens, now  by both the
industry and the audi ence members” (“(Dis)agree ments” 166).

Moreover, even with censor ship, audi ences are not ignorant about
what has or might have been omitted or revised in a repres ent a tion.
Ques tions about effects of repres ent a tion must also tackle the situ‐ 
ation that people know repres ent a tions are manip u lated. As in the
case of the 1932  film Blonde  Venus, news paper and fan magazines
detailed some of the behind- the-scenes struggles over repres ent a‐ 
tion and provided both true- life and fictional altern ative stories
through which to read (or, at least, to contrast) the events repres‐ 
ented in the screen version. As Michel Foucault has emphas ized,
repres sion might actu ally  produce more expres sions of the
forbidden (Staiger, Perverse 77-8).

7

These expres sions of the forbidden are productive but not always in
ways most obvious. S. Eliza beth Bird has studied how audi ences
“inter pret and use [real- life] scan dals in their everyday lives,”
concluding that one theory argues for “an effect of neur oticizing the
audi ence, suggesting there is some thing sick or abnormal about
being attracted to unwhole some  news” (100). Another approach
focuses on an “‘active’ audi ence,” assuming that people use this
inform a tion to criti cize their everyday exper i ences. Yet she offers a
third hypo thesis that many of these stories follow melo dra matic or
carni val istic emotional traject ories that “tend usually toward the
main ten ance of the status quo” (117), so the stories can be  effective
personally for emotional as well as intel lec tual purposes and socially
for inter per sonal commu nic a tion with friends—the “water- 
cooler” effect.

8

 



Motifs, 9 | 2025

The ques tion of effects of movie repres ent a tions had its social
science invest ig ators early on. In the U.S., the Payne Fund studies of
the 1930s is a major initial instance 2. However, the liter ature is filled
with studies of this ques tion. One rather prom inent case begins in
the late 1940s when Fredric Wertham starts claiming that “comics are
an important fact in causing juvenile delin quency” (83). Wertham’s
asser tions influ enced U.S. congres sional hear ings in the mid-1950s
with an outcome of a tacit self- regulation agree ment with comic
book produ cers to avoid racist and sexist imagery (Staiger, “Wertham
Case”). But other social scient ists at the time strongly criti cized his
linear causal claims. Frederic M. Thrasher, in  the Journal of Educa‐ 
tional  Sociology in  1949, notes that Wertham’s “extreme posi tion
which is not substan ti ated by any valid research, is not only contrary
to consid er able current psychi atric thinking, but also disreg ards
tested research proced ures” (195). Thrasher partic u larly points to
studies by Paul G. Cressey which indicate that people already with a
propensity to crime may pick up methods of viol ence from repres‐ 
ent a tions, but the repres ent a tions them selves are not causal. Many of
the chil dren Cressey studied knew movies were repres ent a tions.
Moreover, real- life viol ence was “so familiar to the chil dren [...] that
movies seemed rather tame by compar ison” (199). Thrasher concludes
by quoting the editors  of Collier’s magazine, which had published
Wertham’s original essay:

9

Juvenile delin quency is the product of pent- up frus tra tions, stored
up resent ments and bottled up fears. […] But the comics are a handy,
obvious uncom plic ated scape goat. If the adults who crusade against
them would only get as steamed up over such basic causes of
delin quency as parental ignor ance, indif fer ence and cruelty, they
might discover that the comics are no more a menace than
Treasure Island or Jack the Giant Killer. (“Old Folks”)

By the early 1960s, social science research into effects of repres ent a‐ 
tion had produced many useful studies pointing out the extremely
complic ated issues in describing or determ ining effects of repres ent‐ 
a tions. As one study examining whether movies might enhance or
reduce ethnic preju dices notes:

10
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[…] People do not attribute accuracy or seri ous ness of purpose to
commer cial films which are meant to enter tain. […] People may
evade propa ganda with which they disagree: rather than accepting
or refusing the message, they may fail to under stand it or they may
twist and misin ter pret it. Finally, the point is some times made that
because ethnic preju dices are deeply ingrained, brief exposure […] to
a message of toler ance is hardly suffi cient to bring about changes in
atti tudes deriving from the person ality systems of indi viduals. There
may even by [sic] a “boom erang effect,” with preju dices being
strengthened in the face of attack. (Middleton 680).

The research on this has continued over the past sixty years with
much more soph ist ic a tion and penet ra tion of vari ables, but the basic
conclu sions remain. In fact, the contem porary problem of conspiracy
thinking—in the U.S., for example, theses about the “deep state” and
“QAnon” narrat ives—and the refusal to believe in news stories that
contra dict the beliefs of their audi ences—the “fake news” argu ment—
provides an extremely diffi cult situ ation in which repres ent a tions,
while at the heart of the matter, can hardly be the source of, or cure
for, the illness.

11

On the one hand, this rather pess im istic situ ation surrounding
thinking about whether one might fix troubles in the audi ence
through the “right” repres ent a tions on the screen (or at least not
contribute to making things worse), however, still requires some “on
the other hand” thinking. If repres ent a tions on the screen cannot be
argued to affect the audi ence except perhaps very tempor arily as a
stim u lant or as a rein force ment of already held beliefs, that does not
mean that it is unwise to consider causes for “trouble in
the audience.”

12

Here I want to shift focus from the screen to the audi ence—those
social contexts and pre- existing audi ence know ledge as causal agents
for what happens while watching the movies and after wards for
spec tators. I do not want to pretend—to take a very easy instance—
that “adult” (sex) movies have no consequences for audi ences who
attend them in order to become aroused. Or that movies with polit‐ 
ical messages do not rein force beliefs, either to the better or worse.
And I partic u larly want to emphasize that audi ence members’ pre- 
existing notions about repres ent a tions and specific social contexts

13
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will influ ence what they perceive and retain from a cine matic exper i‐ 
ence. As someone whose research has emphas ized histor ical mater i‐ 
alist analysis of inter pret a tion, I want to contribute to produ cing
more subtle invest ig a tions of the rela tions between repres ent a tions
and audi ences. I also wish to turn to a happier example than that
which initi ated this chapter. My case will be the earliest audi ences for
Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film, 2001� A Space Odyssey, and the audi ence
“troubles” that became public soon after its release. This example is
part of several scholars’ atten tion to audi ences’ beha vior as part of
the filmgoing exper i ence: drinking alcohol, binge watching, using
home- viewing as cover for sex, and so forth (Benson- Allott, Church
"Altered States, Altered Tempor al ities," and Szczepaniak- Gillece). This
case study is about the audi ence’s use of a film for taking drugs 3.

The Case of 2001
In his study of fan mail written to Kubrick at the time of the initial
release of 2001� A Space Odyssey in 1968, Peter Krämer notes that the
film origin ally received a mixed crit ical response but that a large
contin gency of youth in the audi ence, prob ably fueled by a revised
advert ising campaign using the slogan, “the ulti mate trip,” produced a
crit ical re- evaluation of the movie and acknow ledge ment of the film’s
possible “psyche delic” features. Krämer also writes: “we can only find
traces of this [drug use] in the letters sent to Kubrick. […] So far I
have not seen a single letter from 1968 or 1969 mentioning the
corres pondent’s drug use during the view ings of 2001, or the fact that
substances were being smoked or ingested by other people in the
audit orium” (“Dear Mr. Kubrick”), although Krämer is not asserting
this is not going on.

14

R. Barton Palmer in his essay,  “2001: The Crit ical Recep tion and
Gener a tion Gap,” does note that one or two contem por an eous critics
do mention the use of marijuana or drugs by audi ence members and
points to the gener a tion gap between older, estab lished critics who
were initially more skep tical about the film than younger people.
Palmer focuses on the themes and struc tures  in 2001, which might
explain this disparity of response. Moreover, he includes in a foot note
that critic John Russell Taylor noticed about a year after the film’s
release that the atten tion of an “enthu si astic young viewer” was

15
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different from that of his parents: “he was . . . not in the slightest
worried by a nagging need to make connec tions. […] He was
accepting it like […] an LSD trip […] as a ‘succes sion of vivid
moments’” (note 3, quoting Taylor).

Consid ering  “how 2001 bec[a]me asso ci ated with drug use by its
initial audi ences,” I want to emphasize three elab or a tions of Krämer’s
and Palmer’s original forays into detailing the history of the early
altered- state, “under- the-influence” spec tat or ship  of 2001. First,
using a bit of auto- ethnography, I would stress that many youths of
the late 1960s would have been smoking marijuana or ingesting more
complex drugs before seeing any film. They would not have needed
public sugges tions that watching a film that way might be great.
Everything was suscept ible to “inebri ated” viewing—although some
movies were much better for this than others 4. An exten sion of this
project might be to consider what people think produces “better”
exper i ences; among these might be striking visual displays, more
intense emotional responses, and intel lec tual insights 5.

16

Second, unusual aesthetic features of 2001 appear to have facil it ated
the link ages between the movie and a drug trip. Amongst these
features are the minimal dialogue, an oddly mixed sound track, the
“slow” pace, and visual novelties. Hence, aesthetics mattered.

17

Third, and a primary focus in this essay, is that early main‐ 
stream reviews did use language which might have primed the pump
(or stoked the pipe) to encourage that spectatorship- state to  a
knowledgeable person. Hence, not everyone would have had the
inform a tion neces sary to appre ciate the possib il ities of combining
the movie with drug use, but many people would.

18

To pursue this invest ig a tion, I will set the scene for the premiere of
2001 on April 3, 1968, then I will examine the early reviews of the film,
and, finally, I will sketch out very briefly several high lights of public
discourse  about 2001 in its first couple of years. This history will
indicate that, to a know ledge able viewer, the clues about how to “dig”
the most out of watching 2001 are evident in the very first reviews if
one needed such hints to choose the state—altered or not—in which
to watch. I will also comment very briefly about fine- tuning the
method of using of reviews to appre ciate audiences.

19
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The Scene, Part 1
First, a setting of the “scene.” In 1968 people used many drugs that
had vari able  effects; 2001 had a partic ular connec tion with lysergic
acid diethyl amide, LSD. Although marijuana had been illegal since the
mid-1930s in the U.S., posses sion of LSD was not declared against the
law until October 1968, half a year after the release of 2001. LSD was
synthes ized in 1938 in Switzer land, with medical and psycho lo gical
doctors exploring its use for mental and emotional ther apies and the
military invest ig ating its applic a tions for warfare during and after
World War II. In 1953, the U.S.’s Central Intel li gence Agency (CIA)
author ized the famous MK- ULTRA program to exper i ment with
altering beha vior with LSD; also, medical clinics using it as therapy
opened that year in England and then across Europe, Canada, and the
United States. In the late 1950s, actor Cary Grant praised its values
(Lee and Shlain xiii- xiv, xviii, 3, 27, 56-7). In 1954 British author Aldous
Huxley published his exper i ences with mescaline, recounting his
exper i ences and pleas ures, partic u larly the intense colors, and
connecting it to “being” and Buddhism: “Place and distance cease to
be of much interest […] And along with indif fer ence to space there
went an even more complete indif fer ence to time” (331).

20

In 1957 Huxley and Humphrey Osmona intro duced the term “psyche‐ 
delic” in asso ci ation with LSD since “hallu cin a tion” and “psychosis”
had negative connota tions (Lee and Shalain 54-5). By the 1960s, the
term “psyche delic” was in wide spread use to imply finding “a more
universal ‘cosmic conscious ness’” (Berlatsky 609) through such drugs.
Art, under ground and exper i mental films, and light shows flour ished.
And people smoked and ingested drugs to accom pany and enhance
exper i ences. Film maker and critic Jonas Mekas reported, in 1964 in
the  journal Film  Culture, that he found a magic lantern show so
boring he had a drink and came back: “the show became much more
inter esting that way.” He then reports, “I remember another time
when I  watched Marienbad [1961]  and L’Avventura [1960] doped on
pot. There, just the opposite occurred. My percep tion increased. I
could see more than usually. The movie became tedious. A shot of ten
seconds seemed to last ten minutes” (157) 6.

21
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In his excel lent article on U.S. fictional narrative drug and LSD films,
Harry Benshoff focuses on the cine matic repres ent a tion of taking
LSD. This subgenre of these so- called “head” movies begins in
1959  with The Tingler and runs through the 1960s with the several
well- known examples  of The  Trip  (1967), Psych- Out  (1968), Skidoo
(1968),  and Easy  Rider  (1969) 7. Of course, repres enting an LSD trip
could be awfully different from exper i en cing LSD while watching a
film. Benshoff concludes that, according to discus sion in the late
1960s, a film good for watching while stoned or trip ping is one which
“regu larly eschews or modi fies clas sical Holly wood narrative form”
and has a “focus on spec tac ular aural and visual effects”; it is “often
epis odic or nonnar rative” or is an “antho logy concert film”  (31) 8.
David Church concurs, the “psyche delic film proper devotes extended
sequences to dazzling effects which audi ovisu ally recall hallu cino‐ 
genic exper i ences, often through avant- garde (or avant- garde-
inspired) tech niques” (“Doors of Reception”).

22

The Scene, Part 2
2001� A Space Odyssey was initially released on April 3, 1968, in New
York City in Cinerama. I am not going to recapit u late inform a tion
about Kubrick’s stated inten tions or his narrative and styl istic choices
for the film, his cutting out of seven teen minutes of the film between
the first and third screening (LoBruto 310), or the early contra dictory
and often negative reviews of the film before its slow roll- out as a
MGM road show film over the  summer 9. What I want to do, to
consider how the social context and pre- existing know ledge of audi‐ 
ences matter when thinking about trouble on screen and trouble in
the audi ence, and as to  how knowledgeable audi ences may have
learned to asso ciate the film with possible drug use while viewing it,
is to consider the first two weeks’ worth of public reviews 10. Here is
part of what these initial reviews said:

23

“Robe,” Variety, 3 April 1968� “Big, beau tiful but plod ding sci- fi epic.
[…] Dullea, after being subjected to a wild celes tial ride through a
series of galaxies that create a psyche delic effort [sic] on both him
and the audi ence, finds himself in a room decor ated in a style
familiar to earth…”
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Renata Adler, The New York Times, 4 April 1968� “The movie is so
completely absorbed in its use of color and space, its fanatic
devo tion to science- fiction detail, that it is some where between
hypnotic and immensely boring. […] The special effects […] are the
best I have ever seen” (58).

Joseph Gelmis, Newsday, 4 April 1968� “Although it is dramat ic ally
disjointed and preten tious, its special effects create their own other- 
worldly reality. […] It exists on its own terms as a unique exper i ence,
[…] an unpar alleled movie spec tacle. […] Dullea […] passes through a
mind- expanding psyche delic exper i ence . . . ”

Andrew Sarris, The Village Voice, 11 April 1968� “The ending is a
mish mosh of psyche delic self- indulgence for the special effects
people and an exer cise in mysti fying abstract fantasy in the open
temple of High Art” (45).

Penelope Gilliatt, The New Yorker, 13 April 1968� “[…] uniquely poetic
piece of sci- fi […] The film is hypnot ic ally entertaining” (150-51).

William Wolf, Cue [New York City Weekly], 13 April 1968� “[…] in total
it is a bril liantly conceived cosmic adven ture, exciting for the look of
it alone. […] Unable to get the film out of my mind, I wanted a second
look and found both exper i ences spell binding” (57).

William Kloman, The New York Times, 14 April 1968� The special
effects include a “psyche delic apoca lypse” (15).

Gene Youngblood, The Los Angeles Free Press, 19 April 1968, reprinted
in The Village Voice, 2 May 1968� 2001 “is a master piece, […]
unspeak ably beau tiful. […] It belongs in the same league with
Anto nioni’s ‘Red Desert,’ Godard’s ‘Alphaville’ and Emsh willer’s
‘Relativity.’ That’s what I mean by master piece. […] Expanded Cinema
no longer is restricted to the under ground. […] You sit there
completely over whelmed, numbed, staggered by what you're seeing.
[…] [It is okay to label the film] psyche delic. […] And then comes the
incred ible denoue ment, the word less final half- hour of the film
which becomes a tour- de-force display of abstract cinema and
surreal istic imagery as powerful and inventive as any I've seen in the
so- called 'under ground' or anywhere else” (44).
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Anonymous, Time, 19 April 1968� “An avalanche of eerie, kinetic
effects attacks the eye and bends the mind. Kubrick turns the screen
into a plan et arium gone mad and provides the viewer with the
closest equi valent to psyche delic exper i ence this side
of hallucinogens” (“2001” 92).

Hollis Alpert, Saturday Review, 20 April 1968� “What happens next
might cause some movie goers to wonder if a solu tion of LSD had
been wafted through the air condi tioning system” (48). 

It should be obvious where I am going. While many of the reviews
were crit ical about the film as plot less and with life less char ac ters,
they also gave inform a tion that might indicate some thing partic u larly
worth seeing for reasons other than those that draw many people to
the cinema. Of the twenty- one reviews that I could find from April 3,
1968, through May 3, 1968 (the first month of limited release), nine of
them use the word “psyche delic,” and others use terms such as “trip,”
“LSD,” and “surreal.” Even in this first month, three of the critics
mention seeing the film a second time and revi sionist assess ments
begin to appear.

24

In mid- May (six weeks into the limited road show  release), Variety
provided an analysis  of 2001’s weaker advance sales compared  with
Dr. Zhivago’s, with a head line of “‘2001’ Draws Repeat and Recant
Notices, Also a Quasi- Hippie Public,” while noting, “This may be a
mean ing less stat istic, since ‘2001’ seems to be attracting a young,
quasi- ‘hippie’ audi ence which plunks down its money at the box
office but is unlikely to buy ducats three or six weeks in advance” (20).

25

While not in the most visible venue, Larry Lee  in Rat Subter‐ 
ranean  News (New York City) reports at this same time:  “Granted:
2001 is the head flick of all time. Note the faintly resinous spoor of the
audi ence, the people fighting at inter mis sion to get those 50-cent
chocolate bars, the spaced- out few who contem plate the curtain for
long minutes after the movie ends” (247).

26

Also by mid- May and through the summer  while 2001 was road‐ 
showing in sixty- one theaters (“‘2001’ Draws Repeat” 20), more
“studied” analyses appear in film journals and peri od icals of review.
Many of these organize the film into themes and messages, compare
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it to Kubrick’s other work, and may complain about the length, lack of
action, and opaque conclu sion while praising the tech no logy. Others
extol the film as a new kind of cinema. Debates occur about whether
or not films should have “mean ings,” whether the ending of the film is
“worth the deadly boredom of the rest of film” (Spinrad 58), whether
this is a step forward in science fiction, and whether the reason
youth like this film so much is because they have grown up in the
visual envir on ment of television.

By January 1969, when the film begins its broad release in “inferior”
35mm, summaries and thought- pieces take stock of where
everything is. While implicit sugges tions about watching the film
trip ping or stoned had appeared in the first two weeks of its release,
the discus sion becomes quite  explicit. Variety reports that people
want to sit in the front area of theaters “to be ‘envel oped’ by the
psyche delic special effects.” In fact, during the “light show,” people in
the balconies and back rows move up to the front and lay on their
backs. “The Fume of Poppies” exists; managers report “the smoking of
marijuana in the balconies” (Byron 19) 11. By January 1970, in discussing
the recent re- release of Disney’s Fantasia (1940) and its stoned audi‐ 
ences, Cambridge, Massachu setts's weekly  journal, Phoenix, recalls:
“Last year, the same was true  of 2001� A Space  Odyssey and
Yellow Submarine, and currently the second- most popular drug flick
in town is Easy Rider, which is billed on the Abbey [theater] marquee
under the phrase ‘Oh, You Mean Marijuana,’ a quote from the film.”
The theater manager said, “I’d estimate that our audi ence  for 2001
was 75% stoned.’” He appar ently  advertised 2001 as “‘Rated S, for
Stoned Audi ences’” until MGM objected. Still, “Audi ences betrayed
their blithe condi tion in other ways. Everyone sat as close to the
screen as possible, giggled constantly, and ate popcorn raven ously”
(C. Kramer 14). The theater manager’s conces sions income doubled.
Even Vincent Canby knew about this trait of the audi ences of 2001 by
Spring 1970. Upon seeing the film a second time, he reports that 2001
“went on to become a cult film, a head film, a film to recant by, and a
smashing commer cial success. […] The ulti mate irony of ‘2001’ is that
it became known as the film to turn on by” (1, 21).
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Rated S—Lessons
I must admit to enjoying thor oughly this excur sion into the public
notices about 2001. It provides three lessons. A minor one is that 2001
has some histor ical link ages to the late 1960s cult movie scene. In
those years, repeat view ings of movies were occur ring among two
types of audi ences: the “art- house devotees” who sought “to find
authorial signa tures, to seek hidden messages, and to parti cipate in a
group audi ence exper i ence.” This group could overlap with “under‐ 
ground audi ences” who, because of the loca tions of the screen ings
“(run- down, large- city theaters; midnight screen ings) […] were very
much an urban, mostly male, and gay or gay friendly audi ence”
(Staiger, “Cultural Produc tions” 54-5). Partic u larly the descrip tions of
people moving about in the theater to maximize an exper i ence fore‐ 
cast the dynamics  for The Rocky Horror Picture  Show (1975)
phenomenon, which begins in 1976 in New York City (Hoberman and
Rosen baum). Lots of trouble in the audi ence here!

29

However, an even more signi ficant lesson concerns using reviews to
learn about audi ences. While I have, since 1985, been studying
reviews of and discourse about films to gage polit ical, social,
emotional, and personal inter pret a tions of films, I have tried not to
make claims about specific effects of those appraisals. In this
instance, however, I am consid ering what results the reviews might
have on audi ence beha vior. And I have begun to think about how I use
reviews for my personal movie- going choices.

30

While I know that some critics have an engage ment with a film much
as I do, and while I know what other reviewers say, I often  do not
follow the writers’ general guid ance about whether or not to spend
my time in the theater with the movie. Instead, I look some what
piece meal for inform a tion that tells me aspects of the film that might
connect for me. For instance, I have favorite (and non- favorite)
genres. Some directors and actors will pull me in to a theat rical
showing no matter what the film. Less for me, but greater for many
others, music matters: see the wide spread box office appeal  of
Bohemian Rhapsody (2018) versus its initial crit ical response. Thus, I
am fairly confident in concluding that the use of certain words like
“psyche delic,” a “trip,” and “surreal” said some thing very partic ular to
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the poten tial audi ences  of 2001. Word of mouth invari ably also
mattered, espe cially from people who saw the film stoned and had a
great time. So even a negative review might provoke the hopes for a
partic ular use of a film for a know ledge able audi ence member.

It seems easy to see how 2001� A Space Odyssey imme di ately became
“the ulti mate trip,” encour aging an “altered” spec tat or ship. This
matters not only for histor ical reasons, however, but also for schol‐ 
arly ones. Yes, critics and researchers may right fully produce excep‐ 
tion ally valu able analyses of films to share among them selves and
with amateur connois seurs of films. Still, I would wager that the
average audi ence member is doing many other things with the
movies and their reviews, and this is worth recog nizing as scholars
study the place of media in culture and society.

32

This brings me to my third lesson and back to the begin ning of my
essay: social context and pre- existing audi ence know ledges matter in
consid ering audi ences and repres ent a tions. Part of what produced
the actual audi ence effects  for 2001 of choosing to watch the film
stoned or trip ping included the differ ence of, not the repres ent a tions
per se (in terms of plot, 2001 is some what a tradi tional science fiction
story) but, the non- standard aesthetics that I described earlier: the
minimal dialogue—in a 141- minute-long movie “only about 40 of those
minutes include scenes where language has any import ance” (Nelson
112); an oddly mixed soundtrack; the “slow” pace; and the visual
novel ties: char ac ter istics that are not standard clas sical Holly wood
cinema but more aligned with European art cinemas. Consequently,
reviewers rated well for altered- state viewing other films perceived
as similar in their aesthetics such  as Zabriskie  Point  (1970),
Performance (1970), El Topo (1970), Walkabout (1971), and The Man Who
Fell to Earth (1976), fash ioning even a subgenre of film known as the
“acid Western” (Galla gher 163; “Acid Western”; Palmer.)

33

These compar able aesthetics in 2001 also produced one of the valu‐ 
able contrasts in film analysis between Pauline Kael and Annette
Michelson. In Febuary1969, Kael pointed out that critics were praising
one of the head movies, Wild in the Streets (1968), as though it was
“art.” She did not consider it that but rather “trash.” Sure, it was
enter taining and someone could have fun watching it, but just do not
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treat it as if it were “art” (67-74). The same for some of the recent
European art films. She writes,

A few years ago the new “tribal ists” here responded to the gaudy
fantasies of Juliet of the Spirits [1965] by using the movie to turn on.
A few had already made a trip of 8 1/2 [1963], but Juliet, which was
conveni ently and perhaps not entirely acci dent ally, in elec tric,
psyche delic color, caught on because of it.

Using movies to go on a trip has about as much connec tion with the
art of film as using one of those Doris Day- Rock Hudson jobs for
ideas on how to redec orate your home—an earlier way of stoning
your self (74).

In contrast about art cinema aesthetics, Michelson, in her essay,
“Bodies in Space: Film as Carnal Know ledge,” published in the same
month, saw similar personal exper i ences of the cinema differ‐ 
ently.  Using 2001 for her case, she considers it a “break through” in
cinema; it is a film “whose substance and func tion fuse in the
synthetic radic al iz a tion of its meta phors”; “its onto geny recapit u lates
a phylo geny” (55-6).

35

I am not sure I fully under stand Michelson, but her appre ci ation of
the bodily exper i ence permitted while  watching 2001, perhaps
enhanced by the audi ence’s personal choices of being “under the
influ ence,” marks a rupture in crit ical analysis as she employs Bergso‐ 
nian and subjective aesthetic criteria for appre ci ating the movie. It is
not so much that the repres ent a tions or their aesthetics cause the
effects in the audi ence, but that an audi ence in a partic ular social
context and with partic ular pre- existing know ledges and
propensities might make use of the film in a specific way.

36

I am person ally concerned about wishing to elim inate hostile images
of racism, gender- phobia, miso gyny, and so forth from public and
private repres ent a tions because I think people can make use of these
images. However, I do not believe that the repres ent a tions them‐ 
selves are  the first line of attack. Rather, in a small re- write of  the
Collier’s magazine editors in 1949, I think we need to consider that
inter- personal viol ence “is the product of pent- up frus tra tions,
stored up resent ments and bottled up fears. […] If the adults who
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NOTES

1  For a history and discus sion of this for the first two decades of cinema in
the United States, see Staiger, Bad Women.

2  For a more contem porary summary of these studies, see Staiger, Media
Recep tion Studies, 165-85.

3  This case is not unique. The recent release of the  film Cats (2019) has
provoked a similar pattern of beha vior and word- of-mouth about using
drugs to view the film. See Hayes and Judkis.

4  For instance Hulme and Wesler in 1996 do not rate 2001 very highly in this
regard, stating that it has “great color and visuals, [and] a few geometric
patterns if you look at it right” (154).

5  See the below discus sion for what seems to be the consensus about this
in the 1960s.

6  This refer ence owes thanks to Church’s research in his “The Doors
of Reception.”

7  Other films discuss the use of LSD and portray its effects; these films
actu ally try to represent the exper i ence. Also see Starks and DeAn gelis134-
51. Church (“Doors of Recep tion”) argues that Kenneth Anger’s “’Inaug ur a‐ 
tion of the Pleasure Dome’ (1954/1966) is argu ably the first film to impli citly
depict a psyche delic trip,” and the 1966 re- release included direc tions about
when to take which drugs.

8  Also see Galla gher 163.

9  For discus sions of some of this, see Palmer; Krämer “‘Dear Mr. Kubrick’”;
Krämer “A Film Specially Suit able” 48; Sperb 18-83; Hall and Neale 191;
Banerjee 37 and Friedman "Beyond the Infinite Interpretations".

10  This is some what diffi cult to do precisely accur ately since public a tion
dates do not always match with avail ab ility on the newsstand.

Michaela Williams, "2001� Where Did It
Go Right." Chicago Daily News
Panorama, n.d. [but after 4 April 1969]
rpt. in Jerome Agel, ed., The Making of
Kubrick's "2001." New American Library,
1970, 274-81.

William Wolf, "New Films: 2001� A Space
Odyssey." Cue, 13 April 1968, 57.

Gene Youngblood, "Stanley Kubrick's
'2001': A Masterpiece." Los Angeles Free
Press, 19 April 1968, rpt. in The Village
Voice, 2 May 1968, 44.
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11  A story also repeated is  that Rolling  Stone reported that someone ran
down a theater aisle and into the screen, shouting, “It’s God! It’s God!”
(Williams 278).

12  My deepest thanks to Caetlin Benson- Allott, David Church, and Jocelyn
Szczepaniak- Gillece for inviting me to join their 2019 Society for Cinema
and Media Studies Panel on “Intox ic ated Spec tat or ship” which provided the
initial oppor tunity to consider these ques tions. I also appre ciate the lively
responses from the members of the 25th Sercia Confer ence in Fall 2019.
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One of the concerns to be raised about “trouble on screen” is, does that
mean anything about “trouble in the audi ence”? Obvi ously, we do want to
consider possible caus ality from repres ent a tions, but I argue that we need
to hypo thesize so- called poten tial effects with much more soph ist ic a tion
than a linear consequence of repres ent a tions to people with pure mimicry
as an outcome. Mitig ating factors are always oper ating when discussing
“trouble on screen.” I will partic u larly stress the import ance of social
contexts and features of pre- existing audiences.
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Dans l’analyse des « troubles à l’écran », s’agit- il de troubles parmi les spec‐ 
ta teurs  ? Une analyse «  cause à effet  », même valide, doit être nuancée,
prenant en compte de façon plus sophis ti quée multiples éléments récep‐ 
tion nels, notam ment les ques tions de contexte(s) sociaux et les connais‐ 
sances préexis tantes des spectateurs.

INDEX

Mots-clés
réception, contexte social, censure, public

Keywords
reception, social context, censorship, audience

AUTEUR



Motifs, 9 | 2025

Janet Staiger
Theoretician and Historian of American Film and Television, Janet Staiger is the
William P. Hobby Centennial Professor Emeritus in the Department of Radio-
Television-Film and in Women's and Gender Studies at the University of Texas at
Austin. Professor Staiger is the author of numerous books on reception, including
Perverse Spectators: The Practices of Film Reception.

http://host.docker.internal/motifs/index.php?id=1145


Trouble on the Historical Frontier: Will
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Fig. 1 “Escrow Indians” in…

Fig. 1 “Escrow Indians” in…

The concluding sequence of Two Wagons—Both Covered (Rob Wagner,
1924), co- written by and star ring Will Rogers, sees a pioneer party
newly arrived on Cali for nian soil ambushed by a band of “Escrow
Indians.” At first, they circle their victims, encroaching behind a
camou flage of leaves and branches (Fig. 1), before they lower their
disguises to reveal white faces and tailored suits. The attackers are
not Native Amer icans, protective of a land invaded, but real estate
agents determ ined to profit off one. In return for their wagons,
posses sions, and live stock, the settlers receive scraps of paper, deeds
for unseen prop er ties that even the realtors’ boos t erist rhet oric can
scarcely redeem: “between the moun tains and the sea—swept by
ocean breezes—hot an’ cold folding doors—gas, sewers an’ 5 cent
carfare” (Fig. 2). The nation’s imagined fore fathers have arrived in the
West expecting an untamed land of promise, only to find that it is not
merely barren but already taken. And in  an ironic turn, its reputed
tamers, emboldened by unchecked indi vidu alism, beget a new chaos.

1
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Fig. 2. … and out of camou flage in Two Wagons—Both Covered.

 
Fig. 2. … and out of camouflage in Two Wagons—Both Covered.

Deployed here is an Indian ambush trope closely asso ci ated with both
cine matic Western narrat ives  and the era’s dominant ideas about
Amer ican histor ical progress. At its heart is a conflict found a tional to
genre and nation alike, between expan sionist pion eers and the forces
of indi genous resist ance. But here, with its tradi tional racial dynamic
reversed—white land holders  advancing as, rather than
being menaced by, the encirc ling “Indians”—the connec tion between
this familiar icon o graphic shape and the course of history it implies
comes into  question. Racing across the continent to the Prom ised
Land, reaching the end of the trail, the heroes find a West “civil ized”
only in the sense that it is now a site for exploit a tion and capit‐ 
alist greed.

2

Above all else, however, the incident at hand is most obvi ously, and
quite simply, a dramatic situ ation made funny. It is an assault treated
with neither the solem nity of tradi tional histor ical discourse nor the
sincerity of the typical sagebrush melodrama. 1 With risible pion eers
and incon gruous white “Indians,” its re- enactment of the westering
exper i ence is an emin ently flawed, inau thentic one. And yet, it is
because of these flaws—its inab ility to sincerely recreate a convin cing
past, or at least, treat it with the rever ence tradi tion ally accorded
history—that this comedy of fron tier life works as a parody. Through
its absurd, yet tellingly familiar, gesture at the most orthodox of
Amer ican stories, it reflects upon, self- consciously invites compar‐ 
ison with, and ulti mately troubles a far more assured set of “truth”
claims—those of the object of its ridicule: the histor ical Western film.

3

Two Wagons is not concerned with just any Western. In fact, it is a
parody of the most celeb rated histor ical film of its day. Released the
previous year, Para mount’s land mark epic of the Oregon
Trail  pioneers The Covered  Wagon (James Cruze, 1923) was then
ranked by many as the most admir able thing to have come out of
Holly wood in its short history — “the picture event of a decade,”
according to Variety: “Not since The Birth of a Nation has there been

4
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a screen offering so univer sally heralded by press and public”  (27).
Among reviewers, it was declared “the first great picture to bring
home to us the history of our own country” (Alison Smith 54) and “the
great Amer ican picture,” a “screen history” that marked “a
tremendous leap forward in the progress of this art and this industry”
(“Illus trated” 913).

An arche type for a new kind of large- form histor ical film, endorsed
by Holly wood’s advoc ates and critics alike, The Covered Wagon inaug‐ 
ur ated a series of prestige West erns that, cumu lat ively speaking,
proposed to use cinema, a medium celeb rated for its priv ileged bond
to reality, to tell the found a tional story of the United States—that of
the nineteenth- century fron tier. In line  with the dominant histori‐ 
ograph ical tend ency of the era, they presented it as the site in which
a nation and its people had been  made (Etulain  42). Titles such  as
North of 36 (Irvin Willat,  1924), The Iron Horse (John Ford,  1924), The
Pony  Express (James Cruze, 1925),  and The Vanishing  American
(George B. Seitz, 1925) were hailed for the rare “authen ti city” they
brought to inter preting the United States’ constructive Old West
period—a heritage of west bound pion eers and doomed Indians,
transcon tin ental rail roads and new trails of human commerce.

5

In the years to come, James Cruze’s dramatic recre ation of life on the
Oregon Trail would assume a central role in most gene a lo gies of not
only its genre, but Amer ican cinema as a  whole, as evid ence of a
scandal- beset Holly wood moving in a prom ising new direc tion: one of
popular edific a tion through legit imate histor ical representation, and
American histor ical repres ent a tion in  particular (Hampton 338-340,
Messel 222-223). “To Utopia in the Covered Wagon,” declared noted
pioneer of English- language film theory Vachel Lindsay, arguing that
only through cinema could the diverse, multi lin gual popu lace of the
present hope to witness and learn from its fore bears’ most admir able
collective accom plish ments (336, 363-364). The epic Western’s
moving “truths,” written in a visual  language all could appar ently
under stand, were to elevate, unify, and Amer ic anise. During a period
in which immig ra tion, urban isa tion, and indus tri al isa tion called for
modern, affirm ative forms of social  cohesion, The Covered  Wagon’s
screen history of the pion eers offered a singu larly timely, persuasive,
and wide- reaching delin eation of America’s collective identity.

6
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By compar ison, the fron tier spec tacle  of Two  Wagons is neither
persuasive nor momentous. It is “bad” history, and yet, in its being so,
it is a noteworthy chal lenge to not only the era’s dominant ideal isms
about histor ical prac tice and Western cinema, but also the national
story they together served. Trans posed into the comic mode, it offers
some thing less historical than counter- historical. This study exam ines
the silent- era epic Western parody on the basis that  it does  not
propose to capture “authentic” fron tier scenes nor to present an
altern ative account of west ward migra tion. It aspires to be implaus‐ 
ible and disorderly, yet for it, a tacit reminder of the past’s ulti mate
unknow ab ility. Adopting a style laced with irony, it casts the epic
Western’s new approach to screen history as one unduly sanit ized
and self- satisfied: over blown trib utes to pioneer heroism are exag‐ 
ger ated to the point of ridicule; majestic resta gings of docu mented
scenes are belittled; and prideful national tele olo gies are upended. At
bottom, the film unsettles the epic Western’s most funda mental
premises and assump tions: it high lights the dangers of making rigid
asser tions about history’s meaning and direc tion by ridiculing a film
that, for doing just that, was consist ently cited as the fore most evid‐ 
ence of Holly wood taking on a new, proso cial role in Amer‐ 
ican society.

7

For all that inflated, self- congratulatory visions of national- historical
process brought middlebrow legit imacy to the Western, they also
evid ently made it ripe for  deflation. By the end of 1923 alone, the
short  comedies The Uncovered  Wagon (J.A. Howe,  1923), The
Covered  Push- Cart (Paul Terry, 1923),  and The Covered  Schooner
(Harry Edwards, 1923) were all in distri bu tion (though the latter
sends up Para mount’s then- most-acclaimed land mark in name only).
Then, in 1924,  came Two  Wagons. A two- reeler from Hal Roach
Studios, co- written by and star ring the “all- American” polit ical
humorist Rogers, it proved a hit of unex pected scale. Trade papers
reported “house record” multi- week screening runs, accom panied by
promo tional campaigns of “feature propor tions” (“Tried” 37). Declared
to be “an unpre ced ented occur rence in the realm of short subjects”
and “a two- mile advance in short comedies,” its popular success—
which included a seven week stay as the feature presentation at the
Miller Theatre, Los Angeles—drew notice even from writers who
typic ally over looked short subjects (Agnes Smith 55).

8
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As with any parody, Two Wagons’s success clearly depended upon the
cultural know ledge of its audi ence. It demanded what might be
thought of as a double vision—a recog ni tion of simul tan eous famili‐ 
arity and differ ence, of oper ating both inside and outside—one that is
funda mental to the appeal of Two Wagons, and not simply on account
of its being a parody. Enorm ously popular as the “serious” histor ical
epic burlesqued by it was, its star and co- writer was, in fact, even
more of a house hold name in 1920s America. And when he came to
opine on his nation’s Western heritage, he did so on terms akin to
those of his chosen form: as an embod i ment of both famili arity and
differ ence, an insider and outsider.

9

As Daniel Heath Justice writes in his literary history of the Cher‐ 
okee Nation, Our Fire Survives the Storm: “There has been no single
Cher okee who influ enced the world like Will Rogers, ‘The Cher okee
Kid.’ He was the unof fi cial voice of the ideal ized United States, a man
who gently but firmly held a mirror up to the Amer ican public and
teased its excesses and fail ings while celeb rating its virtues”
(119).  Belying the dominant percep tion of his homespun public
persona, Rogers was a  cowboy and an Indian—and one of the most
influ en tial voices in the United States of the 1920s and 30s. Born in
Indian Territory in 1879 to prom inent members of the Cher okee
Nation, he became a natur al ized Amer ican via the Curtis Act in 1898.
By the 1920s, Rogers was, at once, recog nized as an authority on all
things Western, and a proud, vocal Cher okee with a unique plat form
for sending them up. Despite coming from a margin al ized
community, his commentary not only spoke  to but was heard  in the
very heart of Amer ican polit ical  life. As a friend to pres id ents and a
patri otic “unof fi cial ambas sador” for the nation, he was unusu ally well
placed to ridicule a power in which he was, in no small way,
embedded—and he did  so though an unas suming “All- American”
brand of humor, targeting the bene fi ciaries of wealth and priv ilege in
a manner that saw him embraced as a voice of the people
(Justice  124). The folksy popu list humor and common- sense philo‐ 
soph izing of this rope- twirler turned actor, writer, and radio
comment ator found an estim ated audi ence of forty million by the
time of his death in 1935 (Velikova 83).

10

Accord ingly, rather than using tradi tional realist strategies to critique
the nostalgic “content” of the myth, Two Wagons finds Rogers

11
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adopting, while crucially prob lem at izing, the appear ance of a notedly
“Amer ican” form of histor icizing. As a quint es sen tially main stream
public figure whose satir ical commentary on the day’s events found
favor across the polit ical divi sions of the United States, he revises and
critiques the national  orthodoxy from  within, by advan cing the
altern ative, ironic type of histor ical repres ent a tion seen in the
opening example—disjunctive and unre li able, not natural, inev it able,
or truthful. The trap pings of the “serious” histor ical Western appear,
but through a lens of scru tiny that exposes the incon gru ities and
hypo crisies of “civil izing” rhet oric and action, along with the priv‐ 
ileged claims to “authen ti city” so often ascribed to the film medium.
Troubled under the guise of humor, common settings and conven‐ 
tions become a site for their own nega tion. And disorder, reflex ivity,
and slap stick viol ence—not destiny—are iden ti fied as the forces
impel ling the pion eers and their nation westward.

Comedy, History, Counter- 
History
If the Western’s epic incarn a tion repres ents  a historical turn for its
genre, its parodies offer a counter- historical alternative. Two Wagons
is no rival account of fron tier life, told via the unprob lem atic linkage
of Western form and content that saw films like The Covered Wagon
deemed so self- evidently “authentic.” Instead, in the name of comedy,
it exag ger ates and inverts the powerful rhet or ical maneuvers of
screen “truth,” denat ur al izing the work of repres enting history in the
epic’s sweeping, total izing terms. Drawing popular atten tion to the
fallib ility, mutab ility, and, above all, textu ality of conven tional narrat‐ 
ives, it separ ates past and present a tion—providing no answers, but
prob lem at izing, and thus inviting inquiry into, histor ical repres ent a‐ 
tion itself.

12

Never the less, avowedly non- realist histories have not always been
valued by scholars. For all that post mod ernism has, in the past half- 
century, chal lenged the dominant ideal isms of the histor ical profes‐ 
sion—emphas izing the subjective, constructed nature of all narrat ives
about the past—histor ical films in the comic key have gener ally
received little atten tion. Their extra vag ances are scarcely considered

13
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to be in accord with the rational asceti cism of legit‐ 
imate historiography.

Only in the twenty- first century, and under an expanded sense of
what consti tutes histor ical thinking, has there been substan tial
recog ni tion of their poten tial. In the intro duc tion to his 2011
edited  collection Histor ical Comedy on  Screen, Hannu Salmi notes
that even the thriving, often innov ative field of histor ical film
research remains “gener ally humor less”: “It is assumed that one must
rever en tially bow down one’s head before history, be serious and
defer to the past, allowing it to speak with a voice of its own” (14)—
some thing he links to the empir i cist’s intended elision of their own
involve ment in meaning produc tion. To warrant “serious study,”
histor ical films should avoid reflecting on the surface of their primary
illu sion: a coherent, vera cious, unified past (14). Comic counter- 
histories  like Two  Wagons tend to do the very opposite, reflex ively
placing acknow ledge ment of their subjective narrative processes at
the center of their text.

14

Oppos i tions between “serious” and “comic” are not entirely unhelpful,
however. The rupture between the hege monic fron tier thesis and its
relat ively minor humorous anti thesis can point to fissures in the
consensus, even where that consensus has been potently artic u lated.
With film goers’ responses rarely finding their way into written
record, it is appealing to assume that the descend ants of the lion ized
pion eers did not crit ic ally engage with their day’s dominant narrat‐ 
ives as we do today. Such complex ities and discrep an cies in reception
can be traced to some degree is in the parody, which exploits the
familiar and mobil izes an aware ness of both text and hypo text
at once. Recog nizing this inter tex tual play is partic u larly signi ficant
where history is involved, for it creates a sense of inter pretive provi‐ 
sion ality. Tradi tional screen histories are closed stories that aim for
an impres sion of fidelity to histor ical reality, clearly defined in spatio- 
temporal terms and illusory in their avoid ance of anachronism or
refer ence to cine matic appar atus. Histor ical comedies emphasize
these same elements to hyper- visible and disruptive effect, revealing
their narrative processes to the spec tator in the expect a tion that
they will take pleasure in seeing these altern ative “truths” exposed
and the text’s illu sion of a past reality undone.

15
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Perhaps  the most pertinent artic u la tion of this idea, at least  where
Two  Wagons is concerned, is one little discussed in the nascent
schol ar ship on histor ical comedy films. In her 1991  collection Frag‐ 
ment a tion and Redemp tion: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in
Medi eval Religion, Carolyn Walker Bynum calls for histor ians to adopt
a “comic” mode when writing and acknow ledge “history’s arti fice,
risks, and incompletion”:

16

A comic stance knows there is, in actu ality, no ending (happy or
other wise)—that doing history is, for the historian, telling a story that
could be told in another way. For this reason, a comic stance
welcomes voices hither to fore left outside, not to absorb or mute
them but allow them to object and contra dict. Its goal is the plur alist,
not the total. It embraces the partial as partial. And, in such histor ical
writing as in the best comedy, the author is also a char acter.
Authorial pres ence and authorial asides are there fore welcome;
meth od o lo gical musing—even polemic—is a part of, not substi tute,
for doing history. (23-25)

Comic stances, by Bynum’s reading, present an anti dote to
prescriptive inter pret a tions and determ inism. Rigid connec tions
between retro spective depic tions and the “real” past are dissolved by
a mode of address which confounds claims to authority
and neutrality. Asser tions of closure are tempered by the very uncer‐
tainty that empir ical methods look to remove.

17

As illus trated by the opening example, the “Escrow Indian” attack,
Rogers adopts a comic stance in  parodying The Covered  Wagon.
Oper ating without recourse to schol arly stand ards, his images of the
ridicu lous evoke the dominant prac tices of the fron tier film maker
and historian, but are char ac ter ized by narra tion that is candid about
its attendant relativity, subjectivity, and epistem o lo gical limit a tions.
The result is firmly in line with Marcia Landy’s defin i tion of counter- 
history: “an escape from formal history to a world of affect, inven tion,
memory, art, reflec tion, and action” that confounds estab lished ideas
about history’s proper form to,  instead, cari ca ture and punc ture
dominant  representations (xi). Assuming an “active and irrev erent
posi tion for the reader and viewer,” it poses a self- conscious chal‐ 
lenge to its “serious” coun ter part’s cogent, self- contained narrat ives
and grand epochal “truths” (x).

18
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By re- presenting familiar situ ations for incon gruous and
humorous  effect, Two Wagons under mines the confident asser tions
of “authen ti city” that had  seen The Covered  Wagon acclaimed as an
exem plar for Holly wood histor ical  filmmaking, opening the decisive
conclu sions of the US found a tion myth to multi pli city and altern ative
perspect ives. Through  laughter and crit ical reflec tion, it high lights
some thing that the majority of treat ments of the Western past over‐ 
looked: that it was far from linear, often chaotic, and ulti‐ 
mately unknowable.

19

Re- presenting the Frontier
Released half a decade before its star’s talkie heyday, Two Wagons—
Both Covered repres ents a relative foot note in Will Rogers’ film career,
the two- reel product of a brief and compar at ively unre mark able
collab or a tion with Hal Roach Studios. Oklahoma- born Rogers was
synonymous with the West from the early 1910s, thanks to appear‐ 
ances as an expert rope- twirler and rider in Wild West shows,
vaudeville, and, most famously, the Ziegfeld Follies of 1917. That said,
by the time of his Ziegfeld appear ance, he had become as known for
his humorous dialogue and homespun “everyman” philo sophy as he
was for his roping skills. Delivered on stage, screen, and radio, Rogers’
amusing anec dotes and comment aries made a strong appeal to what
was regarded as a distinctly Amer ican brand of “common sense” and
saw him quickly elev ated in the popular conscious ness to the posi tion
of a national sage- humorist: “the court jester of the United States”
(O’Brien 91). While a friend to the powerful, even those in the nation’s
highest office, his priv ileges as such a “court jester” emboldened him
to ridicule them freely and often.

20

After making his debut in the 1918 North west  drama Laughing
Bill  Hyde (Hobart Henley,  1918), Rogers would become a regular
screen pres ence. In 1923, he embarked on a series of two- reelers at
Roach’s studio, in which he routinely sent up aspects of popular
culture: cowboys William S. Hart and Tom Mix, along with
Rudolph  Valentino in Uncensored  Movies (Roy Clem ents, 1923); and
Valentino, Douglas Fairb anks, and the Keystone Cops in Big Moments
from Little  Pictures (Roy Clem ents, 1924). The series was to prove
short lived, however, with the lengthy inter titles required to convey
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Rogers’ wit proving a partic ular issue. Walter Kerr’s  seminal
Silent Clowns offers a typical summa tion: “The credits read ‘Titles by
Will Rogers,’ as indeed they should; whatever humor is in these films
is both inter pol ated and verbal” (114).

On a basic level, the idea of a Western comedy would hardly have
seemed novel to 1920s audi ences, given the steady supply of such
titles produced by the likes of Roach and Mack Sennett over the
course of the preceding decade. Indeed, distinc tions between the
Western genre and the comic mode were argu ably looser in Holly‐ 
wood’s silent era than any other time. Cowboy stars from the early
Broncho Billy (Gilbert M. Anderson) through Tom Mix regu larly
starred in humorous produc tions. Moving in the opposite direc tion,
Fairb anks, too, brought his exuberant athleti cism and breezy light
comedy to the fron tier on several occa sions, via titles such  as The
Good Bad  Man (Allan Dwan,  1916), The  Half- Breed (Allan Dwan,
1916), and Wild and Woolly (John Emerson, 1917).

22

But Two Wagons does not fit quite so comfort ably within the silent- 
era comic Western corpus. Jean- Louis Leutrat, who has written
extens ively about the “alli ance” between early fron tier pictures and
the comic tradi tion, divides 1920s West erns into two types of work:
the comedy- adjacent variety, of action, laughter, and “pure gestural
expense,” such as Mix’s cowboy films; and the “real istic Western” that
helped to sever the comedy–Western alli ance—about past jour neys
over vast land scapes and masses “reaching a goal” (405). This latter
variety, he notes, always advanced an “implicit discourse on the
meaning of history” (405). As a topical parody short on slap stick and
directly responsive to a pion eering epic that helped break this “alli‐ 
ance,” Rogers’ film instan ti ates a broader shift in fron tier production.

23

Certainly, according to biographer Ben Yagoda, Two Wagons repres‐ 
ents Rogers’ conscious effort to move away from Roach’s “knock‐ 
about” house style (206). Co- writer and director Robert Wagner’s
claim that theirs was the first complete script ever seen on the studio
lot is almost certainly apocryphal, but this parody does adhere to the
styl ings of its hypo text in a poin tedly metic u lous fashion. It is this
close resemb lance, mobil izing the histor ical conscious ness of its
audi ence through recog ni tion, that allows Rogers to develop perhaps
his film’s most striking counter- historical strategy: an ironic and
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candid mode of narra tion, used here by a popular authority on the
West to comment on and, so doing, unsettle its most elev ated epis‐ 
odes, heroes, and chroniclers.

For its  part, The Covered  Wagon is a film that approaches the
prevailing national myth o logy with an almost hagi o graphic rever ence.
The triumphalist rhet oric featured from the outset repres ents the
germ of the period’s dominant under standing of Amer ican devel op‐ 
ment: that the modern nation and its people were direct products of
the nineteenth- century fron tier exper i ence. Florid as it is in
extending the 1840s West port–Oregon trek into a transcon tin ental
one in its opening inter titles—a journey that “bounded the United
States of America with two  Oceans”—The Covered  Wagon sets out
firmly in line with its era’s frontier- historical ortho doxy: “The blood
of America is the blood of pion eers—the blood of lion- hearted men
and women who carved a splendid civil iz a tion out of an
uncharted wilderness.”

25

Rogers offers an imit a tion of this in accord with his cracker- barrel
sense of humour.  His Two  Wagons invokes and adapts the same
tenets of “serious” Holly wood histori ography but pushes them yet
further, making them hyper- visible. It, too, opens with tele olo gical
asser tions about a nation in progress, made with the usual bombastic
excess—only in this case, the hyper bole serves less to do a stir ring
theme justice than it does to draw atten tion to its conven tion ally
vain glorious construction:

26

Seventy- five years before wood alcohol and Fords civil ized this
country, pion eering was the chief industry. A little band of hardy
pion eers (All pion eers were hardy) set out from what is now
humor ously called Hoboken, New Jersey.

By opening with a recog niz able, yet atyp ic ally reflexive, preface,
Rogers’ vehicle fosters a crit ical response to the manner in which
silent epic West erns were gener ally histor icized—defined not only by
the scale of their vistas, but by their delib erate posi tioning as vera‐ 
ciously histori ograph ical through textual inserts and, some times,
quota tions from known author ities. When adapted to intro duce the
dubious screen West  of Two  Wagons, these same elements appear
laced with irony.

27
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In a move that recalls Bynum’s call for the author to be a char acter in
their own history, Rogers himself is implic ated in this early
commentary on the rhet oric of frontier- historical repres ent a tion, as
the unre li able “expert” behind it. And  from the film’s opening, he
constructs a mode of histor icizing poin tedly lacking in one of the
most basic funda mentals of empir ical prac tice: the historian’s
authority to determine the past’s meaning. By affecting ignor ance, he
embraces, instead, parti ality and incom plete ness. With titles recalling
the textual humour and paren thet ical asides for which he was
famous, Rogers is  both of the diegesis and reflex ively posi tioned as
a  commentator on it, as in the paren thet ical  aside: “(All pion eers
were hardy).”

28

In applying his char ac ter istic obser va tional humor to the products of
present- day capit alism, Rogers queries the very civility of modern
civil iz a tion. The mention of Ford motor cars is note worthy, and not
only because it recalls the punch line of many a gag: the notori ously
unre li able “flivver” or Model T. Celeb rated for his self- made wealth,
ruggedly indi vidu al istic disdain for inher ited priv ilege, and professed
commit ment to social improve ment, Henry Ford was considered a
thor oughly modern throw back to a more virtuous era—a modern- day
pioneer, char ac ter ized by intel lec tuals including Walter Lippmann as
a pres cient captain of industry capable of inspiring demo cracy’s
continued advance ment (Lewis 115-116). Here was a visionary able to
commune with the masses and direct them towards greater, thor‐ 
oughly Amer ican ideals—a purpose that reson ated with Holly wood’s
advoc ates. To quote Gerald Stanley Lee, a key influ ence on Lindsay:
“Mr. Ford is making the world a univer sity. Ten thou sand factories
have gone to school and the streets are full of people learning. He has
arrested the atten tion of us all” (120).

29

Much  like The Covered  Wagon itself, Ford’s successes were recog‐ 
nized as modern but redolent in America’s time less pioneer values.
Via this early- twentieth-century icon, Two Wagons opens with a rote
summary of the nation’s devel op ment, linking the vaunted indi vidu al‐ 
ists of two eras. But the chro no logy leading from pion eers to Fords
appears as dubious as the very idea of a “wood alcohol”-made civil iz‐ 
a tion—a clear jibe at another recent form of “progress”: Prohib i tion.
Risible as these sugges tions are, they recall one of the era’s most
pervasive presentist tend en cies: the common place idea that certain
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prevailing values consti tuted the permanent moral and cultural code
of the United States. What the simul tan eous hardi ness and civility of
past Amer ican heroes and the achieve ments of a modern capit alist
hero have in common is not imme di ately clear. In fact, surrounded by
nonsense and “wood alcohol,” it is made strik ingly unclear.

Rogers goes on to further ridicule the tele olo gical impulses of Para‐ 
mount’s epic by consist ently drawing tenuous connec tions to
contem porary Amer ican society in both its temporal and its spatial
dimen sions. The host film’s heroic caval cade departs from “West port
Landing, now Kansas City,” an iden ti fic a tion that implic ates both the
trail that extends  westward and the future that arises from it. The
comic train begins its trek in, to return to the opening titles, “what is
now humor ously called Hoboken.” Imme di ately following this state‐ 
ment, a single wagon is intro duced—dirty and framed against unre‐ 
mark able, flat terrain: “Just across the river, behind that spotted oxen
is the Wool worth Building and Grant’s Tomb—What later disastrously
turned out to be New York City.” Extending the existing preoc cu pa‐ 
tion with symbols of modern America, it is expressly stated that the
heights of US civil iz a tion might be read, instead, as  “humorous”
or  “disastrous” exten sions of the prelapsarian fron tier. Upon the
party’s later arrival in Nebraska, the tele olo gical essen tialism of
pioneer narrat ives is taken to its thor oughly illo gical conclu sion:
“Seven years before the birth of Bryan”—refer ring to the influ en tial
orator, Prohib i tion advocate, and three- time Demo cratic pres id en tial
nominee William Jennings Bryan, born in 1860.

31

As Simon Dentith observes: “One of the typical ways in which parody
works is to seize on partic ular aspects of a manner or a style and
exag gerate it to ludicrous effect” (32). Rogers does precisely this
when approaching the determ in istic doctrines of fron tier histori‐ 
ography. Just as wood alcohol did not civilize the continent, pion‐ 
eering was neither the nation’s “chief industry” nor a precursor to
Fordist mass produc tion. Yet, the prac tice of hyper bol ic ally imit ating
these char ac ter istic styl ings draws atten tion to the inflated place it
holds in conven tional narrat ives of the United  States. Two  Wagons’
early inter titles dele git imize narra tion through adapt a tion. In their
descrip tions and depic tions, playful hyper bole is combined with a
crit ical interest in contem porary histori ography’s unex amined valor‐ 
iz a tion of the pion eers as the basis for the achieve ments of the
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Fig. 3. West ward migra tion as depicted in The Covered Wagon.

Fig. 3. Westward migration as depicted in The Covered Wagon.

present day. The canon izing modes of expres sion which give
progressive under stand ings of Amer ican devel op ment their determ‐ 
in istic shape are brought forth, to be made blatantly and comic ally
visible, trans fer ring emphasis onto the oft- hidden imagin ative figur a‐ 
tion involved in giving the meaning.

Despite  sharing many of its inspir a tion’s basic semantic  elements,
Two  Wagons differ en ti ates itself via defi ciency and discon tinuity,
eschewing authority in favor of crit ical distance. This can be seen in
its treat ment of The Covered Wagon’s most commented- upon motif –
the eponymous wagon train’s continual move ment across the land‐ 
scape, right to left (Fig. 3) – a spec tacle of mass migra tion and expan‐ 
sion that some observers felt best demon strated the inherent affinity
between Amer ican history and the motion picture: the progress of
the nation could be graph ic ally figured, as a dynamic of geograph ical
penet ra tion and character- building nego ti ation, East to West  (Best
75). For Lindsay, the basic west- going migra tion  of The
Covered Wagon’s pion eers repres ented the “hiero glyphics” of a cine‐ 
matic United States, “a land of action, and a land of light”: “All Amer‐ 
ican history, past, present and to come, is  a  gigantic  movie” (187).
Lindsay’s ideas were shared by many in Holly wood, who like wise
claimed a signi ficant, even singular, capa city for repres enting the
progress of this New World civil iz a tion in its totality (Friedman 20).
Here was a purportedly Amer ican histor ical idiom, untethered from
linguistic divi sions and vital ized by the ubiquity and repro du cib ility of
the filmgoing experience.
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When parodied  in Two  Wagons, this perspective reveals neither a
wilder ness untouched nor a train endless. They appear barren and
insub stan tial,  respectively. Rogers essen tial izes and mini atur izes the
epic Western’s tumes cent repres ent a tion of imperial process and
progress to the point of  ridicule. The Covered  Wagon’s “migh tiest
caravan that was ever to crawl across the Valley of the Platte” is
downs ized to “a little band,” with the opening shots justi fying the
parody’s title: this is an epic of two wagons and a few cows.
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Fig. 4. West ward migra tion as depicted in Two Wagons—Both Covered.

Fig. 4. Westward migration as depicted in Two Wagons—Both Covered.

Later, an inter title announces that the caravan is now “[t]rudging
over the Allegheny Moun tains.” It is not. Instead, it is shown crossing
a flat prairie. “Two mono tonous weeks later—Climbing Pikes Peak,”
then flashes across the screen to intro duce an extreme long shot of
more hori zontal progress (Fig. 4). The juxta pos i tion between inflated
rhet oric and action, effected by an overt reduc tion in scale and cost,
is a primary strategy for gener ating laughter here, one that also high‐ 
lights the power of nonsense for counter- historical expres sion. The
contrast between what is seen and how it is described draws graphic
atten tion to the mundanity of the past, onto which fron tier histor ians
and film makers have since retro spect ively imposed an epic scale and
sweeping order.
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This is partic u larly signi ficant  where Two  Wagons is concerned, in
that writer- star Rogers consist ently looks to move beyond merely
exposing Western formula. Indeed, by stressing the limit a tions of its
historical- representational strategies, he offers not only one of his
day’s most revealing critiques of the epic Western’s vener ated proso‐ 
cial appeal, but a defla tion of its sanit ized and prideful arrog ance. The
narrator respons ible for Two Wagons does so by being present within
his own history, and not merely in terms of the titling. When Rogers
inter prets the fron tier hero, his star persona is active in terms of both
his script and his on- screen antics.
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At the start  of The Covered  Wagon, the film’s Missourian ex- army
Major prot ag onist, Will Banion (J. Warren Kerrigan), is tasked with
tending to “the loose stock in the rear” of the train. Before long, he
makes a rightful ascent to lead the caval cade in all but name. Yet,
rather than the indi vidual hero before a community, he remains
always a bene volent deliverer amongst  them. From within the train,
he supports the national mission by assisting its germinal society
through the perils of the wilderness. Even in the final scenes, when
the hero is at the mercy of the villain’s gun, it is only through the
neces sarily violent inter ven tion of another—grizzled scout and
comedy relief Bill Jackson (Ernest Torrence)—that he is spared and
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left able to settle down with fellow romantic lead Molly Wingate (Lois
Wilson) in Oregon, cradle of future democracy.

In Two Wagons, Rogers essays both Banion and Jackson. But he does
so in a mock- heroic fashion, satir izing Cruze’s wily pairing at their
most senten tious. Jackson is shown to be able to identify the Missis‐ 
sippi by smell alone, extending the cliché of the all- knowing scout
beyond any reas on able credu lity. For his part, “Will Bunian” appears
as an Eastern dandy tour ist ic ally living out his pion eering fantasies,
akin to the cowboy- obsessed “dude” of earlier Western comedies,
including  Fairbanks’ Wild and  Woolly. The overall impres sion
throughout the short is that of men indul ging in a fantasy, of fron tier
grand standing detached from the tenacity and reality of the living
West. The chiv alric constancy and lack of imposing physiognomy
offered by Kerrigan’s Banion—compared to most Western heroes, at
least—is trans lated into effem inacy and ineptitude. Rogers’ portrayal
appro pri ates the ex- army major’s dimen sions and maps them onto
the head of the “Palm Beach boys.”
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One of the most celeb rated sequences of The Covered Wagon involves
Banion leading a river crossing—a vital oppor tunity for the prot ag‐ 
onist to demon strate his mastery of the wilder ness and his capa cities
as a natural leader. First, down river at the North Fork of the Platte, he
tests the water by leaping in on horse back. Upon their depend able
guide finding it too deep to traverse, the party moves substan tially
upstream, and only then do they caulk their wagons for the famous
crossing. In Rogers’ film, the water like wise proves too deep, and
Bunian’s horse is drowned. He then declares: “It’s all right boys. Caulk
up the wagons and make ready. We’ll cross at daybreak.” They do,
Bunian leading in his Yale swim suit, in an act which, on one hand,
confounds conven tional cause- and-effect narra tion, but on the other,
embodies the juxta pos i tional logic so central to Rogers’ own
ironic narration.
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Throughout, Bunian and Jackson display little of the foresight of their
inspir a tions, with their heroic qual ities regis tering as distinctly
affected. In anti cip a tion of the “little band” begin ning its trek, the
tender foot is assigned a charge that reads near- identically to that of
his “serious” coun ter part: “Bunian, you will tend the loose stock in the
rear.” Only in this instance, the “loose stock” consists of a single cow—
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Fig. 5. Lois Wilson Prairie Madonna.

Fig. 5. Lois Wilson Prairie Madonna.

Fig. 6. Marie Mosquini, Prairie Madonna.

Fig. 6. Marie Mosquini, Prairie Madonna.

and even this menial task requires more dili gence than the comic
cowboy can muster: a running gag across the film’s prairie long shots
sees Bunian racing between his cow and his love interest.

For her part,  the analogue for Molly, played by Marie Mosquini,
extends the symbolism asso ci ated with her char acter  in The
Covered  Wagon to its heavy- handed  conclusion. Knit ting on the
buck board of her prairie schooner, framed halo- like by its canopy
(Fig. 5), the hypo text’s female lead is intro duced in a well- known mid
shot modelled on a 1921 painting by W. H. D.  Koerner, Madonna of
the  Prairie—itself widely asso ci ated with Cruze’s film and the
Emerson Hough story on which it was based. Such an intro duc tion
posits Molly as a self- reliant Madonna, the matri arch of the westering
civil isa tion. With the surround ings masked by the white schooner
canopy, the pion eers’ mission appears unchallenged. In Two Wagons,
Mosquini remains  positioned, Madonna of the  Prairie- esque on the
wagon for the entire first reel, as “proof that you can be a pioneer and
still look like some thing” (Fig. 6).
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Mosquini aside, most of the party are filthy and ill- mannered. They
neither possess the high- minded infal lib ility of Cruze’s heroes, nor
warrant the senten tious ness of his  narrative. Mascu line posturing
reigns over sense: “All roosters! That’s my idea of a good empire—no
females,” remarks Rogers’ Jackson when called to inter vene in a
domestic dispute. The magni fi cent is reduced to the vulgar and miso‐ 
gyn istic, in a trans pos i tion that accom panies the shift from osten ta‐ 
tious spec tacle of epic cinema to the small form of the  burlesque.
Even the basic vocab u lary used to justify the pioneer’s pious moral
drives is made hollow through nonsense: “I want to plow up Cali‐ 
fornia and sow it in some thing,” reads one intertitle.
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The West, Inside/Out
Though the invoked images and narrat ives of Western settle ment are
shifted into an altern ative register, it remains the  overwhelming
familiarity of these elements that gives them their power. Rogers
both accen tu ates and under mines familiar repres ent a tions of the
nation’s white heritage. His two wagons inhabit a recog niz able West,
supported by heroic rhet oric and a visual impres sion of the era, but
simul tan eously unsettle it, grounding the conven tion ally elev ated. As
Linda Hutcheon writes of parody: “it para dox ic ally both incor por ates
and chal lenges that which it parodies” (11). In “getting” the refer ences
neces sary for this type of humor, the movie- made histor ical
conscious ness of 1920s audi ences was mobil ized to subversive ends.
To quote an exhib itor, A.D Brawner, of The Jewel theatre in Hooker,
Oklahoma: “If you have run The [Covered] Wagon, this comedy will get
extra busi ness, but if you have not run The Wagon it will look like a
piece of cheese. A good burlesque on The Wagon.” (“What” 52).
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At bottom, the film’s reli ance on inter tex tual compar isons with its
hypo text granted it its appeal for those who acclaimed it while
making it perplexing for those who did not.
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In calling for this sort of double vision from its audi ence, the humor
mirrors the iden tity of the humorist respons ible for it. He is inside
and out, marginal and central: of the diegesis and a commentator on
it, a voice of the people and a renowned polit ical player, an Indian and
a cowboy. Though Rogers’ accul tur a tion to and asso ci ation with
white culture may have eased his accept ance as a popular hero, as a
social comment ator, his ties to Cher okee culture remained funda‐ 
mental to how he presented himself (Ware 1). Brought together, these
qual ities gave rise to an uncon tro ver sial brand of “everyman” humor
that, at the same time, could be used to trouble the dominant way in
which Amer icans saw them selves and their past.
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Not simply antag on istic, Rogers’ “All- American” Indian persona put
him, to quote Justice, “in the ideal place to speak to” issues around
iden tity and land: “as a light- skinned Cher okee well- loved in the
United States, he was a stealth minority with access to a forum and a
plat form inac cess ible to other Indians of his day” (124). Roumiana
Velikova describes him working from a “posi tion inher ently antag on ‐
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istic” to the nation wide and “predom in antly non- Native audi ence that
grew to love him”: “He played on his audi ence’s nativist preju dices and
used Amer ican patri otic rhet oric success fully to reas sert its very
nega tion” (86). Joanna Hearne remarks simil arly of his film work, that
this Native Amer ican inter loper “appro pri ated the conven tions of
main stream Holly wood cine matic forms, subtly revising the genre
(and the industry) from within” (124).

Next to his Irish and Scot tish lines of descent, the accul tur ated,
mixed- blood Rogers’ Indian side—stereo typ ic ally asso ci ated with
solemn, stoic restraint—has received scant atten tion (Velikova 83).
That Cher o kees were noted for their assim il a tion, and often regarded
as less “Indian” than other Native Amer icans, certainly played a part
(Justice 122). Yagoda, however, supposes that this, in fact,
aided Rogers:
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Cher o kees valued literacy, took ‘white’ names, owned slaves; they
were widely considered the most ‘civil ized’ of the Civil ized Tribes. As
such they—espe cially the mixed- bloods among them—had one foot
each camp, the white and the red. They were medi ators. In Rogers
case, this revealed itself in a kind of dual conscious ness he displayed
all his life: the way he could be a hero to the forces of ‘decency’ and
yet be a head liner in the all- but-pornographic Ziegfeld Follies, the
way he could present himself as a mere comedian and yet be an
extremely influ en tial polit ical voice in the country, the way he could
take strong stands without, usually, offending those on the opposite
side of the issue. (xii- xiii)

While, according to Jack and Anna Kilpatrick, “the whole world had
[Cher okee humor] in the most char ac ter istic form, and for many
years, in Will Rogers” (123), the general obli vi ous ness to its tribal
specificity looks to have aided his main streaming. Delivered by an
under stated and endear ingly unas suming char acter, beloved across
the polit ical spec trum, his commentary proved far less polar izing
than might be expected given his subject matter. So it was that such
conten tious issues as Indian citizen ship, the integ ra tion of Indian
Territory into the state of Oklahoma, and the dissol u tion of tribal
govern ments were all routinely addressed before his nation wide
following (Velikova 86).
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As, at once, a member of a margin al ized group and a widely idol ized
media person ality, Rogers poked fun at the excesses of his main‐ 
stream audi ences and drew atten tion to his own complic ated posi‐ 
tion ality with rare liberty. And for all that he was popularly asso ci ated
with it, the West of history and legend was some thing he could
present as an unat tain able fiction, its rhet oric at odds with
reality.  Certainly, Two  Wagons trans forms the most estab lished of
Amer ican stories into one ripe for ridicule and, even, chal lenge. Via
its nonsensical styl ings, shaped by Rogers’ patented combin a tion of
“common sense” philo sophy and comedy, he makes laugh able the
self- seriousness with which histor ians and other cultural produ cers
feted the nineteenth- century fron tier past. In a notably irony- laden
scene, one of the “stout- hearted” pion eers attempts to focus on a
stereo scopic image of a moun tainous Western idyll. He cannot, his
inab ility to really “see” the full dimen sions of the land of promise
speaking to how the parody at hand took the aesthetic appeal of the
fron tier film—its rugged, expansive veneer—and made it appear
funda ment ally hollow, rupturing the past from the medi ated modern- 
day illu sion behind it.
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With this in mind, it is worth revis iting the “Escrow Indian” attack
with which this article opened. While its basic situ ation—arrival in
the free land of the West—recalls the end of any number of pioneer
narrat ives, the fron tier  of Two  Wagons is shown to be distinctly
unfree. Neither, however, is it “settled.” The conven tional culmin a tion
of Anglo- Saxon expan sion over the land scape does not mark the birth
of an excep tional society, but opens the region to corrup tion by
white busi ness and feverish, profoundly unciv il ized land trading.
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Writing as a naturalized Amer ican citizen—one whose native heritage
long pred ated that which was centered by Anglo- American nativism—
Rogers commented in an article published within three weeks of the
film’s release:
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There is a good deal in the papers of giving my native state of
Oklahoma back to the Indians. Now I am a Cher okee Indian and very
proud of it, but I doubt if you can get them to accept it—not in its
present state.
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When the white folks come in and took Oklahoma from us, they
spoiled a mighty happy hunting ground, just to give Sinclair a racing
ground, and Walton a barbecue (15).

Two  Wagons’ parodic juxta pos i tion of  the lionized pioneer of myth
and its laugh able comic coun ter part brings into focus their compli‐ 
city in the ills of the society they created. It is  specifically
through them that the corrupt East they abandon and deride arrives
in the West. Rogers seems to ask: is  a “civilization” ushered in  by
“wood alcohol and Fords” truly one to be celeb rated? Pressed to the
Atlantic, the pion eers of Two Wagons can no longer look towards the
prairies and forests to escape the discon tent and compet i tion
of Eastern civilization. Instead, they are confronted with a chaos for
which they them selves are responsible.
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None of this is to say that  thinking counter- historically neces sarily
means being wholly disab used of some miscon cep tion about the past.
Given that its star’s capa city for crit ical commentary owes to his
uncon ten tious main stream persona, it would be remiss to regard
Rogers’ parody as serving only to undermine. Presented is a version
of the West strange and disturbing in its  disorder and,  still, always
familiar. In adopting the trap pings of America’s fron tier ortho doxy—
the westering canopies, the causal connec tions, the rhet or‐ 
ical  strategies—it might equally be read as extending, even de- 
alienating,  them, bringing closer a history else where monu mental
and antiquated.
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Conclusion
A Holly wood comedy, Two Wagons promotes crit ical reflec tion on the
processes and poetics of Holly wood histories, but through a mutu ally
bene fi cial inter tex tual rela tion ship. They share a common busi ness
interest, after all—that of a burgeoning, oft- challenged film industry.
When Agnes Smith declared it a “covered master piece”  in Picture- 
Play  Magazine, she tellingly afforded credit to both  creator and
inspir a tion: “the burlesque  of The Covered  Wagon is a remark able
tribute to the Cruze film because only good things inspire good
burlesques” (55). This simul tan eous desire for inde pend ence and
recog niz ab ility consti tutes parody’s greatest paradox. The very need
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W. Griffith’s The Last Drop of Water (1911) being a famous early example.

RÉSUMÉS

English
When Paramount’s The Covered Wagon was released in 1923, it inaug ur ated
Holly wood’s first signi ficant cycle of epic West erns. Moreover, for many
observers, it heralded arguably the most decisive inter ven tion yet in what
was already a long- running debate about the film capital and its social influ‐ 
ence. Against a back drop of main stream nativism and concerns about the
perceived moral slip page of the Jazz Age, these prestige treat ments of the
nation’s “defining” fron tier history were not only cred ited with helping to
revitalise a stag nant national genre but widely cited as singular evid ence of
cinema’s excep tional Amer ic an ising poten tial. Yet, the inflated vision of
national- historical process that brought middlebrow legit imacy to the
Western also proved ripe for defla tion. This paper exam ines how the era’s
dominant ideas about history and its direc tion were inter rog ated through
cinema using the example  of Two Wagons—Both  Covered (1924), an epic
Western parody by one of the most influ en tial Native Amer icans of the day,
Will Rogers, whose Cher okee iden tity is often over shad owed by his “All- 
American” screen persona. Made by a popular authority on all
things  “Western” and set within a recog nis able screen West, this two- reel
comedy appro pri ated Holly wood conven tions to critique the genre and its
world view from within. At once an insider and an outsider, a cowboy and an
Indian, Rogers uses humour to construct a counter- history that invites crit‐ 
ical reflec tion on the basic racial and temporal assump tions of Amer‐ 
ican nationalism.

Français
À sa sortie en 1923, The Covered Wagon, issu des studios Para mount, a inau‐ 
guré le premier véri table cycle de Westerns holly woo diens. Par ailleurs,
pour de nombreux obser va teurs ce film cata ly sera le débat autour de
l’influence sociale des films holly woo diens. Dans un contexte de «  nati‐ 
visme » et de panique morale face aux excès du Jazz Age, ce genre de film
pres tige, qui met en scène l’histoire d’une Amérique qui se définit par sa
conquête de la Fron tière, servira non seule ment à revi gorer un genre
flétris sant mais égale ment à mettre en lumière la capa cité du cinéma à
« améri ca niser » son public. Mais cette vision légi ti mante (et bour sou flée)
du Western comme repré sen tant l’histoire natio nale (iste ?) sera vite mise
en ques tion. Dans son Western  parodique, Two Wagons — Both  Covered
(1924) Will Rogers,  acteur all- American par excel lence aux origines
Cherokee, s’appro prie les conven tions du genre afin de semer le trouble
dans cette repré sen ta tion excep tion na liste de l’histoire états- unisienne par
le biais de l’humour.
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Correcting the problem: genre trouble and
manipulation in The Shining (Stanley
Kubrick’s film, 1980; Mick Garris’s miniseries,
1997)
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Fig. 1. The tiny Torrance Bug winding its way up the Rockies in Kubrick’s film

Fig. 1. The tiny Torrance Bug winding its way up the Rockies in Kubrick’s
film

In Stanley  Kubrick’s The Shining, the celeb rated intro ductory aerial
shots of the little Torrance Volk swagen winding up the road to the
remote Over look Hotel fore shadow Jack’s tortuous and torturous
journey through the hotel’s and America’s history. As many critics
have repeatedly pointed out, the mean dering trajectory of the whole
family driving up to the Wild West Rockies also inscribes on screen
the char ac ters’ twisted mind scapes – and first and fore most Jack’s
growing mental disorder (Jack Nich olson). The opening extreme wide
and high angle shots are already indic ative of some higher force,
some all- seeing, ubiquitous pred atory eye seem ingly monit oring Jack
and his family from above.

1

The scene has since become a main stay of Amer ican cine ma to graphy
and popular culture forever announ cing some seminal moments in
the prot ag on ists’ lives. In the finale episode “Everyone is Waiting” of
Alan Ball’s 2005 TV  series Six Feet  Under, the camera’s tilt- up from
Claire’s car leaving Los Angeles for New York and a new life as a

2
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photo grapher to a white sky/frame resembles a fade- in and inscribes
abso lute finality in a simple, irre vers ible way. Although much less
ominous, the heroine’s itin erary chron icles the sum of human crises
and deaths of the family members the serial format lends itself to so
well. Just like in the ending of Kubrick’s Shining where Jack is framed
in the 4  of July photo, Ball’s celeb rated show simil arly ends with a
set of photos hanging on the wall and show casing the present
moment which is already gone but somehow, forever dormant. In a
clear meta filmic allu sion to the photographer- director’s work, the
showrunner’s cycles of aerial shots and photo graphs seize the atten‐ 
tion of the viewers. The latter can thus launch into their own
constructive editing which, in turn, under scores the notion of eternal
recur rence and temporal trap.

th

In Kubrick’s cult movie, the early traces of disturb ance emanate from
the first sequence as unset tling images of unknown events well up
unin vited and inscribe them selves into the frame. In both the filmic
and serial formats, Kubrick’s 1980 film and Garris’s 1997 three- part
miniseries, the dividing line between real istic family drama and
horror genre dissolves and is somehow uneasily blurred from the
outset. The inscrip tion of trouble and abnor mality however diverges
widely in the two versions. Much more straight for ward, showrunner
Mick Garris’s repres ent a tional strategy resol utely fore grounds the
conven tions of horror. For Garris, working on the miniseries meant
acknow ledging Stephen King’s dissat is fac tion with Stanley Kubrick’s
adapt a tion of the source novel and hence correcting yet another type
of “problem” – Kubrick’s now legendary circum venting of King’s
primary interest in the conven tions of super nat ural horror. The first
correc tions were then applied by King himself as he wrote what he
thought to be the “correct” tele vi sion script.

3

The echo of some past murder imme di ately show cased in the first
scene of the 1997 miniseries delib er ately steers the rest of the
storyline in the horror category direc tion. Still, the generic ID cards
of the two opuses can be confusing as their codes are often diverted
from their original func tions and remain  unstable. Poised between
horror and comedy, they both defy categor iz a tion. To what extent do
they truly fit the horror genre as the storyline high lights alcohol
addic tion, destructive madness and various forms of personal and
histor ical “haunting”? And when much of the perform ance of

4
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Fig. 2. First signs of dysfunc tion in the opening of Kubrick’s film: blurred images

and super im posed subjective and objective worlds

Fig. 2. First signs of dysfunction in the opening of Kubrick’s film: blurred
images and superimposed subjective and objective worlds

Kubrick’s Jack relies on humor and comedy and when Garris’ series
oscil lates between a chron icle of resident evil and an explor a tion of
human beings’ “dark sides”?

In this study, I will examine how the two works’ very diverse
strategies fore ground the psycho lo gical but also histor ical and
formal crises at the heart of the narrative and the types of odd forms
of generic hybridity and trans form ative levels of manip u la tion they
display – including manip u la tion of the viewers. The palimpsestic
work of adapt a tion links up with the notion of correc tions, the
screen writers’ as the intra die getic care takers’, in as much as it
induces various forms of trouble. The uneasy rela tion of the two
screen plays to the original text and to each other allows for haunting
vari ations and echoes turning the works into the very source of
creating trouble.

5

The troubles
The term refers to the super nat ural and paranormal abil ities  and
afflic tions that often run in the blood lines of the char ac ters in the
TV series Haven (2010-15) created by Sam Ernst and Jim Dunn on Syfy
and Show case and which was freely adapted from Stephen
King’s novel The Colorado Kid (2005).

6

In Kubrick’s version, the super im pos i tion of the wild surround ings
onto the family members’ faces and bodies is the first sign of
dysfunc tion. As they progress upward, the dissolves operate some
sort of visual graft signi fying the danger of displace ment and poten‐ 
tial disin teg ra tion of the char ac ters’ selves as they get closer to the
haunted space of the Over look hotel. The dissolve tech nique and the
wide shots of the wild land scape force fully under line the disturbing
status of space and its intricate rela tion to people’s lives – and deaths.
Thus, the very notion of “trouble” is first visu ally inscribed on screen
before the unfolding of the narrative.

7
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Func tioning like a full- fledged char acter, space becomes all the more
para sitic and preg nant as the Rockies’ high- key chro matic range is
decept ively welcoming. The shot actu ally looks like a ghost photo‐ 
graph and mater i al izes early on in the frame the toxic and oppressive
grip the envir on ment starts gaining on the prot ag on ists from the
onset. Even though its encroaching pres ence is first visu ally under‐ 
lined before it can be directly narrat ively addressed, the story Jack
tells about the Donner party already func tions as one of the spec tral
traces the repres ent a tional strategy relies on. The fact that the
party’s members had to resort to canni balism in order to survive
while crossing the Sierra Nevada in 1846-47 fore shadows Ullman’s
story about the care taker Charles Grady. In a bout of “cabin fever” in
winter time, the latter butchered his entire family. The way in which
the odd parallel is drawn ushers in the first instance of unnat ural
connec tion between the surround ings and the hotel’s living memory.
From the start, the viewer is clearly made aware of the eerie conti‐ 
guity between spaces and layers of time allowing major traumas to
resur face cyclic ally. The ghostly super im pos i tion of shots also high‐ 
lights the char ac ters’ own dysfunc tional rela tion to a type of space
providing in a some what devious way what Eudora Welty calls a
funda mental sense of place. It shows space being irre triev ably
connected to Time, or rather the hold of a pecu liar but still impre cise
time dimen sion over space and even tu ally a specific kind of place. In
her 1997 essay Place and time: The southern writer’s inheritance, Welty
discusses Time’s hold in these terms: “[…] farther back than history,
there is the Place. Place is seen with Time walking on it—dramat ic ally,
portent ously, mourn ingly, in ravish ment, in remem brance
[…]” (Welty).

8

Instead of feeling rooted in the new western territory they are given
to discover and finding an empowering sense of belonging, the prot‐ 
ag on ists start ques tioning its impact: Jack by eagerly embra cing the
dark side of its history and focusing on the hotel’s grisly scrap book
and Wendy (Shelley Duvall) and Danny (Danny Boyd) by instinct ively
refusing to become integral part of it.

9

The refer ence to the ill- fated Donner party is the first in a list of
histor ical events which all link the hotel premises to tragedy, from the
desec rated Indian burial ground it has been force fully built on, to the
various deaths of famous and unknown people that took place in it

10
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Fig. 3-5. Kubrick toying with the horror genre’s conven tions and mocking the

viewer as “a horror film addict”: Danny’s first horrific visions of the Overlook

Fig. 3-5. Kubrick toying with the horror genre’s conventions and mocking
the viewer as “a horror film addict”: Danny’s first horrific visions of the

Overlook

Fig. 4

  Fig. 4

Fig. 5

  Fig. 5

over the decades. The aerial shots of the car’s second ascent redouble
the first when Jack left for his inter view. This time, the entire
Torrance family is on board. They fore shadow the way in which time
suddenly expands in the Over look realm and narrative levels even tu‐ 
ally start inter fering with each other. The past contam in ates the
present to such an extent that past stories keep rein carn ating them‐ 
selves: already as we saw an iter a tion of the Donner party story, the
Charles Grady story Ullman reluct antly tells prefig ures  Jack’s own
redoub ling efforts to fit in the original narrative pattern.

Jack’s candid reply that there is no chance such a trau matic past
could affect him or his family and his mocking remark about his wife
being “a horror film addict” iron ic ally contrasts with his son’s first
trau matic exper i ence of the Over look’s evil. Irony here is applied as a
corrective factor which mitig ates the troub ling impact of the horrific
images. This moment of generic uncer tainty in between family
drama, comedy and horror mater i al izes a locus of conflict between
competing generic iden tities which, as Rick Altman says  in
Film/Genre, activ ates “both cultural and generic stand ards” (Altman
152). Thanks to parallel editing, the scenes with Danny in the Denver
bath room rein sert the codes and conven tions of horror into the
narrative. Danny’s hallu cino genic flashes of a blood- soaked elev ator
and of the two enig matic sisters in blue are meant to be perceived as

11
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simul tan eous and illus trates the way the director is also manip u‐ 
lating, and mocking, the spec tators who are eager viewers/detect ives
loving to be manip u lated and to embark on hermen eut ical quests.
Their intru sion into the frame also demon strates how Kubrick makes
the notion of crisis avail able to the viewer. The conti guity of the
visual and narrative- within-the-narrative dimen sions magni fies the
incre mental logic of each partic ular genre, horror and the super nat‐ 
ural as well as drama.

If Kubrick seems to be mainly inter ested in the banality of human evil,
Garris and his  teleplay writer King choose to focus from the outset
on a kind of dormant evil turning viral when reignited by Jack’s
personal demons. The film’s opening is intensely visual and the
haunt ingly ponderous notes of Wendy Carlos and Rachel Elkind’s
score “Dies Irae” and the subsequent elec tronic and orches tral piece
“Rocky Moun tains” prove to be chilling companion pieces to the
sublime land scape. The series’ first sequence however consists in
another kind of haunto lo gical sonic land scape testi fying to the
absent- present traces of ghosts that Jacques Derrida discusses in
his  1993 Spectres of  Marx. The opening features no image track at
first and the impact on the viewers is instant an eous. The disjunc tion
of time and space is made mani fest by a score seem ingly discon‐ 
nected from Jack’s visit of the hotel base ment. It instantly immerses
the spec tators in a murder scene they know nothing about. The dark
screen denies them the possib ility of being rooted in any kind of real‐ 
istic space but still, provides a fertile envir on ment for the frag ments
of some malig nant past that survived to resur face. As Stephen King
under lines in his book on the anatomy of horror, Danse Macabre, it’s a
form of evil which is “simply there” (King 214). It precip it ates the
resur gence of ghosts lost in a time Derrida also iden ti fies as being
“out of joint” after the scene when Hamlet talks to his dead father in
act I, scene 5. These spec tral aural frag ments of the buried  past
imme di ately provide what the source novel author calls “the basis for
our most prim or dial fears”  (King, Danse  Macabre 182). The sonic
haunto logy tech nique intro duces the viewer to some  unseen
locus  horribilis the voices of the undead rise from and which will
grow like cancer within and around the main prot ag on ists. Such
dislo ca tion of time and place at the Over look seems to be fore‐ 
grounded in a much more direct way than in Kubrick’s version. The

12
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Fig. 6. The boiler room in the hotel’s bowels: parallel editing forcibly yoking past

and present

Fig. 6. The boiler room in the hotel’s bowels: parallel editing forcibly
yoking past and present

notion of trouble irra di ates straight from the hotel, whose heart is
the unruly boiler room. From the outset, it is framed as a huge anti‐ 
quated time machine func tioning as a central back drop; its malig nant
heart is imme di ately made visible by the use of parallel editing
forcibly linking the hotel’s troubled past to Jack Torrance’s present.

While the haunted pictures are first medi ated by the boy in the film,
they simply rise to the surface of the screen in the miniseries. The
inter cut ting of the murder and suicide scenes with the real istic shots
of the base ment mater i al izes the first depar ture from a rational refer‐ 
ence frame which merely exacer bates the stock- in-trade coding of
some demonic force welling up to take control of the lives of human
prot ag on ists. It somehow “corrects the problem” of Kubrick’s and
Johnson’s revised storyline as the former care taker Delbert Grady
would say, by flatly adhering to King’s original plot line. When Jack
asks the handyman whether there are ghosts, besides scan dals and
deaths at the Over look, the latter denies it, providing the neces sary
tension between the surface story and what’s left untold to move the
narrative forward. In both mediums, the ghosts’ emer gence is then
inscribed on screen very early on but the nature and repres ent a tional
strategies of the haunting are rooted in funda ment ally different
concep tions of the origin of what King calls “those deep- seated
personal fears ̶ those pres sure points ̶ we all must cope with” (King,
Danse Macabre 131).

13

Lost
Differing meth od o lo gies of inscrip tion of the types of connec tion
between reality and imagin a tion and space and Evil are at work in the
two opuses. In Signa tures of the Visible, Fredric Jameson under lines
the power of the filmic form as a medium for the critique of culture
and the diagnosis of social life. Undoubtedly, the long- form retelling

14
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also fulfills a similar func tion, espe cially as it gives more leeway for
char acter devel op ment. Jack more partic u larly becomes the choice
repos itory of what King calls “those things which trouble the night
thoughts of a whole society,” “More often the horror movie points
even further inward, looking for those deep- seated personal fears ̶
those pres sure points ̶ we all must cope with. This adds an element of
univer sality to the proceed ings, and may produce an even truer sort
of art” (King 131). His increas ingly distorted grasp of reality becomes
the focus of conflicting repres ent a tional modes in the two versions.
In Kubrick’s adapt a tion, Jack is from the start a profoundly unhinged
char acter – one, we quickly learn, who has broken his son’s arm in a
drunken bout and whose aspiring writer’s block fuels his social and
personal frus tra tion and inbred violent streak. The director’s
disjunctive, cryptic visual grammar provides a mostly hermetic
assemblage which only captures stations in the itin erary of a prot ag‐ 
onist displaying signs of madness already there, just like the evil force
in the miniseries is already there. The Stead icam’s gliding effect and
the treat ment of close- ups bring vividly to life the full force of this
mental deteri or a tion. Jack, at work or having a night mare in his
bedroom for instance is framed from a variety of angles and often
captured from behind–as if to render palp able the mater i ality of the
other world he’s slowly being drawn into. But how to represent this
parallel universe and its funda ment ally other nature was one of the
greatest areas of disagree ment between the two creators as King
made abund antly clear:

Parts of the film are chilling, charged with a relent lessly
claus tro phobic terror, but others fall flat. […] Not that reli gion has to
be involved in horror, but a visceral skeptic such as Kubrick just
couldn’t grasp the sheer inhuman evil of the Over look Hotel. So he
looked, instead, for evil in the char ac ters and made the film into a
domestic tragedy with only vaguely super nat ural over tones. That
was the basic flaw: Because he couldn’t believe, he couldn’t make the
film believ able to others (Norden).

Throughout the movie, the camera inscribes on screen diverse vari‐ 
ations on the already much commented- on maze motif. However the
“labyrinth of words” is possibly the most liter ally mind bending
version of it. The endless replic a tion of the written words on the page
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Fig. 7. Double- framing the char ac ters: the encroaching Over look envir on ment

reflected in the pages of Jack’s manuscript

Fig. 7. Double-framing the characters: the encroaching Overlook
environment reflected in the pages of Jack’s manuscript

is first merely hinted at: Jack is at his desk obsess ively writing his
alleged play–but Wendy and the viewer don’t know yet that he’s
rewriting the same words over and over again. The unbroken word
chain mater i al izes on the page the ines cap able entan gle ment of time
and space at the Over look and Jack’s loss of bearings.

Even though the viewer expects some form of super nat ural
component in the scene of the row between Jack and Wendy who
keeps inter rupting him in his work, the entire exchange is played
against the codes of the horror genre: Kubrick’s “exquisite sens it ivity
to the nuances of light and shadow” (King, Danse Macabre 115) merely
fore grounds the incip ient mental derange ment in a blocked writer
who feels despised and unap pre ci ated. No dark atmo sphere provides
“the basis for our most prim or dial fears” (King 182). A low- key style of
lighting steers the viewer’s inter pret ative quest in the family and
psycho drama direc tion. But the fact that Jack tears up the pages he
was writing surrepti tiously rein states the figure of sterile reit er a tion
and the central motif of the maze with its (literal) dead ends. The
scene with Wendy discov ering the nearly identical pages comes later,
toward the end of the Wednesday section of the movie: their grisly
nature and the slight vari ations on the form and spacing of the words
on the page, “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy”, operate as
some perverted parody of auto bi o graphy in part masquer ading as a
grot esque biopic.  The haiku format of the one- line text iron ic ally
condenses a twisted imaginary “biophoty”, a term French critic
Joanny Moulin derives from Hayden White’s “historio photy.” In his
1988 article “Histori ography and Historio photy”  in  The  Amer ican
Histor ical Review, the latter defines “the repres ent a tion of lives and
our thoughts about them in visual images and filmic discourse” (Ibid.).
It reflects Jack’s complete disor i ent a tion but also the viewers’ general
confu sion before this semantic maze which is both an icon- -it’s tech ‐

16
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Fig. 8. The nonsensical infra maze- like universe of a sick “auto bi o graphy” in the

Wednesday section

Fig. 8. The nonsensical infra maze-like universe of a sick “autobiography”
in the Wednesday section

nic ally a photo gram or series of photograms- -and an emblem, a
totally hermetic repres ent ative symbol of some alternate reality.

The same (extreme) close- up tech nique allows the viewer to delve
into Jack’s night marish mind scape and his liter ally mind- bending tale
within the story. Such an explor a tion of the mind’s camera obscura
finds its source in the short story  collection Night mares
and Dreamscapes published by Stephen King in 1993 and released on
TNT as an eight- episode miniseries in 2006.  The zoom- in on this
mini atur ized universe para dox ic ally magni fies the scale of the Over‐ 
look’s hold. The shot of the scrap book containing news paper articles
on the portentous history of the Over look and sitting prom in ently on
Jack’s desk in the lower left side of the frame brings an addi tional
layer which further encloses the prot ag onist in a danger ously
destabil izing story still unfolding  and a murderous history fore‐ 
grounding the notions of historic recur rence and repet itive patterns
in the history of a given space. Both King and Kubrick toy with the
oper ative notion of repeat occur rence as theor ized by Mark Twain:

17

NOTE. November, 1903. When I became convinced that the “Jumping
Frog” was a Greek story two or three thou sand years old, I was
sincerely happy, for appar ently here was a most striking and
satis factory justi fic a tion of a favorite theory of mine—to wit, that no
occur rence is sole and solitary, but is merely a repe ti tion of a thing
which has happened before, and perhaps often 1.

What happens at the Over look is a ripple effect from the past which
keeps echoing and resur fa cing under various guises on the hotel
grounds. The camera bril liantly registers on screen the conti guity of
a number of very diverse types of space: Jack’s real istic envir on ment
as he is writing his play, the encroaching evil world of the Over look as
Jack and Wendy are framed by dwarfing open doors and panels and
the actual bound aries of the product of his deranged mind, the page

18
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Fig. 9-11. The many facets of Jack’s reality: vari ations on posses sion

and indeterminacy

Fig. 9-11. The many facets of Jack’s reality: variations on possession and
indeterminacy

Fig. 10.

Fig. 10.

framed in extreme close- up. Ulti mately however, what the camera
emphas izes is the total spati otem poral disorientation exacer bated by
the current family crisis of a character trapped in some kind of inner
mental loop. The latter reflects all of the hotel’s timelines at once –
the 1920s, the 1970-71 Delbert Grady murders’, and the present with
the Torrance family members. Kubrick’s Jack is lost in the meanders
of his own liquor- addled brain early on while in Garris and King’s
miniseries, char acter is rather a func tion of the demonic agents
which control the Over look so that Jack’s itin erary is mostly shaped
by the codes and conven tions of the horror genre. Most of the serial
narrative tracks the trans form a tions and “correc tions” the prot ag‐ 
onist under goes but also imposes on his wife and son during his
horri fying “descent into madness through the malign influ ence of the
Over look” (Norden Ibid.). The term “corrected” is a seminal one as the
previous care taker Grady uses it to tell Jack how he forever discip‐ 
lined his wife and daugh ters. In the same way, the narrative applies
its own correc tions to the original storyline of the source novel and
the intra die getic one. In the series, the inscrip tions of Jack’s increas‐ 
ingly distorted face on screen not only connote altered states of
conscious ness (daydreams and night mares, abject cruelty, fanat icism,
madness, dread…), but also mostly contribute to exposing the
unshak able sway the dark forces have over the char acter. For
Stephen King and showrunner Mick Garris, the radical other ness of
Jack’s masks signals the decon struc tion of his core iden tity and
mostly the rise of what King calls “the sheer inhuman evil […], the
malign influ ence of the Over look, which is like a huge storage battery
charged with an evil powerful enough to corrupt all those who come
into contact with it” (Norden Ibid.).
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Fig. 11.

  Fig. 11.

The char acter’s itin erary and the director’s postures dictate what the
camera captures in the frame – which brings the viewer back to the
use of horror codes: Garris inscribes the progress and regress of the
hotel’s evil entity in a very literal way, just as he films ghosts
incarnate liter ally taking (over) human flesh. Ghosts no longer func‐ 
tion as mere cryptic signs of some alternate reality forever eluding
the spec tator: they become a reality, the actual precon di tion for
compre hending (and enjoying) the Over look’s tragedy. One of the
most eloquent scenes in an other wise longish and often unin ten tion‐ 
ally amusing series (the moving hedge animals are prob ably the
funniest) happens during the final show down between the possessed
father and his resisting son. The camera mater i al izes the peren nial
fight between Good and Evil by showing actor Steven Weber
alternate between the part of the loving father and his evil personas.
Like the eerie char ac ters from the masked ball who haunt the hotel
space, Jack himself becomes a vari ation on a series of masks which
can’t ever be fully deciphered, including by himself.

19

Jack becomes an aber ra tion, a neces sarily ungrasp able
repres ent a tion, just like the ghosts he did not perceive as such. The
hermetic viewer who would follow on Jack’s foot steps is there fore
warned: Jack’s inca pa city to accept the complex nature of the signs
surrounding him has condemned him to be locked in a system of
self- referential signs, seem ingly discon nected from any reality.
(Jaunas 88).

As he faces his son in a devast ating stan doff at the end of the show,
Jack ejac u lates, “What’s happening to me?” Onto lo gical uncer tainty is
at the heart of the TV series in much more graphic and highly codi‐ 
fied terms than in Kubrick’s movie. The Oscar- winning makeup
super visor Bill Corso applied gory special effects and pros thetics to
Steven Weber’s face and body, rendering Evil’s trajectory all the more
visible. To a certain extent, the tech nique mater i al izes in a highly
specific way what Mario Falsetto calls the “process of spatial iz a tion”

20
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(Falsetto 79) in his narrative and styl istic analysis of Kubrick’s films. As
loca tions func tion meta phor ic ally for the char ac ters in the movie, so
is Evil mater i al ized as being relent lessly at work in the miniseries. The
degrad a tion of Jack’s mental space Kubrick was so intent on
inscribing in the movie, actu ally becomes seared into the serial char‐ 
acter’s flesh. In this classic repres ent a tional strategy of demonic inva‐ 
sion, the indi vidual turns into both tormentor and victim. Just like
preor dained Fate for tragedy, the respons ib ility lies with the super‐ 
nat ural forces which trigger the char acter’s even tual disin teg ra tion in
the show – and not so much with the char acter and his own choices.
By delib er ately trans fer ring the reality of Evil back to some non- 
human power, Garris and King leave the door open for some poten tial
redemp tion, a dimen sion Kubrick never contem plated in the film.

The Second Coming 2

Jack’s entire being becomes the battle ground of the fight between
Good and Evil. Garris and Corso turn him into an entity visu ally and
gradu ally cracking up under the demonic assault but fighting back for
his own repos ses sion in the final moments of his trans form a tion. The
type of visual pleasure formatted for the male gaze Laura Mulvey
referred to in her famed 1975  essay “Visual  pleasure  and narrative
cinema” is now geared toward horror film spec tators and tailored for
their norm ative expect a tions. Jack’s virtu ally tangible meta morph osis
into a decom posing body and mind matches the recur ring incur sions
of gory ghosts into the real istic diegesis. His encounter and wrest ling
with the dark side are spurred by the visions of long- deceased hotel
employees and guests and have all the trap pings of conven tional
horror. But by playing with textures and a chro matic range altern‐ 
ating between black and white and garish colors, cine ma to grapher
Shelly Johnson captures the char ac ters’ funda mental displace ment.
Horror and more specific ally fascin a tion with body horror, whether
intra die getic or extra die getic, takes center stage as the various
planes of reality start inter ming ling and over flowing. Jack gets to
witness his own horrific trans form a tion exper i en cing firsthand the
spec tacle of horror. Turning into the monstrous object of his own
scopic impulse adds yet another dimen sion to the central notion of
trouble as he liter ally becomes a figure of the Other.

21
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Fig. 12. Garris’s miniseries: Jack’s intense pain when under going his

horrific transformation.

Fig. 12. Garris’s miniseries: Jack’s intense pain when undergoing his
horrific transformation.

The exper i ence of horror as spec tacle is there fore medi ated through
his own eyes as well as the spec tator’s. The act of viol ence on the
audi ence witnessing such torture is hence first exper i enced at the
intra die getic level. In the vastly different context of the Vietnam
War  movie The Deer  Hunter (Michael Cimino 1978), critic Vincent
Canby comments on the hyper realism of exploding brains or guts
being turned into a highly theat rical spec tacle by slow motion and
garish colors. According to Canby, such “a spec tacle [is meant] to
elicit strong emotional responses” (Canby D23) and makes the viewer
complicit. The very same tenet seems to apply in the miniseries. As
“the arche type of the Bad Place […] which demands a histor ical
context” (King, Danse Macabre 266-67), the hotel liter ally canni bal izes
Jack who is in turn captured, being rein carn ated into one of the hotel
ghosts until his body even tu ally merges with the  Overlook. The
intense pleasure he feels at somehow becoming the locus horribilis is
only mitig ated by his own deep loathing of the Evil taking him over.
Garris’s visual cues of his meta morph osis (greenish, decaying flesh,
bloody eyes  etc.) match the horror genre’s clichés, such monstrous
rebirth and rein carn a tion mater i alize visual and mental distor tion.
But they also vicari ously provide an in- depth explor a tion of the
viewer’s sinister fascin a tion with the contam in a tion process at work.

22

Italian psycho lo gist Franco De Masi points out that:23

[the almost orgasmic- like pleasure of evil] involves an insa ti able
desire from which any respect for, or under standing of, the other’s
need and exist ence is banished… The fascin a tion of abso lute,
destructive domin a tion of the help less victim gives rise to a pleasure
as stim u lating and devast ating as a drug. For this reason, the link
between cruelty and mental ecstasy proves to be partic u larly
dangerous. (De Masi 144-45).
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Fig. 13-14. The ghostly master of cere monies trapped in the Over look space- 

time: playing on the chro matic range and the time dimensions

Fig. 13-14. The ghostly master of ceremonies trapped in the Overlook
spacetime: playing on the chromatic range and the time dimensions

Fig. 14.

In this anatomy of horror, Jack’s increasing signs of unease about his
altered state are inversely propor tional to the spec tator’s pleasure. As
he is both perpet rator and victim, he seesaws between embod i ment
of Evil and wounded victim so that his body bears the stig mata of this
phys ical and psycho lo gical warfare. Such an altern a tion is congruent
with the twen tieth and twenty- first centuries’ treat ment of the
horrific. As Rick Altman under lines  in Film/Genre, “With the horror
film, a different syntax rapidly equates monstrosity not with the
over- active nineteenth- century mind, but with an equally over- active
twentieth- century body”. (Altman 224).

24

 25

The miniseries’ altern a tion between black and white and color helps
better expose the various layers of the char ac ters’ eerie meta morph‐ 
oses maxim izing their impact on the viewer. The show’s spec tac ular
pictori al iz a tion and play on textures, the mater i ality of decaying flesh
and the framing of rotting faces for instance turn it into a kind of
cine matic tele vi sion. The black and white shot of the master of cere‐ 
monies ordering Jack and the guests to “unmask” artfully echoes
Kubrick’s own black and white photo graphs of Jack and the hotel
guests at the 4  of July ball at the end of the movie. The gap between
what they were and what they are forever in the process of becoming
is at the heart of Mick  Garris’s mise- en-scene. He captures them in
the course of turning into someone or some thing else, liter ally beside
them selves. But if the disturbing revival of the various horrific figures
contrib utes to show casing their shifting natures, it’s also crudely
exposed as an arrested devel op ment. Besides winning an Emmy for
Outstanding Makeup, Garris’ show also garnered a Prime time Emmy
Award for the Outstanding Limited Series category. In a famous 1983
Playboy inter view, Stephen King kept insisting on the fact  that

26
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The Shining was “about Jack Torrance’s gradual descent into madness
through the malign influ ence of the Over look. If the guy is nuts to
begin with, then the entire tragedy of his down fall is wasted” (King
in  Norden, Playboy). The process of  transformation success ively
captures the endless versions of Jack as obses sion and loss of control
take over. And Steven Weber’s “vaguely reptilian quality lurking in the
contours of his face” (Meyer) further accen tu ates the scope of the
muta tion. The night marish images of the ghoulish masks simply
render more palp able the char ac ters’ shift to another plane of exist‐ 
ence. Iron ic ally, the original title of  King’s horror novel Salem’s  Lot,
The Second Coming, func tions as an inverted

refer ence to this new lease of demonic life and hellish rein carn a tion.
Such an inver sion of the Biblical motif of the Second Coming mimics
and subverts the belief in the return of the Chosen One. W. B. Yeats’s
1919 poem of the same title also focuses on the end of an era after the
first World War and the advent of world destruc tion. If Stephen King’s
The Shining simil arly chron icles the end and the horrific begin nings,
it focuses on one indi vidual rather than mankind at large and its
collective  rebirth. By inscribing the new excru ci ating reality of the
main figure’s monstrous second awakening, Mick Garris delin eates
the contours of posses sion in a figure for whom “Things fall apart; the
centre cannot hold” (Yeats). The char acter’s progress toward the
frozen center of the maze in Kubrick’s film morphs into a descending
spiral in the series. The final parable of Jack allowing the boiler to
explode in the hotel’s base ment is a trans parent meta phor for the
Chris tian concept of the Harrowing of Hell and man’s descent into
the Inferno. Stephen King’s use of Chris tian symbolism resur faces
even as it is reformatted for the singular purpose of exposing the
down ward trajectory of one single doomed indi vidual. As Meyer
also highlights:

27

It is inter esting to note how Kubrick’s film ends with Jack Torrance
lying dead in the snow, whereas Stephen King’s The Shining climaxes
with Jack Torrance allowing the hotel’s boiler to over heat and
explode. As King himself put it, ‘The book is hot, and the movie is
cold. The book ends in fire, and the movie in ice.’ (Meyer).

So that just like the troubled hero’s, the char ac ters’ jour neys inside
the hotel- world are all centred on the main themes of death and

28
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Fig. 15-16. Open ending: resur gence of the whole & recur rence in the

miniseries. The ghostly Over look rising from its (narrative) ashes (part 3)

Fig. 15-16. Open ending: resurgence of the whole &amp; recurrence in the
miniseries. The ghostly Overlook rising from its (narrative) ashes (part 3)

Fig. 16.

  Fig. 16.

Fig. 17-18. The ironic twist on the Holly wood ending before the fade- out in

Kubrick’s finale: Jack frozen in space and time

Fig. 17-18. The ironic twist on the Hollywood ending before the fade-out in
Kubrick’s finale: Jack frozen in space and time

grue some rebirth in both mediums. But King and Garris conjointly
chose to rein state the preval ence of space as a unique type of over‐ 
powering time- space unit. The ghostly hotel diversely mater i al izes it,
espe cially in the end sequence.

The final shots of part 3 operate as a literal open ending. They
inscribe on screen phantom images of the Over look even though it
has burned down. They also toy with the central notion of recur rence
as the ghostly image of the burnt- down hotel magic ally rises once
again. The essence of the specific Evil permeating the place is thus
visu ally and narrat ively recycled thanks to the computer- generated
optical illu sion of the recon struc tion. The contrast between the vivid
colors of the park around the hotel in the fore ground and on the
sides and its faint, over ex posed outline in the back ground seems to
once again corrob orate Mark Twain’s vision of History as a never- 
ending recur rence and offers yet another troub ling visual clue of the
persist ence of Evil.

29

In a sense however, the same idea of endless cycle also inhabits
Kubrick’s movie. The final close- up and photo inscribe two versions
of a “frozen Jack.”

30
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Fig. 18.

  Fig. 18.

Fig. 19. Kubrick’s own version of creative work. Correcting the prob lems: over-

flowing notes in the margins of Kubrick’s copy of King’s The Shining.

Fig. 19. Kubrick’s own version of creative work. Correcting the problems:
overflowing notes in the margins of Kubrick’s copy of King’s The Shining.

In the photo graph at the end, as the rein carn a tion of a 1921 reveler,
Jack smiles on forever in a continuum which at once erases the
previous troubles and irre triev ably harks back to them. The surreal
depth of the picture frame substi tutes for the horrific danse macabre
of the maze but it also traps it in a time less, always- there dimen sion
which will forever tell the same past horror tale. The same prin ciple
as Roland Barthes’ photo graphic time and space paradox is at work
here. As the frame even tu ally vanishes with the smooth zoom- in of
John Alcott and Garrett Brown’s Stead icam, Jack is finally framed as
the central piece in the entire ensemble, yet another displaced avatar
mimicking the original and fitting in the hellish puzzle of the Over‐ 
look. The photo graphs on the Gold Room wall in the movie and the
compu ter ized gener a tion of the Over look silhou ette in the tele play
are both there and not there, defin itely breaking away from any
previous sense of reality and narrative logic. They para dox ic ally fore‐ 
ground the notion of disturb ance at play in the narrative and Jack’s
irre du cible other ness. Thus, in some perverse move ment of recre‐ 
ation, the “troubles” are both immor tal ized and aesthet ic ally
smoothed over. What used to be there is shown forever reem er ging
amended through the film maker’s remedial lens. The final treat ment
of these images mirrors the corrective dimen sion of Stanley Kubrick’s
over flowing notes in the margins of Stephen King’s copy  of
The Shining. The monstrous grafts not only reshape the palimpsest,
they actu ally create a new author it ative one.

31

In a matching counter effort, King in turn corrected Kubrick’s version
in the 1997 tele play and later his 2013 sequel Doctor Sleep, which Mike
Flanagan adapted for the screen in 2019. Each new vari ation on the

32
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NOTES

1  Mark  Twain (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Twain),  The Jumping Frog: In
English, Then in French, and Then Clawed Back into a Civil ized Language
Once More by Patient, Unre mu ner ated Toil (https://archive.org/details/jumpingfro

ginen01twaigoog), illus trated by F. Strothman, New York and London, Harper &
Brothers, Publishers, 1903, p. 64.

2  The Second Coming is the original title of Stephen King’s 1975 horror
novel Salem’s Lot.

RÉSUMÉS

English
Stephen King’s 1977 horror  bestseller The  Shining has been notori ously
adapted on screen by Stanley Kubrick in 1980. Seven teen years later, greatly
dissat is fied with Kubrick’s version, King was to write a tele play adapted for
TV by Mick Garris, aptly  called Stephen King’s The  Shining (1997), to
“correct” the first iconic adapt a tion. Mater i al izing on screen the notion of
“correc tions” is also at the heart of both the film and its long- form retelling
as the potent horror and madness the hotel exudes contam inate its guests
and employees. As normalcy and regular family life are slowly being fully
distorted and redefined, the inscrip tion of “trouble” and abnor mality
diverges widely in the two versions. Altern ating between a harrowing story
of alcohol addic tion and destructive madness, and a tale of the super nat ural
and resident evil, the filmic narrative changes forms and genres in a some‐ 
times prob lem atic way.

Français
Dans Shining de Stanley Kubrick, les légen daires prises de vue aériennes de
la petite Volks wagen grim pant dans la montagne jusqu’à l’hôtel Over look
annoncent déjà la progres sion tortueuse et retorse de Jack dans l’histoire de
l’hôtel et de l’Amérique . La trajec toire sinueuse de la famille dans les
Rocheuses maté ria lise à l’écran les paysages mentaux torturés des person‐ 
nages, et prin ci pa le ment les désordres mentaux gran dis sants de Jack
(Nicholson). Un œil omni scient, omni pré sent et préda teur semble déjà
surveiller la famille Torrance. Dans le film culte de Kubrick, les premières
touches de dérè gle ment s’invitent ainsi dans le cadre dès la séquence
d’ouver ture alors que des images déran geantes d’origine inconnue
s’imposent hors de toute logique narra tive. Dans les deux médiums de 1980
et 1997, la ligne qui sépare le drame fami lial réaliste du récit horri fique se
révèle dange reu se ment trouble dès l’ouver ture. L’inscrip tion du trouble et

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Twain
https://archive.org/details/jumpingfroginen01twaigoog


Motifs, 9 | 2025

de l’anor ma lité diverge cepen dant sensi ble ment dans les deux versions. La
stra tégie de repré sen ta tion du créa teur Mick Garris s’appuie réso lu ment sur
les codes de l’horreur. Partant de l’insa tis fac tion de King par rapport à
l’adap ta tion du roman source par Kubrick, il tente donc de corriger le
contour ne ment désor mais légen daire de Kubrick de l’intérêt de King pour
les conven tions de l’horreur surna tu relle. Alors qu’ils recréent ce qu’ils
jugeaient être le “bon” scénario pour la télé vi sion, King et Garris s’éloignent
donc de l’alter nance du film entre histoire poignante d’alcoo lisme et folie
destruc trice et conte surna turel de résur gence du Mal qui avait conduit
Kubrick à jouer avec la forme filmique et les caté go ries géné riques de façon
parfois problématique.
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Trouble in Paradise: Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes
Wide Shut (1999), from Generic Instability to
an Ethics of Trouble
Vincent Jaunas

PLAN

A Romantic Comedy / A Comedy of Remarriage
The Erotic Thriller
The Paranoid Thriller
An Ethics of Trouble

TEXTE

Upon its release in 1999, Eyes Wide Shut baffled and frus trated quite a
few critics and scholars who expected Stanley Kubrick’s last work to
be a daring explor a tion of erot i cism, only to discover a film they
considered a disap point ingly prudish and conser vative
Erotic Thriller 1. Others noted how the film evades any easy generic
affil i ation, like Peter Brad shaw, who writes in his review published in
The Guardian that the film cannot be considered an Erotic Thriller, as
it is  “sui generis in modern Anglo phone cinema: in a genre, if not a
League, of its own, this genre being best described as Manhattan
Porn Gothic” 2 – Brad shaw nonethe less argues the film’s explor a tion
of erot i cism is disap pointing. Tellingly, even Roger Ebert, who praises
the film, notes that it feels like a patch work of various film genres
bound together 3. In other words, the prob lem atic initial recep tion of
the film owes much to its troub ling depar ture from the codes of the
Erotic Thriller.

1

In this article, I would like to argue  that Eyes Wide  Shut constantly
altern ates between genres, builds up several layers of generic
conven tions only to decon struct them  all, in order  to foster a
troubled viewing exper i ence. This generic super im pos i tion
constantly frus trates the viewer’s horizon of expect a tion, there fore
indu cing a spec tat orial feeling of loss which paral lels the emotional
state of the prot ag onist, Bill Hasford, who, following an initial ques ‐

2



Motifs, 9 | 2025

tioning of his marital bliss, is confronted to the disrup tion of the
found a tions of his entire exist ence. This generic instability
thus enables Eyes Wide Shut to ques tion the moral and philo soph ical
need for clarity that most narrative films rest upon, and to ulti mately
advocate an ethics of trouble.

A Romantic Comedy / A Comedy
of Remarriage
The first sequence of Eyes Wide Shut suggests the film to be a quint‐ 
es sen tial Romantic Comedy, one that harks back to the heyday of
Clas sical Holly wood and unmis tak ably evokes the works of Howard
Hawks, Preston Sturges or Ernst Lubitsch. Indeed, the title of the
latter’s 1922  comedy, Trouble in  Paradise, seems excep tion ally well
fitted to evoke Eyes Wide Shut 4. As in many such comedies, the film
displays a highly glam orous couple – played by the equally glam orous
real- life star couple, Nicole Kidman and Tom Cruise – living in a
lavish Manhattan apart ment and enjoying a life of upper- class social‐
ites. As they attend a party given by a million aire, Victor Ziegler
(Sidney Pollack), the Lubits chian dimen sion of the film becomes
explicit through the narrative and the visuals. The music and the
cham pagne imbue the scenes with a slightly intox ic ating quality,
magni fied by the warm hues and the glit tering of the numerous
Christmas lights, and emphas ized both by the filming – the camera
spins around the dancers – and the editing, as various long dissolves
suggest the dream like quality of a party whose magni fi cence evokes
the soph ist ic a tion of Lubitsch’s world. The narrative itself even
echoes the Lubits chian trope of the European playboy, through the
char acter of Victor Szavost, a cliché seducer from Hungary who flirts
with Alice, while two models simul tan eously flirt with her husband.

3

This double flir ta tion specific ally connects Eyes Wide Shut to the sub- 
genre of the Romantic Comedy famously analysed by Stanley Cavell,
the Comedy of Remarriage. 5 As the couple begins to drift apart in the
party, the viewer may expect the film to adopt the genre’s typical
narrative struc ture, a couple split ting up and then getting reunited,
their love for each other reignited. In many regards, this generic
pattern is indeed respected throughout the film, to the point that
Sam Azulys even ventures to describe Eyes Wide Shut as the “latest

4
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instance of a Comedy of  Remarriage” 6. However, from the very
begin ning of the film, several elements suggest that this initial
generic pattern is but a super fi cial layer of the film, one bound to
break open and lead the narrative astray.

Indeed, the very opening shot breaks one of the main conven tions of
the Comedies of Remar riage, a genre shaped by the censor ship of the
Hayes Code, as Alice undresses and Kidman’s naked body is fully
revealed. This shot imbues the first sequence with a promise of
explicit sexu ality that troubles the light, casual erotic tension that
came to be asso ci ated with Comedies of Remar riage. Moreover, the
film was openly advert ised as an Erotic Thriller which would explore
the sex life of its main char ac ters – and of their actors – in a highly
provoc ative way 7 so that the initial scenes may be viewed as nothing
more than a façade that should soon give way to a more troub ling –
and perhaps also to a more enti cing – explor a tion of erot i cism.
Moreover, sexu ality is also announced as a latent source of anxiety
during Ziegler’s party, as Dr Hasford is asked by Ziegler to go up to a
bath room and help a pros ti tute who passed out from an over dose.
Several shots displaying the woman’s naked body slouched on a chair
asso ciate sex with death.

5

This troub ling amount of explicit nudity thus goes against the
conven tions of the Comedies of Remar riage, by showing what is
gener ic ally expected to remain off screen. Beyond  nudity, Eyes
Wide  Shut also emphas ises another aspect of marital rela tion ships
usually left off screen in Romantic Comedies: the mundane. Indeed,
instead of cutting right to the party after Alice’s undressing, the
opening scene of the film lingers on the char ac ters getting ready. In
Alice’s second scene, the woman is seen urin ating as her husband
enters the bath room, so that in her first two scenes, the char acter
becomes asso ci ated with both sexu ality and trivi ality, two subjects
gener ic ally expected to be left out.

6

By expli citly asso ci ating her with two offscreen, latent elements of
Comedies of Remar riage, the film suggests Alice to be ill fitted for this
Lubits chian façade. This implic a tion is rein forced during the party: as
she flirts with Szavost, the playboy cliché, the char acter appears
aware of the illusory quality of the world she evolves in, thanks to
Kidman’s subtle Brech tian acting. Dennis Bingham argues that in this

7
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scene, “even Alice’s emotional responses are presented as signs, not
as exper i ences for the audi ence to ‘share’  unproblematically” 8.
Through such a distan cing perform ance, Kidman suggests her char‐ 
acter can see through the façade of a world shaped by the restricting
generic patterns of the Comedies of Remar riage, and offers a theat‐ 
rical, slightly ironic rendi tion of the role expected from her, as if
aware that such an act may not hold for long.

Bill, on the other hand, is initially char ac ter ized by his blind ness:
whereas most of the film is seen through the char acter’s eyes, Bill’s
point of view is conspicu ously absent in Alice’s initial nude scene,
suggesting the husband fails to see his wife. As the couple is getting
ready, the char acter then fails to find his wallet, and in the bath room
Alice, shortly after urin ating next to her husband, blames him for not
looking at her after she asked him about her hair. Bill’s eyes remain
shifty throughout the whole apart ment scene. Once in Ziegler’s party,
on the other hand, he fixes his eyes and stares intensely at all the
people he talks to. Cruise’s perform ance thus suggests the char acter’s
eyes are only able to see in an envir on ment as surreally magni fi cent
as this one – the very envir on ment Alice treats as fake and super fi cial.
When alone with Alice in their apart ment, Bill fails to see his wife
precisely as she becomes asso ci ated with the coarse and real istic
elements left offscreen in Romantic Comedies – nudity, bodily needs
and trivi ality are not part of Bill’s perceptive world.

8

As a result, the glam orous Lubits chian setting becomes asso ci ated
with an ideal ised surface world, a world hiding more trouble some
depths. The film’s generic affil i ation with the Romantic Comedy
appears to trans late Bill’s ideal ised repres ent a tion of himself, of his
marriage and of his  reality 9; but while the char acter’s tend ency to
blind himself by looking only at a Hollywood- like reality is firmly
estab lished, his view point contrasts with the many jarring elements
the viewers are invited to see.

9

Unsur pris ingly, there fore, it is Alice who initi ates the film’s first
generic shift that  leads Eyes Wide Shut to lean towards the genre of
the Erotic Thriller. As the couple is in bed discussing Ziegler’s party,
an argu ment breaks out while they evoke their parallel flir ta tions
with other guests. Though its premises of jeal ousy may be expected
from a Comedy of Remar riage, this argu ment then leads Alice to tell

10



Motifs, 9 | 2025

Bill about a former fantasy of hers: years ago, Alice saw a Navy officer
to whom she was so attracted that she fantas ized about leaving her
husband and her kid for him. This revel a tion leads Bill to a series of
nocturnal flir ta tions with other women.

The Erotic Thriller
Although the Erotic Thriller repres ents the film’s most explicit
generic affil i ation, it is a highly prob lem atic one, notably due to a lack
of sex scenes: Bill never ends up cheating on his wife. Sexu ality is
almost absent from a film which aims at exploring frus tra tion rather
than excite ment. Whereas Eyes Wide Shut was advert ised as a daring
explor a tion of Cruise and Kidman’s love life, the only time the couple
has an inter course occurs at the begin ning of the film (between
Ziegler’s party and Alice’s confes sion) and, following a teasing gaze of
Alice breaking the fourth wall through a mirror shot, it is left off
screen, as an abrupt cut to black invites the viewers to reflect on
what they have been forbidden to see. In addi tion, Alice is shown
naked in two brief scenes. The first one occurs when she undresses
in the very first shot of the film, only to be abruptly hidden by a title
card which prevents the viewer’s scopo philia – espe cially the male
viewer’s scopo philia – from being satis fied. Soon after, Alice is briefly
seen dressing up during a rapid montage comparing her day to day
routine with Bill’s: once again, the brevity of the shot, unan nounced
by any narrative clue, tends to take the viewers by surprise as one
barely has time to notice Kidman’s body. Alice dressing answers the
first shot of her undressing, as a way to play fully signal the audi ence
that from now on, they will not be allowed to see her naked anymore,
thus frus trating their expect a tions. Iron ic ally, there fore, erotic
images only appear at the very begin ning of the film and Bill’s
wander ings, though closely asso ci ated with the genre of the Erotic
Thriller through the char acter’s many flir ta tions and apparent quest
for an extramar ital affair – may be felt as a frus trating let- down.

11

In her study of the Erotic Thriller, Linda Williams views these frus tra‐ 
tions as “generic failures”:

12

Eyes Wide Shut prom ises treats in its marketing which it fails to
deliver through its diegesis [...] the film itself stops short in its



Motifs, 9 | 2025

present a tion of sex [...] Eyes Wide Shut, as its title suggests, presents
its voyeurism [and] its sexual quest [...] in a way that is
indis tin guish able from lower- end soft core, and marries them to a
narrative of intrigue, murder and sexual power which has been more
extens ively handled in much cheaper films 10.

Whereas Williams tends to echo the film’s early critics who  blamed
Eyes Wide Shut as a failed occur rence of the genre, one might argue
that the film’s rela tion ship with the Erotic Thriller is best under stood
by comparing its plot to the proto typ ical generic narrative that the
scholar herself summar izes in her study. According to her, “the
classic opening narrative [of Erotic Thrillers] runs thus: a neglected
wife, some years into her lousy marriage, is advised by her female
friend to find satis fac tion with some new blood. Early scenes in which
wives fail to get their husbands to come to bed are legion”. In
many regards, Eyes Wide Shut echoes this proto typ ical narrative: Bill’s
lack of atten tion to his wife is suggested by his inca pa city to truly
look at her. If the couple does go to bed together, Alice’s lingering
look in the mirror suggests a lack of emotional invest ment, or at least
a dissat is fac tion, with her love life. However, this prox imity only
stresses the film’s specificity: had it sought to be a tradi tional Erotic
Thriller, it would have followed Alice’s adven ture with the Navy
officer, with Bill’s desire for revenge looming in the horizon.  In Eyes
Wide Shut, this plot is both virtual and belonging to the distant past.
Instead of focusing on Alice’s lustful desires, the film centres on the
failing husband, Bill, now haunted by this Erotic- Thriller-that-could-
have-been.

13

The haunting dimen sion of this virtual poten ti ality is expressed
through a recur ring mental image displaying Bill’s way of imagining
his wife having sex with an officer – an image which first appears
right after Alice’s confes sion and there fore initi ates Bill’s sexual quest
and the film’s shift towards the Erotic Thriller. With the cliché repres‐ 
ent a tion of the Navy man dressed in his white uniform, the blue hue
of the image and its slight slow motion, these shots bear all the
narrative and aesthetic char ac ter istics of a cheap soft core Erotic
Thriller, thus under lining the fact that the genre lies dormant in Eyes
Wide Shut, as a troub ling, under lying pres ence shaping Bill’s imagin a‐ 
tion and destroying his para disi acal self- representation of himself
and of his marriage, thus trig gering a highly disquieting sexual quest.

14
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The generic conven tions of the Erotic Thriller seem to emanate from
Bill’s mind 11 – the char acter can only under stand his wife’s story by
invoking such generic tropes – but they end up shaping his reality
(and, consequently, the film itself) as Bill now appears to perceive his
surrounding as the setting of an Erotic Thriller and acts out accord‐ 
ingly. Bill’s nightly wander ings depict the char acter’s attempt to come
to terms with the troub ling incur sion of a fantasy reminding him his
life might have resembled that of the secondary char acter of some
Erotic Thriller, an incur sion that disrupts his previous self- 
representation as the star of a glam orous Comedy.

Unsur pris ingly, there fore, his adven tures betray a heightened anxiety
regarding sex. All the women Bill encoun ters appear desper ately
eager to sleep with him, but each attempt is cut short by an exterior
event – a phone call from Alice, the inter ven tion of a third party – so
that the narrative itself, through a mixture of entice ment followed by
repres sion, seems to reflect Bill’s sexual anxiety. Whereas, as Williams
explains, Erotic Thrillers all asso ciate sex with some external danger,
the first half of Eyes Wide Shut inter n al ises such associations 12 as a
sense of fore boding pervades the film while the prot ag onist faces no
exterior threat, so that it is the possib ility of an extramar ital sexual
encounter that becomes an onto lo gic ally violent element, an element
that threatens Bill’s entire world view. Although the film leaves various
inter pret ative paths open as to the reasons leading Bill to enter upon
a sexual quest of his own, it may thus notably be under stood as an
attempt by the char acter to gain control over the exist en tial threat
posed by extramar ital affairs. In addi tion, Bill’s now anxious rela tion
to sexu ality opens up a subtext of gender troubles: his sexual orient a‐ 
tions are ques tioned several times, notably when the char acter is
harassed in the street by a group of young students calling him a
‘faggot’, so that Bill’s previ ously assertive mode of phallic masculinity
appears to have been threatened by the real isa tion that his wife had
fantasies for another man. Tom Cruise’s intro verted, with drawn
inter pret a tion evokes the anxi eties of a char acter unaware of how to
act now that his belief in his dominant posi tion has been ques tioned;
a fact all the more apparent as Bill constantly faces older, more
assertive char ac ters who embody a more powerful kind of
phallic masculinity. 13 Both these aspects thus reveal how, by displa‐ 
cing the generic expect a tions of the Erotic Thriller onto the adven ‐

15
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tures of a side char acter – the discarded husband – whose own
evolving percep tion of reality seems to be at the core of the film’s
generic affil i ation, the strategy of generic troub ling developed in Eyes
Wide Shut fosters a viewing exper i ence which echoes the char acter’s
own troubled state.

As the film sets out to explore the impact of this fantasy perceived as
an Erotic Thriller in Bill’s psyche,  the mise en  scène becomes fully
subjective. As Mario Falsetto points out, everything one sees and
hears following Alice’s revel a tion may be thought to be filtered by
Bill’s point of view, or may even trans late a dream of the character 14.
The dream like quality of the filming and of the narrative, full of
strange symbol isms, surprising twists and confusing coin cid ences,
thus creates a state of uncer tainty (is it a dream or objective reality?)
which, in itself, reflects Bill’s troubled state, as the virtu ality repres‐ 
ented by the Erotic Thriller narrative has collapsed upon his previ‐ 
ously ideal ized percep tion of reality. Even though they have been
spurred by jeal ousy, Bill’s uncer tain ties there fore spill beyond the
realms of sexual and gender iden tities, and lead the char acter to
enter a world of abso lute epistem o lo gical uncer tainty, as under lined
by the orgy scene.

16

In many regards, the orgy acts as the epitome of the film’s prob lem‐ 
atic generic asso ci ation with the Erotic Thriller. After several
encoun ters with women which failed to lead to adul tery, Bill goes to
see Nick, an old friend of his whom he had chanced upon during
Ziegler’s party. Nick, a pianist, tells him about myster ious orgies full
of secretive men in disguise and stun ningly beau tiful pros ti tutes, at
which he plays the piano blind folded. Bill manages to obtain the pass‐ 
word for this night’s orgy, rents a mask and a costume and blends in
as one of the guests. He attends to a ritual cere mony during which
pros ti tutes get undressed and pick a guest as their partner for the
night. The prot ag onist even tu ally gets picked by a woman who
advises him to flee as he has been recog nised as an intruder. This
woman is even tu ally taken away by another guest, and Bill freely
explores the mansion, watching various sexual acts being performed
for the bene fits of the guests. Even tu ally, Bill is recog nised as an
intruder, cornered by the members of this myster ious group, and is
only allowed to escape thanks to the inter ven tion of the pros ti tute,
appar ently willing to sacri fice herself so he can live.

17
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Even though Bill himself still does not manage to commit adul tery,
the two core elements of the Erotic Thriller previ ously missing are
finally included. First, Bill now appears to face actual dangers, as he
seems to risk his life by intruding upon this myster ious sect. In addi‐ 
tion, the nudity and soft core porno graphy, so frus trat ingly absent
until then, are now over abundant, and the viewers are free to gorge
their eyes on a seem ingly unlim ited amount of naked body parts and
sexual perform ances. However, such an over abund ance of obvi ously
staged acts destroys all the erotic poten tial of the scene, and turns
the orgy into the night marish climax of an anxious rela tion to sexu‐ 
ality. The fright ening masked watchers act as deeply unset tling
mirror images of both Bill and the viewers, thus preventing “the
deneg a tion of the pres ence of the viewer’s gaze” which Chris tian
Metz argues to be essen tial for filmic scopo philia to func‐ 
tion properly 15.

18

During the orgy, the excess of visib ility of nude bodies goes hand in
hand with a dissim u la tion of the char ac ters’ faces, which seems to
turn Bill’s focus away from sexu ality and towards the desire to find
out the iden tity of everyone involved: the char acter’s stare rests as
much on the myster ious masked watchers as on the naked women.
The viewers’ own hermen eutic curi osity may certainly be excited by
the watchers’ secret iden tities, all the more so as the expected erot i‐ 
cism fails to deliver any satis fac tion, thus enabling our focus to shift
else where. The myster ious sect appears incred ibly rich and powerful,
yet the iden tity of its members remains unknown, while even the
iden tity of the woman sacri fi cing herself for Bill is a mystery, so that
one may wonder why this woman was so intent on helping the prot‐ 
ag onist. Along side these identity- related mysteries, the very meaning
of each and everyone’s action becomes excess ively opaque: the sect’s
esoteric rituals and the char ac ters’ beha viours seem to with hold a
myster ious signi fic a tion that both Bill and the viewers cannot grasp.
After Bill leaves the orgy, most of the narrative focuses on the char‐ 
acter’s attempt to shed light on these various mysteries, thus
confirming that the orgy itself has marked a generic shift towards the
Para noid Thriller 16.

19
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The Para noid Thriller
In his  book Projecting  Paranoia, Ray Pratt argues that Para noid
Thrillers, films in which a prot ag onist believes that obscure forces are
acting against him, reflect “the emer gence of the post modern situ‐ 
ation, with its loss of sense of what is ‘true’ and ‘real’, as well as the
erosion of tradi tional liberal notions of citizen ship, indi vidu ality and
agency. Conspiracy theory is often symp to matic of a more pervasive
anxiety among indi viduals concerning their ability to control
their  lives”. 17 In Eyes Wide Shut, the generic shift towards the Para‐ 
noid Thriller reflects two main anxi eties which, although they may
symbol ic ally relate to Alice’s revel a tion, are narrat ively distant from it,
so that the story seems to have drifted far away from its
starting point.

20

First, the world now seems to be controlled by myster ious forces out
of the char acter’s reach. After the orgy, Bill invest ig ates on the sect.
All along his way, however, the latter appears one step ahead of him,
aware of all his actions and capable of stop ping him at every turn. Not
only does Bill appear spied on, the sect seems to be endowed with a
super human capa city to predict his decisions: indeed, as soon as the
char acter returns to the mansion where the orgy had taken place, a
threat ening messenger appears and gives him a letter demanding him
to stop his invest ig a tion. Since the messenger brings the letter mere
seconds after Bill’s arrival, one may wonder how the sect managed to
guess his coming. The reach of the sect seems beyond human limits,
so that everything surrounding Bill poten tially becomes part of a
super human conspiracy to stop him. Bill’s loss of agency is there fore
abso lute, the source of both a hermen eutic and a meta phys ical
anxiety, as the world now seems secretly ruled by forces that go not
only beyond an indi vidual’s reach, but even beyond reason.

21

Such an anxiety is correl ated to a second one, more closely centred
on troubled inter sub jectivity. Every char acter now seems poten tially
connected to the sect, so that one’s true iden tity appears onto lo gic‐ 
ally myster ious. Upon Bill’s quest to discover the iden tity of the
woman who saved him, the prot ag onist reads a press article relating
the death of a model from a drug over dose. Suspecting she may be
his saviour from the orgy, Bill goes to see her body at the morgue.

22
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There, an attentive viewer may recog nize the woman who initially
over dosed in Ziegler’s bath room, but could not know whether this
woman was indeed Bill’s saviour. As Bill slowly bends towards the
corpse, a slow zoom brings the viewer closer as well. This shot
epitom izes how the Other’s face has become an impen et rable mask,
one whose opacity may, beyond the mere issue of recog ni tion,
initiate a deep meta phys ical anxiety as to the insur mount able
distance separ ating an indi vidual from anyone else.

If the repres ent a tion of such deep meta phys ical doubt fits with the
generic shift leading the narrative towards the Para noid Thriller
(similar anxi eties are to be found in Inva sion of the Body Snatchers by
Don Siegel (1953) for instance), the sequence weaves a strong
symbolic connec tion with the troubles that origin ated with Alice’s
revel a tion, as it becomes apparent that due to this revel a tion, Bill
cannot recog nize his wife anymore – in the midst of his para noid
adven ture, he comes home and sees Alice acting as an ideal mother,
while the char acter’s fantasy of adul tery is played out in the
soundtrack. This “audi ovisual disson ance”, to use Michel
Chion’s terminology 18, under lines the fact that Bill cannot recog nize
Alice as two different women now seem to coexist within the same
body. In other words, the narrative arc connected to the Para noid
Thriller (Bill’s confront a tion to the sect) somehow echoes the film’s
other narrative arc initially developed as a Comedy of Remar riage and
then turned into an Erotic Thriller (Bill’s marital troubles), even
though those two parts are narrat ively distant 19.

23

The generic confu sion entailed by this confla tion of two distinct
narrative arcs is enhanced by the fact that the viewer is drawn to
exper i ence a meta phys ical doubt similar to Bill’s, as the prot ag onist
himself appears more and more enig matic, thus preventing any
unprob lem atic iden ti fic a tion: Cruise’s under played perform ance
under lines the opacity of a char acter who, even though he is the
clear focal iser of the film, never reveals his own subjectivity. As
Michel Chion summar izes, Bill wears a mask during the orgy, but
once he takes it off, the viewer cannot see anything  more. 20 The
char acter’s opacity adds an extra layer of generic instability, as some
of his actions jar with the expected beha viour of a char acter fighting
against an obscure conspiracy. For instance, whereas the prot ag on‐ 
ists of such archetypal Para noid Thrillers as John  Frankenheimer’s

24
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The Mand churian Candidate (1962) or Alan Pakula’s The Parallax View
(1975) do not rest until they have either defeated the conspiracy or
have been defeated by it, Bill, in the midst of his invest ig a tion, takes
the time to visit Domino, a pros ti tute he had almost slept with during
one of his early frus trated attempts, and even brings her cakes, as
though utterly obli vious of the mystery he is facing. Upon finding out
she is absent, he then flirts with her room mate in a surpris ingly
aggressive fashion for a man who had thus far been a very
passive character.

Bill’s unpre dict ab ility, combined with the perman ence of a highly
erot i cized atmo sphere – as though the Erotic Thriller subpart still
permeated through Bill’s para noid invest ig a tion – breaks away from
the conven tions of the Para noid Thriller by merging together uncon‐ 
nected narrative threads which further trouble the film’s own iden‐ 
tity. In the midst of these unstable grounds, the film reaches an
abrupt ending, as all these various epis odes are brought to an end
within the space of about fifteen minutes. Let us now envi sion how
this ending enables Kubrick to develop an ethics of trouble, while
providing a meta filmic reflec tion on cinema’s tend ency for narrative
and semantic clarity and closure.

25

An Ethics of Trouble
While still at the morgue, Bill is summoned by Ziegler, who then
reveals he is part of the sect, and was asked by the other members to
convince Bill to stop his invest ig a tion. Ziegler then provides Bill with
a reas suring narrative which depicts the sect as a less fright ening
group than it may have seemed: he argues that the entire ritual was
staged so as to scare Bill into a submissive silence. As for Bill’s savior,
she was not harmed. The dead pros ti tute Bill went to see was uncon‐ 
nected to these events, and just happened to over dose at the same
time. Far from a super human evil society, the members of this group
may, after all, be nothing more than powerful lewd men intent on
protecting their anonymity. Ziegler’s explan a tion thus acts as a Deus
Ex Machina supposedly bringing the many mysteries of the plot to a
close. Ziegler seems to self- consciously act the part when claiming
the death of the over dosed pros ti tute was an acci dent, as he play fully
quotes a stereo typ ical state ment liable to provide closure in a

26
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detective story: “Her door was locked from the inside. The police are
happy. End of story”. However, it is a highly unsat is fying closure. Bill
himself clearly does not believe him. Even if one decides to trust
Ziegler’s version, this narrative does not explain the many myster ious
coin cid ences, echoes and digres sions that were part of the para‐ 
noid atmosphere.

Unsat is fying as it may be, this mock conclu sion does put an end to
the film’s digres sion towards the Para noid Thriller, as Bill then comes
home and the conspiracy is utterly discarded. The narrative centers
back on the couple’s marriage. Bill sees his orgy mask lying by Alice’s
side on the bed, which leads him to burst into tears and to tell Alice
the whole story. From then on, the threat of adul tery which anim ated
the Erotic Thriller narrative arc is completely left aside as well. 21 The
last scene shows the couple Christmas shop ping for their daughter, a
familial setting which jars with the explor a tion of the shady New York
night life that had encap su lated the film’s flir ta tion with the Erotic
Thriller. The well- lit depart ment store, filled with warm colors and
toys, unmis tak ably evokes the original setting of Ziegler’s party, so
that the viewer may expect the ending to echo the begin ning and at
least provide a closure adapted to the tropes of Comedies of Remar‐ 
riage. Just as in George Cukor’s Phil adelphia Story (1940) for instance,
the discarded husband does manage to patch things up with his wife.
However, the circular struc ture of the film does not imply that the
couple will now go back to a self- blinding retreat in an ideal ized
façade world: as Bill prom ises to love Alice “forever”, thus paving the
way for a fairytale narrative closure, his wife stops him and argues
she is afraid of that word. Instead, in the film’s final line, she urges the
couple to “fuck” as soon as possible.

27

In so doing, Alice points at the  way Eyes Wide  Shut offers a happy
ending para dox ic ally devoid of all closure. Even though it ends with a
situ ation typical of Comedies of Remar riage (the spouses are ready
for a new start), the various layers of uncer tainty opened up by the
various generic shifts remain wide open. As Laura Mulvey suggests,
“there are two grand conven tions of narrative closure, devices that
allow the drive of a story to return to a stasis: death or marriage” 22.
In Eyes Wide Shut, the expected Remar riage does not provide an “ever
after” kind of stability, while the death of the pros ti tute, far from
providing closure, looms large as a narrative opening, the kind of
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deaths that would rather initiate an invest ig a tion than close
a narrative.

The couple must find a way to remain united in spite of the epistem‐ 
o lo gic ally unstable world they now evolve in, and even thanks to it, as
self- awareness may prevent them from falling back into a world of
certain ties they now know to be illu sions. Like wise, the viewer must
strive to find satis fac tion in a happy ending that does not solve the
film’s generic troubles, and even provides an ulti mate reminder of its
attempt at generic disor i ent a tion, since Alice’s word “fuck”, just
before the end credit, reminds us that the expected Erotic Thriller
didn’t take place, as the hope of seeing an explicit inter course
involving the two stars – a hope so actively fanned by the film’s
promo tion – will now be frus trated forever. Three consec utive unsat‐ 
is fying conclu sions reflex ively indicate that Eyes Wide Shut expli citly
avoids wrap ping up its narrative in a neat ending providing both
narrative and semantic closure, in order for the film to point at the
epistem o lo gical uncer tainty which one is invited to consider as
inherent to the human condi tion, in spite of one’s tend ency to blind
oneself from this fact, as epitom ized by Bill. By failing to provide
closure to the three generic struc tures developed throughout the
film, the ending thus points at the frus trat ingly limited scope of a
world view – Bill’s – which, by seeing the world through the prism of
generic patterns, fails to embrace its  complexity 23. Only by being
kept away from the tempta tion to view his life through an arti fi cially
simplistic narrative prism, thanks to his wife’s watch ful ness, can Bill
hope to save his marriage. Bill’s situ ation there fore sheds light on the
film’s meta filmic reflec tion: by prob lem at ic ally merging together
three distinct generic  patterns, Eyes Wide  Shut fosters a troub ling
viewing exper i ence which reflex ively indic ates films’ tend ency to
simplify a complex reality by subsuming it into an arti fi cially coherent
set of generic conventions.

29

The visuals of the last scene beau ti fully convey the film’s reflec tion, as
it intro duces the first shallow focus of the entire film. Everything
around the char ac ters looks like a blurry shim mering of lights and
colors, whereas the photo graphy  of Eyes Wide  Shut is, in every
other scene, char ac ter ized by constant depth of field and total image
sharp ness. As the char ac ters attempt to reunite within a world that
now appears blurry, Eyes Wide Shut suggests one should open one’s
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revel a tion for Bill to start focusing on such elements and viewing the world
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of the Erotic Thriller more faith fully. However, we shall see that at this
point, the film strays away from this generic pattern to explore another one.

13  For an analysis of Tom Cruise’s acting  in Eyes Wide  Shut, see Vincent
Jaunas, “Acting Out of the World: The Distan cing Under playing of the Main
Actors in 2001� A Space Odyssey and Eyes Wide Shut”. Cinergie: Il Cinema et le
altre  Arti, n°  12, 2017, pp.  73-82. For an analysis of sexu ality  in Eyes
Wide  Shut, see Celestino Deleyto, “1999. A Closet Odyssey: Sexual
Discourses in Eyes Wide Shut”. Atlantis vol. 28, n° 01, 2006, pp. 29-43.

14  Mario  Falsetto, Stanley Kubrick: A Narrative and Styl istic  Analysis.
Praeger, 2001, pp. 130-141.

15  Chris tian Metz, Le Signi fiant imagin aire : psychana lyse et cinéma. 10/18,
1977, p. 82 (my translation).

16  Once again, this new generic shift seems to emanate from a change in
Bill’s subjective percep tion, which reroutes the film’s whole generic struc‐ 
ture. The object ively enig matic nature of the orgy is already estab lished
prior to Bill’s visit – notably by Nick – but it is Bill’s shifting interest, from
sex to the resol u tion of this mystery, which connects the subsequent filmic
events to the genre of the Para noid Thriller. The fact that this new generic
affil i ation stems from Bill’s new percep tion of reality is emphas ized by the
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and looks for Nick. These familiar settings, which in the first part were filled
with the promise of sexual encoun ters, now exude a sense of dread and
onto lo gical uncer tainty that trans lates Bill’s altered view point. Here, too,
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Cavell: Bill is indeed confronted to the distance separ ating two human
beings. The philo soph ical found a tions of the Comedy of Remar riage,
according to Cavell, there fore become mani fest in Kubrick’s film, but only
through the detour of the generic conven tions of the Para noid Thriller,
following a previous detour towards the Erotic Thriller.

20  Michel Chion, Stanley Kubrick  : L’humain, ni plus ni  moins. Cahiers du
cinéma, 2005, p. 506.

21  Celestino Deleyto notes how many critics felt dissat is fied with a “happy
ending in which the couple get back together for no apparent reason”.
Celestino Deleyto, Op. cit., 2006, p. 31.

22  Laura Mulvey, Death 24x a Second: Still ness and the Moving Image. Reak‐ 
tion Books, 2006, p. 71.

23  In so doing, Eyes Wide Shut sheds light on Stanley Kubrick’s (known to
inscribe all his films within specific generic tradi tions) rela tion to film
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RÉSUMÉS

English
More than twenty- five years after its release, Stanley  Kubrick’s Eyes
Wide Shut remains one of the least acclaimed films of the director, despite
his own asser tion that it was his finest film ever. Advert ised as an
erotic thriller, Eyes Wide Shut has tended to be seen as a let- down, a
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strangely puritan reflec tion on sexual anxiety from the director of the much
more explicit A Clock work Orange. I will argue that this dissat is fac tion arises
from the gap between some viewers’ expect a tion of a highly provoc ative,
sex- filled work, and the frus tra tion of all viewers’ expect a tions sought by
Kubrick. Indeed, though Bill Harford’s journey stems from a marital crisis
which ignites psycho sexual anxi eties, such a premise leads him to exper i‐ 
ence a global state of unrest which evolves beyond marriage and sex: sexual
and gender anxi eties bring forth a cognitive and a meta phys ical crisis. Given
the highly subjective quality of the film, which brings the viewer to exper i‐ 
ence the world as filtered by the main char acter’s  consciousness, Eyes
Wide  Shut thus becomes a highly troub ling viewing exper i ence indeed.
Whereas many expected erotic thrills, the film frus trates the spec tator’s
scopo philia, as the expected pleasure derived from watching Tom Cruise
and Nicole Kidman’s love life is thwarted, and instead seeks to produce
hermen eutic and sensory bewil der ment. I argue that the film explores the
various modal ities of trouble to ulti mately develop an ethics of unrest.

Français
Plus de vingt- cinq ans après sa  sortie, Eyes Wide  Shut (Stanley Kubrick,
1999) demeure l’un des films les moins acclamés du cinéaste, en dépit du fait
que Kubrick lui- même le consi dé rait comme son chef d’œuvre. Promu
comme un thriller érotique, le film en a déçu plus d’un, qui y ont vu une
réflexion sur l’anxiété sexuelle éton nam ment puri taine de la part du réali sa‐ 
teur à l’origine du très explicite Orange Mécanique (1971). Cet article suggère
que la médiocre récep tion du film résulte d’un déca lage entre les attentes
d’une part du public, et le projet filmique de trou bler les spec ta teurs. En
effet, bien que les tribu la tions du prota go niste Bill Harford résultent d’une
crise mari tale provo quant des troubles psycho- sexuels, le film déve loppe, à
partir de ces prémisses, une explo ra tion plus radi cale du trouble. Celui- ci
dépasse le cadre des anxiétés sexuelles et se trans forme en crise cogni tive
et méta phy sique. Au vu de la qualité haute ment subjec tive du film, qui
montre le monde diégé tique tel que perçu et déformé par les percep tions
de Bill, Eyes Wide Shut devient, de fait, une expé rience filmique trou blante.
Là où nombre de spec ta teurs et spec ta trices souhai taient se délecter d’un
spec tacle érotique, le film frustre toute satis fac tion voyeu riste et cherche à
susciter un état de confu sion hermé neu tique et senso rielle. Cet article
suggère qu’explorer les diverses moda lités de cette confu sion permet in fine
à Eyes Wide Shut de déve lopper une véri table éthique du trouble.

INDEX
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TEXTE

The study of Amer ican film history has tended to char ac terise the
1980s according to a narrow, singular model that fore grounds the
import ance of White House occu pancy and box- office hits 1. Such an
emphasis has meant that it is often missed that, as Stephen Prince
observed about the decade, “Hollywood itself was attacked for films
that were unac cept ably lewd, bigoted or sacri le gious” (emphasis in
original)  (xvi). The Last Tempta tion of  Christ (Martin Scorsese, 1988)
was the most notorious example of the latter  and Dressed to  Kill
(Brian De Palma, 1980) was subjected to protests against its miso gyn‐ 
istic viol ence; but an espe cially infamous example that was attacked
in public and in the press for its bigotry was William
Friedkin’s  Cruising (1980). The film, set in New York’s gay leather
scene, managed to upset not only gay activ ists and homo phobes
alike, but also the censors and theatre owners as well. This article
concen trates  on Cruising’s director because he seems partic u larly
emblem atic of the tensions in the 1980s between the personal
approach of auteur film makers and the decade’s prevailing popu lism
and conformity. Friedkin’s career had been (and continues to be)
defined by the extraordinary fame and influ ence of two films he made
consec ut ively in 1971 and  1973� The French  Connection and
The Exorcist. As Larry Gross put it in 1995 when he considered the

1
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director’s steep career decline: “it’s tough now even to grasp how
completely Friedkin’s two early successes helped create the idiom of
serious/popular Holly wood film making over the last twenty- five
years” (14). As with a number of the other film makers asso ci ated with
the “Holly wood Renais sance” of the late 1960s and early 1970s,
Friedkin’s repu ta tion, and subsequent ability to get films made in
Holly wood, was fatally under mined by one specific cata strophic
failure. The finan cial disaster  of Sorcerer (1977), a remake of
Henri  Clouzot’s The Wages of  Fear (1953), preceded the more
notorious examples of  both Apoca lypse  Now (Francis Coppola,
1979) and Heaven’s Gate (Michael Cimino, 1980). Indeed, the diffi culty
in the market place of the late 1970s of making the sort of cinema
asso ci ated with the Holly wood Renais sance was brought into sharp
relief  when Sorcerer’s release date in May 1977 fell on exactly the
same day as the first Star Wars film (Segaloff 170).

By the end of the 1970s, Friedkin was already no stranger to contro‐ 
versy, having received well- publicised criti cism for the perceived
blas phemy in The Exorcist as well as for the extra vagant over spend of
Sorcerer (Segaloff 147-149, 155-172). This article exam ines Friedkin’s
seem ingly unerring ability to attract trouble by inter rog ating the
motiv a tions that governed his actions. This is achieved through the
exam in a tion of some of the diffi culties that plagued two 1980s films:
Cruising, that was more contro ver sial than successful on its initial
release, and Friedkin’s most obscure and least seen  film, Rampage,
which was only shown twice in the United States (in Boston and Los
Angeles) when completed in 1987, before a fuller but still limited, and
entirely unsuc cessful, domestic release in 1992 (Clagett  311). One of
the prin cipal ways that I am able to offer a fresh perspective on these
matters is through the use of archival material from Friedkin’s papers
lodged at the Margaret Herrick library in Los Angeles.

2

Friedkin began his career working in docu ment aries and one of the
most consistent aspects of his directing career is his determ ined
approach to research and authen ti city. In this regard, he has often
been drawn to narrat ives that are based on the real- life exper i ences
of those who fulfilled roles depicted in the fictional narrat ives. This
resolve to achieve a high degree of verisimil itude has led Friedkin
towards contro versy on a number of occa sions. At the same time, his
troubles also resulted from his notori ously combative person ality.

3
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Walon Green, who  wrote Sorcerer and The Brink’s  Job (1978) for
Friedkin, observed about the major Holly wood studios: “They hated
Billy [Friedkin]. They were thrilled when he started bombing” (Biskind
413). It is there fore unsur prising that Friedkin mostly found employ‐ 
ment in the inde pendent sector in the 1980s.

This article continues the crit ical reappraisal  of Cruising that
followed a brief re- run in 1998 and then a DVD release in 2007 2. In
1980, however, the negative publi city that dogged the film’s route to
market had both the effect of over whelming much consid er a tion of
the film’s intrinsic qual ities, and of setting in stone its prob lem atic
subsequent repu ta tion resulting from the percep tion that its
portrayal of an altern ative sub- culture is char ac ter ised by viol ence
and sexual debauchery. The result has been that it has been rarely
noticed that, even at the time of its making and release, the film had
its supporters, both from within and outside of the gay community.
Corres pond ence from the archives allows a more balanced under‐ 
standing of the film’s public and insti tu tional recep tion and complic‐ 
ates notions of Friedkin’s responsibility. Cruising’s troubles continued
after its release as well and the public and protracted row between
the censors and the film makers is also considered, partic u larly
because it is illus trative of the types of censor ship issues that at this
partic ular point in history was of concern for the various inter ested
parties: the public, film makers and the appointed guard ians of moral
stand ards. At the same time, the largely unknown diffi culties that
Friedkin endured, in the form of a letter writing campaign when he
was  making Rampage, are yet another example of what seems an
uncanny aptitude for attracting trouble. On that occa sion, at least, it
does seem that the director was not as blameworthy.

4

Both Cruising and Rampage (and also  1985’s To Live and Die in  L.A.)
are linked by the nature of the source mater ials on which they were
based, and by the insider know ledge upon which they all relied.
Friedkin’s choices relate to his back ground in docu ment aries with his
approach to authen ti city under pin ning his explor a tions of contem‐ 
porary Amer ican society. Cruising was based on a dubious 1970 novel
of the same name by Gerald Walker that has been vili fied for its
homo phobic under tones (Simon 69). Friedkin used the novel’s basic
narrative but altered it completely by refash ioning it to incor porate
ideas drawn from recent real- life events, and from the exper i ences of
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an under cover policeman, Randy Jurgensen (who advised Friedkin on
The French Connection). To Live and Die, a high- energy thriller, was
based on a novel written by Gerald Petievich that fiction al ised his
own exper i ences as a Secret Service agent, like the
films’ protagonists. Rampage was a similar situ ation, with the source
novel by William Wood also based on his former profes sion as a
Deputy District Attorney — again like the film’s leading char acter.
Even another 1980s Friedkin film, Deal of the Century (1983) — a lame
star vehicle for Chevy Chase, Friedkin’s only studio produc tion in the
decade and the only time he did not write the screen play — was
initially meant to main tain his insist ence on an  authentic mise- en-
scène. This was effect ively scuppered when a loan of aircraft from the
armed forces failed to mater i alise. An internal memo reveals that the
produc tion had proceeded under a false impres sion because of “a
misquote about approval by Depart ment of Defence and Depart ment
of Navy. Neither did in fact” (Yorkin). Even when he used a screen play
by someone else, in this case by Paul Brickman, Friedkin was not
satis fied with relying on others. When he was solely respons ible for
the writing (as on Cruising and Rampage), he used the source novels
as a point of depar ture for the under taking of extensive research.
While not oper ating at a Kubrickian level of deep research, the
archives do show that Friedkin read up and consulted widely on the
sort of proced ural matters and real- life events that might inform his
scripts. He always strove to depict real istic repres ent a tions of the
subject matter under consideration.

Protests against Cruising
Some years  before Cruising was actu ally made, Friedkin had been
approached  by French  Connection producer, Philip D’Antoni about
making a film from Walker’s  novel, the rights of which he had just
purchased. The story, inspired by a series of unsolved murders in
1969, was about a policeman going under cover in New York’s affluent
gay community to invest igate a serial killer and becoming a murderer
himself as he becomes over whelmed by his homo sexual urges. Its
essen tially homo phobic nature was of little interest for Friedkin: “I
didn’t think much of it [and] I wasn’t compelled to make it into a film
at that time” (Simon 69). D’Antoni then managed to briefly pique the
interest of Steven Spiel berg before selling the prop erty to the inde ‐
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pendent producer Jerry Wein traub (who had made his name with
Robert Altman’s acclaimed 1975  film, Nashville). In 1979, Wein traub
once again approached Friedkin about making a film from Walker’s
book (ibid). After working  on The Brink’s  Job essen tially as a hired
hand, Friedkin was keen to apply himself to a project over which he
had creative control. He now had some ideas to combine Walker’s
book with a number of other sources. Firstly, there were the fascin‐ 
ating tales Jurgensen had told him about going under cover in the
early 1960s to appre hend uniformed men, possibly police officers,
who were black mailing, and poten tially murdering, homo sexuals
(Clagett 238-239). He had also just read a January 1979 piece by Arthur
Bell  in Village Voice, “Another Murder at the Anvil”, which described
two murders in four months at a gay club in New York’s meat- packing
district (Bell). Another factor was that Friedkin had heard rumours of
a series of unex plained deaths in the gay community that would later
turn out to be the start of the AIDS epidemic (Simon 69). All this now
prompted Friedkin to accept the offer to make Cruising. He reversed
his earlier decision because he could now see how he could trans pose
Walker’s novel to the under ground leather scene, which featured in
both Jurgensen and Bell’s stories.

Cruising is a radical portrait of a sub- culture that, according to Mark
Kermode, “broke all the existing taboos of main stream cine matic sex
with its frank, tactile portrait of an exotic, erotic under world” (22). In
keeping with his begin nings in docu mentary film making, and to
capture this scene’s febrile atmo sphere, Friedkin carried out copious
research in a search for authen ti city. So that he could go ‘cruising’
himself, he managed to obtain intro duc tions and protec tion from the
dubious gang ster types who owned the New York leather
bars, including the infamous Genovese crime- family member, Matty
“The Horse” Ianni ello (Bailey 2). When he immersed himself in the
scene, he observed: “I wasn’t bothered that much… I was just another
fat Jew in a jock strap” (Segaloff 169). The Bacchanalian depic tion of
this life was inev it ably likely to attract a certain amount of negative
atten tion, but the film makers never could have anti cip ated the level
of oppro brium that the film gener ated. Although the strength of the
protests was unex pected, Friedkin could hardly have been surprised
that the film was conten tiously received. Its extraordin arily frank
depic tion of the highly sexu al ised leather scene seems to be a overt
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act of provoca tion, a delib erate strategy, perhaps, to raise public
aware ness of the film. The graphic nature of Cruising’s depic tion of
sado- masochistic prac tices was calcu lated, as Friedkin admitted to
Linda Ruth Williams in 2004, to “get away with stuff most people
weren’t getting way with – I wanted to see how far I could push the
envelope” (19).

Cruising’s portrayal of one section of homo sexual culture as an envir‐ 
on ment that fosters murderers gathered a range of objec tions from
both homo phobes and homo sexuals, albeit, of course, for very
different reasons. While there was bound to be resist ance to any
portrayal of homo sexual life from conser vative quar ters at this time,
it was the gay community who rallied together to create prob lems for
Cruising’s produc tion. Before it had been completed, the film had
already acquired a badge of notoriety when organ ised protests were
staged during its filming on New York streets. An early version of the
script had leaked and this resulted in the protestors believing that the
film would make correl a tions between homo sexu ality and homicidal
tend en cies. Arthur  Bell, whose original story had been one of the
inspir a tions for the film’s narrative in the first place, was one of the
most vocal oppon ents of the film and regu larly railed against the film
in his “Bell Tolls” column in Village Voice. The extent of his anger on
the subject became yet more apparent during the protests on 25 July
1979 when a radio bulletin direct from the streets reported that “Bell
looked right into the camera and said they should do viol ence to any
of the crew they saw” (Van Dorn). The concerted attempts made to
obstruct the filming taking place on the New York streets gener ated
huge publi city with regular reports on radio and tele vi sion news, and
in the pages of broad sheet news pa pers from both sides of
the continent 3. In later versions of the script, there is evid ence of
Friedkin seeming to have responded to the protestors’ concerns. A
few lines not in early drafts clearly seek to mitigate any impres sion
that the sub- culture depicted is typical of gay society. The detective
in charge, Edelson (Paul Sorvino) tells the film’s prot ag onist, Steve
Burns (Al Pacino), when sending him under cover, that both victims
“were not in the main stream of gay life. They were into heavy leather,
S & M. It’s a whole different way of life”  (Friedkin, Cruising). A more
obvious attempt to appease the protesters was to begin the film with
a simil arly motiv ated, if ill- advised, disclaimer: “The film is not
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intended as an indict ment of the homo sexual world. It is set in one
small segment of that world, which is not meant to be repres ent ative
of the whole” (Segaloff  194) 4. Feel ings ran high about the film and
some of the hate mail in the archives illus trates this well, even if it
was not always entirely ration ally expressed. One partic u larly crazed
example from Max Karnick tells Friedkin:

I have not seen a movie since Zhivago, never heard of William
Friedkin… “that door” [homo sexu ality] should have remained shut in
the closet – so “they” could all suffocate and then drop them into the
Hudson River… to save a lot of morgue effeuse [sic] 5.

In fair ness, the letters from supporters also some times read as simil‐ 
arly deranged, with Stefan Fitterman, who appears to have advised
Friedkin on gay life in New York, comparing the reac tions to Cruising
to Nazism:

9

Is there any differ ence between “burn the movie” and “burn the
Jews”? More fright ening were words painted on streets and
build ings, “stop the movie Cruising” – so close to “Juden”… another
example of growing fascist tend en cies in the US… I do salute your
efforts. Above and beyond any polit ical move ment, there is the truth
(under lining in original).

Support for Cruising
The publi city surrounding the film’s produc tion seems to have stim u‐ 
lated a strong opening, but its crit ical recep tion was (nearly) unan im‐ 
ously negative, often even hostile. The tone of the reviews was so
extreme that a college professor, George Grella, who doubled as a
film critic for his local paper, was prompted to send Friedkin his
positive review which was unequi vocal in its praise: “it constructs
some of the harshest, subtlest, and most complex meta phors for our
life and time that I have ever seen” (Grella ‘Cruising’). In his accom pa‐ 
nying letter, Grella tells the director that “I wanted you to see that
at least someone reviewed Cruising as a movie instead of as some sort
of perverse ideo lo gical state ment” (Grella “Letter to Friedkin”). Even
more indic ative of the extent of the adverse reac tions to the film was
that Friedkin took the trouble to write back, telling Grella that his was
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“the most perceptive review I’ve seen of the film. I agree with your
conclu sions and I’m grateful to you for going against the grain”
(Friedkin, “Letter to Grella”). Another supportive, if naïve, letter
writer suspects a crit ical conspiracy and encloses one review
from the Westchester Rock land Newspaper which described Cruising
as evid ence: “as close to a piece of cine matic excre ment as any film
I’ve seen” (Prete).

The wave of negat ivity that dominated Cruising’s public discourse at
this time obscures how more balanced views were also expressed and
the film certainly had its supporters. So, when the editor of
gay  magazine Mandate reported from the set in the February 1980
issue, he observed:

11

More than 1600 gay men parti cip ated in the filming of Cruising…
signi fic antly fewer gays protested the filming. The men who frequent
the world being depicted… were in the movie, and did not object to
their world being depicted… Many felt that the protests were as
much a protest against the leather world itself as they are a protest
against Friedkin’s film. (Bailey 3-4)

Indeed, the delight of these extras in depicting their life style in all its
splendour is palp able in the film. Friedkin received a number of
letters from those who worked on it thanking him for a great exper i‐ 
ence. One partic u larly effusive example said: “I do believe in freedom
of artistic expres sion  and Cruising may, in some way, come to
represent just such a freedom” (Williams K). In the face of the public
disrup tion, it is notable that Friedkin also received signi ficant support
from the city author ities. The director was suffi ciently grateful to pen
letters of thanks to both Nancy Little field, the mayor’s movie liaison,
and to Mayor Ed Koch himself. To Little field he wrote that, “without
your assist ance, we couldn’t have made the film” (Friedkin, “Letter to
Little field”). To Koch, he expressed “appre ci ation for the support…
and my apolo gies for any discom fort... though it would seem the 1st
amend ment issue was clear, I know yours was a moral stance, not
neces sarily the most polit ic ally expedient. I am grateful for your fair‐ 
ness, guid ance and cooper a tion” (Friedkin,“Letter to Koch”).

12

Not abso lutely everyone subscribed to the crit ical consensus and a
notable excep tion was Robin Wood who, in an article  for Movie
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in  1980 (reprinted in his 1986 book), vowed “to do some justice  to
Cruising… it has received none so far” (52).Wood’s “The Inco herent
Text: Narrative in the ‘70s” (not neces sarily a pejor ative term as Wood
explains it) considers Cruising’s complic ated and ambiguous narrative
construc tion and its conten tious portrayal of the leather- bar milieu
along side an exam in a tion of Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976) and
Looking for Mr  Goodbar (Richard Brooks, 1977). Wood invokes an
auteurist perspective when he argues that these three films achieve
“a certain level of distinc tion [by] exhibit[ing] a large degree of
involve ment on the part of their makers” (42). Never the less, having
been largely unavail able and reviled for years, it was only  when
Cruising was given a further theat rical run in 1998, and then a DVD
release in 2007, that the film enjoyed some thing of a crit ical and
cultural rehab il it a tion. Of course, soci etal atti tudes towards homo‐ 
sexu ality have changed immeas ur ably in the time since, which has
contrib uted to this re- appraisal, partic u larly regarding the film’s
portrayal of gay life. In 2018, Jason Bailey commented that “in the
decades that followed, some thing curious happened. Critics – partic‐ 
u larly gay critics –  revisited  Cruising, and came to find value in it
through the lens of (iron ic ally enough) repres ent a tion” (4). Paul
Burston had already argued in 1998 that ‘the film is now part of queer
film history and a test a ment to how a frightened Holly wood treated a
disen fran chised minority… reac tions  to Cruising say as much about
the time when they were written as about the film itself… despite the
fact that it is not really a film “about homo sexu ality” at all’ (24).

The contro ver sies that swirled around the produc tion and recep‐ 
tion of Cruising can be seen, to some degree at least, to be attrib ut‐ 
able to the actions and beha viour of its writer- director, but it also
suffered from word- of-mouth anxi eties that were not neces sarily
based on what was in the actual film. Objec tions were stridently and
publicly expressed, with the print and broad cast media playing a role
in gener ating head lines that inev it ably tended to obscure any
opposing opinion. As we have seen, this support included the
members of the community that was supposedly being misrep res‐
ented in the film. The debates surrounding Cruising exposed tensions
between the fair repres ent a tion of minority cultures and the expres‐ 
sion of free speech (as laid down in the 1  amend ment of the Amer‐ 
ican Consti tu tion). Never the less, it is important to recog nise that the
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film’s ability to represent the culture it depicts in a nuanced manner
was always going to be diffi cult because, as Bailey observed, “Friedkin
remained an aloof observer of gay life and Cruising was undeni ably a
script written from a straight, Other- ing perspective” (2).

Cruising and the Censors
After filming was completed, Cruising still continued to appear regu‐ 
larly in the press because of a very public, some what protracted row
between Wein traub and Friedkin on one side and the censors on the
other, a furor that actu ally only arose after the film’s initial rating and
release. The film was clearly pushing against the limits of accept ab‐ 
ility at the time and a number of theatre chains, including the
country’s largest, General Cinema Corp. (GCC), refused to show it
because the film’s ‘R’ rating was seen by many to be unduly lenient
(Prince 346). It is this that seems to have prompted the row that
emerged between Richard Heffner, the Chairman of the Clas si fic a tion
and Ratings Admin is tra tion and the film makers. Again, the broad‐ 
sheets, as with the protests during produc tion, kept the dispute in
the public  domain 6. After an article by Dale Pollock in  the Los
Angeles  Times in which Heffner implied that the film makers had
misled the board, Friedkin and Wein traub published their own offi cial
riposte (Pollock  ‘R- Rated Cruising’). They gave the press a written
state ment that gave a compre hensive account of their version of
events before asserting:

15

With a series of innu endos, unat trib uted comments and offi cial
releases...the MPAA have charged that we agreed to make certain
changes in Cruising…to obtain an ‘R’ rating, and then did not make
the changes. This is false…we did not release a different version
(other than to delete scenes) than the one that was submitted
for rating. (under lining in original) (Friedkin and Weintraub).

Despite all the huffing and puffing on both sides, the relat ively minor
cuts Heffner demanded were carried out for subsequent releases.
Stephen Prince’s assess ment, that the board’s reac tion was cursory
and that the alter a tions “were cosmetic rather than substantive”
seems accurate (347). While Prince’s clear disdain  for Cruising may
have caused him to over state his case, his point about a causal link
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between the censors’ belated response to the dissent about the film’s
‘R’ rating, and the reac tions from GCC and other leading theatre
chains is also well made. The implic a tion is that the censors’ later
decisions were polit ic ally motiv ated in that they were influ enced
more by the opin ions of the major exhib itors than by the sens it iv ities
of the film’s putative audi ence. On the other side of the argu ment,
Friedkin and Wein traub’s combative reac tion was prob ably motiv ated
by the thought that the publi city could only stim u late interest in the
film. Given the barely discern ible cuts that resulted, the even tual
effect  of Cruising’s censor ship row being conducted in public, it
might be argued, was simply to bring the absurdity of both parties’
posturing into sharp focus.

Researching Rampage
Rampage is prob ably Friedkin’s most obscure film largely because the
inde pendent company that financed its making, the Dino de
Laurentiis Group, went bank rupt in 1987 as it was about to be
released. It was not put on general release until 1992, and then only
for a brief time when Miramax released a new version re- edited by
Friedkin. The protests that emerged early on in the film’s gest a tion
were not played out in the national press and, given the film’s
subsequent prob lems, they are now merely a foot note in the produc‐ 
tion history of a forgotten film. What is partic u larly inter esting about
the brouhaha gener ated is how much it tells us about the manner in
which public objec tions were mobil ised in the 1980s. One small news‐ 
paper article in a specialist public a tion managed to trigger a reac tion
that today would, perhaps, “go viral” in the blink of an eye.

17

Friedkin’s first film had been, back in 1962, The People vs. Paul Crump,
a docu mentary about a man sentenced to death for a crime Friedkin
believed he did not commit, made at a time when he was vehe mently
opposed to the death penalty. In the mean time, Friedkin’s views had
modi fied and he was no longer so sure where he stood on this issue.
It was, according to Nat Segaloff, this uncer tainty about a subject in
which he was inter ested that prompted him to try to make sense of
the complex ities of the argu ment by optioning the rights to William
Wood’s 1985  novel, Rampage (262). The novel  is a polemic on the
morality of the death penalty and on the Amer ican, and specific ally
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the Cali for nian, legal system, and is based on a notorious real- life
case. Friedkin was partic u larly attracted to the inside know ledge
Wood was able to bring to his subject, having served as a Deputy
District Attorney (like the book and film’s protagonist).

The film begins by showing how easy it is for Charles Reece (Alex
MacAr thur), the murderer, to buy a gun. With Reece armed, the film
moves swiftly to the first murder. While the killing is discovered and
Deputy District Attorney, Tony Fraser (Michael Biehn) attends the
crime scene, Reece imme di ately goes on to commit his second
murder. He is quickly captured by the police and much of the latter
part of the film is taken up with his trial. The film also follows the
proced ural complex ities with which Fraser has to grapple if he is to
get Reece declared “legally sane”, thus making him liable to the death
penalty. One hour into the film (which lasts 107 minutes), there is a
sudden burst of action that seems to have drifted in from another
film when Reece escapes as he is being trans ported in a police van
from court. Once Reece is re- caught, the trial proceeds and the film
ends with Reece found guilty and likely to face the death penalty.
However, the defence demands further, more advanced brain scans
which now identify him as insane and the jury reverses their verdict
(unseen). This was different from the 1987 version which ended with a
guilty verdict after which Reece commits suicide in his cell. The
suicide plot of the first version conforms both to the novel and the
real- life events on which it was  based 7. When Friedkin altered the
ending in 1992, he left open the possib ility that Reece might be
released in the future. The ambi guity of this conclu sion, that seems
to endorse the use of the death penalty, reflects Friedkin’s evolving
views about the positive value of capital punish‐ 
ment (Friedkin Connection 401).

19

Wood’s book was based on a real- life model, Richard Trenton Chase,
who committed a series of horrific murders and mutil a tions in late
1977 and early 1978 and committed suicide in prison after his convic‐ 
tion in May 1979 (Daugh erty). Friedkin’s propensity for a docu ment‐ 
arian’s approach meant that, as he had done with Cruising, he used
the source novel in combin a tion with extensive research into the
subject including the visits to psychi atric clinics that stim u lated the
produc tion’s troubles (discussed below). In December 1985, Friedkin
also sought the advice of a a defence lawyer, Colleen Grace, about the
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vera city of the source novel and about the argu ments used against
the death penalty. In January 1986, she sent Friedkin copies from
various cases, observing that the lawyers “don’t appear to be using
the law so much as appealing to the jury’s humanity (not so much his
insanity). In one case, they appeal to the doubt in the jury even
though they had found him guilty” (Grace). Traces of this research fed
into the completed film add to its sense of verisimil itude. Friedkin
also read up on Chase extens ively and in February, he corres ponded
with the District Attorney’s Office in Sacra mento who had prosec‐ 
uted the case. They supplied him with a detailed list of Chase’s
horrific acts, many of which Friedkin used for his murderer’s habits
and activ ities. These included the mutil a tion of animals and the
drinking of blood, although, thank fully, Friedkin chose to omit some
of Chase’s most horrific acts such as the sodom isa tion of one of his
victims. As with Reece, Chase was even tu ally diagnosed as a severe
para noid schizo phrenic (Daugherty).

Protests against Rampage
It was this mining for the small details that led Friedkin once again
towards contro versy. In a story in the January 1986 edition  of
NewsRounds, the monthly news paper of the Rush- Presbyterian-St
Luke’s Medical Center in Chicago, it was reported that Friedkin
visited Dr Jim Kavanaugh at the facility as research for a film that
would “show the world through the eyes of a killer who is also schizo‐ 
phrenic” (“Friedkin Visits”). The consequence of this small report in a
minor public a tion was a torrent of letters of complaint sent to
Friedkin that even outdid Cruising as an early inter ven tion: this time
it came before even a first draft screen play had been written. Many of
these letters said much the same thing: schizo phrenics are no more
or less likely to be killers than anyone else and the making of a film
where a schizo phrenic is a murderer will stig matize, and confirm
preju dices about, the illness. The writers were a combin a tion of
health profes sionals and members of the public, partic u larly parents
of schizo phrenic chil dren, and included those who were clearly part
of a concerted campaign by the Alli ance for the Mentally Ill, whose
member ship numbered thirty  thousand 8. One letter, from Helen E.
Smith of Mount Vernon, concludes: “surely, you can make money
some way without hurting so many people.” There are even several
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letters that amus ingly suggest that Friedkin’s film could be about a
film director- murderer instead. Although hardly likely to have made
any wider impact at all, Friedkin did feel the need to respond to the
comments in the June/July edition of the same paper:

In no way is it my inten tion to equate murder with mental illness…
the film deals with the death penalty in Cali fornia and the argu ments
for and against it. My purpose in consulting the Issac Ray Center and
other profes sionals in the field is to accurately portray the role of
forensic psychi atry in a murder case. (Friedkin ‘NewsRounds’).

There is a certain irony that it was Friedkin’s determ in a tion to
provide an accurate repres ent a tion of the subject matter by making
the visit to special ists in the field that should have caused the protest.
Perhaps it was natural for concerned parties to have reacted as they
did, espe cially so in the case of the parents of schizo phrenics, but
there is no sense from the avail able evid ence that Friedkin’s inten‐ 
tions were dishon our able or intended to provoke: in fact, he seems to
have been determ ined to be truthful. The film’s sober and proced ural
depic tion of the case may have stemmed from this desire and prob‐ 
ably hampered signi fic antly the film’s commer cial appeal. The hyster‐ 
ical nature of the objec tions focused on a single quota tion where it
was presum ably assumed that Friedkin would sensa tion alise the
issues. The film does not, however, make the sort of links between
murderers and schizo phrenia that the letter writers feared it would.
Rampage is as obscure a film as any in Friedkin’s career and was
patently out of step with the market place at the time of its release.
Yet Friedkin’s interest in the minu tiae of legal, medical and moral
issues leads to it having some reson ance with present day issues
because it asks ques tions about Amer ican society that still seem
relevant; some thirty years later, the ques tion of legal sanity and the
death penalty in the United States, as well as gun control, remain
contro ver sial and divisive issues.

22

Conclusion
Friedkin was a director who often seemed to relish the “diffi cult”
repu ta tion with which he has been saddled. There is certainly plenty
of evid ence to indicate Friedkin’s serious intent to achieve a high
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degree of verisimil itude and to explore both the emotion in, and the
mech anics of, contem porary sub- cultures or insti tu tions.  On
Cruising, however, his ideas and decisions were elements that
contrib uted to the film’s trouble some release and repu ta tion. As
writer- director, if any of the negative criti cism was warranted, then a
large portion of the respons ib ility for it can be placed at Friedkin’s
door.  The provocateur, who had basked in the contro ver‐ 
sies  surrounding The  Exorcist that helped propel that film to its
excep tional box office perform ance, was undoubtedly fully aware of
the sens it iv ities that a story  like Cruising would raise. Friedkin
himself was not entirely consistent on this point. In 2007, he was still
saying that “the vitriol the film was greeted with still confounds me”
(Simon 70). Yet in his auto bi o graphy six years later, he is prepared to
admit that he knew it could “possibly offend everyone but for me it
was just an exotic back ground for a murder mystery,” a distinc tion
that does seem some what disin genuous  (Friedkin  Connection 365).
What is not in ques tion is that the film’s frank portrayal of the leather
scene pushed hard against the accept able bound aries of the time.
The ‘R’ rating origin ally granted before the censor ship row looks now
to be some what ludicrous in the context of the time. In fact, given
how the AIDS epidemic would evis cerate New York’s leather scene a
few years  later, Cruising’s portrayal of this milieu can be seen as a
histor ical arte fact because it depicts a vanished sub- culture. The
sexual freedom that the scene celeb rated tragic ally also proved to be
its undoing. As Grady Hendrix observed, “a large slice of the men you
see in the club are no longer with us” (Bailey 4).

By the time Friedkin  made Rampage in 1987, the Amer ican film
industry had grav it ated further towards popu list high concept film‐ 
making, leaving the New Holly wood auteurs with far fewer oppor tun‐ 
ities to make the type of personal cinema that had char ac ter ised their
earlier careers. As many of the maverick film makers who had
emerged out of the Renais sance period also discovered, if Friedkin
wanted to remain in gainful employ ment, there was a simple neces‐ 
sity to become more willing to co- operate with those able and willing
to finance his films, and to avoid his earlier tend ency to consciously
play the role of provocateur. His heart attack in March 1981 may also
have been a factor in nudging him towards a less confront a tional
outlook. Segaloff argues that after the coronary, “his films very clearly
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NOTES

1  Examples include King 49-84; Britton; Shone; Wyatt.

2  See for example Bailey, Burston, Kermode, Krohn and Simon. There has
also been a recent (2019) Blu- ray release.

3  Excerpts from tele vi sion and radio reports are tran scribed in Friedkin’s
papers: see Jensen, Scamar della and Van Dorn. Examples of news paper
articles include Ledbetter, Ferretti, Pollock (“Friedkin  Film Cruising into a
Storm of Protest”).

4  The disclaimer has long since been removed.

5  The letter writer seems to be conflating ‘efflu ence’ and ‘refuse’.

6  For example, Harmetz,  “R- Rated Cruising”; Pollock,  “Cruising: The
Battle Continues”.

7  As far as I can tell, the 1987 version has not been avail able in any format
since its initial release.

8  Letters in files labelled “Hate Mail 1986” in Friedkin’s papers, items f.612
and f.613. The co- ordinated nature of the campaign is obvious because
many of the letters are virtu ally identical.
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ably lewd, bigoted or sacri le gious’. One of the most infamous examples
is  1980’s Cruising, William Friedkin’s film about an under cover policeman
hunting a serial killer in New York’s gay leather scene. Protests during loca‐ 
tion filming were accom panied by highly partial coverage in local and
national news pa pers, while, after its release, Cruising managed to generate
yet more contro versy when a spat between the film makers and the censors
was played out in the national press. Seven years later, Friedkin’s ability to
attract ‘trouble’ reared its head again when protests, this time before a
screen play had even been written, were made against Rampage’s purported
portrayal of a schizo phrenic murderer (based on a real case). A concerted
letter campaign was the result of one brief article about the writer- 
director’s research which appeared to imply that the film would make a
disturbing correl a tion between schizo phrenia and homicidal tend en cies.
Given Friedkin’s seem ingly unerring ability to generate inflam matory head‐ 
lines (also evident, for example, when he was  making The  Exorcist), and
making extensive use of Friedkin’s papers, this article considers the extent
of his inten tion ality in his approach to sens itive and contro ver sial subject
matter. Was he being delib er ately provoc ative or was he simply approaching
serious subjects with a documentary- style preci sion? These two instances
of a film maker managing to attract ‘trouble’ opens up a discus sion of the
effect on film making, and on recep tion, of such diffi cult produc tion
contexts. Although it has since been subject to some crit ical rehab il it a tion,
the repu ta tion  of Cruising was set in stone by the surrounding
brouhaha  while Rampage, a largely unknown work, still managed to
generate protests although the concerns of the complain ants were quickly
forgotten when the film rapidly disap peared from sight. In this article, the
employ ment of archival material allows for a more nuanced perspective on
how media accounts can some times distort our under standing, in retro‐ 
spect, of contem por an eous attitudes.

Français
De manière géné rale le cinéma des années 1980 est souvent réduit  aux
blockbusters et aux films conser va teurs. Pour tant, la décennie fut égale ment
marquée par un certain nombre de films qui ont heurté la sensi bi lité du
public. Cette étude se concen trera sur deux d'entre eux, Cruising (1980) et
Rampage (1987), tous les deux du réali sa teur de l’Exorciste, William Friedkin.
Si les deux films dépeignent les commu nautés margi na li sées — la commu‐ 
nauté homo sexuelle « cuir » pour l’un et l’univers de la schi zo phrénie pour
l’autre — les contro verses ont troublé le public de façon très différente.
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TEXTE

It is tempting to consider trouble on screen exclus ively from the
perspective of film and TV repres ent a tions. On the one hand, the
indis cern ib ility of fact and fiction causes distrust in repres ent a tions.
On the other hand, repres enting the prob lems gener ated by this
blurred line seems to be the obvious solu tion. This can be observed,
more and more often, in films or TV series that focus on this very
cognitive problem, treating the deceiving power of screen repres ent‐ 
a tions as central to the plot  (Black  Mirror, Mr.  Robot, Darknet,
Westworld, etc.) The trouble with screens, then, is that they are
caught in a vicious circle that also seems irre medi ably closed –
exposing the dysfunc tional recep tion of repres ent a tions by embed‐ 
ding screens within each other may lead to the very misper cep tion
that the oper a tion seeks to prevent. To balance this view that the
dysfunc tional dimen sion of audi ovisual repres ent a tions belongs in
the story world, in the medi ating space between the viewer and the
screen, or, in the worst case, in both the former and the latter, I want
to examine here the kind of trouble that is mainly located off- 
screen – even though it is produced by a certain type of inter ac tion
between viewers and inter faces. In what follows, there fore, I do not
mean to study the prover bi ally blurred line between the factual and
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the fictional on- screen, nor the consequences of the induced confu‐ 
sion on viewers’ level of belief or distrust towards all forms of medi‐ 
ated repres ent a tion, but a new type of embed ding, as it were: the
confu sion induced by the fact that our screens are used to mediate
different types of content, each defined by a factu ality/fiction ality
ratio. This confu sion also has an impact on audi ence recep tion, which
will be the main object of the present chapter.

My motiv a tion goes beyond what may seem to be the desire to revert
perspect ives on an often- studied issue. It lies in the intu ition that,
while troubled repres ent a tion has been studied from the stand point
of its impact, for instance its poten tial for change (e.g., when dystopia
acts as a warning or as a prompt to behave differ ently as a society),
the receiving end has been largely neglected in compar ison, espe‐ 
cially when trouble appears in the recep tion process without obvi‐ 
ously being provoked by prob lem atic representations 1. Consequently,
and to put it rather simply before delving into the complex entan gle‐ 
ment of produc tion and recep tion that char ac ter izes the problem and
case studies at hand, I seek to place the emphasis on situ ations  of
troub ling reception – a phrase that describes at once odd recep tion
patterns and the induc tion of para sitic elements in recep tion
processes. As I seek to demon strate in this chapter, the very act of
inter fering with recep tion processes is exposed as a result of
studying cases of prob lem atic recep tion. Although such cases arise in
a variety of contexts, I will mainly focus here on instances of media
inter fer ence that have an impact on current social and polit ical
issues. Through the examples examined here, I seek to demon strate
that studying troub ling recep tion cases reveals the mech an isms by
which they are gener ated, in a way similar to that in which the
unveiling of extra layers of meaning brings to the surface the complex
oper a tions through which meaning is structured.

2

A Theor et ical Frame work in Need
of an Update?
Of course, I am not ignoring Stuart Hall’s work on
encoding/decoding, espe cially the parts on nego ti ated and oppos i‐ 
tional audi ence responses, which are largely considered to have

3
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gener ated convin cing and final conclu sions on prob lems very similar
to the one under study. According to Hall:

The codes of encoding and decoding may not be perfectly
symmet rical. The degrees of symmetry – that is, the degrees of
‘under standing’ and ‘misun der standing’ in the commu nic ative
exchange – depend on the degrees of symmetry/asym metry
(rela tions of equi val ence) estab lished between the posi tions of the
‘person i fic a tions’, encoder- producer and decoder- receiver. But this
in turn depends on the degrees of iden tity/non- identity between the
codes which perfectly or imper fectly transmit, inter rupt or
system at ic ally distort what has been trans mitted. The lack of fit
between the codes has a great deal to do with the struc tural
differ ences of rela tion and posi tion between broad casters and
audi ences, but it also has some thing to do with the asym metry
between the codes of ‘source’ and ‘receiver’ at the moment of
trans form a tion into and out of the discursive form. (Hall 166).

I have repro duced the quota tion at length to show how adequate it
still is in many respects to make sense of troub ling recep tion. Indeed,
in Hall’s encoding/decoding system, static in the recep tion process is
caused by a ‘lack of fit’ between the source code and the receiving
code, in partic ular when receivers choose a code that clashes with
the source’s – for instance in the case of an ‘oppos i tional’ recep‐ 
tion mode.

4

Troub ling recep tion, I argue, cannot be reduced to such a ‘lack of fit’.
For this reason, I suggest here that Hall’s theor et ical model, as it
focuses on struc tural differ ence, can be seen as incom plete (for
example, because it does not clearly describe the nature of the link
between the dominant code and hege monic ideo logy), or at least in
need of an update. In a paper given at the Inter na tional Commu nic a‐ 
tion Asso ci ation Confer ence in Boston in 2011, Sven Ross already
suggested a revi sion of the model that drew a clear distinc tion
between oppos i tional recep tion as “text relative”, and oppos i tional
recep tion as ideology- driven (S. Ross). There are, however, numerous
other ways in which the model could be revis ited. For instance,
amended versions of the model could take into account the possib‐ 
ility that some decoding strategies are the result of a thought- out
decision by the decoding party; or they could consider the current

5
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trend, where oppos i tional strategies are provided for by the produ‐ 
cers of texts in their encoding strategies – typic ally, conspiracy- 
theory thinking is an oppos i tional mode that media produ cers may
encourage to make their products even more popular with forensic
audi ences. This neces sity for yet another update, which also provides
the incentive for the present article, comes from the appear ance of
new commu nic a tion strategies that seek to influ ence recep tion from
within and, in so doing, to preempt the very possib ility for an oppos i‐ 
tional stance to be adopted. As a result, cases of ‘a lack of fit’
remain exceptions.

In the cases studied below, this oper ates at the level of
encoding/decoding, where the differ ences between specific codes
are elided, and has super struc tural consequences, whereby an ideo‐ 
logy is invis ibly promoted. The second part of the process is not new,
as readers of Benjamin or Adorno, and more gener ally of Marxian
crit ical theory are well aware. The first part of the oper a tion,
however, argu ably illus trates a new way of obtaining the same hege‐ 
monic kind of effect. Indeed, new ways of imposing recep tion
patterns seem to have emerged, which may deter or prevent altern‐ 
ative recep tion in ways Stuart Hall could not have thought of, in the
absence, in his time, of the trans media config ur a tion that later
allowed for new cases to appear. As I will seek to demon strate
through several case studies in which the same issue arises, although
each time with a different set of para meters where the
encoding/decoding pattern is concerned, the current mode of influ‐ 
ence stems from new types of inter fering with the level of ‘fit’
between stable expres sion (often, but not exclus ively, in the form of
screen repres ent a tion) and poten tially unstable recep tion. All those
cases involve ways of using resemb lances between media forms or
plat forms to plant an encoding pattern beneath another and alter
recep tion stances, turning them into playful or soph ist ic ated
decoding processes that barely deserve, as a result of this modi fic a‐ 
tion, to be described as “oppos i tional” any longer. My hypo thesis is
the following: inter ven tion in the form  of troub ling reception has all
the more impact as this veneer of post modern self- consciousness
and play ful ness para dox ic ally makes it diffi cult for viewers to become
aware of the new ways in which cultural hege mony yields forms of
polit ical power.

6
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My main argu ment is that this troub ling trend comes from the
palimpsestic over lap ping of three cultur ally dominant notions:
surveil lance, reality TV (or tele vised reality), and inter me di ality.
Standard defin i tions of surveil lance apply here  –  I will, however,
operate with notions of technologically- aided, in particular televised,
i.e. visual and remote, monit oring of activ ities, before intro du cing
notions of meta phor ical surveil lance. I will use Misha Kavka’s defin i‐ 
tion of reality tele vi sion – ‘the term refers to unscripted shows with
nonpro fes sional actors being observed by cameras in precon‐ 
figured  environments’ (Kavka  5) – espe cially in the areas where it
over laps with tele vised reality (which can be provi sion ally defined by
deleting the notion of ‘precon figured envir on ments’ from the above).
The point is to recall how close reality TV is to surveil lance, on the
one hand, and to under line that the notion of external inter ven tion,
whether before, during, or after the shooting, largely depends on the
audi ence’s recep tion posture. In other words: reality TV was initially
promoted as surveil lance turned into enter tain ment, but most
viewers are now aware that a lot more fiction than may at first seem
is injected while making the programs. Its recep tion is oppos i tional,
although accepted – or one could say that it is accep tedly oppos i‐ 
tional, as viewers take satis fac tion and pride in the asser tion that
they know better, and derive pleasure from spot ting signs of scripting
in their favorite reality shows. The oppos i tional stance, in that case, is
what makes the viewing pleasant, and viewers do not expect, let
alone want, reality shows to be less fictional and more real. Simply
put: the code should be main tained, the better to be opposed, an
oper a tion that provides a huge share of the pleasure of watching.
Simil arly, surveil lance has from the start been diverted from its aim
(protec tion) and perverted in its func tion due to the inter fer ence of
altern ative – multiple, and not always oppos i tional – recep tion
patterns. The first example that comes to mind is, of course, the use
of surveil lance for voyeur istic purposes, for example, in reality TV
shows. The third concept, inter me di ality, has been defined in various
ways. I have chosen here the defin i tion that works best to place the
notion at the nexus of surveil lance and reality TV (the over lap ping of
which I have just high lighted, with ‘reality’ as the main common
denom in ator). The defin i tion is by André Gaud r eault: ‘Inter me di ality
is, in a minim alist accept ance, this concept which desig nates the
process of transfer and migra tion, between the media, of forms and
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Fig. 1

Fig. 1

contents […], a standard to which any medi ated proposal is likely to
owe part of its configuration’ (Gaud r eault 175, my translation).

Visu al izing Troub ling Reception
In the cases studied here, inter me di ality allows for the transfer of
contents and forms from surveil lance to reality TV, or vice versa, and,
as a side- effect, from screen to reality. Natur ally, to allow for such
transfer, several screens often interact. A good example to intro duce
troub ling recep tion is the Life time TV  series UnREAL (2015-18).
UnREAL is an Amer ican program about the making of a TV
game  show, Everlasting, which is clearly remin is cent of the famous
dating show, The Bachelor. The season one poster bril liantly visu al izes
the implic a tions of the show’s entan gle ment of surveil lance, tele vi‐ 
sion, and reality, while suggesting poten tial effects on recep tion
(Fig. 1).

8

The poster presents the main char acter, producer Rachel Gold berg,
in the nude facing the camera. The season tagline covers her breasts.
It says: ‘everyone will be exposed’. The phrase provides a good illus‐ 
tra tion of reality TV’s intricate connec tion with the idea of  the
naked  truth, as encap su lated in the play on words. On the show,
various levels of decep tion will be exposed, but the truth will  be
naked only by name. As in the poster, body exposure will remain
partial. Despite the full frontal, breasts are not offered to the gaze,
and Rachel’s lower belly is hidden from view by a tablet used to
monitor the shooting of the TV show live (the device is connected to
all the cameras on the set). Thus, the notion of ubiquitous vision,
borrowed from CCTV to spice up reality shows, is qual i fied by the
role of the very device that is supposed to endow its owner with
omni vi sion, the tablet, which once again blocks the voyeur istic gaze.
Voyeurism is presented to be located mainly in the appar atus, so that
exposure will have to remain figur ative. At least, such are the rules of
any regular reality show. Even if the back stage approach of UnREAL

9
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suggests that the usual limits may be exceeded on the show, the
embedded tablet, a screening device that screens body parts away
from view, acts as a reminder that the surveil lant gaze, in a reality TV
context, oper ates within limits. And so on and so forth: the various
levels of mise- en-abyme included in the poster are as many ways of
delaying access to the actu ality of the real beyond the surface of
mere tele vised reality, and of asserting that the real ness of reality TV
is primarily a matter of perspective. More specific ally, it is, in this
case, a matter of recep tion. Any on- screen refer ence to the popular
aesthetics of reality TV encap su lates the notion of the panoptic gaze
of surveil lance. In turn, surveil lance includes the possib ility for
captured content to serve as evid ence (to ‘expose’ misde meanor). Or,
the mode of reality TV prompts, or at least includes as a possib ility,
the recep tion pattern of surveil lance, which may in some cases be the
recep tion of pictures as evid ence. In reality TV, surveil lance places
viewers in the posi tion of perceiving reality in the raw, without
offering completely objective repres ent a tions. The poster thus
encap su lates one of the tenets of troub ling recep tion – toying with
poten ti al ities contained in the resemb lance between various types of
screen content to induce a specific viewing pattern.

Troub ling Transfer Patterns: The
Hand maid’s Tale and ‘metoo’
The Hand maid’s Tale’s contex tual inser tion, and espe cially its connec‐ 
tion with the ‘MeToo’ move ment, consti tutes a vari ation on the same
prin ciple. The serial adapt a tion of Margaret Atwood’s 1985  novel is
one of the most commented- on TV shows of the last decade. Upon
its release, viewers and reviewers noted its polit ical scope, or at least
its polit ical preten sion. The produ cers of the Hulu drama acted on
the percep tion of the series, playing up the show’s polit ical import‐ 
ance to turn it into an increas ingly profi t able oper a tion. Adding new
seasons, despite the fact the first one had adapted the whole of
Margaret Atwood’s novel on which the show is based, was a way of
acknow ledging the show’s polit ical appro pri ation by viewers.
Early  on, The Hand maid’s  Tale was perceived as an allegory of the
United States, a vision of its present and of its future. The trend has
shown no sign of abating since. The series’ projec tion is grim and

10



Motifs, 9 | 2025

pess im istic. Press releases and fan comments alike see Gilead, the
show’s dysto pian society where women are reduced to their child‐ 
bearing role, as an illus tra tion of America’s inab ility to protect their
rights. According to this dominant reading, the show provides, at
best, a depic tion of the Gilead that America is to become soon  –  this
is the spec u lative angle. At worst, it is an implicit depic tion of what
America has already become  –  this is the alleg or ical view point. In
both cases, viewers are urged to respond, ideo lo gic ally and polit ic ally,
to protect such basic rights as abor tion or take legal action against
the poten tial consequences of rape culture. Such responses are
not  surprising. The Hand maid’s  Tale almost natur ally reads as a
warning. It delivers a barely implied criti cism of the condi tion of
women in Trump’s United States. Many press articles about the show
exag gerate the paral lelism between Gilead and the USA, claiming that
the show is not a meta phor, but that it feels real or even that it
is  reality (Nowakowski; Lifshutz; Fried lander; Dray;  Nelson). These
comments are some times ampli fied by the lead actress on the show,
Eliza beth Moss, who incites people to ‘wake up’ because ‘Gilead
[is]  happening’ (Mulkerrins), and of course, by Atwood’s own
comments in various press releases, the latter being more nuanced as
a rule.

A brief study of the show’s media coverage since its release
conducted on the MIT engine medi acloud.org shows the parallel
between Gilead and the US to be the dominant reading. A more
specific search across global English- language media for coverage
that  connects The Hand maid’s  Tale and ‘MeToo’  shows the copres‐ 
ence to be extremely prevalent. The keywords that appear most
frequently next to the above are, unsur pris ingly, ‘harass ment,’ ‘Wein‐ 
stein,’ and the vocab u lary of the show- business-industry awards,
suggesting that the show’s acclaim by the profes sion is in propor tion
with its symbolic feminism. Besides, coverage that connects the show
with women’s rights issues flour ishes in the context of progressive
campaigns (or in anti- reactionary campaigns, for instance to warn
against banning abor tion again in certain states). This is partic u larly
clear if one focuses on left- wing press coverage, where extra
emphasis is placed on Weinstein- related and harass ment issues, but
also on Trump, with frequent mentions of two of the torch bearers of
the ‘MeToo’ cause, Natalie Portman and Frances McDormand. The
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right- wing press, by compar ison, does not draw a connec tion
between the show and the  45  Amer ican pres ident, but repeatedly
labels the show as ‘feminist’ – using the term as a negative attribute.
One article, in partic ular, reveals that viewer percep tion of
how  rooted The Hand maid’s  Tale is in reality depends on
party affiliation (Shevenock).

th

The series is undoubtedly a useful polit ical instru ment: it deals with
social issues and works to spread toler ance. I would like to comple‐ 
ment this consen sual reading with an altern ative one, tinged with a
bit of cynicism. I argue that the connec tion  between The Hand‐ 
maid’s Tale and Amer ican politics is all but contained. It receives far
too much emphasis to keep passing as implicit. The link is even
exploited by the show’s detractors, who try to turn the argu ment
against it by  presenting The Hand maid’s  Tale as a feminist  dystopia
(Doten; White; Howard; Howard;  Cottle), a repro ductive  dystopia
(Weigel), or a criti cism of the oppres sion of women in Saudi  Arabia
(Sainato and  Skojec). But even then, the show is always inter preted
from the view point of its resemb lance with America, albeit to claim
that it is not about the US and try to thwart its polit ical agency. This
is the case, for instance, in a National Review article entitled ‘Art for
Politics’ Sake’: ‘The hyper- literalists at Vanity Fair help fully summar‐ 
ized the author’s thoughts under the head line “Margaret Atwood Says
The Hand maid’s Tale Was a Warning for the Trump Era,” but, really,
did they need to spell it out? With all the warn ings flying about, I’m
ready to burn a Bible every time I see a preg nant  woman’ (Hillard).
Even when a conser vative public a tion exposes the show as part of a
delib er ately liberal strategy, its link with reality is strengthened as
a result.

12

With the trailer for the third season, the show started displaying a
different type of anchorage in US society. The trailer’s voice over
directly refer ences Ronald Reagan’s 1984 re- election campaign, full of
bright prom ises for the future, tinging the show with ironic over‐ 
tones ahead of the new season’s broad cast. A W blog post digs out the
inten tion behind the promo tional clip: ‘The Season  3 Trailer Spoofs
Ronald Reagan’s 1984 Campaign Ad’: ‘‘It’s morning again in America,’ a
man’s voice narrates. ‘Today, more women will go to work than ever
before in our country’s history. This year, dozens of chil dren will be
born to happy and healthy families’’ (W magazine). With the season
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3 trailer, The Hand maid’s Tale uses a cultural refer ence to TV politics
and ties Gilead with Reagan’s America as a result, in addi tion to the
usual connec tion with Trump’s pres id ency. Impli citly, Trump’s policy
is exposed as back ward. Inter me dial content transfer oper ates once
again, from real TV campaigning (Reagan) to a fictional TV series we
are incited to perceive as tele vised reality. Clev erly, the show thus
endorses accus a tions of anti- Trump lean ings. Indeed, the inter me dial
shift triggered by the trailer expresses self- disculpating aware ness
that the third season, even more so than the previous two, is likely to
be read as a long pro- Democrat campaign clip.

Admit tedly, the trick is too obvious, as is the intended impact on
viewers, for the recep tion of the show to be very troub ling. It may be,
I suggest, because another aspect of the show’s recep tion is at once
easily detect able and far more  troubling. The Hand maid’s  Tale,
although a high- profile series, is show busi ness as usual. Throughout
its seasons, however, the makers of the show have managed to incite
viewers to read it as serious, ominous, and deeply polit ical. The series
was thus defined as neces sary. While all those attrib utes apply, it is
no mean feat to plant in viewers a recep tion pattern that leads them
to believe the show is tantamount to polit ical commit ment, all the
while leading them to forget that it is primarily part of a busi ness
oper a tion. The Walt Disney Company owns Hulu, on which the show
is broad cast. With such shows as The Hand maid’s Tale, Disney buys
itself the label of polit ical activist. Viewers can comfort ably believe
that they do not watch Hulu for personal pleasure, but for the benefit
of the community, and for America’s future. An inter esting collat eral
effect is to strengthen the impres sion that the busi ness of the enter‐ 
tain ment industry is polit ical, which may seem to retro act ively
explain why enter tain ment and TV politics have coalesced
for decades (S. J. Ross; Troy). Crucially, presenting the consump tion
of the show as a polit ical act makes viewers more likely to subscribe
to Hulu (and celebrities all the more likely to dabble in politics).
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Inter me dial Collusion: House
of Cards and Putin
In the next case study, the inter ac tion between TV and politics
reverses the one exem pli fied in the previous section. As TV screens
and media were rife with coverage of the pres id en tial primary, a fake
campaign commer cial – in fact, the trailer for House of Cards’ fourth
season, released in March  2016 (Frank Under wood  2016 House of
Cards Netflix Ad Season  4) – led Kevin Spacey, and his char acter
Frank Under wood, to steal the show (Greiner). The trick was simple:
Under wood, the fictional pres ident of the US running for a second
term in the fictional universe of the TV drama, appeared in what
looked exactly like a regular campaign spot, as if the char acter was
really running for pres ident. For Shaun Seixas, ‘Netflix was able to
hijack the media and America’s atten tion to briefly refocus the spot‐ 
light from Donald Trump to the upcoming season of House of Cards
and its main attrac tion […], Frank Underwood’ (Seixas). Netflix tapped
into viewer atten tion where they thought it was likely to be located,
placing itself subtly on the continuum of enter tain ment and politics
that the Amer ican pres id en tial campaign has been for decades.

15

The trailer provides material that is readily trans fer rable from the
context of TV politics to that of TV series, with the notion of TV
promo tion acting as a midway point. On the first level of  reading,
House of  Cards thus jocu larly poses as a reading of contem porary
politics that is self- consciously designed to make money. On the
second level of reading, the dimen sion of self- parody denies  that
House of Cards exerts polit ical influ ence – it is, viewers are supposed
to conclude from the trailer, just a show. The latter would seem incid‐ 
ental if Kevin Spacey, in numerous TV inter views, had not so
constantly asserted that the show was not a polit ical tool, but that it
was just a commentary on US politics, which merely
‘invites comparison’ (Hoffman; Conlan). As a result, the trailer seems
to confirm his denial. Such insist ence in claiming that the show is
about politics, but not polit ic ally committed, may be related to troub‐ 
ling instances in  which House of  Cards had indeed proved its effi‐ 
ciency as a polit ical instru ment. Accus a tions leveled against the show
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for trying to tilt the polit ical balance in favor of the Demo crats
abound in web articles and on YouTube.

To provide the best illus tra tion of the show’s ability to turn the tide of
real- life politics, I have chosen to focus on the sad case of Tom
Schweich, docu mented, for instance, in a May  2015 GQ  article
(Zengerle). Schweich, a Missouri auditor who was running for
governor in 2016, committed suicide before the actual elec tion. Many
comment ators blamed the Repub lican candidate’s death on a nasty
radio ad by an action committee calling itself ‘citizens for fair ness.’
The radio ad involved a narrator who mimicked Frank Under wood’s
voice. An archetyp ally Machiavel lian Demo crat on the show, Under‐ 
wood said in the ad that Schweich was a weak candidate, and that the
moment he got nomin ated, the Demo crats would put their candidate
in his shoes. Beyond the dramatic outcome, the tragedy proves Frank
Under wood’s polit ical influ ence. As with the season 4 trailer, influ‐ 
ence is obtained through an ad that resorts to a fictional char acter
and induces a specific percep tion of real- life politics. In the Schweich
case, the content transfer from the show to polit ical campaigning
exploits the notion that all politi cians are corrupt and that many real- 
life Demo crats are like Frank Under wood, i.e. that they can pull all the
strings, and even manip u late a Repub lican candidate to ensure
victory. In this case, the most common recep tion of the show (where
Frank Under wood is undoubtedly villainous and corrupt) is distorted
by content transfer (Under wood’s voice and tone is imported from
the show into a libelous radio ad) to put trouble in the recep tion of
real- life politics. Thus, a self- proclaimed noncom mittal TV show is
turned into a lethal polit ical weapon.

17

The same as  with The Hand maid’s  Tale, the trend has been coeval
with the show’s dura tion. More recently, the impact of the TV show
has extended well beyond the often- underlined negative impact on
people’s percep tion of Amer ican politics as essen tially dishonest. It
was revealed in early 2019 that Russia had sought to influ ence the
2016 pres id en tial elec tion in the USA via Twitter. The now avail able
tweets, produced by Russian troll farms to deter tradi tion ally Demo‐ 
cratic voters from going to the polls, provide evid ence of Russian
intru sion. Most of them suggested that the Demo cratic candidate
would be a traitor to the causes of ethnic minor ities or women’s
rights. Recently revealed inform a tion suggests that the whole trolling
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strategy may have been largely based on the obser va tion  of House
of Cards’ likely negative impact on Amer ican citizens’ polit ical culture,
espe cially where demo cratic candid ates are concerned (Burgess). The
process can be simpli fied as follows: given the increasing appeal of
Netflix with viewers, and the excel lent approval rates of its polit‐ 
ical  show House of  Cards, which happens to focus on a demo cratic
polit ical couple, a risk- free way of discred iting a demo cratic
candidate is to tap into the popularity of the show. In his book All the
Kremlin’s  Men, Mikhail Zygar claims that Putin insisted his
advisers watch House of Cards – and another TV show focused on a
prover bi ally corrupt demo cratic politi cian, a real one this time,
Chicago Mayor Daley as he is depicted in the crit ic ally acclaimed
Starz Tv series, Boss (2011-12). ‘“You’ll find them useful,” the pres ident
recom mended. It is clear why Putin liked them: they affirmed his
belief that Western politi cians are all cynical scoun drels whose words
are bad values and human rights of pure hot air and simply a tool to
attack enemies’ (Zygar). After watching the show, Putin’s ‘men’ would
better under stand the Wash ington micro cosm, all those scheming
men and women whose way of thinking they would there fore be able
to penetrate.

The strategy can be considered to work because House of Cards lends
itself to such simpli fic a tion as the one applied by Putin. For him, the
level of scripting used by the showrun ners is kept to the bare
minimum. It consists in creating char ac ters that are only slightly
larger- than-life. In the case  of House of  Cards, and from Putin’s
perspective: Frank Under wood is just a little more corrupt than
average; the First Lady is the some what hyper bolic version of all First
Ladies, who invari ably seek to replace their husbands as pres id ents of
the US; Frank’s henchmen do not in the least recoil at the prospect of
commit ting murder for their boss; invest ig ative journ al ists are
tougher than Wood ward and Bern stein were with Nixon, and so on
and so forth. Given the unmiss able points of resemb lance between
the show and famous polit ical figures or histor ical situ ations, it is
quite easy to present it as a type of mock u mentary on Amer ican
polit ical life.
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More specific ally, the Russian disin form a tion strategy is mostly about
forcing or rein for cing the notion of an implicit correl a tion  between
House of Cards’ fictional pres id en tial couple and the Clintons (Stern).
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This effect is all the easier to achieve given the number of conspiracy
theories surrounding the polit ical careers of Bill and Hillary. The
latest one, ‘linking the Clinton family to the death of multi mil lion aire
and accused sex traf ficker Jeffrey Epstein,’ is supported and propag‐ 
ated by Amer ican pres ident Donald  Trump (Diamond). Like the
Under woods, the Clin tons seem to have built a pres id en tial dynasty,
whose rise to power culmin ated, or at least should have culmin ated,
in Hillary’s elec tion for pres ident. The First Lady’s rise to power is
indeed impli citly hinted at in the trailer to House of Cards’ 6  season
(the true reason, of course, is that lead actor Kevin Spacey was
evicted from the show after being accused of sexual harass ment,
which explains why his wife on the show had to take prom in ence – 
but then again, how Frank and Claire kept scheming as a couple made
this a possible, not to say a likely outcome). Indeed, as Romano points
out, ‘many of the campaigns under taken by the IRA [a well- known
Russian troll factory suspected of inter ven tion in the 2016 Amer ican
pres id en tial campaign] involved anti- Clinton propa ganda, as well as
the process of infilt rating and further polar izing already polar ized
Internet communities on social media’ (Romano). Besides, and despite
state ments to the contrary by the creators and actors of the TV show,
some of his inter ven tions in the media make room for the suspi cion
that Kevin Spacey is actu ally a strong supporter of the  Clintons
(Chozick; Kreutz), which strengthens the notion that Under wood is
Clinton- like and mech an ic ally, that the Clin tons are, like him, deeply
corrupt. One imme di ately perceives the detri mental power of inciting
voters to perceive Amer ican politics through the lens of the TV show,
the way Russian tweets and the extreme right press entice us to do.

th

It tran spires from such a reading that the percep tion mode the TV
show entrenches in its viewers is once again close to that of reality
TV. In this case, forcing this percep tion mode has unpre ced ented
effects on reality. Putin, as it were, invited members of his crew
to watch House of Cards as a polit ical reality TV show recorded in the
White House and revealing the secrets harbored in the corridors of
power. By indu cing a recep tion of House of Cards along similar lines,
i.e. as some kind of polit ical reality show, the element of corrup tion
that belongs in the fictional program becomes a char acter feature
that can be readily ascribed to real- life politi cians. In the process
described here, the Russian admin is tra tion also engaged in a form of
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surveil lance of Amer ican polit ical life that is organ ized from far away
but that provides access to real inform a tion. In a way, it takes me
back to the connec tion between surveil lance and reality TV from
which I started, except that the perceptive mode of reality TV here
serves to perform indirect surveil lance through a fictional program,
where reality- TV viewers watch in surveil lant mode for signs of the
real beyond the illu sion of reality they are being fed. Russia gathered
inform a tion from the polit ical TV show, declared it reli able, and even‐ 
tu ally proved effective to favor Donald Trump by estranging the
Demo cratic candidate Hillary from some of her tradi tional grass root
supporters. The transfer from the reality TV mode to the surveil lance
mode results not in that viewers perceive the Under woods as
providing a fictional grid that throws light on the Clin tons (although
this is one side- effect, this is just the type of reading that expands the
meaning of the work, rather than its impact on the real), but in that
viewers perceive the Clin tons as the real- life inspir a tions for the
Under woods (whatever the type of media in which they appear, the
Clin tons will hence forth be perceived as manip u lative politi cians).
Take away a level of fiction al iz a tion that is presented to be negli gible,
and viewers may think the two perfectly match.

Conclusion
In this article, I have intro duced troub ling recep tion, a strategy that
forces decoding patterns into viewers in order to impact reality, for a
variety of purposes. It oper ates by exploiting inter me di ality as a
content transfer mech anism that relies on the blurred areas between
media forms. I have focused primarily on the cases of surveil lance
and reality TV, but the reas oning applies to other types of screen
medi ation and to other types of medi ation alto gether. In all the cases
studied here, recep tion is troubled because of the simil arity between
media forms, which makes it easy to transfer content from one to the
other, so that content is received from the perspective of the wrong
medium, to produce specific effects on viewers.
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This obser va tion chal lenges some classic notions of cultural studies.
Indeed, I argue that effects theory here resur faces under a new form,
as screen fictions are seen to exert a new type of impact. Conversely,
Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model fails to apply. Indeed, the
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NOTES

1  A notable excep tion is Janet Staiger’s Perverse Spectators (Staiger), which
deals with cine matic cases of recep tion trouble. The present article seeks to
go further by analyzing tele visual examples, and by delving into the mech an‐ 
isms of  perverting reception, without neces sarily describing audi ence
members as perverse.

RÉSUMÉS

English
While troubled repres ent a tion has been studied from the stand point of its
impact, for instance its poten tial for change, troubled recep tion has been
compar at ively neglected. One notable excep tion, Stuart Hall’s work on
encoding/decoding, may now be dated, due to the appear ance of new
commu nic a tion strategies that seek to influ ence recep tion from within. As I
explain through three case studies (Shooting the Warwicks, Rifkin, 2015;
The Hand maid’s Tale, Hulu, 2017-; House of Cards, Netflix, 2013-18), the
current mode of influ ence arises from new types of inter fer ence between
stable expres sion and unstable recep tion. I then argue that this troub ling
trend comes from the palimpsestic over lap ping of three cultur ally dominant
notions: surveil lance, reality TV (or tele vised reality), and inter me di ality.
Finally, I offer the tent ative conclu sion that the recep tion of some shows or
films currently seems to be under some form of control, but neither
because the produc tion frames the recep tion, nor because viewers are
subser vient to some ideo logy or hege mony. The cause is that guidelines on
how to receive the show are inter me di ally and there fore invis ibly scattered
over different platforms.

Français
Si les troubles de la repré sen ta tion ont été étudiés du point de vue de leur
impact, par exemple en évaluant leur capa cité à susciter de réels chan ge‐ 
ments, les troubles de la récep tion ont été rela ti ve ment peu étudiés. Seuls
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les travaux de Stuart Hall sur l’enco dage et le déco dage consti tuent une
excep tion évidente. Néan moins, ils sont peut- être désor mais obso lètes en
raison de l’appa ri tion de nouvelles tech niques de commu ni ca tion qui visent
à influer de l’inté rieur sur la récep tion. Comme je le montre à travers l’étude
de trois cas (Shoo ting the Warwicks, Rifkin, 2015 ; The Hand maid’s Tale, Hulu,
2017-  ; House of  Cards, Netflix, 2013-18), le nouveau modèle d’influence
résulte de nouveaux types d’inter fé rences entre une expres sion stable et
une récep tion instable. Je fais ensuite valoir que cette tendance problé ma‐ 
tique est le résultat du recou pe ment de trois couches dispo sées en palimp‐ 
seste qui dominent la culture actuelle : la surveillance, la télé- réalité (ou la
réalité télé visée), et l’inter mé dia lité. Enfin, je conclus provi soi re ment que la
récep tion de certaines émis sions ou de certains films semble aujourd’hui
soumise à une certaine forme de contrôle, mais ni parce que la produc tion
encadre la récep tion, ni parce que les spec ta teurs sont soumis à une quel‐ 
conque idéo logie ni à une quel conque hégé monie. La cause en est selon moi
que les normes de récep tion de la série sont dissé mi nées de manière inter‐ 
mé diale, et donc invi sible, sur diffé rents supports de diffusion.
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Crossing the lines between fiction and
reality: The Infiltrators and the De-
criminalization of Unauthorized Immigrants
Emilie Cheyroux

PLAN

A Fictionalized Docu-thriller
Civil Disobedience versus Illegality: Calling Stereotypes into Question
The Social Performance of the Film
Conclusion

TEXTE

While hybrid docu ment aries are not new 1, some recent exper i ments
have high lighted the creative possib il ities of the docu mentary form.
Film makers have shown that they are capable of bending and chal len‐ 
ging genre codes, often resorting to tech niques belonging to the
realm of fiction. For instance, in Joshua  Oppenheimer’s The Act
of Killing, audi ences have been intrigued (and even shocked) by the
film maker’s wish to have former geno cide perpet rators re- enact their
past crimes in front of the camera, as if they were actors and film‐ 
makers. In addi tion to compens ating for the lack of images about the
1965 killings of communist oppon ents in Indonesia, the re- 
enactments have shed light on the ethical dynamics inherent in the
narrative choices made by a film maker, espe cially when it concerns
people who were never prosec uted for their crimes 2. From its incep‐ 
tion, the film seems to have been made to disturb, because it stages
unre pentant crim inals who enjoy being in the spot light, but also
because the film manages to show that screening these men was an
effi cient way to comment on the atro cities they committed. The
prowess of the film maker resides in his capa city to create a mean‐ 
ingful form while crossing an ethical line.

1

The Infiltrators, the docu- thriller directed by Cristina Ibarra and Alex
Rivera about a for- profit deten tion center that holds unau thor ized
immig rants waiting for deport a tion, also resorts to re- enactments to

2
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show what happened to the two undoc u mented activ ists who infilt‐ 
rated Florida’s Broward deten tion center in order to free some of its
detainees. While it seems perfectly sens ible to recreate scenes of a
secret mission that was impossible to get on camera, a few ques tions
arise, for the film dedic ates just as much screen time to the docu‐ 
mentary parts as to the re- enactments, for which profes sional actors
were hired. One can wonder why the film makers did not use the real
“infilt rators” to re- enact their perform ance inside the deten tion
center asking them to use the persona they created to fool the
Immig ra tion and Customs Enforce ment agents (ICE), and why so
much space was given to these staged re- enactments.

The answer to these ques tions lies in the descrip tion of the film.
Identi fying it as a docu- thriller 3, the film makers clearly indicate that
it includes the repres ent a tion of real events just as much as fiction‐ 
ality and acting perform ance. It has to be kept in mind that Ibarra has
so far been a docu mentary film maker and Rivera a fiction filmmaker 4.
With their shared film, they illus trate Iversen and Nielsen’s claim that
“fiction ality and reality are not each other’s oppos ites but stand in a
rela tion of mutual exchange” (Iversen and Nielsen 252), and the film is
the result of this “mutual  exchange.” It is not because a film uses
staged re- enactments intended to give the sensa tions of a thriller
that it cannot portray a “true story,” an expres sion that accom panies
the title of the film in the opening credits. One can suppose that the
film makers felt the need to add that it was a true story for two
reasons. First, they were prob ably aware that the pres ence of fiction‐ 
al ized re- enactments could have a few viewers assume that the act of
defi ance portrayed was total fiction. Secondly, they might have
wanted to insist on the fact that the “kafkaesque” situ ation iden ti fied
by one of the infilt rators is a truthful portrayal of what happens in the
Amer ican deten tion centers and that people did manage to infilt rate
one of them and free detainees.

3

To under stand the way the film balances the use of tradi tional docu‐ 
mentary tech niques (inter views, obser va tional shooting) and fiction‐ 
al ized re- enactments, the concepts of fiction ality and perform ance
are crucial. This study argues that every single part of the film (even
the docu mentary parts) and every parti cipant was affected by fiction‐ 
ality and perform ance.  In The Act of  Killing, fiction ality leads the
perpet rators to think that they can compare them selves to the gang ‐
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sters they have seen in the Holly wood thrillers, gang ster films and
west erns. In the same fashion,  in The  Infiltrators, both infilt rators
take up the role of under cover agents, in the tradi tion of films such as
Martin Scorsese’s The Departed. Rivera has even said that he wanted
to make the  “Ocean’s  Eleven of  Immigration” (Aziz), refer ring to
Steven Soder berg’s movie. Such comments show how much fiction‐ 
ality affects the way people think and behave. From a cognitive
perspective, Walter Lippmann refers to “the pictures in our heads”
(Lippmann 12), which are useful to make sense of our world, but
which are also the source of most of our stereo types. And indeed,
what is at stake in the film is the way the film makers chal lenge the
stereo types that portray undoc u mented immig rants as crim inals. In
that sense, the film seems to seek to provoke trouble calling into
ques tion the crimin ality of the detainees and by the same token the
increasing crim in al iz a tion of immig rant laws in the United States.

After exploring the way fiction ality and perform ance help make sense
of the some times troub ling hybrid nature of the film (it takes the
viewer some time to under stand its struc ture), the paper will discuss
how it chal lenges the illeg ality and crimin ality of undoc u mented
immig rants looking at the portrayal of the infilt rators and detainees.
This will lead to remarks about the reac tions that the film spurred in
the United States and the trouble it caused, high lighting the involve‐ 
ment of the film makers in the polit ical sphere of the country. It has to
be kept in mind that while the shooting of the film started in 2012
during the Obama admin is tra tion, it premiered in the NEXT section
of the Sund ance fest ival in January 2019, during the Trump pres id‐ 
ency – a new situ ation that is hinted at in the film – which makes the
polit ical agenda of the film even more relevant at a time when the
enforce ment appar atus was extending its scope. The movie’s core
struc ture thus crosses several lines: generic and polit ical, portraying
an act of defi ance that is supposed to disturb the audi ence at a
crucial time in Amer ican politics.

5

A Fiction al ized Docu- thriller
The Infiltrators focuses on the strategies organ ized by the activ ists of
the National Immig rant Youth Alli ance to infilt rate Florida’s Broward
County Trans itional Deten tion Center, referred to as “Broward” in the
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film. The infilt rators are two undoc u mented young adults from
Mexico, Marco Saavedra and Viridiana Martinez, who identify as
DREAMers. They were brought to the United States when they were
chil dren and are undoc u mented. In 2012, when the shooting of the
film began, the DREAM Act (Devel op ment, Relief, and Educa tion for
Alien Minors), which would allow its bene fi ciaries to be granted
condi tional resid ency and a path to citizen ship (provided they go to
college or join the army) 5, had failed to pass Congress several times
and as a consequence, pres ident Barack Obama had passed an exec‐ 
utive order to stop the deport a tion of the young undoc u mented
immig rants who fitted with the condi tions enlisted by the act. Called
DACA (Deferred Action for Child hood Arrivals), the program guar an‐ 
teed a renew able two- year period of deferred action to the immig‐ 
rants who grew up in the United States and made them eligible to a
work permit (Unzueta Carrasco and Seif 286, Negrón- Gonzales 88). It
thus provided a safety net against the deport a tion of people who had
no say in their immig ra tion to the United States and who have grown
up feeling Amer ican. Throughout the film, it becomes obvious that
the legal limbo in which the activ ists feel has motiv ated their involve‐ 
ment in the Youth Alli ance. When the film makers encountered them,
they were plan ning on infilt rating Broward, which involved getting
detained in order to help some of the detainees avoid deport a tion.
Their main target is Claudio Rojas, an Argen tinian man married to a
U.S. citizen and father of four Amer ican chil dren (one of them called
the Youth Alli ance for help). The activist who has got most of the legal
inform a tion needed to free him is Muhammad “Mo” Abdol lahi, an
undoc u mented young man from Iran. In the film, he is the master‐ 
mind of the infilt ra tion and takes care of the connexion between the
inside and the outside. As a consequence, he is only visible in the
docu mentary parts of the film, contrary to Marco (played by Maynor
Alvarado) and Viridiana (played by Chelsea Rendon).

The struc ture of the film, troub ling at first, seems to be the result of
prag matic consid er a tions: the docu mentary scenes follow the activ‐ 
ists outside Broward whereas the re- enactments involve actors who
recreate scenes that happened inside the center. However, from the
opening scene, both genres interact: pictures of real iden ti fic a tion
docu ments, testi monies and obser va tional footage give way to a
narrative, told with the voice- over of a man we identify as the one on

7
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the iden ti fic a tion docu ments: Marco. In other words, the film makers
did not just edit a film using real footage on the one hand and re- 
enactments on the other hand to draw atten tion to “the impossib il‐ 
ities of authentic docu mentary repres ent a tion” (Bruzzi 185), they
edited their film so that the different contents would interact and
create a thriller. At the begin ning, the inform a tion is indeed
presented to create suspense, with dramatic music and several unex‐ 
pected sentences that consist ently end Marco’s slow speech: “Inside
the matrix of 200 deten tion centers, almost 40,000 immig rants are
locked up. 1,400 deport a tions every day. One a minute. But tonight, I
have one ques tion: How can I get in?” The same goes when he intro‐ 
duces Claudio: “Our inside man was Claudio Rojas. He just didn’t
know it yet.” Thus, since the begin ning, the film makers estab lish the
para meters of the man- with-a-dangerous-mission type of thrillers
with addi tional prison tropes, namely the new detainee finding a
sponsor to help him navigate inside the center.

The opening scene is as troub ling as it is crucial to under stand the
embedded struc ture of the film. As the actor playing Marco
approaches the Depart ment of Home land Security Building
pretending to be a help less undoc u mented immig rant looking for his
cousin, the camera tilts down to his back pocket, revealing the phone
that he hid so that Muhammad, in what they call the “Safe House”
(ten miles away from the center), can record the conver sa tion. Not
only was this recording used to write the script, it was synchron ized
with the actor’s perform ance. Thus, the viewers see a fiction al ized re- 
enactment and are informed that they hear “[The real cell phone
audio]” that inspired this re- enactment. The poignancy of the tech‐ 
nique goes hand in hand with a desire to have the viewer intern alize
rapidly the way the film makers juggle with content. A very didactical
approach is set up from the begin ning: all the “real” subjects are
intro duced and imme di ately followed by the name of the corres‐ 
ponding actors, who were, it seems, chosen for their phys ical
resemb lance to the real subjects.

8

With such scenes, it could seem that there is a strict connec tion
between on the one hand, re- enactments and scenes inside (and
near) Broward and, on the other hand, real- life footage with the
scenes outside, and that the film makers inserted real content
whenever it was possible, in order to lend authen ti city to the film.
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Yet, one wonders to what extent some re- enactments were fiction al‐ 
ized in order for the film to be look like a thriller. While every parti‐ 
cipant was intro duced with his fiction al ized coun ter part, one char‐ 
acter, Adam, is only present in the re- enactments. His pres ence in
the film is only fictional. Being an Amer ican citizen with a valid
govern ment ID, he can visit anybody without running the risk of
being deported. He thus gives Marco the waivers that the detainees
need to sign in order for the politi cians the Youth Alli ance puts pres‐ 
sure on to study their case. Once ICE agents realize that Adam’s
beha vior is suspi cious, they inter view him, the same way suspects are
relent lessly inter rog ated in most detective films and TV shows. The
following scene is intro duced with an abrupt cut: straight- to-camera,
Muhammad informs the viewers that ICE has decided to prohibit
visitors from bringing papers to the detainees. It seems right to think
that being informed via Muhammad would have been enough and
that the inter rog a tion scene with Adam was not crucial for the viewer
to under stand that a new obstacle was going to complicate the
mission. Indeed, as Jufith Pernin explains, “at first sight, perform‐ 
ativity does not seem neces sary to record oral history, espe cially
when people are willing to testify” (Pernin 18). Yet, for the generic
purpose of the film, it was essen tial because such scenes rely on
dramat iz a tion and suspense, elements which are at the basis of the
engage ment of viewers when watching thrillers.

As Iversen and Nielsen explain when they deal with The Act of Killing,
there can be “embedded imagin ings” and “straight- invention” in such
hybrid docu ment aries, but far from “taking us away” from what really
occurred, they “under line the signi ficant aspects of reality” (Iversen
and Nielsen 256-257).  In The Infiltrators, the scenes that might have
been invented or fiction al ized enhance the danger the infilt rators
faced, and make way for a scene that shows the smart strategies they
used to circum vent the system and sneak in papers. Such scenes
rein force suspense and work out because at that point in the movie,
the “dialect ical rela tion ship” that Stella Bruzzi iden ti fies between the
film maker, the subjects and the viewers has long been estab lished
(Bruzzi 13).

10

Most import antly, there is an under standing that perform ance is at
the heart of the film. Indeed, while it is obvious that all the re- 
enactments are based on the perform ance of actors, the docu ‐
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mentary footage also relies heavily on it. First, as Bill Nichols explains,
the “social actors” give the “perform ance of a life time” giving their
best to show who they are, their role in society and their relev ance as
witnesses in a docu mentary (Nichols 1994, 72). For instance, each
member of the Youth Alli ance strives to show that they are know‐ 
ledge able people dedic ated to their mission. But the infilt ra tion inside
Broward is also an acting perform ance: before infilt rating it, Viridiana,
who grew up in the United States and speaks perfect English, works
on a fake Latino accent and memor izes a fake life story in order to
pass for a recent undoc u mented immig rant. The irony comes full
circle when she tries a first time and fails because she looked too nice
to be cred ible. Thus, Muhammad helps her rehearse as if he was a
film director or a theater producer, some thing that she confirms: “I
can almost compare it to a theater play. Mo being the director, Marco
and I being actors.” It is this partic ular element that shows that
fiction ality holds the film together. Indeed, when testi fying about her
role in the center after infilt rating it, Viridiana proudly explains that
she had become known as “la Infilt rada,” as if she was a legend. This
refer ence conveys the imagery of famous spy film char ac ters from
which Viridiana prob ably takes her pride. In most Holly wood films
involving a form of under cover espi onage, the main char ac ters not
only show that they have extraordinary skills and courage, they are
also praised for their outsider kind of person ality. As Yvonne Tasker
explains, such “lone heroes” are “cut off from offi cial forms of
authority” but derive their success from that partic ular way of func‐ 
tioning (Tasker 167). When Viridiana becomes “la Infilt rada,” she gets
access to a higher range of fame that justi fies her unruly beha vior,
and by the same token the fact that a film was made to tell her story.

Perform ance being at the center of the film, the use of fiction al ized
re- enactments to show what happened inside Broward (rather than
testi monies) emphas izes the coher ence between the story depicted
and the form of the film: the re- enactments are perform ances that
are based on a real- life perform ance. Thus, they draw further atten‐ 
tion to that initial perform ance. According to Paul Ward, “overt
perform ances” are often perceived to disturb the “docu ment ar i ness”
of a film while in fact, it rein forces its “useful ness as commentary on
real issues and the ethical dimen sion that is central to this” (Ward
207). With The Infiltrators, the metafic tional quality of the film sheds
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light on three elements: the lack of agency of the detainees inside
Broward, the fact that the general public can only imagine what
happens inside of deten tion centers and finally, the excep tional
nature of the Youth Alli ance activ ists’ act. As Iversen and Nielsen
explain, fiction ality is not used “to deceive but to invite emotional
and imagin ative responses” from the viewer (Iversen and Nielsen 251).
The fact that these activ ists had to infilt rate a prison as if they were
in a movie is enough to draw atten tion to the dangers they faced,
espe cially if one thinks about what usually happens to covert agents
in most thrillers. The film, using re- enactments, rein forces the
excep tional film- like life exper i ence the infilt rators went through.

Never the less, if one had to play devil’s advocate, it would be possible
to argue that because they used deceitful methods, the infilt rators
are a threat to society. Despite the fact that Rivera wanted to portray
“wicked smart” people (Aziz), one can wonder if the pun inherent in
the title of the film  –  the infil-  traitors  –  could not feed narrat ives
that portray them as indi viduals who make too much trouble and
disturb the proper func tioning of the legal system to free people that
are “illegal.” As a result, the next section of the paper will show how
the film makers, while showing that Marco, Viridiana and Muhammad
are defined by their “illeg ality,” manage to call that label into question.

13

Civil Disobedi ence versus Illeg ‐
ality: Calling Stereo types
into Question
In The  Infiltrators, contrary  to Ocean’s  Eleven, the plot does not
involve robbing three high- security casinos, but it does involve
outsmarting a system and getting its main assets out. But when you
make a movie about people acting in an unruly fashion, espe cially
when it involves undoc u mented immig rants, being careful about their
portrayal is essen tial because there has been a history of detri mental
stereo types, espe cially for Latinos, portrayed as bandits, gang sters
and other sneaky unlawful individuals 6. Yet, what the film does, more
than showing a successful infilt ra tion, is ques tioning what illeg ality,
crimin ality and most of all justice really mean in the context of the
deten tion centers, and to a further extent who should be granted the
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right to stay in the United States, whether it is detainees
or DREAMers.

There are two elements that need to be considered to study the way
the film ques tions the notion of “crimin ality.” First, the immig rants in
Broward are “detainees” not  “inmates” 7. As Ewing, Martínez and
Rumbaut explain, they are not criminals “by any commonly accepted
defin i tion of the term,” but they have the “stigma of crimin ality”
(Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 3). He iden ti fies the increasing crim‐ 
in al iz a tion of immig ra tion law as the cause of such stigma, shaped as
he explains “more by fear and stereo type than by empir ical evid ence”
(Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 3). Studies show that there are in fact
fewer crimes committed by undoc u mented immig rants than by
Amer ican citizens, and that enacting tougher laws to fit with what
Juliet Stumpf calls “crim mig ra tion,” does not have an influ ence on the
crime rate. Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut even insist on the fact
that “immig rants as a group tend to be highly motiv ated, goal- driven
indi viduals who have little to gain by running afoul of the law” (Ewing,
Martínez and Rumbaut 6). Yet, the stereo type of the “illegal alien” has
become a convenient way to set targets against whom a new set of
felonies were enacted, the ulti mate punish ment being deport a tion
(Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 1). In the film, Marco insists on the
fact that the detainees’ only crime is to be without papers: “You see,
because none of the men in here committed crimes, they weren’t
being legally punished. And so, they don’t get a right to a trial before
getting locked up; they don’t get a court- appointed lawyer. They
don’t even get a sentence. They just get ware housed.” With such a
state ment, the film emphas izes the injustice detainees are subjected
to, and implies that getting people out can then be considered to be
an act of civil disobedi ence, meant to disturb and attract the atten‐ 
tion of the public. Genevieve Negrón- Gonzales explains that civil
disobedi ence consists in “the volun tary surrender of one’s body in
order to call atten tion to the instances of invol un tary surrender” that
happens in the deten tion centers. While she wrote that defin i tion to
refer to another act committed by DREAMers, it fits the situ ation
portrayed in The Infiltrators perfectly well (Negrón- Gonzales 98).
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The second element to be considered is that the activ ists of the Youth
Alli ance obtained releases for several detainees using legal and non- 
violent methods. They had the detainees sign waivers so that local
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politi cians could study their cases, and they put pres sure on them
using online peti tions whose signa tures auto mat ic ally generate an
email – some times up to 4,000 in 48 hours. The film also calls out the
non- application of the Morton Memo (named after the director of
ICE) that stip u lates that deport a tions would prior itize crim inals
(Unzueta Carrasco 285). It should also be noted that the liber a tion of
detainees has nothing to do with the grandi loquent scenes of most
prison heist films. The main prison prop, a razor blade, is not used to
injure anybody but to cut slips of papers that are used to give inform‐ 
a tion to the detainees so that they (or their family members) can get
in touch with the Youth Alliance.

The repres ent a tion of the Youth Alli ance activ ists is never stereo typ‐ 
ical and one partic ular scene sheds light on the gap between what
would be expected of them as undoc u mented immig rants and who
they are. When Viridiana rehearses and works on a fake accent,
Muhammad makes an inter esting  comment: “In order to get Viri
inside, we have to become the stereo types we advoc ated against.” The
fact that they have to rehearse to succeed in becoming these stereo‐ 
types imme di ately inval id ates them. Viridiana, for instance, is a
perfect student who gradu ated at the top of her class. And
Mohammad is also a hard- working committed indi vidual with great
commu nic a tion and stra tegic skills. Thus, they  both corres pond to
the harm less studious young people who would be perfect and
deserving applic ants if the DREAM Act was enacted. The film
suggests that they succeeded in infilt rating Broward because the ICE
agents and the Border Patrol, their main antag on ists, believe in such
stereo types. One inter esting comment uses fiction ality to shed light
on the power gap between the enforce ment agen cies and the undoc‐ 
u mented immig rants. Indeed, Marco describes the Border Patrol as
his own personal “Death Star,” refer ring to the space station in Star
Wars that has the capa city to destroy an entire planet. While this
comment is exag ger ated for the generic purpose of the film, it never‐ 
the less suggests that the enforce ment agents have the power to
destroy people’s lives. The film show cases a series of endangered
people – asylum seekers, abused women – that high lights the lack of
prosec utorial discre tion used when dealing with the detainees in
spite of Obama’s promise that deport a tions would only affect high- 
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priority undoc u mented immig rants such as crim inals and terror ists
(Negrón- Gonzales 100).

Muhammad is prob ably the most counter- stereotypical char acter
and the best advocate for the passing of the DREAM Act. Throughout
the movie, he shows that he has the skills of a lawyer, while never
being allowed to go to college because of his undoc u mented status.
The most eloquent scene is when he calls out double stand ards to
prove that any deport a tion can be stopped. He takes the example of
Barack Obama’s uncle, who had been working in the United States
without papers for several decades. After being arrested on drunk
driving charges, he was even tu ally given a permanent resident status.
Consid ering that even lawful resid ents can be deported for traffic
offenses (Ewing, Martínez and Rumbaut 3), it seems right to suppose
that his deport a tion was stopped because of his priv ileged posi tion.
With great motiv a tion, Muhammad explains that he hopes for an
exec utive order from Obama because “that is some thing that is an
actual law that has to be followed with actual rules and actual
account ab ility.” What is implied here is that the deport a tions and
deten tion centers are “out of control” because many detainees get
deported before their case can be studied and without consid ering to
what extent their deport a tion can put them in danger. It would have
been the case for one Latin Amer ican immig rant waiting for asylum
without Muhammad’s help, and it would be the case for Muhammad if
he was sent back to Iran because of his homo sexu ality. Such
perspective prevents the viewer from consid ering that the beha vior
of the activ ists is illegal or crim inal. In spite of disturbing the func‐ 
tioning of a deten tion center to the point of influ en cing its shut down,
the film shows that they value the law and fight for fair laws.

18

Thus, throughout the film, the Youth Alli ance activ ists appear as
exem plars of the “good moral char acter” needed to be granted a path
to legal citizen ship. But as Zimmerman explains, their vision of
society goes beyond the passing of the DREAM Act “to a broader
agenda that includes social and economic justice for immig rant
workers and their families” (Zimmerman 17). The counter- stereotypes
used in the film create a counter- narrative whose purpose is to have
a social impact. Thus, there is a need for the film to perform socially,
which is a tend ency that is inherent in its form but also in keeping
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with the activism surrounding immig ra tion from the turn of
the century.

The Social Perform ance of
the Film
The activism portrayed in The Infilt rators illus trates the new phase
that started around the time Ibarra and Rivera met the Youth Alli‐ 
ance. As Zimmerman explains, because supporting the DREAM Act
was not enough and had “largely remained hidden from public view”
(Zimmerman 17), there was a shift to the use of “direct action,” such as
rallies and sit- ins. The well- known phrase to refer to such move ment
is used by Marco in the film:  “We came out of  the shadows.” What
came along such move ment of increased visib ility and action was the
desire to use the media and “bring atten tion to broader issues of
immig rant, civil, and human rights as a strategy for social and policy
change” (Zimmerman 14). This desire is explicit in the film since the
“plan” of the activ ists is to “go to the media, go public with the
campaign, [and] put national pres sure on ICE.” Such comment rein‐ 
forces the idea that the activ ists wanted their perform ance (the infilt‐ 
ra tion) to circu late in the public sphere because, as one of the char‐ 
ac ters says about the hunger strike organ ized inside the deten‐ 
tion center 8, “What’s the point if no one is watching?” This strategy
of “coming out” is not without danger for undoc u mented immigrants
who could get in serious trouble. It sheds even more light on the
sense of urgency the activ ists felt to put pres sure on the Obama
admin is tra tion. Indeed, by the end of 2016, and in spite of guar an‐ 
teeing a lenient immig ra tion policy, Obama had deported more than
3.4 million non- citizens (Martínez, Slack and Martínez 173), which was
more than any other  administration 9. One can argue that when it
comes to reaching a higher state of visib ility and engage ment, the
feature- length docu mentary format offers good chances that might
have attracted the activ ists. Viridiana mentions that “no one was
taking the story,” which can mean that Ibarra and Rivera might have
offered them the media coverage they needed.
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The film succeeded in its endeavor to attract the atten tion of the
public, winning the Audi ence Prize at the Sund ance Film Fest ival. But
it also caused trouble to one of its prot ag on ists. Two months later,
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the arrest and deport a tion of Claudio Rojas was making the head lines,
with assump tions that it was a form of retali ation supposed to send a
message to other activ ists who would want to disturb other deten tion
centers. Even though ICE denied that the Youth  Alliance’s activ ities
influ enced their decision, there are reasons to believe that it was not
the case, espe cially since Rojas was eligible to an adjust ment of status
under the 245 section of the Immig ra tion and Nation ality Act and had
his applic a tion for a T- visa pending. What is surprising is that the
portrayal of ICE in the film is minor and far from being diabol ical,
contrary to the eighth season of Orange is The New Black for instance
that features a guard who terror izes the detainees. In the film, the
enforce ment agents are portrayed as quite gull ible and naive, but
their portrayal never over shadows the repres ent a tion of a broken
system. Para dox ic ally, the decision to deport Rojas gives even more
cred ib ility to the film as it exposes the arbit rar i ness denounced by
the activ ists. It is as if the film’s sequel had happened in real life.

From a different perspective, what happened after the release  of
The Infiltrators high lights the perform ative quality of docu ment aries
in society and their ability to tap into disturbing topics. It confirms
that they can elicit strong emotions that circu late in the public
sphere, what Belinda Smaill calls the “sociality of emotions” (Smaill 4-
8). The touchier the topic, the more it can generate strong reac tions
because the viewers create a tight link, a “continuity” between the
real world and what occurs on screen (Smaill 5). According to the
defin i tion that Negrón- Gonzales gives, the film can be considered to
be a “testi monio”: it is a prac tice of “docu menting silenced histories”
that produces a “counter- narrative” and a “counter- spectacle” in
order to decon struct the “master narrative” portraying undoc u‐ 
mented immig rants with all sorts of detri mental stereo types
(Negrón- Gonzales 102-103). When they make visible what is hidden to
the public eye, and stage both the infilt ra tion and the liber a tion of
Rojas as heroic acts, the activ ists and the film makers respond to the
spec tacle produced at the border 10, which Negrón- Gonzales calls the
spect able of “enforce ment” and “security” (Negrón- Gonzales 95).
While the master narrative insists on the undoc u mented immig rants
being “illegal,” the film, showing the acts of civil disobedi ence of the
Youth Alli ance, stresses their heroic qual ities and their struggle
against unfair laws. In addi tion to being  counter- stereotypical,
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The Infiltrators furthers a polit ical agenda of inclu sion for people who
are in fact “staging a perform ance of demo cracy in a space that is
considered to be the exclusive terrain of US citizens” (Negrón- 
Gonzales 95). Rather than dwelling on the living condi tions in the
deten tion centers (much more dealt with in Orange is The New Black
for instance), the film makers focus on the civic qual ities of people
who have all the require ments to be good citizens. And thus, the film
is in keeping with the other acts of civil disobedi ence that have char‐ 
ac ter ized the DREAMers’ move ment: it is about reframing the
narrative that portrays immig rants as crim inals who bypassed border
security laws into a new narrative that insists on their bravery. Ibarra
and Rivera have indeed said that they wanted to distin guish them‐ 
selves from the docu mentary film makers who portray immig rants as
victims. They chose to empower them and legit imize their defiant act
through their film.

A month after the release of the film, which was also one month
before Rojas was deported, Ibarra and  Rivera sent a letter to
Secretary of  Homeland Security  Kirstjen Nielsen, Secretary of
Treasure Steven Mnuchin,  to Florida Congressman Ted Deutch, and
to Senators Marco Rubio and Rick Scott on behalf of the Inter na tional
Docu mentary Asso ci ation to denounce his deten tion at the Krome
Deten tion Center in South  Miami- Dade 11. In addi tion to stressing
ideas that are dealt with in the film when it comes to Rojas being an
“upstanding member of the community,” they insist on the fact that
the release of a docu mentary tack ling a contro ver sial and important
topic has to give way to debates:
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It is a grave concern to the docu mentary community that a willing
prot ag onist in a docu mentary film may be punished for expres sion
his opinion within a film, and we believe that this will have a chilling
effect on the work of journ al ists and their sources seeking to explore
and under stand issues of national concern. As a result of ICE’s
actions, the Amer ican public will now lose Mr. Rojas’s voice in the
many upcoming national conver sa tions about our
immig ra tion policy.

With such words, they express their wish to have the conver sa tion
continue and include all the parti cipants in the film, in an effort to
bring about social change.
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Nothing says if the film makers suspected that Rojas would be
deported after the film. The end of the film, however, seems
visionary. As Rojas drives to the Depart ment of Home land Security
building for his regular check- in, there is a long line of undoc u‐ 
mented immig rants. When Rojas parks his car, a voice on the radio
announces that a woman was deported after checking in with ICE.
While at the time of the shooting of the film, this scene might have
intended to show that he was not free and that his life was at the
mercy of ICE, in retro spect, it is as if the film was announ cing his
deport a tion. It corrob or ates the idea that is predom inant in the film:
as long as further reform has not taken place, an endless number of
people will be deported. And indeed, two years before the release of
the film, pres ident Trump imple mented exec utive orders that
cancelled DACA as well as prosec utorial discre tion, making every case
a high priority. The timing of the film seems to be on point and shows
how much docu ment aries are needed to coun teract the stereo types
that Trump himself has passed on and used to be elected. Before the
premiere of the film, Muhammad said that he “welcomed any retali‐ 
ation by the Trump admin is tra tion” insisting on the fact that his
arrest would be imme di ately lobbied by activ ists  (Siegel). One
comment from Jordan Hoffman  for The  Guardian is inter esting in
that sense as the journ alist reminds us that the U.S. is “home of the
brave,” adding that according to him, there is no braver people than
the infiltrators. Portraying such “unafraid” people, it is possible  that
The Infiltrators will set (or be part of) a new trend in docu ment aries
about undoc u mented immig rants that will focus on David- versus-
Goliath stories. Thus, the comment that the film is a “true story”
was more than an indic a tion, it was a claim that it is possible to call
into ques tion the injustices of a system, and prob ably a neces sity in
troubled times.
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Conclusion
The  Infiltrators confirms that making a film, whether it is a docu‐ 
mentary, a fiction film, or a hybrid film, is a creative act that can use
different tech niques of narra tion and dramat iz a tion. In the end, the
fact that Ibarra and Rivera used docu mentary footage and fiction al‐ 
ized re- enactments in the same film matters less than their ability to
tell a story. The fiction ality used in their docu- thriller is first and
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NOTES

1  Nanook of the North, released in 1922 and considered as the first docu‐ 
mentary, was a docudrama.

2  For a discus sion about the use of re- enactments in the context of a crim‐ 
inal narrative, see Kristen Fuhs, “Re- imagining the Nonfic tion Crim inal
Narrative: Docu mentary Reen act ment as Polit ical  Agency”, Concentric:
Literary and Cultural Studies, vol. 58, issue 1, March 2012, pp. 51-78.

3  The term “docu- thriller” was used by the film makers them selves and can
be found on the offi cial website where the film can be streamed. http://ww
w.infiltratorsfilm.com/stream- the-infiltrators/

4  Cristina Ibarra directed Las Marthas, a docu mentary that invest ig ates an
off- beat rite of passage for Mexican- American girls in Laredo, Texas, as they
prepare for a ball in which they are dressed like Amer ican colo nial figures
and celeb rate George Wash ington’s birthday, some thing that can seem
strange in a town which is 98% Latino. And Alex Rivera  directed
Sleep  Dealer, a sci- fi thriller in which the U.S.- Mexico border has been
sealed off and Mexican laborers work for the U.S. from Mexican digital
factories. It won the screen writing award at Sund ance in 2008.

5  There is a list of condi tions to qualify. One needs to have entered the U.S.
before the age of 16, must have been present in the U.S. for at least five
consec utive years, must have gradu ated from high school, have a GED or
have been accepted in college, must be between 12 and 35 at the time of
applic a tion and must have good moral character. https://dreamact.info/stu
dents.

6  See Gary D.  Keller, Hispanics and United States film: an over view
and handbook. Tempe, Ariz: Bilin gual Press/Edit orial Bilingüe, 1994; Frank
Javier Garcia Berumen, The Chicano/Hispanic image in Amer ican film. New
York: Vantage Press, 1995; Charles Ramírez  Berg, Latino Images in Film.
Stereo types, Subver sion, Resistance. Austin: Univer sity of Texas Press, 2002;
Mary C.  Beltrán, Latina/o Stars in U.S. Eyes: The Making and Mean ings of
Film and TV Stardom. Urbana, Ill: Univer sity of Illinois Press, 2009.

7  The same distinc tion is made in the last season  of Orange is the
New Black, in which the inmates that have been the main char ac ters during

http://www.infiltratorsfilm.com/stream-the-infiltrators/
https://dreamact.info/students
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the first six seasons have to prepare food for the detainees that are kept in a
different aisle of the prison.

8  The hunger strike is part of a re- enactment and as a result, it remains
unsure if it really happened.

9  In their article, Martínez, Slack and Martínez explain that even though
Obama was nick named the “Deporter- in-Chief” for the number of deport a‐ 
tions that happened during his pres id ency, there is a differ ence between
“returns” and “removal” which puts this nick name into perspective.

10  See Chavez, The Latino Threat  Narrative. Stan ford, Cali fornia: Stan ford
Univer sity Press, 2013. In the second part of his book, he thor oughly
explains what the border spec tacle consists in and how it fuels stereo types
about the immig rants being dangerous.

11  The letter as well as the list of the 561 who signed it is avail able on the
Inter na tional Docu mentary Asso ci ation’s website: https://www.documentar
y.org/advocacy/letter- support-infiltrators-protagonist-claudio-rojas.

RÉSUMÉS

English
The Infiltrators (2019) is a docu thriller directed by Latino directors Cristina
Ibarra and Alex Rivera. It combines docu mentary scenes and fiction al ized
re- enactments to tell the story of two DREAMers who purpose fully got
arrested to infilt rate a for- profit immig rant deten tion center in Broward,
Florida in order to help a few detainees stop their deport a tion. This paper
first invest ig ates the way the film balances the use of tradi tional docu‐ 
mentary tech niques (inter views, obser va tion) with fiction al ized re- 
enactments using the concepts of perform ance and fiction ality – developed
by Richard Walsh and used by Stephan Iversen and Henrik Skov Nielsen in
their own analysis of a hybrid documentary. Secondly, it argues that the real
perform ance of the film consists in calling into ques tion the crim in al iz a tion
of immig ra tion in the United States via a portrayal of undoc u mented immig‐ 
rants that coun ters their “illegality” and “crimin ality.” Overall, it shows that
the film, which won the audi ence award at the Sund ance film fest ival in
2019, is part of a social and polit ical conver sa tion about immig ra tion and
security enforcement.

Français
Mis- en-scène par deux réali sa teurs latinos, Cris tine Ibarra et Alex  Rivera,
The Infiltrators (2019) est un docu thriller dont l’hybri dité permet l’asso cia‐ 
tion de scènes docu men taires et de scènes recons ti tuées et fiction na li sées.
Il raconte l’histoire de deux DREA Mers qui se sont sciem ment faits arrêter

http://www.documentary.org/advocacy/letter-support-infiltrators-protagonist-claudio-rojas
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afin d’infil trer un centre de déten tion pour immi grants dans le comté de
Broward en Floride dans le but d’aider des détenus à contourner les procé‐ 
dures d’expul sion. Cet article s’inté resse tout d’abord à la façon dont le film
associe tech niques tradi tion nelles du docu men taire (entre tiens, obser va‐ 
tion) et scènes recons ti tuées et fiction na li sées à la lumière des concepts de
perfor mance et de fiction na lité déve loppés par Richard Walsh et utilisés par
Stephan Iveren et Henrik Skov Nielsen dans leur propre analyse d’un docu‐ 
men taire hybride. Par ailleurs, l’article affirme que la perfor mance réelle du
film se situe dans sa capa cité à remettre en ques tion la crimi na li sa tion de
l’immi gra tion aux États- Unis à travers le portrait d’immi grants sans papiers
en décons trui sant leur « illé ga lité » et « crimi na lité ». De façon géné rale, il
est démontré que le film, qui a remporté le prix du public au festival
Sundance de 2019, s’insère dans une conver sa tion poli tique et sociale à
propos de l’immi gra tion et du renfor ce ment de la sécu rité aux frontières.

INDEX
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documentaire hybride, reconstitution, fictionnalité, performance, centre de
détention, immigration non autorisée, docuthriller
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TEXTE

In terms of subject matter at least, circum scribing the cohe sion of
one of Great Britain’s most important contem porary directors, Lynne
Ramsay, was certainly an easier task after the release of the  2002
Morvern Callar than after that of her subsequent  films, We Need to
Talk About Kevin (2010)  and You Were Never Really  Here (2017). Like
her early short  films Small  Deaths (1996)  and Gasman/1970s
Christmas in Scotland (1998), Ratcatcher (1999) and Morvern Callar are
resol utely Scot tish in their material: the first is set during the 1975
dustmen’s strike in Glasgow; the second is an adapt a tion of Scot tish
writer Alan Warner’s contem porary classic; both films depict aspects
of Scot tish society and history with a degree of realism (loca tion
shooting, archive footage, nonpro fes sional actors like William
Eadie in Ratcatcher and Kath leen McDer mott in Morvern Callar), even
if the latter film “de- emphasizes the Scot tish ness” of the
original  novel 1, notably by trans forming Morvern into an English‐ 
woman (Wallis 82; Caughie 107). By focusing on Scot tish youths — a
young adoles cent male and a post- adolescent woman — in Western
Scot land (Glasgow and Argyll county), Ramsay’s first two films can
even be said to form a diptych that endeavors to map the contem‐ 
porary Scot tish exper i ence in terms of region and era, class and
gender, and have for these very reasons been paired in a 2016 article
by Kristine Robbyn Chick. It is for these reasons that both films were

1
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received as testi fying to the reju ven a tion of the Scot tish realist tradi‐ 
tion, along side other works that had received funding from local
govern ment, such as the films of Peter Mullan and Loach and
Laverty’s Scot tish films (Sargeant 353). Released seven years later, We
Need to Talk About Kevin seemed like a radical depar ture, which was
to be confirmed by You Were Never Really Here (2017). Both films are
adapt a tions of works by US- American authors (Lionel Shriver and
Jonathan Ames), set mainly in New York and New England, and
centered on adult prot ag on ists. This depar ture was, according to
Tom Wallis, a welcome one for Ramsay, who was intent on troub ling
the Scottish- woman-director-of-social-realist-films label that had
been imposed on her from the start (82).

Yet Ramsay’s fourth feature film pinpoints one of the common
denom in ators between all four through an allu sion to Ratcatcher that
occurs as early as the second shot [1�52]. The lateral extreme close- up
of Joe suffoc ating himself with a plastic bag recalls the opening
credits of the 1999 film, in which a frontal close shot shows a boy
named Ryan simil arly wrapped in a curtain as if it were a shroud
[0�42]. The parallel between the two films is furthered through a
sibling motif, with suffoc a tion making way for drowning: Ryan is also
the child who acci dent ally drowns in a canal three minutes later
[5�01], and whom James possibly follows in the end [87�48], while Joe
tries to drown himself before chan ging his mind [63�55]. In linking her
two appar ently most different films—a natur alist coming- of-age story
and a stylish neo- noir reima gining  of Taxi Driver (Scorsese, 1976)—
which, for the time being at least, bookend her career, Ramsay draws
atten tion to what appears to be her main aesthetic concern: the
expres sion of the subjectiv ities of troubled indi viduals, with trouble
being under stood in the very ordinary sense of being afflicted with
“pain,” “discom fort,” “emotional strain,” “anxiety,” “worry” and/or
“distress” (The Amer ican Heritage Dictionary).

2

All Ramsay’s feature films are centered chiefly on one prot ag onist, a
feature that the films’ titles draw atten tion  to: Ratcatcher and
Morvern  Callar through the use of  names, We Need to Talk
about Kevin and You Were Never Really Here by expli citly stating the
prot ag on ists’ anxi eties (para noia and PTSD). Two of the three source
texts  (Morvern  Callar and We Need to Talk about  Kevin) are first
person narrat ives, and Ames’s novella employs internal focal iz a tion.

3
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All Ramsay’s prot ag on ists are troubled subjects afflicted, like the
prot ag onist of Ramsay’s first film, with a form of “disor i ent a tion and
struggle for an iden tity” (Bland ford  78):  Ratcatcher’s James, who is
already trying to deal with the usual prob lems facing a teen ager as
well as his family and neigh bor hood’s dire economic situ ation, is
indir ectly respons ible for the death of Ryan who drowned after they
play fought; Morvern Callar is an enig matic young woman who fails to
report the suicide of her boyfriend and moment arily usurps his iden‐ 
tity as author of a novel, and whom even her best friend Lanna fails
to understand; We Need to Talk About Kevin’s Eva Khatchadourian is
the successful owner of a guide book company, for whom moth er‐ 
hood increas ingly becomes synonymous with being perse cuted by
her son Kevin; and You Were Never Really Here’s Joe is an ex- veteran
whose speci ality as a hired man is saving kidnapped chil dren and
punishing their abductors. If the trau matic exper i ences the prot ag‐ 
on ists undergo are varied—much of the writing on her films evokes at
least in passing the prot ag on ists’ trauma (Johnson 1362; Murray 223;
Kuhn; McMahon 471; Art 5; Chick; Singer 32)—they all seem to fore‐ 
ground one emotion: guilt or, in the case of Morvern, the apparent
lack thereof.

I will argue that John Caughie’s conten tion that Morvern Callar “puts
in play subjectiv ities which resist any attempt to contain them within
the familiar contours of a national iden tity” (105) can be gener al ized
to the primacy of subjectivity over iden tity in all her films. My
interest, here, has little to do with the psycho logy of these troubled
psyches, the uncon scious reasons for their actions, and even less
with determ ining whether they are authentic repres ent a tions of
various patho lo gies. It lies, rather, in the devices util ized to express
their inner lives. In short, I would like to determine to what extent
Ramsay’s project can be seen as an attempt to develop a poetics of
troubled subjectiv ities that oper ates on the levels of both cogni tion
and sensa tion. Ramsay’s focus on audi ovisual plas ti city is evident in
her shying away from the verbal by portraying prot ag on ists who
speak very little: her Morvern, for instance, is even more enig matic
than the novel’s narrator, who ends up sharing some of her thoughts
with the narratee when she expresses her annoy ance at Lanna’s
having slept with her boyfriend; and the open ings of both We Need To
Talk About Kevin and You Were Never Really Here delay the moment

4
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we hear the prot ag on ists talk (ten minutes go by before Eva speaks,
while Joe utters one word in the film’s first eight minutes). The
soundtrack  of Morvern  Callar, Sarah Art has shown, invites “the
viewer to exper i ence some thing of what it is like to exper i ence
silence as an indi vidual, personal state of being” (1). It is the complex‐ 
ities of subjective exper i ences that Ramsay’s poetics aim to express.

What has become increas ingly apparent with each new Lynne
Ramsay film is how inac curate early crit ical attempts to cata logue her
as a successor of Loach and the like were. A New York Times reviewer
said  that Ratcatcher “could be ‘The 400 Blows’ as directed by
Ken  Loach” 2; David Trotter also compares it to François Truffaut’s
1959 film (154-56), while Laura McMahon sees echoes  of Germany
Year Zero (Roberto Rossellini, 1948). Ramsay sought to draw atten tion
away fom realism by admit ting a debt to the avant- garde, citing
Robert Bresson (Bland ford 78; McMahon 473-75)  and Meshes of
the  Afternoon (Maya Deren and Alex ander Hammid, 1943) as main
influ ences on Ratcatcher. Speaking of Ramsay’s 1999 film in 2005, Amy
Sergeant opined that its “surreal” images make it far more
“ambiguous” than Loach’s work (354), and three years later, Annette
Kuhn insisted that “the compar ison [with the social problem films of
Ken Loach and Mike Leigh] does not stand up even to minimal scru‐ 
tiny, because the […] realism of the film’s settings is constantly
brought up against its poetic elements” (17). This was already the case
in her early short films, Small Deaths and Gasman.

5

From the start, Ramsay inscribed her work in the tradi tion of art
cinema that David Bord well calls expressive realism. “Expressive
realism,” says Bord well, endeavors to “dram atize private mental
processes” and “presents psycho lo gical effects in search of their
causes” (208); he distin guishes it from another art- cinema tradi tion,
“objective realism,” which emphas izes the contin gency of everyday
life in the name of verisimil itude (206). Ramsay’s films do not claim to
explain much; they seem content to express the enig matic entan gle‐ 
ment of emotions, memories and sensa tions. In a sense, her brand of
expressive realism would tend to propose an objective expres sion of
subjectivity. Thus, Ramsay’s films, and Ratcatcher and Morvern Callar
in partic ular, ulti mately demon strate how objective and expressive
realism may interact, as they did, though perhaps to a lesser degree,
in Loach’s early films, Poor Cow (1967) and Kes (1969), or in The Loneli ‐

6
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ness of the Long Distance Runner (Tony Richardson, 1962) before that.
In this respect, I expand on Caughie’s analysis of the shifts between
objectivity and subjectivity at play in the super market scene  of
Morvern Callar (108) and rejoin David Forrest’s defense of the poetic
poten tial of social realist cinema in his discus sion  of Ratcatcher, in
which he calls into ques tion Kuhn’s and Ramsay’s own restricted view
of the genre (203-5). It seems to me that Ramsay’s films prove that
the differ ence between objective and expressive realism is by no
means clear- cut, and has prob ably never been; it is just a matter of
emphasis, of priv ileging the social and the phys ical over the psycho‐ 
lo gical and the emotional, or vice versa. For in the end, both tradi‐ 
tions aim to capture human exper i ence: expressive realism by objec‐ 
ti fying the subjective, objective realism by subjec ti fying the objective
—which, in our post- modern, post- structural world, is already
subjective in the first place.

What follows is an attempt to locate the cohe sion of Ramsay’s films in
their aesthetics, and thus to identify elements of a poetics. My
explor a tion of her brand of expressive realism will focus on four
elements that aim to express a troubled subjectivity — color scheme
and texture, narrative disrup tions, sequence- shots, point of view —
and that have in common a tend ency to trouble the fiction film’s
formal, epistem o lo gical and onto lo gical boundaries.

7

Color Scheme & Texture
The expres sion of subjectivity is, first and fore most, plastic and
involves visual texture. Ratcatcher, for instance, is,  like Small Deaths,
domin ated by a grayish color scheme appro priate for its setting,
context and the Scot tish realist/docu mentary tradi tion it invokes.
The scheme, however, breaks up—again as  in Small  Deaths—when
James explores the brand- new white houses and the golden fields
under blue skies outside  [39�00-42�27]—while the grayish tones of
James’s second visit seems to contra dict the first [81�22-83�06]. The
shift is also material, since the mineral, the liquid and the arti fi cial
(bricks, cars, garbage bags, rain, over cast skies, the canal) make way
for air and lush veget a tion (pristine skies and the wheat singled out in
close- up in the final scenes [88�15]).  In Morvern  Callar, color and
matter are used to distin guish two coun tries: the dark ness of Scot ‐

8



Motifs, 9 | 2025

land is expressed through a blue gray scheme, the light and heat of
Spain through a yellow one, a contrast that is rein forced by the dry
and humid earth and flora asso ci ated with both coun tries. Morvern
and Lanna’s night life, however, looks the same regard less of the
country, with the dark ness illu min ated by harsh arti fi cial white light
or shades of blue and  red. We Need to Talk About  Kevin multi plies
color schemes and textures to circum scribe singular space- times: the
red juice of the opening dream sequence and of the final shoot- out;
the gray, cement walls of prison; the sharp primary colors of Eva’s
former house in the woods; and the pale white ness of Eva’s present
house under the beating sun, etc. The colors red and white, called on
for their clas sical func tion as signi fiers of viol ence, inno cence and
empti ness in Western visual  arts 3, are used to identify the various
worlds and express Eva’s inab ility to escape these oppressive
emotions, since they seem to inev it ably seep into a variety of spaces.

In You Were Never Really  Here, each space has its specific color
scheme and texture: the wooden tones of Joe’s mother’s living quar‐ 
ters [8�44]; the yellow light of the hard ware store [25�47]; the salmon
walls of the room Fiona is imprisoned in [38�24]; the baroque interior
of Senator Motto’s country mansion [70�43]. In typical noir fashion,
these spaces stand out against the urban back drop. With its gray
tones, asphalt and metal mater ials, narrow and under ground spaces,
and occa sional streaks of neon lights, this envir on ment appears as a
visual continuum, encap su lated by the many lateral tracking shots of
the streets, tunnels, bridges and road sides [32�04, 40�03, 48�16, 62�15,
66�39, 67�36], as well as by the shots of the subway train [19�28, 22�44].
The narra tion rapidly dismantles the oppos i tion set up in the opening
scenes between the viol ence of the streets and the protec tion of the
home by revealing that the warmth of the inner spaces is by no
means synoymous with peace of mind, as the regal quar ters Fiona is
held in against her will demon strate. The narrative takes us outside
the city—the lakeside [62�36], the mansion—only to show that this
rural space domin ated by trees and water is equally permeated with
death. As  in We Need to Talk About Kevin, the memories are initially
exper i enced as disrup tions in the cine matic fabric (most notably
when the blazing yellowish brown mineral images of the desert erupt
in the steamy blue of the sauna [30�09-31�06]) only to be revealed as
perfectly in tune within the urban continuum (the dark interior of the

9
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container full of dead young women segues effort lessly back into the
dark ness of Joe’s current loca tion [34�18-34�36]).

Visu ally, subjectivity is evoked through a trans gres sion of onto lo gical
bound aries of the material world. This is not to say that the different
worlds are not real—they mostly are—but the color schemes and
texture are meant to heighten our exper i ence of the prot ag on ists’
subjectiv ities, whether it be primarily memory  in We Need To Talk
About Kevin and You Were Never Really Here, or sensory in Ratcatcher
and Morvern  Callar. The films’ visuals suggest that the boundary
between memory and phys ical sensa tion is by no means radical;
indeed, the insist ence on the plas ti city of the cine matic image—and
the invit a tion to a haptic rela tion to the images’ texture—posit a view
memory and subjective exper i ence as equally sensual. It is the effects
of subjectivity that these visuals aim to express.

10

Intrusive Dreams & Fantasies
Narrative disrup tions occur in all Ramsay’s films, but the effect is
certainly more jarring in her first feature because of its natur alist
aesthetics, natur alist films tending to posit a stable onto logy. Fifty- 
minutes into the  film, Ratcatcher offers a scene straight out of the
French chil dren’s  films Le Ballon  Rouge (Albert Lamorisse, 1956)  or
Cerf- volant du bout du monde (Roger Pigaut, 1958), when a group of
chil dren tie a rat to a balloon that sends the animal straight into outer
space [51�15-53�06]. This fant astic moment is reab sorbed into the
realist logic that governs the diegetic world when the space scene
dissolves—through white noise—to a shot of James sleeping (and
maybe dreaming) in front of the tele vi sion. The poten tial dream
sequence retro spect ively calls into ques tion the status of an earlier
scene when James steps through a window into a golden field [41�23-
42�27]. Although the fron tier between reality and dream is not marked
by a cut, frame- within-the-frame compos i tion likens the shot to a
painting on a wall. The onto lo gical certainty concerning the status of
the window frames James’s trans form a tion from a realist char acter à
la Antoine Doinel or Billy Casper into a hero finding the doorway to
Wonder land or Narnia, one that opens onto a space that recalls the
Amer ican Midwest and its myth of a new Arcadia (Murray 222). In
light of these two moments, the status of the penul timate scene of

11
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James’s family walking through the fields, which visu ally resembles
the illus tra tions in the famous British chil dren’s book We’re Going on
a Bear Hunt (Michael Rosen, 1989), is made highly ambiguous—is it a
flash for ward? a dream?—espe cially since it is framed by images of
James drowning that are not partic u larly real istic in the first place
(the canal cannot be as deep as the under water shots suggest) [88�15-
89�56]. These narrative disrup tions are thus also moments of high
generic instability where social realism morphs into chil dren’s fiction.

You Were Never Really Here, we have seen, offers a similar scene of
Joe floating in an abyss of water (when he is presum ably standing)
and seeing Fiona in place of his mother [65�40-65�54]. The final
scenes, which do not take their cue from the novella, further blur the
fron tier between dream and reality: Joe glimpses Fiona’s reflec tion on
the rainy windowpane of a bus in shot/reverse shot [67�24-67�35], and
his shooting himself in the mouth is presented as continuous with the
rest of the scene, the shift from one onto lo gical level to another
occur ring within the same shot and going unmarked [79�24-80�43]. In
We Need to Talk About Kevin, the onto lo gical status of the audi ovisual
material we are presented with is uncer tain from the outset: the film
prac tic ally opens on a dream sequence, with Eva covered in red fluids
among other revel lers in what appears to be a  festival 4 [1�30-3�21].
The image’s ambiguous status — is it a dream or a memory? — is
heightened by the subsequent shot of Eva sitting glassy- eyed on a
couch with an empty wine glass in front of her. More prob lem atic
even is a later scene in which Eva, after returning home on Halloween
night, seems to fantasize that hordes of chil dren are banging at the
window shouting “candy”—which, of course, sounds like Kevin—an
image that is intro duced in a cut [31�50-32�48].

12

In all three films, such disrup tions are rarely marked by a clas sical
device (such as a lap- dissolve or a different color scheme) but erupt
within the narra tion (through a cut, within a shot) on the same onto‐ 
lo gical level as the events depicted. However, once past the first
instances (and on a first viewing), later instances remain iden ti fi able
thanks to our know ledge of the narra tion’s “intrinsic norms” based on
what we have already seen (echoes to previous scenes) and occa sion‐ 
ally know ledge of “extrinsic  norms”, 5 such as refer ences to familiar
genres and inter texts (in Ratcatcher); the util iz a tion of such devices

13
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has been “normal ized” and parti cip ates in the consti tu tion of a recog‐ 
niz able poetics.

Slice of (Psychic) Life Aesthetics
What is espe cially fascin ating in Ramsay’s work is how devices more
typical of natur alist aesthetics, and thus of objective realism, are also
util ized to express subjectivity. This is notably the case of a staple
device of neo- realism and slice- of-life cinema: the sequence- 
shot. Both Ratcatcher and Morvern Callar tap into this approach quite
natur ally. Sequence- shots occur in partic ular in scenes where the
prot ag on ists carry out basic actions (Ryan pulling his pants out of his
boots [3�34-3�46], James’s little sister Anne Marie eating a sand wich
while sitting on a garbage bag [30�41-31�05], Morvern and Lanna
arriving at the airport in Spain [45�54-46�24], Morvern returning home
after her trip to Spain [82�47-85�01]) or share intimate moments
(James and Margaret Anne cuddling in bed [75�25-76�31], Ma and Pa
slow- dancing [76�32-77�57], Morvern and Lanna hugging [20�08],
Morvern rinsing her hair in a bathtub [55�18]).

14

Such scenes also appear in We Need to Talk About Kevin (Eva walking
down the prison corridor  [18�25] or the intimate post- birth scene
[20�43]) and You Were Never Really Here (Joe and his mother talking
when he gets home from a job [8�43], Joe pausing in a booth to wipe
his fore head [27�46], Joe waiting in a stair case to purchase his meds
[28�09]). In the later films, however, the sequence- shots’ nature is
prob lem at ized by the narrative struc ture they are integ rated in. In We
Need to Talk About Kevin, the slice- of-life aesthetics actu ally serves to
express memory. The post- birth scene, for instance, is framed by two
present- day scenes (one in the prison and one in Eva’s house) [20�10-
21�19], while Eva’s imme diate reac tion when she discovers her
daughter’s and husband’s corpses is elided and followed by a
sequence- shot depicting her lying down on her bed in silence, the
narra tion mimicking her repressing the shock [98�05-101�06]. In the
2011 film, then, slice of life is, in effect, slice of memory. In You Were
Never Really Here, it is the generic frame work itself that renders the
sequence- shots prob lem atic. For though they occur profusely in the
early domestic scenes between Joe and his mother, they are equally
present in more staple noir scenes, such as the opening back alley
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fight scene [4�47-5�49] and later on when Joe is out on a stakeout
[33�33-33�52]. The boundary between genre film and psycho lo gical
melo drama is thus effect ively blurred. By adding a touch of realism to
stories based on memory or fantasy, a staple figure of objective
realism is thus put to the service of subjective realism—this is what I
mean by “objec ti fying the subjective.”

This is not the case  in Ratcatcher where the sequence- shots are
never prob lem atic as such and are rarely juxta posed with more
subjective scenes. But it is very much the case  in Morvern  Callar
where the sequence- shots are welded in a narrative that resists a
psycho lo gical cause- effect reading in spite of its focal iz a tion on the
eponymous char acter. In the film’s early stages, for instance during
the party scene, the jarring effect could be seen to mimic the effects
of drugs and alcohol [18�27-20�49]. Yet sequence- shots depict both
the most banal events and valu able inform a tion, including Morvern’s
phone call to the editors at the airport [45�22-45�37] (there is no way
of knowing for sure who she’s calling if you haven’t read the novel).
The film thus seems to fore ground the inad equacy of slice- of-life
aesthetics to capture a subjectivity such as Morvern’s, and thus,
perhaps, of any subjectivity at all. Or, at least, in the tradi tional realist
sense. Because the iter a tion of the sequence- shot ulti mately
becomes the ideal mode of expres sion of an elusive subject, and thus
an apt marker of subjectivity and of onto lo gical and epistem o lo gical
uncer tainty—this is what I meant by “subjec ti fying the objective.” This
may explain why Morvern Callar, Ramsay’s only feature without any
dream sequences, may, in effect, be her trip piest. Or why Ramsay’s
portrait of French photo grapher Brigitte Lacomb, the 2018 Miu Miu’s
Women’s Tales #18  Brigitte, ends up providing material for multiple
portraits, including Ramsay’s own.

16

Point of View
Indeed, disrup tions in visual and aural point of view—what François
Jost (1987) calls ocular iz a tion and auri cu lar iz a tion—are
frequent  throughout Ratcatcher and Morvern  Callar in spite of the
fact that focal iz a tion in both films is fairly stable. One device in
partic ular occurs in both films: a lateral tracking shot that moves
(right to left in Ratcatcher, left to right in Morvern Callar) away from
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the prot ag onist (James in the new house [40�15-40�33], Morvern in
the Spanish cemetery [81�01-81�30]) and “finds” him or her on the
opposite side, standing in profile in posi tions symmet rical to their
original posi tions. These impossible shots—both dieget ic ally and
tech nic ally (it is, after all, a trick shot and the char acter has not
vanished and reappeared)—composes a reflec tion: it is as if the narra‐ 
tion had taken us through a looking- glass without us knowing which
side is which. This is furthered by the inver sion of the trajectory
between the two films, which makes it impossible to decide whether
the right side or the left one has priority. As instances of what
Deleuze calls a “crystal- image,” one in which it is impossible to distin‐ 
guish the actual image from the virtual image (93-94), these tracking
shots not only trans gress an onto lo gical line that remains invis ible;
they invite us to invest this space of uncer tainty with our own
subjectivity: which one of them is James? Which one is Morvern? Are
both of them James and Morvern? When does the shot shift from
diegetic reality to fantasy? From an objective to a subjective image of
the prot ag on ists? Is it a purely mental image ?

Although they may not always be as salient, such disrup tions in
ocular iz a tion and auri cu lar iz a tion occur frequently in both films. One
can be found in the drowning scene in the first  seven minutes  of
Ratcatcher. After James pushes Ryan into the water, James is shown
running away in a very long shot, the camera now observing him from
a distance [4�34-5�10]. This is followed by a close- up of the bubbles on
the surface of the canal, metonym ic ally suggesting that Ryan is
drowning, and finally by an extreme close- up of James looking
worried. Thus framed by shots of James that evoke both distance and
prox imity, the status of the close- up of the bubbles becomes prob‐ 
lem atic: it may very well be an image in James’s mind and not proof
that Ryan is actu ally drowning. The strategy is repeated in a
subsequent scene when James’s mother witnesses the discovery of
the body from her window [5�38-6�14]. The scene is firmy aligned with
the woman through eyeline match, a POV shot through the window
showing us the three young men who have discovered the body. The
angle of the final close- up of the dead boy’s hand, however, is aligned
neither with the mother’s gaze, nor even with those of the three
young men, but is instead connected, through a graphic match, to a
lateral close- up of the mother’s hand holding a grocery bag. This
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strategy of misaligning point of view is repeated more obvi ously in
the next scene when James comes home and his mother is relieved to
see he is not the dead boy she saw through the window [6�15-6�53];
the shot/reverse shot of James on the hand and his mother on the
other is broken by a close- up of the dead boy that is poten tially an
expres sion of one of the two char ac ters’ subjectivity.

The opening scenes of Ratcatcher thus inter rogate, through iter a tion,
the status of the images we are shown (the close- ups in partic ular).
The film’s natur alism does not preclude subjectivity; on the contrary,
what appear to be disrup tions—the jump- cuts when the boys play,
the subjective inserts—ulti mately produce a mode of realism in which
the expressive and the objective coexist. When James and Margaret
Ann take a bath, for instance, an extreme close- up of James watching
as she dunks her head under water is accom panied by recog niz able
under water sounds, the insert of James’s father getting another boy’s
body out of the canal suggesting that he is imagining the exper i ence
of drowning while watching her [58�17-58�38].  What Ratcatcher
proposes, then, is a layered exper i ence of reality that includes the
subjective (dreams, memories, fantasies) and many subjectiv ities at
that—a jump- cut later evokes Dad’s drunken state as he drops some
coins [71�03], a POV shot offers Mom’s perspective as she watches
James running to the bus stop [80�51-81�02]. The fact that the film is
framed by James’s memories and mostly centered on his char acter
indic ates that the whole narra tion may be an eman a tion of his
subjectivity, a feature we find not in the films of Loach, but in those of
Fellini, Lynch or Cronen berg  (8½  [1963], Eraserhead [1977]  and
Videodrome [1983] come to mind).

19

Morvern Callar, as the repe ti tion of the magical lateral tracking shot
indic ates, orches trates similar disrup tions in ocular iz a tion. During
the party, Morvern teases a sailor on a boat by pulling up her skirt
and displaying her garter belt, a gesture depicted in a very long shot
poten tially aligned with the sailor’s gaze [15�51-16�54]. Halfway
through the film, a long shot shows Morvern at work, the reflec tion in
the mirror of a man suggesting that she is the object of his gaze
[43�35-43�50] (a point made clearer in the novel through first person
narra tion). In the Spanish scenes in partic ular, ocular iz a tion, auri cu‐ 
lar iz a tion and even focal iz a tion are moment arily displaced onto the
secondary char acter, Lanna, as soon as the two friends step out of
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the airport (the camera stays on Lanna instead of Morvern [46�15]),
then later when Lanna loses herself in the village revels (a scene that
is intro duced by an over- the-shoulder shot aligned with Lanna)
[64�01-67�22]. When the narra tion is aligned with Morvern, we find
her looking for her friend, as if the main focal izer were searching for
the secondary focal izer to deprive her of that status. Retro spect ively,
of course, the images of Lanna can, like the close- ups of the dead
Ryan  in Ratcatcher, be rein ter preted as Morvern’s mental images of
her friend.

The possib ility that both Ratcatcher and Morvern Callar are entirely
filtered through the prot ag on ists’ subjectivity suggests that We Need
to Talk about Kevin is not the radical depar ture it may have appeared
to be upon its release. In the 2011 film, ocular iz a tion is moment arily
aligned with other char ac ters, espe cially Kevin: a close- up of Eva’s
right hand playing with her hair is framed by a medium shot of a
future male coworker observing her [8�59-9�14]; a POV shot tilts over
the maps Kevin is studying [39�56-40�06]; the narra tion lingers in his
bedroom when his mother leaves [58�41-59�13]; a close- up of his eye
reveals the target reflected in it [60�48], visu al izing his inten tion.
These other points of view express the heroine’s para noia. Some thing
similar is at stake  in You Were Never Really  Here when Joe’s rescue
mission is narrated primarily through surveil lance footage [36�20-
37�52]. Although they have the air of authentic proof, the onto lo gical
status of these images remains prob lem atic since the film’s internal
focal iz a tion might lead us to spec u late that the surveil lance footage is
also imagined by the prot ag onist, a hypo thesis that is rein forced by
the sequence- shots of Joe leaving and returning to the hotel in which
he moves in the back ground [24�55-25�17, 42�58-43�09].

21

Yet it seems to me that, in Ramsay’s more recent films, the onto lo‐ 
gical status of such images is, perhaps, less prob lem atic than their
epistem o lo gical status. The images are clearly mental ones spurred
on by para noia or trauma (Eva’s imagining what Kevin had been doing
in the past or what is on people’s minds when they stare at her, Joe
remem bering his abusive father [52�54-53�16] and his witnessing, as a
soldier, the horrible deaths of chil dren and teen agers [11�19, 25�49,
29�21-31�06, 34�20]). One does wonder whether these images are
memory or fantasy, but the more troub ling ques tion may actu ally be:
how do such images allow us to relate with, and maybe compre hend,
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not only the prot ag on ists but also the other subjects within the
diegesis, as the titles of both films clearly invite us to do.  In
Ratcatcher, for instance, once the mental images have been iden ti fied
as such, their inter pret a tion becomes fairly easy: James is worried
Ryan might have drowned; James’s mother is worried her son might
be the dead boy and that she might very well never touch him again,
but is relieved to find out he is alive and well.  In We Need to Talk
About Kevin, however, the mental images are explor a tions of a past
that remains enig matic even with know ledge of the outcome (we get
a hint as to what Kevin did a dozen or so minutes into the movie). Our
puzzle ment is reflected on Tilda Swinton’s face, as she expresses
Eva’s own puzzle ment at her child and, more profoundly perhaps,
Eva’s and our own attempt to determine to what extent Kevin’s
mental condi tion was innate or determ ined by his envir on ment (and
notably by his mother’s own anxi eties). In You Were Never Really Here,
it is not so much the caus ality linking Joe’s mental images to his
present actions that is of interest—clearly, witnessing the horrible
deaths of chil dren and teen agers and having an abusive father have
trau mat ized him—as the viol ence with which they take over this bulk
of a man and the defense mech an isms he employs to cope; by
possibly picturing his actions through surveil lance camera footage,
Joe disso ci ates himself from the violent acts that align him with his
father who like wise wielded a hammer—thus alien ated visu ally, he
was never really there.

If disrup tions in point of view serve to prob lem atize both the onto lo‐ 
gical and epistem o lo gical, the two dimen sions are inter twined in all
Ramsay’s feature films: what are these images and what do they tell
us? How can we learn from images when their nature remains uncer‐ 
tain? Ramsay’s films emphasize not the truth value of the cine matic
image (such as that which informed the writ ings of Susan Sontag and
Roland Barthes on  photography 6) but celeb rate its ambi guity. The
medium would be better suited to express the effects of trauma than
to compre hend its causes 7, to express the elusive ness of subjectivity
rather than to mimic its work ings. In a sense, none of Ramsay’s
subjects are ever really here (in the cine matic image).
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Conclusion
The various elements of Ramsay’s poetics I have high lighted — the
visuals, the dream/fantasy- sequences, slice- of-life sequences, and
instability of visual and aural point of view—are made to express the
prot ag on ists’ troubled subjectiv ities, and thus invite us to exper i ence
them cognit ively, emotion ally and sensu ally. They have in common
that they aim to disrupt epistem o lo gical and onto lo gical bound aries.
The point is thus not to facil itate our compre hen sion of these char‐ 
ac ters and their worlds, but to allow us to get a sense of the complic‐ 
ated waters of meaning and being they navigate. The focus on onto lo‐ 
gical and epistem o lo gical ques tions in Ramsay’s films would make
them typic ally “post mod ernist” in the literary scholar Brian McHale’s
under standing of the term; indeed, the ques tioning of the very nature
of the image—and in partic ular Ramsay’s resorting to crystal- images
—aligns her work with the concerns of post struc tur alist thinkers
such as Deleuze. This would explain what distin guishes her first two
feature films from the more clas sic ally natur alist work of Ken Loach
or Peter Mullan: Ramsay seems to view realism and natur alism as
prob lem atic in a day and age when the notions of real, reality and
nature are so unstable. But more profoundly, perhaps Ramsay’s films
are simply demon strating that epistem o lo gical and onto lo gical ques‐ 
tions are bound to be linked by a funda mental paradox—that meaning
inter rog ates being, while being is often seen as a precon di tion of the
produc tion of meaning, as in Descartes’s famous “Cogito, ergo sum.”
As such, being and meaning can only be unstable, and aesthet ic ally
speaking, it is diffi cult to separate objective realism (with its apparent
focus on epistem o lo gical ques tions) and expressive realism (with its
apparent focus on onto lo gical ques tions). What Ramsay’s poetics of
disrup tion ulti mately points to are the multiple inter ac tions between
the onto lo gical and the epistem o lo gical, the sens ible and the intel lec‐ 
tual, the psychic and the corporeal, and how an audi ovisual medium
like cinema can, by token of its plas ti city, be the playing field of the
wonderful paradox that disrup tions are also part of the flow
of existence.
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NOTES

1  Robert Morace also concludes that the 2002 film adopts a post- 
devolutionist and “transna tional” (122) perspective while the novel is more
typic ally devolutionist.

2  Anonymous. “For a Glasgow Boy, Rats Are Just the Beginning.” The New
York Times. October 13, 2000. Section E, Page 27. <https://www.nytimes.co
m/2000/10/13/movies/film- review-for-a-glasgow-boy-rats-are-just-the-
beginning.html>.

3  See chapters 2 and 3 of Michel Pastoureau’s Le Petit livre des couleurs.

4  Shriver’s novel makes it clear that this event is actu ally the tomato- battle
of La Tomatina, held every August in Buñol, Spain, and thus a memory of
Eva’s life as a globetrotter.

5  Borwell distin guishes intrinstic norms from extrinsic ones, the first being
those developed by the film, the latter by exterior factors whether filmic
(genre, compos i tional, narra tional conven tions) or based on our know ledge
of the real world; intrinsic norms can be based on extrinsic ones (151-53).

6  I am, of course, refer ring to Barthes’s “ça- a-été” (120) and Sontag’s
“trace” (154).

7  Harlan Kennedy’s review  of Ratcatcher in Film Comment noted that the
film “decoupl[es] “cause and effect and – more important – cause and
affect” (7).

RÉSUMÉS

David Trotter, “Lynne Ramsay’s
Ratcatcher: Towards a Theory of Haptic
Narrative.” Paragraph 31.2 (2008): 138-
58.

Tom Wallis, “Lynne Ramsay.” Directory
of World Cinema: Scotland. Ed. Bob
Nowlan and Zach Find. Bristol and
Chicago: Intellect, 2015. 79-83.

We Need to Talk About Kevin. Directed
by Lynne Ramsay. Screenplay by
Ramsay and Rory Stewart Innear, based
on the novel by Lionel Shriver. DVD.
Diaphana, 2012.

You Were Never Really Here. Directed
by Lynne Ramsay. Screenplay by
Ramsay, based on the novella by
Jonathan Ames. DVD. M6 Vidéo, 2018.

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/10/13/movies/film-review-for-a-glasgow-boy-rats-are-just-the-beginning.html%3E.


Motifs, 9 | 2025

English
If all Ramsay’s four feature films all center on troubled char ac ters, my
interest lies not so much in their psycho logy, but in the devices util ized to
express these subjectiv ities. In short, I’d like to determine to what extent
Ramsay’s project can be seen as an attempt to develop a poetics of troubled
subjectiv ities that oper ates on the levels of both cogni tion and sensa tion. I
argue that Ramsay’s films demon strate how objective and expressive
realism, two art cinema tradi tions Bord well initially opposed, may interact.
The differ ence between objective and expressive realism is by no means
radical; it is, rather, a matter of emphasis, of priv ileging the social over the
psycho lo gical. For ulti mately both tradi tions aim to capture human exper i‐ 
ence: expressive realism by objec ti fying the subjective, objective realism by
subjec ti fying the objective, which, in our post- modern, post- structural
world, is already subjective in the first place. My explor a tion of Ramsay’s
brand of expressive realism will focus on three elements of her poetics  :
narrative disrup tions, point of view and texture.

Français
Si les quatre longs métrages de Ramsay sont tous centrés sur des person‐ 
nages trou blés, cet article ne porte pas tant sur leur psycho logie que sur les
dispo si tifs utilisés pour exprimer leurs subjec ti vités. Il s’agit de déter miner
dans quelle mesure le projet de Ramsay peut être consi déré comme une
tenta tive de déve lopper une poétique de subjec ti vités trou blées qui opère à
la fois aux niveaux cognitif et sensible. Les films de Ramsay montrent
comment peuvent inter agir le réalisme objectif et le réalisme expressif, deux
tradi tions du cinéma d’art et d’essai que David Bord well oppo saient. Et
pour tant, la diffé rence entre le réalisme objectif et le réalisme expressif
n’est en aucun cas radi cale  ; il s’agit plutôt d’une ques tion de degré, plus
préci sé ment de la mesure dans laquelle l’accent est mis sur le social plutôt
que sur le psycho lo gique. Car, en fin de compte, les deux tradi tions visent
toutes deux à capturer l’expé rience humaine  : le réalisme expressif en
objec ti vant le subjectif, le réalisme objectif en subjec ti vant l’objectif qui, dans
notre monde post- moderne et post- structurel, est déjà subjectif en premier
lieu. L’explo ra tion du réalisme expressif de Ramsay proposée dans cet
article se concentre sur trois éléments de sa poétique  : les pertur ba tions
narra tives, le point de vue et la texture.
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Screening the Troubled South: “Professional
Southerners” in Hollywood Before and
During the Code Era
Claire Dutriaux
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Navigating the Pressures of the Civil Rights Movement
Conclusion

TEXTE

In an opinion piece on clichés about the African continent, Alabamian
journ alist and writer James Saxon Childers bemoaned the stereo types
that he felt painted a wrong picture of the South, and espe cially of
South erners, who could only be portrayed either as back ward hill bil‐ 
lies and rednecks or as moonlight- and-magnolia types:

1

Any South erner who goes North finds that many Yankees have all
sorts of wild ideas about us and about our way of living. Isn’t the
reason for this chiefly the movies that are made about the South, the
books that are written about the South, and the news paper stories
that are published in the North about the South?

Most of the news paper stories are sensa tional. Most of the books
emphasize the sensa tional, the pictur esque, the bizarre in the South.
Most of the movies have to do with banjo- playing moun tain folk who
say “gol darn” or simpering little idiots in hoop skirts who sigh “Y’all”
to the moon and the magno lias. In other words, the South to the
editor, the author and the scen ario writer, is stereo typed: a gun, a gal,
a jug, a noose, and you have the South 1!

2

Childers’ article was published in 1939. The films the author had in
mind were almost  certainly Jezebel (William Wyler, 1938)  and Gone
with the Wind (Victor Fleming, 1939), and perhaps I Am a Fugitive

3
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from a Chain  Gang (Mervyn LeRoy, 1932)  or They Won’t  Forget
(Mervyn LeRoy, 1937). Southern state and muni cipal censors espe‐ 
cially remembered Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road (1932), a novel and
a play which had toured the entire country, and which they viewed as
a humi li ating and untruthful repres ent a tion of South erners. Southern
censors hated Tobacco Road, and some tried to prevent the play from
showing in the South 2; it subsequently served as a compar ison device
to assess the accept ab ility of later films 3. The prolif er a tion of stereo‐ 
types and clichés about the region and its inhab it ants on the silver
screen might lead one to think that no South erners existed in Holly‐ 
wood to advise studio exec ut ives on filmic content. Yet South erners
were present, and they were many, as Robert Jackson has outlined in
his compre hensive study of Holly wood Southerners 4, which begs the
ques tion of the impact these South erners had on the industry.

Contrary to what contem porary audi ences might suppose, White
South erners in Pre- Code Holly wood did have a measure of agency
over what appeared on the movie screen, and they managed to
nuance certain repres ent a tions of the South. Called “profes‐ 
sional  Southerners” 5, these white men acted as ambas sadors from
the South in Holly wood. According to Thomas Cripps, they were
asked to provide the studios with “advice on local color and
racial etiquette” 6.

4

The phrase “profes sional South erner” referred to South erners who
would explain the South to the North; film scholars and histor ians
often point to several key “agents” in Holly wood whose often
unstated roles were to act as medi ators and nego ti ators between
Holly wood and the South just before and during the Produc tion Code
era. All born in the South, some were prolific screen writers (Nunnally
Johnson, Lamar Trotti at Fox, William Faulkner at various studios over
a period of twenty years), film directors (King Vidor or Clar ence
Brown), theater chain owners (Steve Lynch), or studio exec ut ives (Y.
Frank Freeman at Para mount); others worked at the Produc tion Code
Admin is tra tion and were some times consulted to avoid tensions
between Holly wood and the South – espe cially Southern state and
city censors (Lamar Trotti, Francis Harmon). As “expat ri ates” in Holly‐ 
wood who remained South erners at heart, these white men walked a
tight line between advoc ating for the South and its iden tity and
condemning some of the South’s most violent prac tices, from slavery

5
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to segreg a tion and lynching. In various ways, they were all concerned
with the notion of “trouble” and its para doxes, as movies about the
South could not completely ignore the region’s troub ling past
and present.

Concom it antly, as part of the Holly wood film industry, these profes‐ 
sional South erners needed to ensure motion pictures would not stir
up Southern audi ences, because the industry relied on local exhib‐ 
itors to pick up the movies and show them in the South. How did
these white men collect ively manage to convey repres ent a tions of
the South that would be perceived as authentic, without offending all
or part of the country south of the Mason- Dixon Line?

6

The Trouble with
“Social Equality”
During the first half of the twen tieth century, the South was
considered a foreign, exotic land by much of the rest of the country,
and Holly wood produ cers and studios saw the Southern market as
such. The ways and customs of the South were different from the rest
of the nation: some of the laws them selves — such as the Jim Crow
laws on segreg a tion — were specific to the region in the twen tieth
century. Some southern citizens’ attach ment to the old ways and
beliefs regarding slavery and the myth of the Lost Cause defin itely set
the region apart from the rest of the country. The success of and the
contro versy surrounding D.W. Grif fith’s racist masterpiece, The Birth
of a Nation (1915) also meant that future repres ent a tions of the South
on screen continued to be influ enced by his work.

7

Repres enting a handful of states and a mostly rural population 7, it is
tempting to think that the South’s state of affairs may not have really
influ enced studio decisions. However, Produc tion Code Admin is tra‐ 
tion records and the work of South erners in the Holly wood studio
system show the opposite to be true. Studio exec ut ives regarded the
South as a region of para mount import ance, as it was considered
capable of making or breaking a film nation ally. Such views were
mistaken, as Thomas Cripps has evid enced in his revi sionist history of
the myth of the Southern box  office 8. In the words of Matthew H.
Bern stein, “more than any other region, the South retained a singular

8
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posi tion in the national film market place as a geographic area with
distinctive tastes and sensibilities” 9.

Records show that the main point of conten tion concerning the
South’s rela tion ship with Holly wood was the depic tion of race and
race issues in movies. Local censor boards and exhib itors did not
want to see any sugges tion of what they termed “social equality” (that
is, racial equality) on screen. The reason often stated was that such
depic tions could cause public unrest in theaters and beyond.
Objecting to the fact that a black man stands up to a white man in the
film, Atlanta’s unof fi cial censor, Mrs. Zella Alonzo Richardson, warned
that the Atlanta release of In This Our Life (John Huston, 1942) could
ignite race riots, the likes of which Atlanta had known in 1906� “race
riots… will come at any minute under more than
slight provocation”. 10 Never mind that The Birth of a Nation, the film
that had caused the most racial trouble in Amer ican streets including
in the South, was one which emphas ized racial inequality. What
mattered was that the contro versy surrounding The Birth of a Nation
left Holly wood with a lingering sense that the depic tion of racial
issues, partic u larly in the South, could poten tially lead to trouble, and
that these were best avoided alto gether. The Produc tion Code
Admin is tra tion regu larly received letters from South erners who were
disturbed by what they viewed as Holly wood’s propa ganda and inter‐ 
fer ence every time a picture with African- American actors in non- 
servile roles was released. Such situ ations led to Holly wood’s reli ance
on the advice of “profes sional Southerners”.

9

A closer look at the work of one such South erner, Lamar Trotti (1900-
1952), will shed light on the vexed role of the “profes sional South‐ 
erner”. Trotti started his career as a reporter based in Atlanta. His
writing skills were noticed by Jason Joy, and he quickly became his
personal assistant in the Asso ci ation of Motion Picture Produ cers
Studio Rela tions Committee (SRC), where he would review films and
pass along advice to the studios, before starting a twenty- year
screen writing career at Fox Film Corpor a tion, which later became
Twentieth- Century Fox. Trotti was a proud South erner, and
reportedly once said: “Being Geor gian became for me at birth an
incur able disease. And I can recall very few times in my life when I
haven’t been proud of that  fact” 11. During his time working for the
SRC and the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion, he rapidly became

10
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iden ti fied by South erners as the person to write to if what they saw
on screen displeased them. Often the recip ient of the irate letters
sent by theater owners or local censors and church groups, Trotti
passed their letters on to others in the studio system 12.

Trotti regu larly corres ponded with Mrs. Zella Alonzo Richardson,
who worked in the Atlanta Better Films Committee and then later
became the city’s censor in the Atlanta Board of Review in 1925. They
knew one another person ally, as Trotti’s sister, Frances McCor mack,
worked with Mrs. Alonzo Richardson for several periods of time in
the BFC and replaced her on the Board of Review when she went
on vacation 13.

11

Richardson’s letters to Trotti and others at the Motion Picture Produ‐ 
cers and Distrib utors Asso ci ation (MPPDA) and at the PCA frequently
concerned the repres ent a tion of race issues in films. For instance, in
a memor andum Trotti wrote to Governor Milliken, the then- 
executive secretary of the MPPDA, he quoted a letter from
Richardson about the release of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Harry A. Pollard,
1927), a film adapt a tion of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 abol i‐ 
tionist novel:

12

Colonel Joy has asked me about my reac tion to the appear ance of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the South. I have to write the truth, I think it
would be suicidal: I called three members of my Board, this after I
had written my own opinion for I did not want to be biased.
Everyone agreed that to send this South would increase sectional
feeling where it already exists or create it where it does not, that the
picture has no histor ical value 14.

Three years later, the Theatre Owners of North and South Caro lina
sent Will H. Hays a resol u tion which stated:

13

Real izing that much of our success is dependent upon the manner in
which talking pictures are received by our Southern patrons and
real izing that our Southern men and women are resentful of
produ cers mixing white and black races indis crim in ately in
produc tion, be it resolved that this asso ci ation goes on record in
ques tioning the produ cers, through the Hays Organ iz a tion, to refrain
from using negroes in scenes with whites, excepting in a servile
capa city (…) 15.
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The files at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
(AMPAS) library show that studios, directors, and members of the
Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion received mail from Southern
censors and film goers disgruntled by depic tions of “social equality”.
However, Southern audi ences were not the only ones who were
greatly displeased by what they saw on screen. Producer and studio
exec utive Darryl Zanuck received a partic u larly vicious letter from
one Roger C. Foss, from Minnesota, upon the release of No Way Out
(Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1950) 16, a film about the racial viol ence which
erupts when a black doctor treats a white pris oner who later dies.
With such reac tions, it is no wonder that the industry sought the
advice of South erners on how to deal with matters likely to trouble
them most – “social (read: racial) equality” on screen.

14

Enter tain ment, Pure and Simple
Profes sional South erners’ responses to outright (and outraged)
racism from local censors ranged from ambi val ence to resist ance, a
state of affairs mirrored in the movies produced by the studios under
their guid ance. Gener ally speaking, the most influ en tial “profes sional
South erners” in the Holly wood studio system advised against any
storyline that would disrupt the South, which meant that African- 
American performers and Southern stories which dealt with race
issues got virtu ally no screen time; when they did, care would be
taken to avoid going against Southern censor ship rules, such as
scenes where a black actor touches a white actress. Despite the fact
that he was later cred ited for writing the screen play  of The Ox- 
Bow  Incident, an anti- lynching movie, Lamar Trotti leaned on the
“conser vative side” concerning African- Americans’ rights and repres‐ 
ent a tion on screen.

15

In a memor andum about Two Kinds of  Women (William C. De Mille,
1932), Trotti wrote:

16

In the scene at the party where there is a negro woman enter tainer,
this woman has been shown well- dressed, taking a drink with the
other guests. It is our opinion that the Southern states partic u larly
will object to the ming ling of blacks and whites in such
circum stances, and changes will be made in the scene accordingly 17.
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While this memor andum shows that Lamar Trotti did not chal lenge
the South’s views, and did not push for the studios to chal lenge them
at that point in time, his response to Mrs. Alonzo Richardson’s
letter about Uncle Tom’s Cabin was more nuanced. He stated that her
view was that “of a great many South erners” but that it was “the
wrong view”. But his reason for not agreeing with Mrs. Alonzo
Richardson was strange in its dismissive ness: “It is not mine (my view)
because the appear ance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin could not possibly
mean anything to me but an evening not to go to the movies. I’ve
never seen it nor read it. It used to be a joke that no South erner
would ever admit he had anyhow” 18.

17

This posi tion of indif fer ence towards the Uncle Tom’s Cabin signaled
to the MPPDA that most South erners would not see the movie, which
signi fied that the movie industry should steer clear of any repres ent‐ 
a tion of the South’s past or present “troubles” on screen if it wanted
to keep the Southern market. This decision is precisely what Trotti
advised at the end of his memo: “I think Universal should kind of soft
pedal its Southern busi ness with this picture”. His opinion was taken
very seri ously – the memo was copied to Colonel Jason S. Joy and to
Will H. Hays. Two years later, Trotti’s reac tion to the all- black cast of
Hallelujah showed his preju dices in an even clearer light, but also
showed that he was aware of his own racial bias:

18

I hardly know what to say about “Halle lujah” by King Vidor. If the
char ac ters were whites, I would think very defin itely that Vidor was
treading on very dangerous grounds – that of a renegade parson
running off with a strumpet, seeing her die and brutally murdering
her lover; But such is the influ ence of my rearing in the South, I can’t
get excited about this in the lives of negroes. We think such things
happen, everyone seems to accept them as natural and no one
bothers about them 19.

Later, Trotti recom mended that “people inter ested in the advance‐ 
ment of the negro race” should be consulted in order to avoid them
“making a holler”. Trotti clearly did not consider himself as a
supporter of the “advance ment of the negro race.” He mainly focused
on the fact that white audi ences would prob ably not be inter ested in
seeing the movie, which we may venture was received as the most

19
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signi ficant argu ment against produ cing pictures with all- black casts
by the movie industry.

It would be a mistake to conclude that Trotti and his profes sional
South erner brethren objected to any repres ent a tion of African- 
Americans on screen: rather, they advoc ated for a partic ular type of
repres ent a tion. A press article in  the Atlanta  Constitution, praising
the film Can This Be Dixie? (George Marshall, 1936), whose script was
co- authored by Lamar Trotti, was partic u larly telling about Trotti’s
views the repres ent a tion of race in the South:

20

Sally Forth has been informed that “Can This Be Dixie?” will be
espe cially appealing to those residing below the Mason- Dixon line.
One scene is worthy of mentioning, as it will depict a real cotton
field where the darkies are picking cotton. Jane, all blackened with a
little black wig and wearing a smart black satin suit with a cutaway
coat, makes an attractive figure as she enters the scene as the little
preacher and mounting the real pulpit and standing with
outstretched arms, with a huge Bible’s open pages before her, sings
“If You Want to Go to Heaven, Follow Me.” Below her are rows of
picka nin nies in starched muslin, with their plaits tied with gay bows,
and with their escorts, some resem bling preachers in swallow- tail
coats and gray side whiskers, while others are in striped shirts and
white trousers, dressed for church, raising their arms and voices in
happy abandon answering her song 20.

It is clear that Lamar Trotti under stood what would work well in the
South commer cially, and what would not – hence his advoc ating for
filmic repres ent a tions of race that did not chal lenge the Southern
status quo. Trotti held the view that the South needed to deal with its
own troubles with no inter fer ence from the North 21. In that sense he
held the same views as a great many white South erners in the 1930s
and 1940s, who saw laws promoting civil rights for African- Americans
as inter fer ence from the North in the South’s affairs, preventing the
South from enjoying “racial harmony”.

21

Para mount Vice- President Y. Frank Freeman seems to have gener ally
held the same opin ions as Trotti. Para mount was regarded as a
conser vative studio, headed by Freeman, also viewed as a conser‐ 
vative. He was called an “unre con structed South erner” by Walter
White, of the NAACP, according to Thomas Cripps. 22 The Southern

22
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char acter “Y. Frank Free mont” in the Para mount musical  film Star- 
Spangled  Banner (George Marshall, 1942) was modeled after him –
sporting a very heavy Dixie accent, and drinking Coca- Cola, which
test i fied to the fact that Freeman’s south ern ness was a defining char‐ 
ac ter istic of the busi nessman in the studio. PCA records and national
press articles do not show any atti tude of his that was decis ively
against showing the South’s troubles, but they do show that he was a
shrewd busi nessman who under stood what would work in the South
and what would not, and that he was a staunch supporter of the
Produc tion Code and the notion that cinema was enter tain ment,
pure and simple – which usually meant steering clear of provoc ative
silver screen features. In his keynote address to the Screen Publi cists
Guild in 1951 Freeman declared that “[his] mind was closed to
anything which could not be readily clas si fied as mass- 
appeal  entertainment” 23. In August,  a New York  Times piece had
already described him as a Southern Baptist and quoted him as saying
“In the present unsettled state of the world, people need some thing
to grasp. Since motion pictures exert a vast influ ence, I feel the
industry has a certain respons ib ility to meet this need, so long as the
screen’s initial purpose – to enter tain – is preserved” 24. Contro ver sial
motion pictures would not have fit in his under standing of mass
enter tain ment. Thomas Cripps, reporting a conver sa tion he had on
the phone with Nunnally Johnson, wrote that he often sank ideas by
warning “it would never go down in the  South.” 25 David Owen
confirmed in his article on Luigi Luraschi’s role at Para mount that Y.
Frank Freeman was “very cold to the idea” of including more African- 
American performers in Para mount features because, in Luraschi’s
words,  “he [felt] it [would] create a problem for him domest ic ally.”
Luraschi reported that Freeman required all produc tions with
African- American performers to be checked by him and he would
decide whether or not they would see the light of day 26. One picture
he had heavily promoted in 1940 as vice- president in charge of
produc tion  was The Biscuit  Eater, whose synopsis revolved around
the story of two young boys, one black and one white, raising a puppy
in Georgia. The film meant to show simple, perfect racial harmony,
showing that black chil dren and white chil dren could be perfectly
happy and friendly in the South. However, as Bernice Kliman
has shown, 27 inequality between the two boys persists in subtle ways,
with Text, the black boy, always taking his cue from Lon, the white
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boy, and in overt ways with depic tions of crude black char ac ters
asso ci ated with threats and liquor. For profes sional South erners at
the produc tion level, racial harmony did not mean racial equality – it
meant black char ac ters “knowing their place,” which meant that they
knew not to directly chal lenge the status quo.

Navig ating the Pres sures of the
Civil Rights Movement
Overall, the movies up until the 1950s broadly reflected a white
Southern point of view concerning race, because the advisers often
were them selves proud Southern white males, but also because the
men who headed the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion were wary of
igniting any sort of outraged response from audi ences, which was a
constant preoc cu pa tion for them. Joseph I. Breen thus wrote in a
letter to Harry Zehner regarding the casting  of Show  Boat in 1935
with Paul Robeson: “I think you should be extremely careful, however,
not to indicate any phys ical contact between the white woman and
the negro man for the reason that many people know Aunt Jemima is
a white woman and might be repulsed by the sight of her being
fondled by a man who is a  negro” 28. The wording here, “repulsed,”
“fondled,” shows that it was not merely an issue of abiding by anti- 
miscegenation legis la tion but also a matter of showing the South, and
the rest of the US, that white women were safe from black men and
that the industry abided by this rule. Motion pictures that directly
addressed the South’s troubles were dangerous territory, as Trotti
eloquently wrote about The Mating Call (James Cruze, 1928), a movie
about the Ku Klux Klan:

23

I have one big thought about The Mating Call – that whatever we do
is dangerous. As decent people, we cannot be allied with a picture
which accepts, or at least condones lawless ness as this one certainly
does. As busi nesspeople, we can’t prop erly afford to alienate a large
group of citizens who thrive on attacks. The Klan developed, not
through its friends, but through its enemies 29.

Trotti outlined here what many South erners felt – that the depic tion
of the South’s troubles was best avoided alto gether, so as not to fan

24
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the flames of an already explosive situ ation. Here the phrasing also
reflects what many profes sional South erners and “busi nesspeople”
condemned, that is to say the “lawless ness” of mob rule, without ever
linking mob viol ence to racial viol ence and African- 
American suffering 30.

As Ellen C. Scott remarked in her book Cinema Civil Rights, the Holly‐ 
wood industry gradu ally shifted its policies regarding race issues and
racial viol ence during and after WWII, due to several factors: the
pres sure of organ iz a tions such as the NAACP, the growing Civil
Rights move ment, and a change in MPAA hier archy, as Breen went on
leave several times and Will H. Hays was replaced by Eric John ston.
The prin cipal white profes sional South erner in resid ence was by then
Francis Harmon, hailed by Joseph I. Breen himself as a “highly intel li‐ 
gent” man from Missis sippi, who had lived “many years in the “deep
South” and knew “the so- called Negro prob lems  thoroughly” 31. In
1937, at the request of Joseph Breen, Francis Harmon had written a
memo entitled “Suggested Guiding Prin ciples in Connec tion with
Motion Pictures Dealing with Negroes and Whites,” which was
approved by Will H. Hays and followed by many studios thereafter 32.
The memo stated in partic ular that if race was evoked, “members of
both races” (black and white), should be seen working together to
solve the issue, or “members of both races” should be shown as
attackers, so as to avoid the singling out and unfair repres ent a tion of
African- Americans on screen. In partic ular, Harmon insisted that
“sectional aspects of the inter ra cial problem needed to be watched
also. Examples: a) Not all southern negroes should be shown as
excess ively humble while negroes in the north are pictured as inde‐ 
pendent. b) Not all southern white people are over bearing and preju‐ 
diced, and all north erners are not unpre ju diced and  courteous” 33.
This part of the memo shows how much influ ence one profes sional
South erner had on repres ent a tions of the South and its inhab it ants,
ensuring that depic tions of the South’s most racist elements would be
toned down so as not to indict an entire region.

25

Produ cers and directors seem to have heeded Harmon’s advice, and
Joe Breen consist ently referred produ cers and directors to Harmon’s
memo (as he did with Walt Disney  for Song of the  South in 1944).
Harmon’s influ ence through his memo can be felt in a number of
pictures from the late thirties to the early sixties, all of which more or
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less always provide a form of mitig a tion for Southern char ac ters, or
frame preju dice as a national and not simply a Southern
phenomenon, which was a sure way of rallying the South to Holly‐ 
wood’s cause. For instance, in The Ox- Bow Incident, the most violent
char acter is that of Major Tetley, who is also called a “renegade who
never even fought the War” by Gil Carter, thus signaling that he is not
a true South erner at heart. Redemp tion is shown in the char acter of
his son, Gerald, whose guilt indic ates that the South wants to atone
for the sins of its Confed erate fathers.  In Intruder in the Dust (Clar‐ 
ence Brown, 1949), the lynching of Lucas Beauchamp is stopped by
Miss Haber sham, played by Eliza beth Patterson, a white Tennessee
native who starred in a great many Southern  roles. Intruder in
the Dust was one of the rare Faulkner novels dealing with race and
lynching that made it onto the screen without much contro versy,
which is certainly partly due to the emphasis on a white woman
preventing a mob from lynching a black man by standing between
them in front of the jail. Southern censors and audi ences often
bemoaned what they called “the lack of authen ti city” or the “phoni‐ 
ness” of motion pictures about the South. Thanks to a screen play
from a known Southern author (Faulkner), and a director, Clar ence
Brown, who had lived in the South, to filming in Oxford, Missis sippi,
to Southern actors and actresses, and above all to a Southern char‐ 
acter who was a paragon of fair ness and virtue, Intruder in the Dust
was shown in the South with no elim in a tions at all – which was not
the fate of other films of the 1949 race  cycle 34. By having a lone
Southern char acter stand up to racists, the movie avoided indicting a
whole region but also avoided forwarding any struc tural change in
Southern society. Clar ence Brown even mused in an inter view
published by  the Los Angeles  Times that the film could do well
without the race angle and no African Amer ican char ac ters:
“However, he continued, ‘Intruder’ is far from being a purely racial
affair. If all the char ac ters were whites we’d still have had a pretty
good whodunit” 35.

In comparison, Pinky (Elia Kazan, 1949), a film about a light- skinned
black woman passing for white who returns South to care for her
family, spurred more contro versy, argu ably because it showed the
South in a bad light, as a region incap able of progress, and the char‐ 
ac ters were embodied by “foreigners” to the Southern mind. In 1949,
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Francis Harmon had actu ally recom mended that Zanuck go further
by depicting Pinky as the result of a rape of a black woman by a white
man, a situ ation which he felt had been prevalent in the South – but
this time, Zanuck did not follow the profes sional South‐ 
erner’s advice 36. It seems Harmon was one of the rare profes sional
South erners who tried to change screen depic tions of race issues in
the South and make them more unflinching, but it would take more
than a decade, long after he left the PCA in 1952, for movies about the
South to tackle race issues in a more provoc ative manner.

In 1959, Universal- International encountered trouble in advert ising
Douglas Sirk’s Imit a tion of Life and chose to advertise movies differ‐ 
ently for the Southern region and for the rest of the country.  A
Variety piece published in 1959 read:

28

For sections of the south where the segreg a tion issue is highly
contro ver sial, UI has a different ad campaign. A UI rep said that this
policy had been adopted for purely commer cial reasons and not to
avoid any conflict on the segreg a tion problem. It has been found, he
declared, that white south erners avoid films that are advert ised as
dealing with the race problem 37.

This Variety piece test i fies to the way in which the South’s troubles
had to remain muted or obscured, for fear that the movies would not
do well commer cially, just as most profes sional South erners had
advised in previous decades. It also shows that, as late as 1959, great
care was taken by some major studios not to offend a still- sensitive
and important, Southern market – showing that Thomas Cripps’s
myth of the Southern box office actu ally extended well beyond the
1940s for certain studios. On the contrary, other studios would seek
to expose the troubles of the South, like Twen tieth Century Fox,
never the less still making sure that depic tions would not go too far.

29

Conclusion
Profes sional South erners, who gener ally held exec utive studio posi‐ 
tions, prom inent posi tions in the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion, or
directed movies, had some agency over the content of movies – in the
sense that they made movies palat able to Southern audi ences, which
ensured that the same movies would be palat able to Amer ican audi ‐
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ences as a whole. It is clear that Darryl F. Zanuck at Twen tieth
Century Fox gave some of his most inflam matory script ideas to his
Southern screen writers to rewrite into accept able narrat ives –
making the scripts a little less troub ling than the original novels, but
still contro ver sial enough that the movies would draw crowds into
theaters. However, as these profes sional South erners, who were
white males, evolved in a Holly wood system over whelm ingly domin‐ 
ated by white males, most produc tions about the South and its race
issues contrib uted to making African- American struggles invis ible,
promoting a form of status quo. Produc tions which directly
addressed race issues and the South’s troubles revolved around the
notion of white guilt towards racism, with scen arios that built up
white char ac ters standing up to the region’s most racist elements,
such as Miss Haber sham  in Intruder in the  Dust. What remains of
Lamar Trotti’s anti- lynching  movie, The Ox- Bow  Incident, is essen‐ 
tially an admis sion of white guilt, as shown in the letter sequence.
Aesthet ic ally, the film seems to indicate that the same injustices will
be repeated over and over again, with the end sequence mirroring
the opening sequence.

The ques tion remains as to why the opinion of these profes sional
South erners would matter so much, when the Southern box office
was not that important to the Holly wood industry as a whole.
Southern theaters and their patrons did not represent a signi ficant
part of the movie industry’s theaters and patrons, according to the
figures published by  the Motion Picture  Almanac in 1937 – the five
major “Southern” cities (Atlanta, Char lotte, New Orleans, Dallas,
Memphis) accounted for roughly 3,000 of the roughly 19,000 theaters
in oper a tion  then 38. What might provide an explan a tion for such
import ance given to the South’s reac tion to filmic repres ent a tions,
beyond the fact that they possibly also corres ponded to widely- held
views about not stir ring up trouble with depic tions of race, was that
these reac tions helped the Holly wood industry gauge whether the
film would appeal to the nation as a whole. In other words, what
pleased the South would please the United States, which would also
ensure that there would be no legal chal lenges to the release of a
movie anywhere, saving the studios time and money. Another explan‐ 
a tion may be that Holly wood films faced censor ship boards all over
the world, some of them just as strin gent and some times even more
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so than Southern censor review boards. British censors seem to have
often censored films along the same lines as their
Southern counterparts 39, perhaps in an attempt to avoid stir ring up
trouble in the British colonies over repres ent a tions that promoted
“social equality”. Docu ments from the MPPDA show that the PCA
made no distinc tion between US censor boards and foreign
censor boards 40. One can wonder, there fore, whether the South did
not represent a way to measure whether motion pictures would be
accepted world wide, a first step before venturing on to
foreign markets.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
The term “profes sional South erner” was used by film scholars and histor ians
to refer to several “agents” in Holly wood, whose often unstated roles were
to act as medi ators and nego ti ators between Holly wood and the South in
the Produc tion Code era. All born in the South, some were prolific screen‐ 
writers (Nunnally Johnson, Lamar Trotti, William Faulkner), theater chain
owners (Steve Lynch), studio exec ut ives (Y. Frank Freeman) and others were
purpose fully hired by the PCA to appease tensions between the South –
espe cially Southern state and city censors – and Holly wood (Francis
Harmon). As “expat ri ates” in Holly wood who remained South erners at heart,
they walked a tight line between advoc ating for the South and its iden tity
and condemning the South’s most violent prac tices, from segreg a tion to
lynching. They were indeed, most concerned with the notion of “trouble”
and its para doxes, wanting to show some of the South’s troubles, while at
the same time making the motion pictures not “troub ling” or “trouble some”
for the South’s audiences.

Français
L'ex pres sion « Profes sional Southerner » (sudiste profes sionnel) a fréquem‐ 
ment été utilisée par les spécia listes et les histo riens du cinéma pour dési‐ 
gner plusieurs « agents » à Holly wood, dont le rôle offi cieux était de servir
de média teurs entre Holly wood et le Sud des États- Unis avant et pendant
l’époque du Code de produc tion. Tous nés dans le Sud, certains étaient des
scéna ristes proli fiques (Nunnally Johnson, Lamar Trotti, William Faulkner),
des proprié taires de chaînes de cinéma (Steve Lynch) ou des produc teurs (Y.
Frank Freeman). D'autres furent engagés par la PCA pour apaiser les
tensions entre le Sud, en parti cu lier les censeurs des villes et des États du
Sud, et Holly wood (Francis Harmon). En tant qu’ « expa triés » à Holly wood,
restés sudistes dans l'âme, ils se sont efforcés de défendre le Sud et son
iden tité tout en tentant parfois de condamner les pratiques les plus
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violentes du Sud, de la ségré ga tion au lynchage. Ils étaient en effet très
préoc cupés par la notion de « trouble » et ses para doxes, voulant montrer
certains des tour ments du Sud, tout en faisant en sorte que les films ne
troublent pas les spec ta teurs du Sud.
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The Ku Klux Klan on Screen and the
Troubles of Reception
Delphine Letort
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Politics on The Burning Cross
Emotions Betrayed
Satirical BlacKkKlansman
Conclusion

TEXTE

Few directors have dared to delve into the dark waters of the Ku Klux
Klan, a secret organ iz a tion with a polit ical aim which the former
Grand Wizard David Duke made public by seeking elec tion to the U.S.
Senate in 2016 as a Repub lican candidate in Louisiana. While
D.W  Griffith’s The Birth of a  Nation was instru mental in promoting
the suprem acist ideo logy of the KKK, being used as a propa ganda tool
by the recruiters of the KKK (‘the Keagles’) in the 1920s, few films
attempt to chal lenge the politics of the KKK. The threat posed by the
‘Invis ible Empire’ is often symbol ized by cross or church burn ings in
films that resist its power through portraying its knights as indi‐ 
viduals whose extremist racist rhet oric is confined to fiction and to
the  past. Missis sippi  Burning (Alan Parker, 1988) retraces the FBI’s
fight against the KKK in the context of the civil rights move ment,
making the African Amer icans of the South the passive victims of
racist violence.

1

The Burning  Cross (Walter Colmes,  1947), Betrayed (Costa- Gavras,
1988), and BlacKkKlansman (Spike Lee, 2018) dram atize the activ ities
of the hooded racist sect by drawing atten tion to its indi vidual
members. They adopt different narrative and repres ent a tional
strategies in an effort to show the inner work ings of the organ iz a tion
and how its members nego tiate their iden tity as white nation al ists.
The films show that the KKK relies on visual (perform ances) and aural
tropes (slurs) to construct its suprem acist discourse and gather its

2
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ranks. Each of them provoked trouble on the level of recep tion – The
Burning Cross was even censored in several states –, suggesting that
they strike a touchy chord among Amer ican audi ences  (whereas
Missis sippi  Burning was hailed for being based on ‘real facts’). This
present a tion aims to ques tion the sense of discom fort produced by
these films invest ig ating into the KKK.

Filming the Klan has always been a source of contro versy since David
D.W. Grif fith claimed “histor ical vera city”  in The Birth of a  Nation
(1915), which he presented as a “faithful repres ent a tion of the events
of the Civil War and Recon struc tion  eras” 1. Grif fith celeb rated the
courage of Klan members who gathered in vigil ante groups to bring
justice and order when politics turned into chaos during Recon struc‐ 
tion, following the ideo lo gic ally biased version written by the histor‐ 
ians of the Dunning  school 2. Tom Rice writes at length about the
rela tion ship between the film and the Klan, which exploited the
imagery provided by Grif fith to shape a culture of white ness: “The
Klan imagined the film, and the discourses around it, as a means of
shaping public beha vior, of defining and creating Klansmen and, by
exten sion, Amer ican citizens”. 3 A lot has been written on the ideo lo‐ 
gical impact of a film which became instru mental in selling KKK
member ship; Rice adds: “The group  utilized The Birth of a  Nation
throughout the decade, whether arran ging its own screen ings,
making very public appear ances at cinemas showing the film, or
using the discus sions surrounding the film to define and promote
itself within Amer ican  society” 4. The film permitted contem porary
white viewers to recon nect with a histor ical record that Klansmen
pride them selves in, providing “a shared, yet wholly personal exper i‐ 
ence of white ness, one that would be imme di ately and intim ately
familiar and recog niz able to its intended audi ence […providing] a
collective memory, rooted not in nation ality or region but in race” 5.

3

Michael T. Martin contends that The Birth of a Nation had a trau mat‐ 
izing impact on white audi ences by conjuring a conspiracy to build a
black empire that aimed at legit im izing the use of terror strategies by
the Ku Klux Klan against black  people 6. The film nonethe less
redeemed the trauma by offering the shared exper i ence of a
victorious Klan, tran scending the sense of defeat in the confed erate
states after the Civil War into a new collective senti ment of solid arity.
The success of the film cannot only be meas ured by its enduring box

4
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office  profits 7 but also by the audi ence’s beha vior. Melvyn Stokes
quotes from different critics that remarked the unusual emotional
engage ment of viewers who found them selves “caught up in the
enthu siasm of ‘an audi ence that cheered and wept and sung’” 8. Klan
sequences not only triggered fren zied applauses, but the film
prompted the revival of the organ iz a tion in the early 1920s. This point
demon strates, if need be, that audi ences were enthralled with the
spec tacle of white men parading in white robes whom they felt ideo‐ 
lo gic ally complicit with. The filmed rituals artic u lated a unique
perspective into a group whose members pledge secrecy. The film
had a polar izing effect; Michael T. Martin argues that “Grif fith’s calcu‐ 
lated schem atic was to simplify race rela tions for white audi ence to a
black/white  binary.” 9 While he under lines the trau matic impact of
the film as regards white viewers, one may also posit that the
multiple incid ents of viol ence happening around the screen ings,
some of them organ ized in the privacy of one’s home to galvanize
Klan supporters, was a trau matic exper i ence for black viewers. Tom
Rice notes that: “In one noted example in Lafay ette, Indiana, Henry
Brock fired three bullets into the body of Edward Mason, a fifteen- 
year-old African Amer ican high school student, ‘after witnessing The
Birth of the Nation’” 10.

The Birth of a  Nation has left such a trau matic mark on Amer ican
cinema and view er ship that every new film dealing with the Klan trig‐ 
gers contro ver sies. The malaise elicited by filmic repres ent a tions of
the Klan is not only rooted in the organ iz a tion’s deadly histor ical
record, but it is also related to the possible danger of react iv ating the
ideo lo gical power of Grif fith’s film. The Ku Klux Klan’s self- produced
imagery draws  on The Birth of a  Nation, espe cially the white robes
that serve to differ en tiate it from other fraternal  groups 11. While
African Amer ican directors have consist ently chal lenged and
countered the film’s racist biases by rein venting black models and
figures for the cinema, portraying the Klan on screen remains fraught
with trouble. Few directors have dared to delve into the dark waters
of the Ku Klux Klan – and the films that try to depict the organ iz a tion
from the inside have met with mixed reactions.

5

The Burning  Cross (Walter Colmes,  1947), Betrayed (Costa- Gavras,
1988),  and BlacKkKlansman (Spike Lee, 2018) are three films that
dram atize the activ ities of the hooded racist sect to ques tion the

6
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ideo lo gical under pin ning of indi vidual beliefs and actions. They adopt
different narrative and repres ent a tional strategies in an effort to
show the inner work ings of the organ iz a tion and how its members
nego tiate their iden tity as white nation al ists. Using both contex tual
and textual analysis, this chapter exam ines three films that dram atize
the Ku Klux Klan’s visual perform ances and popu list discourses in an
attempt to debunk its myth o logy. While the films are clearly crit ical
of the KKK and conceived as a delayed cine matic response  to The
Birth of a Nation, each has provoked trouble on the level of recep tion,
albeit for different reasons that will be invest ig ated here. This
chapter aims to demon strate that the sense of discom fort produced
by these films about the KKK is determ ined by the specificity of the
narrative and filmic devices but also test i fies to an enduring troubled
polit ical climate.

Politics on The Burning Cross
Although The Burning Cross was conceived as a response to The Birth
of a Nation, the film was banned in several states (including Virginia
and Ohio) by censor ship boards that feared its inflam matory poten‐ 
tial. The film shows how returning WW2 veteran Johnny Larrimer is
manip u lated by white nation al ists into pledging obed i ence to the
secret prin ciples of the Ku Klux Klan. The leader of the local chapter
Howard Gibbons’s polit ical speeches about “Amer icans Only” strikes a
chord with the young man who has sacri ficed six years of his life to
fight for his country and comes home to a city where no job is
waiting. The film portrays social progress among minor ities: Italian
Amer ican Tony Areni has acquired the local gas station and is about
to marry Larrimer’s former sweet heart Doris Greene; black farmer
Charlie West’s economic achieve ments are symbol ized by his driving
his own  car. The Burning  Cross high lights the capit alist and class
under pin nings of the suprem acist discourse: a seller complains about
the compet i tion with a grower whose products are cheaper, whereas
Johnny feels more and more victim ized as a jobless veteran. His iden‐ 
tity as a white male Amer ican is comprom ised by his status as an
unem ployed man whose war commit ment is hardly a source of pride
(“I never gave any blood. I never got even a scratch.”). He finds himself
wandering around the city on foot and on his own whereas his
former friends have built them selves a family life; Johnny’s voice- over

7
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adds a noir touch at the begin ning of the film, pointing out his
growing frus tra tion with his own failure.

Dramatic music starts when Johnny signs his applic a tion form to the
KKK, indic ating that he thereby launches a narrative beyond his own
agency. The dissolve between Larrimer’s KKK applic a tion and a news‐ 
paper head line (“Vandals loot and wreck Undstrom’s flower shop”)
signi fies the implic a tion of the KKK into the assault – and the
possible involve ment of Larrimer himself in the deed. Gibbons’s
nativist rhet oric points out a guilty party for the Amer ican working
men’s plight: “Don’t let your birth right taken from you by foreigners
who have contrib uted only their pres ence to our glor ious country.”
Words lead to actions in the film which shows more and more
graphic viol ence – including a sequence where a man is tarred and
feathered as a warning to leave town within 24 hours and another
one where Tony is shot in the back. By the time the Klan burns
Charlie West’s farm to the ground and his family to death, Larrimer
wishes to regain his freedom but he has become a pris oner of his
oath to the Ku Klux Klan. The film portrays how an ordinary man
converts to the Klan and finds himself trapped by the intol erant
policy of an organ iz a tion that accepts “no resignation.”

8

Low- key lighting adds to the atmo sphere of secrecy around the Ku
Klux Klan night gath er ings. When Larrimer falls for the nativist rhet‐ 
oric of the 100% Amer ican speeches delivered by Gibbons, who helps
him get a job in a machine shop where some workers (“rats” in the
mouth of Gibbons) hold picket lines to protest low wages, Larrimer’s
father speaks up in the name of Amer ican ideals: “Since when is it
sense to favor one group of Amer icans at the expense of another?”
Walter Colmes ques tions the ideo lo gical tenets of the KKK through
following the psycho lo gical journey of Johnny Larrimer into an
organ iz a tion that prom ises to restore the ‘honor’ of its knights;
however, the film under lines the causal rela tion ship between the
fraternal values fore grounded by Klan members and the atro cities
they lead to. Larrimer finds himself entangled in situ ations that he
disap proves of, real izing too late that he was manip u lated into
believing that his white ness was deserving of privileges.

9

While The Birth of a  Nation avoided showing how a black man was
lynched by a vigil ante crowd that aimed to serve its own justice,

10
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Walter Colmes depicts the inner work ings of the Ku Klux Klan and
breaks the veil of secrecy around its secret rituals. Dark ness
enshrouds the initi ation cere mony of five indi viduals into the KKK,
express ively conveying the threats harbored by the Klan’s code of
blind obed i ence. The scene takes place at night at the foot of a fiery
cross – “the emblem of that sincere unselfish devoted ness of all
Klansmen for the sacred prin ciples we have espoused,” explains one
of the Klansmen. The screen is so dark that the standing Klansmen
appear like ghostly figures in the back ground, blindly following the
guiding male voice of the Grand Wizard directing the cere mony from
the foot of the cross. His backlit figure enhances his authority and
the dark power the Klan enshrouds itself in. Five white men are intro‐ 
duced and iden ti fied as “strangers” who have expressed the desire to
be initi ated into the Klan. Standing in line face to the camera, they
are about to be inter rog ated by the Grand Wizard but are expected to
answer in the affirm ative to every ques tion. The cere mony aims to
make sure that the men give up all personal voli tion to fit in the
group and abide by the Klan’s prin ciples. The mise- en-scene conveys
the strict order within the Invis ible Empire, a group that aims to
conquer by acting in the shadows. The Klan’s costume makes indi‐ 
vidual features disap pear behind a common goal – main taining white
power by all means avail able, including the terror tech niques symbol‐ 
ized by their outfits and the burning  cross 12. The men behind the
masks answer in unison that all betrayal will be punished, for a traitor
“would be imme di ately banished and disgraced from the invis ible
Empire without fear or favor and direful things would befall him.”
Speaking like a choir from behind the future members, the Klansmen
embody a threat for each other and a tool of internal surveil lance
symbol ized by their eyes. The camera pans over the faces of the men
who are about to take the oath of alle gi ance and captures the flames
of the fiery cross reflecting on their skin, intensi fying the solem nity
of the moment:

You will place your left hand over your heart, raise your right hand to
Heavens, You will say ‘I’ pronounce your full name and repeat after
me: ‘I […] in the pres ence of God and Man, most solemnly pledge,
promise and swear, that I will faith fully obey the consti tu tion and
laws of the Ku Klux Klan and will render at all time loyal respect and
stead fast support for the edicts, rulings and instruc tions of the
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Imperial Wizard thereof. I swear that I will promptly pay all demands
made upon me to defray expenses of my Klans man ship at such time
as they are presented. I most sacredly vow and posit ively swear that I
will never reveal any secret or secret inform a tion of the KKK all to
which I have sworn by this oath I will seal with my blood. So help
me God.

The pres ence of the robed and hooded ghostly Klansmen in the back‐ 
ground creates an eerie atmo sphere, parti cip ating in the construc‐ 
tion of the symbol ical power of the Klan. The men gain power from
hiding their indi vidu ality behind costumes that erase their phys ical
traits, making it impossible to distin guish any of them although their
speaking enhances their mascu line voice; the robe also “appears as a
leveling and equal izing instru ment” that does away with “social,
economic, or polit ical distinc tions” and a symbol of the “right eous‐ 
ness” Klansmen strive  for 13. The panning move ment of the camera
under lines the number of Klansmen, showing that their gath ering
together rein forces their collective power. The cere mony also
borrows from reli gious rituals as the knights seal their bonding with
blood and pray God while the Grand Wizard performs the role of a
preacher. The manip u la tion of a Chris tian rhet oric allows the Klan to
advocate its  legitimacy 14. Entering the order of the Klan allows the
men to give sense to an other wise purpose less life – aren’t they
endowed with knight hood? The end of the cere mony shows men who
may have recovered a sense of self- confidence, for the Klan provides
them with a broth erly family that recalls the all- male bonding of the
Army; however, the Grand Wizard mentions how traitors are treated
when the camera stops on Larrimer’s face in a close- up that heralds
his future failure to comply with all of the Klan’s demands.

11

The images of the burning cross super im pose over news paper front
pages to emphasize the causal link between the Klan’s meeting and
subsequent factual events, simul tan eously shaping the narrative of
viol ence devised and executed by Klan members. The head lines
epitomize both the ideo lo gical tenets that guide their inter ven tions
and the terror tactics they adopt: racist attacks (“Negroes beaten as
they seek to register for vote”), anti- Catholic vandalism (“Tomb stones
toppled in St. Francis Cemetery”), hate crimes (“Night riders feared
respons ible for disap pear ance”), anti- Semitic looting (“Synagogue
desec rated”). The film further under lines the split between the horror

12
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of those actions perpet rated under the cover of night and the guise of
respect ab ility displayed by a polit ical leader, Howard Gibbons, prom‐ 
ising “100% Amer ic anism” on the radio. The film inter est ingly ques‐ 
tions the ideo lo gical premises of the Klan, portrayed as a crim inal
organ iz a tion that abuses its members to serve the end of the “happy
few” – some white men whose suprem acist beliefs are tied to socio- 
economic priv ileges. It develops a polit ical subtext through char ac‐ 
ter izing the leaders of the Klan as wealthy men who manip u late the
working man into believing that their economic plight is caused by
immig rant labor.

Although The Burning  Cross was conceived with an anti- Klan
purpose, financed by “indi viduals inter ested in toler ance” and
supported by Ebony (“Movie audi ences have been waiting thirty years
for Holly wood to  answer The Birth of a Nation… The Burning  Cross
wallops back at the KKK full measure and  more.”), 15 it gained the
reluctant approval of the Produc tion Code Administration 16 and was
even banned locally. Joseph Breen, the head of the PCA, expli citly
required that African Amer icans and ethnic Amer icans be portrayed
posit ively when reviewing the script: “The Negroes throughout the
produc tion will at no time be shown as too subser vient and […] their
language will be cleaned up so that English will be  grammatical”. 17

Although Breen also requested the viol ence of the film be toned down
by avoiding graphic descrip tions of the burning victim, some local
censor ship boards were still concerned about its possible impact on
minority groups and demanded cuts for fear the film might stir some
racial violence 18. Virginia banned The Burning Cross on September 17,
1947, and the censor ship board declared that the film “has to do with
the KKK and we feel that such a subject is inflam matory and not
condu cive to keeping the best rela tions among various racial or reli‐ 
gious groups” 19. This state ment dismisses the anti- Klan message of a
film which was released at a time when the Klan was springing up
across the South after it had almost vanished during the war 20. The
first cross burning since Pearl Harbor happened in Missis sippi in
October, 1945, and was a sign of the Klan’s revival 21. Historian Chester
L. Quarles explains that the Klan was recruiting new members to
contain the returning black soldiers’ desire to chal lenge segreg a tion
and to resist the refugee (espe cially Jewish) immig rant wave 22. While
The Burning Cross responded to a context where the Klan developed

13
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its under ground activ ities, the film was met with resist ance among
local censors who alleged concern about the possible troubles its
screening might entail. Dealing with the Klan’s white suprem acist
tradi tions and past remains a conten tious topic, which Franco- Greek
director Costa- Gavras discovered himself when visiting rural
communities in Nebraska prior to the making  of Betrayed (1988).
Attending the Fourth of July fest iv ities in Craw ford, he met with a
local woman who told him a disturbing story about Charly, his wife
and their two chil dren, the only African Amer icans living in the area.
The family suddenly went missing and every body believed they had
left for Cali fornia until their corpses were found at the bottom of an
aban doned mine a few years later. The woman intim ated that she
knew more inform a tion about the case but would never speak up 23.
Costa- Gavras stirs up this type of hidden and troub ling memories in
Betrayed, a film where fiction seems to trump reality.

Emotions Betrayed
Costa- Gavras’s fiction films unavoid ably ques tion the abuses of
power, which under mine demo cra cies and strengthen total it arian
states. Striving for authen ti city and histor icity when making a film
about far- right activ ities in US society, director Costa- Gavras and
scriptwriter Joe Eszterhas consulted an array of docu ments (written
reports, photo graphs and films) collected by under cover FBI agents
who had infilt rated extremist  groups 24. The opening sequence  of
Betrayed speaks to their desire to dram atize a situ ation inspired by
true events: the first minutes of the film follow Chicago radio talk
show host (Kraus) whose provoc ative state ments incite anti- Semitic
senti ment and even tu ally cause him to be murdered by a suprem acist
group fighting against ZOG (the Zionist Occu pa tion Govern ment),
which they believe has infilt rated the US govern ment. Echoing the
real- life murder of Jewish radio talk show host Alan Berg in 1984,
which provided evid ence of an existing terrorist network thriving in
the under side of 1980s US society 25, the sequence ties in fiction and
fact to raise polit ical conscious ness about the dangerous power
accrued by far- right groups oper ating in secrecy. The murder
provides a “body” for an invest ig a tion to be launched in the
rural Midwest.

14
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Betrayed inter est ingly has a woman play an FBI agent who is drawn
into a suprem acist group by the man she falls in love with. The
premises of the story drew criti cism as a “wildly melo dra matic plot”
exposing the director’s “hyster ical exag ger a tion”  in
Chicago  Tribune 26. The New York  Times listed plot twists that
undercut the film’s cred ib ility and disap proved of its “over heated
approach to its  subject” 27. Paul Mavis, for his part, argued  that
Betrayed took “a polit ic ally charged notion, ripe with possib il ities, and
reduce[d] it to the level of ‘does she really love him or not, is he really
evil or  not’” 28. In his auto bi o graphy  entitled Va où il est
impossible  d’aller, Costa- Gavras devotes a few pages to the recep‐ 
tion  of Betrayed on its release in Cali fornia and recalls that some
viewers left the theater before the film was over. His obser va tion that
one of them did so when the prot ag onist Gary Simmons (Tom
Berenger), a farmer who lives in the Midwest with his two young chil‐ 
dren and his mother, appears to be an active member of a secret
right- wing terrorist organ iz a tion resem bling the Klan, suggests that
reac tions to the film were not just triggered by a convo luted plot 29.
Betrayed complexi fies the issue it addresses by portraying char ac ters
who, while they are consumed by hatred, are human ized by their
family bonds.

15

The polit ical discourse of Betrayed impinges on the family plot which
the film unfolds, fitting the form of popular and commer cial cinema
that Costa- Gavras aimed for, believing in the power of polit‐ 
ical fiction:

16

It is imper ative that the polit ical film be viewed since its purpose is, if
not to trans form reality, then to influ ence the viewer by apprising
him. One must utilize the tradi tional type of produc tion – with
dramatic construc tion and use of actors – so that people may feel
involved, and so that the film may have some useful purpose.
(Brauc ourt 1970� 40)

Betrayed fore grounds the viewer’s involve ment by exploiting a thriller
struc ture: under cover agent Cath erine Weaver/Kathy Phil lips (Debra
Winger) enters Gary Simmons’s life as a seasonal combine driver and
falls for the family man before she real izes that he incul cates his
racism to his chil dren when teaching them how to pray and parti cip‐ 
ates in crim inal activ ities to concretize his nativist belief that “We

17
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have to return America to real Amer icans” – words spoken by Jack
Carpenter, the candidate to the upcoming pres id en tial elec tion, on
tele vi sion [14�00]. While she is attracted by the sincerity of the man
whose confid ence she has gained, as proven by his prompt invit a tion
to meet his family, she soon discovers a suprem acist envir on ment
among Midwest farmers fighting to save their lands from the banks.
Betrayed raises discom fort by placing racism at the heart of an
ordinary loving family. Love and hatred inhabit Gary Simmons, a man
whose sincere devo tion to a nostalgic image of America (embodied by
tradi tional gender roles) rivals his abhor rence of Jews and Blacks.
“The white race is an endangered species”, reads a sign at the
entrance of the camp where he takes Kathy and his chil dren.
Klansmen stand in white robes and hooded uniforms around a
burning cross whereas chil dren are taught how to shoot a rifle at
targets in the shape of black people. Hoping that Kathy will adhere to
the same ideas, Gary invites her to join a night hunting party during
which they kill a black man. The murder leaves no trace and there fore
causes no one to worry about any possible consequences. Although
Michael Carnes (John Heard) super vises the FBI oper a tion, he will
take no risk to jeop ardize an invest ig a tion into the murder of a
popular figure (Kraus) to retrieve the missing bodies of black men.

Adopting the view point of Kathy, whom her superior constrains to
pursue the invest ig a tion even after she witnesses the murder of a
black man and shoots a guard during an armed robbery to prove
herself worthy of the Klan, Betrayed explores the tension that arises
from the trivi al iz a tion of racist, homo phobic and anti- Semitic jokes.
As a female invest ig ator playing the moth erly role in the Simmons
family, Kathy real izes that she is loved by the Simmons but manip u‐ 
lated by the FBI. In an inter view where she discusses her role in the
film, Debra Winger recalls a conver sa tion with Costa- Gavras who
explained to her that his goal was to make people “explore the racism
within  themselves” 30 which she did by imper son ating a char acter
who comprom ises her values when seduced by a suprem acist man.
While exposing the emotional link that ties farmers to their lands and
draws them to extreme groups which claim to defend their interests,
the director also points out the influ ence of the far- right networks on
politics. Quarles observed that Klan’s viol ence intens i fied into a “hate
move ment” in 1985, giving rise to a multi tude of racial suprem acist

18
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and neo- Nazi new groups (the Order, the Aryan Nations, the
Covenant, the Sword and the Arm of the Lord, the White Patriot
Party, etc.) aiming for polit ical and social change through
terrorist acts 31. Betrayed speaks to this history of secretive groups
that promote viol ence to bear on polit ical processes: the discovery by
Kathy of a long list of names indic ating secret member ship suggests
the power accrued by these extremist groups oper ating in the
shadows and looking for polit ical influ ence by promoting some party
candid ates. Spike Lee picks up this storyline  in BlacKkKlansman,
another anti- Klan film which stirred renewed controversy.

Satir ical BlacKkKlansman
BlacKkKlansman explores a different tone to artic u late the director’s
anti- far-right activism, which raised conflicting responses among
critics. Some of them celeb rated the film as Lee’s “best nondoc u‐ 
mentary feature in more than a decade and one of his greatest” (The
New York  Times), “a hellraising master piece” and a “hot- damn
triumph—one of the year’s best films”  (Rolling  Stone), “a major
comeback”  (Variety). Yet the film maker’s provoc ative polit ical style
(“the impas sioned work of a cinema giant who has again found his
voice and the power to make it heard”, Rolling Stone; “this admir ably,
unruly film maker back at the height of his provoc ative  powers”,
The  Guardian) also drew a number of criti cisms regarding form
and content 32. Most French critics, for example, recom mended the
film while expressing some uneas i ness about the mixture of politics
and enter tain ment that is nonethe less char ac ter istic of Lee’s film‐ 
making. For  example, Le  Monde explained that “We may find that
Spike Lee is over doing it. That some gags are a little long. That it may
not have been neces sary to accu mu late so much hate speech in the
mouths of racist whites. The film maker prob ably chose the cari ca ture
style to hammer home his point” 33. Libération argued that “His latest
film did not meet with unan imous approval at Cannes, mainly for a
reason that one would tend to consider as good news: the author of
Do the Right Thing (1989) has not lost any of the rage that goes hand
in hand with a certain heav i ness—that of militant leafl ets and incisive
rap slogans. In other words: the fact that Lee has not learned to be
subtle over time also proves that he has not given up his fights in
any way” 34. Télérama was no less ambiguous with the following state ‐
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ment: “Lee has regained his bite, his humor as a dirty kid militant for
this anti- racist and anti- Donald Trump charge” 35. The racial politics
of Spike Lee obvi ously raised some discom fort among these
reviewers who disap proved of the blend of politics and amuse ment in
BlacKkKlansman, whereas Amer ican critics considered it was a some‐ 
what inef fi cient means of critique: “Yet the point of BlacKkKlansman
seems to be that laughing at the KKK, dismissing them as an irrel‐ 
evant group of back ward morons, is what got us Donald
Trump”  (Vox) 36; “BlacKkKlansman is the rare Amer ican film that
doesn’t treat the KKK as a joke... The racism on display isn’t exactly
funny, not unless you find social discom fort humorous” (Esquire) 37.

Lee artfully combines politics and enter tain ment in a sarcastic piece,
which elicits crit ical responses rather than emotional reac tions, using
black humor as a polit ical strategy to level criti cism at the buddy film
as a popular genre in the so- called post- racial moment. The struc‐ 
tural irony of the form creates humorous dialectics between Blacks
and Whites that unravel different aspects of race. BlacKkKlansman is
based on a vaudeville situ ation where a black under cover police
officer (Ron Stall worth/John David Wash ington) passes for a white
suprem acist on the phone and has a Jewish colleague (Flip
Zimerman/Adam Driver) replace him to attend KKK gath er ings. The
film, which is based on Ron Stall worth’s auto bi o graphy as a black man
in blue, evokes the invest ig a tion into the Klan as an indi vidual and
personal enter prise rather than an insti tu tional commit ment, a situ‐ 
ation which Lee exploits in order to decon struct the racial discourses
of white ness and black ness. The phone sequence showing Ron Stall‐ 
worth pass for a white suprem acist by using all the racist clichés to
entice a Klan member, if not the Grand Wizard himself, into conver‐ 
sa tion proves unset tling (as the above- mentioned critics’ responses
suggest). That a Black man assumes the Nativist rhet oric (“I hate
Niggers, I hate Jews, Spics and Micks, Dagos and Chinks. But my
mouth to God’s ears, I really hate those Nigger rats. And anyone else,
really, that doesn’t have pure White Aryan blood running through
their veins” [29�30]) and manages to strike a bonding with a Klan
member (Walter/Ryan Eggold) is dumb founding. The whole scene
may be disturbing for viewers who are torn between laughing at the
incon gruity of Stall worth’s perform ance and the racist rhet oric that
makes him pass for White. While the proxy response of his colleagues
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helps down play the import ance self- conscious polit ical correct ness
and disin hibit the viewers  of BlacKkKlansman, laughter may well
occa sion a sense of shame in a situ ation where racism appears to be
at the heart of joke. This is a visual and narrative strategy that only
the cine matic art can achieve, for laughter comes from the discrep‐ 
ancy revealed by editing in the sequence: Stall worth may be imper‐ 
son ating a Klan applicant, but Walter is unaware of the prank and
takes his racist rant as real (“You are just the kind of guy we are
looking for” [30�10]). The sequence there fore edges on the danger of a
hate speech which serves as an ideo logy for the “Organ iz a tion”,
placing the spec tator in a conflicting posi tion by affording him
amuse ment while raising aware ness at the viol ence of a racist rhet‐ 
oric that passes as the norm amid Klan sympathizers.

Most Klan figures  of  BlacKkKlansman are cari ca ture char ac ters,
excessive imper son a tions of the redneck who draw power from
boasting of their hateful and para noid ideo logy. Felix (Jasper
Pääkkönen)’s base ment contains a collec tion of arti facts testi fying to
his commit ment to white supremacy, including confed erate flag
curtains, portraits of confed erate soldiers, and a Remington Model
1900—which he calls a “Jew killer” in a display of anti- Semitic obses‐ 
sion [51�28]. The film under lines this ideo lo gical aspect of the Ku Klux
Klan’s crusade by showing Felix appro priate the nega tionist argu‐ 
ments of David Duke when asking “where is the proof” of the Holo‐ 
caust really taking place. Felix is not joking at that moment; his tone
is serious and so is his threat against Flip Zimmerman whom he
(rightly) suspects of being a Jew. While the scene may sound like an
exag ger a tion because Felix appears too menacing to be taken seri‐ 
ously when pointing a gun toward Zimmerman’s penis which he
wants to see, his state ments echo the real David Duke’s views on
Jewish ness and the Holocaust 38.

21

BlacKkKlansman portrays the perform ance of the Klansmen during
Ron Stall worth/Flip Zimmerman’s induc tion cere mony, which takes
place on the occa sion of the Grand Wizard’s visit to Colorado Springs.
Being assigned to the protec tion of David Duke (Topher Grace), a
dramatic twist that was yet no addi tion to the original  story, 39 Ron
Stall worth repres ents a vicarious spec tator through whose gaze the
audi ence exper i ences the Klan’s activ ities. Watching his observing
stance has a distan cing effect that allows for a crit ical eye, for his
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spying from a window on the Klansmen’s secret rites also increases
tension. Before the initi ation cere mony starts, the Klansmen stand in
line wearing their white robes and masks on their faces to listen to
David Duke as he refers to Dr. William Shockley, a member of their
society and a “Nobel Prize recip ient,” as a great scientist in the
eugenics move ment whose research has proven that “each of us here
has flowing through our veins the genes of a superior race” [1�35�00].
Chiaroscuro under mines the facts which Duke claims as “truths”,
liter ally leading his followers to the dark side of science rather than
enlight en ment. The cere mony is filmed like a reli gious service with
David Duke standing in front of an assembly of men (“my brothers in
Christ”), with candles burning at his sides and blood drop crosses in
the back ground as he praises “God” for giving them “true white men,”
“men who have honor,” “men who will not lie,” “real men, cour ageous
men who flinch not at duty” [1�37�15]. His address ties in reli gious
refer ences to the excep tional char acter of those white men in a cere‐
mony that depicts the perform ative dimen sion of white ness. A low- 
angle shot under lines the authority and the superi ority of the Grand
Wizard, facing a line of men whose outfit erases all signs of humanity
—which suggests that ideo logy and conformity prevail over indi vidu‐ 
ality and creativity in the organization.

The filmed cere mony dram at izes the inner work ings of the Organ iz a‐ 
tion and how its members nego tiate their iden tity as white nation al‐ 
ists. It emphas izes its reli gious rituals as the Grand Wizard performs
the role of a preacher blessing the newly accepted knights with holy
water. The camera pans the men’s faces and creates a visible link
between the white- clad men, now members of a broth erly family that
recalls the all- male compli city in the  Army. BlacKkKlansman
describes men who gain power from hiding their indi vidu ality behind
the robe that “appears as a leveling and equal izing instru ment” that
does away with “social, economic, or polit ical distinc tions” and a
symbol of the “right eous ness” Klansmen strive  for 40. While the
costumes erase their phys ical traits, making it impossible to distin‐ 
guish any of them when they wear their hoods, their speaking
enhances their mascu line voice (women being excluded from
member ship). The end of the cere mony shows men who rejoice of the
celeb ra tion with boosted self- confidence, welcoming the wives for a
screening of The Birth of a Nation. The use of cross- editing during
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the sequence which cuts from the Klan cere mony to a Black Power
gath ering is an obvious reappro pri ation of Grif fith’s styl istic ‘inven‐ 
tion’ for Spike Lee’s own polit ical agenda. The adapt a tion of Ron Stall‐ 
worth’s auto bi o graphy is set in the 1970s, but the relev ance of its
polit ical message makes it an ironic comment on the current polit‐ 
ical rhetoric.

The ending sequence of BlacKkKlansman is completely at odds with
the tone of the rest of the film, sacri fi cing the post- racial fantasy of
the plot to the brutal reality of Char lottes ville, Virginia, where a thou‐ 
sand white nation al ists and neo- Nazis organ ized a march to protest
the removal of a statue of Civil War General Robert E. Lee from the
Univer sity of Virginia campus. The final sequence of the film is a
brutal flash back to reality: a cut takes the viewers amid the white
nation al ists parading on August 11, 2017, at night, on the univer sity
campus. All of them are chanting “Jews will not replace us!” and
“White Lives Matter” – echoing the words of (not so fictional) David
Duke. The sequence later cuts to some VICE News Tonight footage 41,
showing a car blindly heading into the crowd of Black Lives Matter
supporters, leaving one dead (Heather Meyer). The two- minute-long
sequence is all the more upset ting as a series of close- ups from the
middle of the crowd emphasize how quickly the protests turned into
a fight. BlacKkKlansman immerses the viewer in a culture of white‐ 
ness rooted in the distorted memories of the Civil War (as indic ated
by the opening extract from Gone With the Wind and the embedded
excerpts from The Birth of a Nation), enter tained by the Klan’s myth‐ 
o logy, that produces real trouble as shown in the final sequence. The
inter weaving of fact and fiction enhances the idea that white
supremacy is a fictional construc tion with real consequences.

24

Conclusion
The three films under study portray the Ku Klux Klan through
different lenses. While The Burning Cross was conceived as a polit ical
tool in response  to The Birth of a  Nation in the post- war context
when returning veterans found it hard to adjust to civilian  life,
Betrayed shows the nostalgic impulse that under girds the myth of a
“white America” which serves polit ical oppor tunism. In the age of
Trump where David Duke’s ideas find echoes in the US pres ‐
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ident’s speeches, BlacKkKlansman exploits a sarcastic tone that high‐ 
lights race as a visual and verbal construct. Because the films
developed distinct anti- KKK rhet or ical and narrative strategies, they
triggered different types of reac tions from empathy to crit ical
distance as illus trated by a variety of reviews. The films obvi ously toe
a fine line between politics and enter tain ment by using fiction to
chal lenge the nativist rhet oric of the Klan. The unease triggered by
each film speaks to the troubled waters of history which they
represent and the diffi culty to chal lenge the deep- rooted senti ments
that Anglo- racialism continues to feed. The flawed nativist rhet oric is
also symp to matic of some trouble with white male iden tity, which
each film discusses through the char ac ter iz a tion of their white prot‐ 
ag on ists. From the jobless white working- class men  in The
Burning Cross to the dispos sessed farmers  in Betrayed and the illit‐ 
erate white men of BlacKkKlansman, the films depict white men who
embody the socioeco nomic frus tra tions of the unachiev able Amer‐ 
ican Dream. Chester L. Quarles has emphas ized the continued
success of the Klan, which he links to “the psycho lo gical and social
prob lems of ‘status insec urity’ and ‘status  disorientation’” 42 among
white Amer icans. The Klan’s mystique of masculinity seems to offer
some degree of compens atory self- confidence in the face of
socioeco nomic crisis at all times.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Few directors have dared to delve into the dark waters of the Ku Klux Klan,
a secret organ iz a tion with a polit ical aim which the former Grand Wizard
David Duke made public by seeking elec tion to the U.S. Senate in 2016 as a
Repub lican candidate in Louisiana. While D.W Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation
was instru mental in promoting the suprem acist ideo logy of the KKK, being
used as a propa ganda tool by the recruiters of the KKK (‘the Keagles’) in the
1920s, few films deal with the KKK in a straight for ward manner. The threat
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posed by the ‘Invis ible Empire’ is often symbol ized by cross or church burn‐ 
ings in films that resist its power through portraying its knights as indi‐ 
viduals whose extremist racist rhet oric is confined to fiction and to
the past. The Burning Cross (Walter Colmes,  1947), Betrayed (Costa- Gavras,
1988), and BlacKkKlansman (Spike Lee, 2018) dram atize the activ ities of the
racist sect by drawing atten tion to its indi vidual members. They adopt
different narrative and repres ent a tional strategies in an effort to show the
inner work ings of the organ iz a tion and how its members nego tiate their
iden tity as white nation al ists. The films show that the KKK relies on visual
(perform ances) and aural tropes (slurs) to construct its suprem acist
discourse and gather its ranks. Each of them provoked trouble on the level
of recep tion – The Burning Cross was even censored in several states. This
article ques tions the sense of discom fort produced by these films invest ig‐ 
ating the KKK.

Français
Peu de réali sa teurs ont osé plonger dans les eaux sombres du Ku Klux Klan,
une orga ni sa tion secrète à visée poli tique que l’ancien Grand Sorcier David
Duke a rendue publique en se présen tant au Sénat améri cain en 2016 en
tant que candidat répu bli cain en Loui siane.  Si Nais sance d’une  nation, de
D.W. Grif fith, a été utilisé comme outil de propa gande par les recru teurs du
KKK («  les Keagles  ») dans les années 1920 pour promou voir l’idéo logie
supré ma tiste du KKK, peu de films tentent de traitent de manière fron tale
de l’histoire du KKK. La menace posée par l’« Empire invi sible » est souvent
symbo lisée par des croix ou des églises brûlées dans des films qui
expriment leur résis tance en décri vant les cheva liers du KKK comme des
indi vidus dont la rhéto rique raciste extré miste est réduite à la fiction et
au passé. The Burning Cross (Walter Colmes, 1947), Betrayed (Costa- Gavras,
1988)  et BlacKkKlansman (Spike Lee, 2018) drama tisent les acti vités de la
secte raciste en atti rant l’atten tion sur ses membres indi vi duels. Ils
adoptent diffé rentes stra té gies narra tives et de repré sen ta tion afin de
montrer le fonc tion ne ment interne de l’orga ni sa tion et la manière dont ses
membres négo cient leur iden tité en tant que natio na listes blancs. Les films
montrent que le KKK s’appuie sur des tropes visuels (perfor mances) et
sonores (insultes) pour construire son discours supré ma ciste et rassem bler
ses membres. Chaque film a provoqué des troubles au niveau de la récep‐ 
tion  - The Burning  Cross a même été censuré dans plusieurs. Cet article
inter roge la sensa tion de trouble produite par ces films qui inves tiguent
le KKK.
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Debunking the American Hero: The Topos of
Intoxication in One A.M. (Chaplin 1916),
Wings (Wellman 1927), Major Dundee
(Peckinpah 1965)
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Intoxication and troubles on the screen 
Troubled minds
The oblivion of Time
Intoxication and satire
Conclusion

TEXTE

The visual appre hen sion of the real in films has been an issue which
origin ated with the begin nings of cinema in debates between those
who believed that the photo graphic repro duc tion of the real was
strengthened by the repres ent a tion of move ment on screen, and
those for whom cinema was a mere unre li able illu sion of the real
created by optical tricks. Audi ences have consequently forever been
divided between visual fascin a tion answering Ruskin’s dream of “a
kind of primal optic ality” (Crary 95) and its opposite, doubt, or “visual
skep ti cism” (Turvey 99). In many films, spec tators are able to exper i‐ 
ence this tension through iden ti fic a tion with some char ac ters’ appre‐
hen sion — or misap pre hen sion — of the real. This contra dic tion
between our laughter and empathy, coupled with the belief that we
are wiser than the char acter, is embodied by the stereo type of the
easily beguiled fools which cinema inher ited from the theatre. Among
these, one partic ular type of burlesque fool is that of an other wise
quite clear- sighted char acter who is meta morph osed into a fool by
excess of drink. The intox ic ated char ac ters are shown suffering a
‘loss of control’ (OED) over their destiny and making mistakes in their
appre hen sion of their envir on ment owing to the apparent meta‐ 
morph osis of their familiar world, while the film viewers are allowed

1
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to see how wrong they are by identi fying with them as well as by
criti cizing them. The fact that intox ic a tion is a visual motif found in
very different film genres, from clas sical Holly wood melo drama as
exem pli fied in the war film Wings (Wellman 1927), to west erns such as
Peck inpah’s 1965 Major Dundee (see synopses below), shows the great
visual possib il ities of screening a char acter’s odd beha viour, along
with the weird decon struc tion of the “general phenomenon of
constancy” (Merleau- Ponty 365) which creates the illu sion of trans‐ 
parent realism in clas sical cinema. The impres sion of reality by cine‐ 
matic move ment and the illu sion of cine matic appear ances are
remark ably combined in scenes of a char acter’s intoxication.

 

The choice of Chaplin’s 1916 burlesque comedy One A.M (Tomasovic
22-45) in this paper can be explained by my belief that it was a
seminal contri bu tion to the creation of intox ic a tion as a visual motif
of trouble on the screen, when he trans posed it into a 26- minute film.
To begin with, because it disrupts the codes of realism, intox ic a tion is
a visual motif of great formal unity. This makes its meaning imme di‐ 
ately iden ti fi able whatever the genre of the film, a char ac ter istic
which allows the scriptwriter to insert such scenes inde pend ently
from the progress of action, as Chaplin himself does in his
feature melodrama City Lights (1931). In a large number of Holly wood
produc tions (Tomasovic), a relat ively brief scene of intox ic a tion is
inserted in film genres in which it would seem out of place, because
of its apparent irrel ev ance to a diegesis which is not expli citly about
the destruc tion of the char acter by  alcohol. And yet, as will be
argued, Wellman’s and Peck inpah’s films are partic ular examples of
the important symbolic connota tions which are thus added by the
however brief but never gratu itous inser tion of the visual icon of
intox ic a tion into the narrative. 

2

The ensuing paral lels between the three films will first under score
the ‘trouble on screen’ effect of the char acter’s intox ic a tion in visual
contrasts between order and disorder. Secondly, it will be argued that
this intox ic a tion is also shown by the char acter’s trans gressive beha‐ 
viour that reveals his troubled mind. A major point in the repres ent a‐ 
tion of such troubles is the fact that we are made to share the private
exper i ence of the char ac ters in subjective camera frames, as if we
were intox ic ated as well. We also share the prot ag on ists’ obli vion of
time, of its entropy and irre vers ible flow, in their unex pected exper i ‐

3
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ence of chance acci dents occa sioned by their short- sightedness.
Finally, the inser tion of such cine matic moments will be discussed as
vehicles for a deeper satir ical meaning, since these troubles on the
screen emphasize a crit ical appre ci ation of the prot ag onist’s plight,
high lighting the folly of human dreams of wealth  (One  A.M.) or
heroism (Wings, Major Dundee). 

Intox ic a tion and troubles on
the screen 
The char acter of the tramp which Chaplin had created for the movies
in 1914 was a type which enabled him to develop a narrative form on
the screen different from popular slap stick numbers. With the
creation of his original narrative, One A.M., Chaplin was able to offer
movie goers a new burlesque char acter, the intox ic ated gentleman
(Tomasovic 39-41), its novelty being the focus on an inverted mirror
image of the tramp, a gentleman. Later in City Lights (1931), in which
‘the little fellow’ is contrasted with a wealthy gentleman, we recog‐ 
nise the earlier drunken gentleman created  in One  A.M. In this
feature film, getting drunk is a priv ilege of the wealthy (Fawell 142–
144), a satir ical type which actu ally decon structs the cliché of the
worth less tramp and makes us empathize with him. On the other
hand, the cine ma to graphic form  of One  A.M. is remark able for the
fluidity it adds to the slap stick music hall routine, trans forming an
attrac tion number among others in music- hall series (Gunning 383)
into the psycho lo gical portrait of a single char acter, drawing our
atten tion on a mind which is deeply troubled. As Chaplin explains,
this new narrative dimen sion was made possible by the cinema: “in
the theatre I had been confined to a rigid, non- deviating routine […]
films were freer” (Chaplin 153). In the burlesque, but verging on the
melo dra matic, type of the intox ic ated gentleman created by Chaplin’s
One A.M., it is the fluid continuity of move ment (Bilton 78-110) and
the lengthy manip u la tion of objects which are developed, contrary to
Keaton’s own use of the slap stick music hall tradi tion (Kral 44). As a
result, the unity of the theme of a psycho lo gical crisis caused by the
loss of contact with the real – by an other wise rather lucid gentleman
– makes Chaplin’s char acter become a cultural emblem of weak ness
(loss of equi lib rium), madness (mistaking stuffed animals for live

4
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beasts), and failure (unable to get into his bed, he ends up in his
bathtub). All these instances of the intox ic a tion paradigm become
more emotion ally convin cing owing to the power of film editing
which, in Chaplin’s film, gives his panto mime perform ances – one
third of these have camera move ment, only two thirds with a still
camera (Bordat 183-187) – a continuity in space- time which can thus
become equi valent with the spec tator’s own space- time continuum,
as the following detailed study will show. 

In this seminal film, the world of order is depicted on the screen as a
foil to the chaos caused by drink (Harness 68). The first shot shows a
taxicab which has stopped: it is framed front ally, a shooting angle
which  emphas izes the stability of the familiar urban modern world.
The taxicab driver is holding out his hand while looking straight
ahead, clearly expecting his customer to read the fare on the slot of
the tolling machine next to his elbow. His gesture is a emblem of the
standard expected beha vior which is decon structed by inap pro priate
gestures. When the customer sticks the stump of his cigar ette in the
man’s hand instead of the expected coins, the whole code of familiar
beha vior is ruined. Inside the house, the mech anism of the grand‐ 
father clock’s swinging pendulum on the landing at the top of the
stairs is also an emblem of security and order which we identify as
such. Its regu larity and immov able stability provide a foil to the prot‐ 
ag onist’s erratic behaviour. 

5

In Wings, the world of order is also care fully depicted on the screen
by the training camp sequences where Jack Powell (Charles Rogers)
and his friend David Armstrong (Richard Arlen) are to enlist in the Air
Service as pilots. The camera frames the different elements of their
everyday life – trucks, tents, and planes – at the camp, in a series of
in- depth shots emphas izing the land’s hori zont ality and the several
degrees of vertic ality of a plane’ flight, condi tions of a stable phys ical
world which they must learn to control in order to face German
pilots in air combat. But they have to cope with cata strophe when the
pilot Cadet White (Gary Cooper) crashes to his death on the airfield
[28�14]. Despite this violent contrast between their belief in the
regular security of flying condi tions and the liab ility of unex pected
disasters, the two friends join the Amer ican Escadrille Lafay ette as
‘cadets’ on the French front in 1918. Within the histor ical recon struc‐ 
tion of a world well known to Wellman, an episode is inserted in
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which Jack is seen on leave in Paris where he spends an evening at
the Folies Bergères [1�09�60]. Like all the other customers around, he
is now free to enjoy himself. But he brazenly gulps down glass after
glass of cham pagne, and soon the subjective camera depicts a hazy
and quite imaginary multi plic a tion of bubbles around him, to the
point of masking other customers at the surrounding tables. The
limits of the frame are now erased as bubbles fly in and out of
its periphery. 

In Peck inpah’s western Major Dundee, military discip line is enforced
by the Major (Charlton Heston) among his unruly recruits. We
discover a well- disciplined troop of horsemen, mostly paroled
Southern Confed erate pris oners still wearing their uniforms, who fall
into a military march as they leave Fort Benlin [35 �05] on a punitive
exped i tion against the crim inal Apache chief Char riba. This discip‐ 
lined group is seen on their way through a wild, bound less territory
in which Char riba can attack or vanish freely. The bonds of social
order are gradu ally disrupted, and when the cavalry is faced with the
regular array of the French Army occupying Mexico at the time,
disorder and defeat over rule their enter prise. The disin teg ra tion of
the order of civil iz a tion begins when they illeg ally cross the Mexican
border, and it reaches a first climax when Major Dundee is compelled
to hide in Durango to cure a badly wounded leg, and yields to the
tempta tion of gulping down long draughts of Tequila. According to
the codes of the stereo type, his troubled mind is now depicted by his
surround ings which appear quite chaotic. 

7

To revert to the seminal model of such an erasure of the signs
of order, One A.M., the window seems to him better than the door to
get inside his home. The outstretched hide of a dead tiger ordin arily
used as a decor ative carpet now becomes the body of a tiger’s threat‐ 
ening open jaws. Stroking fondly his favorite large stuffed cat’s
whiskers, he sees it now closing upon his leg with its paws. The
secure home has turned into a wild jungle.

8

Troubled minds
Chaplin’s gentleman keeps desper ately fidgeting inside his side
pocket with his right hand while holding a cigar ette in his left hand.
The icon of the cigar ette usually connotes deep thinking, but a close

9
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shot of his eyes concen trating on some place behind us, suggests that
he is hope lessly unable to lay hands on his matches. Chaplin’s use of a
close up on his char acter’s troubled gaze at the camera is the means
by which the film maker trans lates on the screen his earlier exper i‐ 
ence performing a state of intox ic a tion as a stage actor by estab‐ 
lishing contact with his audi ence (Kral 100-145). In the later Holly‐ 
wood films deeply concerned with making the camera invis ible to the
movie goer, the direct gaze at the camera was thought to be detri‐ 
mental to the illu sion of the real, and was no longer in use. Instead,
the char acter’s mind could be shown by the editing of subjective
shots for the viewer to share in subjective camera frames, a device
already used by Chaplin (Jost 65-74), in order to show his discon nec‐ 
tion with the real world through the meta morph osis of the orderly
images seen previ ously. The state of intox ic a tion is there fore mostly
shown in the char acter’s failure to identify common place objects and
their inap pro priate efforts to face and adapt to ‘uniden ti fied things’.
When, in Chaplin’s film, the gentleman does his best to deal with
flying carpets and auto matic tables, in Wings Jake sees his old friend
Mary (Clara Bow)’s elegant dinner dress as nothing but a collec tion of
bubbles that blow up and vanish, being at once replaced by others. As
to Dundee, the camera frames him gazing at himself in a mirror as if
he were an unknown stranger. 

Troubled minds are thus displayed by the disorder of the char ac ters’
reac tions to their envir on ment as they see it. If in Chaplin’s film,
stuffed dead animals behave like live ones, in Wings, when Jack is told
that his leave is over, he stub bornly refuses to obey orders and
remains seated, gesturing vaguely around him with his glass of cham‐ 
pagne. Dundee who had kept unbuck ling and then buck ling his belt,
provok ingly dumping his boots on his desk, has doffed his uniform in
exchange for a rather messy- looking unbuttoned white shirt. He is
now seen play fully fingering his bottle of tequila and whis pering to
himself a song about the bene fits of drink [1�44�30]. 

10

In addi tion to their disturbed dealing with the real, their body’s
uncer tain equi lib rium causes comic trouble on the screen. As a
performer, Chaplin was famous for his capa city to retain his balance,
as in The Rink (1916) or The Circus (1928). In the scen ario of intox ic a‐ 
tion, however, the unbal ance of the char acter’s wavering body signi‐ 
fies a similar disorder in his mind. as anti cip ated by the audi ence’s

11
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expect a tion that a drunk always seems to about fall but never does. In
One A. M., the camera cuts to a medium close shot of the gentleman’s
unsteady body: he is forever on the verge of collapsing. The intox ic‐ 
ated prot ag on ists’ inab ility to stand upright amidst their surround‐ 
ings also shows us how badly disturbed their minds are in both war
films. Just as Chaplin’s gentleman must struggle to recover his
balance after falling down the stairs, Jack has trouble in standing
when summoned by the author ities to go back to the front line, and
Dundee finds it equally diffi cult to stand straight when attempting to
escape in the street. He even tu ally forgets about his lame leg, and
collapses into the gutter. Confed erate pris oner Colonel Tyreen
(Richard Harris), who has remained sober, then has to pull him to his
feet and drag him away, a gesture which emphas izes Dundee’s utter
loss of control over himself. 

The obli vion of Time
If scenes of heavy drinking and the loss of land marks have enjoyed
such a survival in cinema, from the enter tain ment of early attrac tions
to the more enthralling powers of narrat ives (Gaud r eault & Gunning
374), they must have done so because they dealt with the human
mind, and thus raised more philo soph ical issues. In the case
of Chaplin’s One A.M., its eponymous title emphat ic ally asso ci ates the
gentleman’s deli rium with his obli vion of the flow of time. When
inserted in both feature films, apart from their literal meaning as
moral tales, the intox ic a tion scenes within the epic narrative make
the film viewer’s atten tion shift from an emphatic adhe sion to the
military epic, to a crit ical percep tion of the main char ac ters’ capa city
to under stand the ambi gu ities of their beha viour.  In Wings, in the
episode of his intox ic a tion, Jack loses all sense of the reality of war, as
if he were allowed to go on a voyage in another pseudo- space-time,
away from the battle- field. Simil arly, in Major Dundee, the prot ag onist
forgets his ideal which the chasing of Char riba signi fied for him by
sinking into a different space- time. Both char ac ters are thus
suspended out of time by a state of total obli vion of their mission.

12

I would like to suggest that, thanks to the inter play between the
diegetic level of the narrative and the iron ical distance which the
burlesque motif of intox ic a tion neces sarily awakens, we are able to

13
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decipher the active pres ence of Time in these three films. Time’s
pres ence is actu ally very obvious in One A.M., as we see a large clock
swinging its pendulum on the landing upstairs. However, instead of
providing the usual help clocks are meant to give us by meas uring the
timing of our successive occu pa tions, it is hampering the gentleman’s
plan to find rest in his bedchamber, as if punishing him for being too
late, and reminding him that there is no going back wards. The failure
to obey the clock shows that it is indeed the irre vers ib ility of time,
inscribed in the ruling power of the auto maton, which has escaped
his atten tion. Another time programmed auto maton lies in wait for
him however when, having at last success fully grov elled away from
the reach of the clock’s pendulum, he proves unable to press the
button on the wall to set his collapsible bed in working order. Just as
if it were intox ic ated as well, the bed revolves upon itself, capturing
him in a never- ending swirl. It even tu ally sets him free but crashes
down without warning, nearly crushing him to death with its feet.
The confu sion in the time program is irre voc able, and leads him from
his bed to the still ness of his bathtub, which expresses another
feature of the flow of time in modern physics: entropy. Moreover,
scientific time is also char ac ter ised by a third feature, contin gency,
an order of things which has been ruling his home coming from the
start. For example, when attempting to climb the steps of the stairs,
the carpet suddenly gets loose and he is propelled down to where he
started. Contin gency is remark ably under lined at that moment, not
only by the carpet unac count ably getting loose, but also because he
lands by chance next to his drink which he had previ ously set aside
on the floor – having managed to free bottle and glass from the
malefi cent power of the turning table where they sat chal len ging him.

In both feature action films, the ternary defin i tion of time in physics
(Doane 19) is dram at ized throughout, and is shown to have driven the
two prot ag on ists to their final tragedy. The pres ence of a histor ical
frame in both films under lines these features of time’s agency, since
they remind us that the unrav el ling of events actu ally took place.  In
Wings, the battle which we see is histor ic ally archived as the Battle of
Saint- Mihiel. Jack’s organ ized military time is restricted to the single
sequence of military action which is determ ined by the confront a tion
between the two enemy camps facing each other across the border‐ 
line. Any pilot flying a plane towards the Amer ican airfield from the

14
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German front is an enemy whom Jack must imme di ately meet in an
irre vers ible time period, the air combat. Once engaged in the air- 
fight, there is no going back, even though the end must be the still‐ 
ness of entropy following heat. In Jack’s case, the third feature of
time, contin gency, is also at work, owing to a deceitful message which
is dropped by a German pilot, announ cing the death of his friend
David. When a German plane flies in his camp’s direc tion, he auto‐ 
mat ic ally attacks it. But adding to his sense of his duty, he is now
blinded by hatred and revenge and cannot recog nize the pilot as his
friend who has escaped with an enemy plane.

In Peck inpah’s western, the time of action also takes place at a partic‐ 
ular moment of national history, during the Minnesota Dakota War in
1862. The histor ical source for the film’s narrative is dram at ized by a
narrator’s voiceover, Timothy Ryan’s (Michael Anderson Jr.), whom we
see writing his diary. He is also seen and heard sounding his bugle
when calling for the cavalry to proceed on their journey, which gives
his pres ence in the film the symbolic connota tion of the irre vers ible
march of time. Time is also meas ured when drums are played [05 �10
and 09 �23], and a leit motiv, ‘The Major Dundee March’, is heard – first
during the opening credits, then later when sung by the men in
chorus, or whistled, as they leave Fort Benlin [35 �05]. When this leit‐ 
motiv is again heard at the film’s end, echoing the epic film’s opening
credits, the hero is now a solitary figure moving away in the desert.
Time has irre voc ably gone by, history will not be re- written, and
Dundee’s foolish obli vion of its rules lead him to the still ness of the
wilder ness. Time’s rule of contin gency has also played a part in the
unrav el ling of his destiny, as when an enemy arrow hits his leg in a
moment of inat ten tion when he believed he could enjoy a moment of
rest in a clearing.

15

Intox ic a tion and satire
If these three aspects of scientific time are dram at ized so clearly by
intox ic a tion as trouble on the screen in the three films under discus‐ 
sion, the fact that they can be found in an early silent film such as
Chaplin’s deserves a brief comment. As his later 1936  film
Modern Times shows, the char ac ter istic features of the new indus trial
era and the devel op ment of trains or assembly lines in factories were
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popular ized to the point of allowing enter tain ment through satire. 
Though chance is a tradi tional motif of drama under the guise of
Fortune, or Fate, Mary Ann Doane argues that with the advent of the
indus trial era which also saw the birth of cinema, to which Chaplin
contrib uted so import antly, chance acquires a new scientific garb,
‘contin gency’, by its close asso ci ation with the scientific concepts of
irre vers ib ility and entropy. She writes: “…the epistem o logy of contin‐ 
gency which took shape in the nine teenth century was crucial to the
emer gence and devel op ment of the cinema as a central repres ent a‐ 
tional form of the twen tieth century” (Doane 19). Since the nine teenth
century entropy has been seen as a general char ac ter istic of time
which could be quan ti fied thanks to the second law of ther mo dy‐ 
namics. And remark ably, ther mo dy namics had come to play a major
role in the theory of time during the very period when cinema was
seen to emerge as an art form. As Michel Serres writes:

As soon as one can build them – steam or combus tion, engines,
chem ical, elec trical, and turbine engines, and so forth – the notion of
time changes […] From this moment on, time is endowed with a
direc tion. It is irre vers ible and drifts from order to disorder, or from
differ ence to the dissol u tion or dissem in a tion of a homo gen eous
mixture from which no energy, no force, and no motion can arise.
(Michel Serres, Hermes: Liter ature, Science, Philosophy, 1982, p. 71-72,
in Doane 114). 

One result of such energy at work is colli sion, as the use of cross cut‐ 
ting shows. The parallel tempor al ities of the various prot ag on ists in
the diegesis are visu al ized on the screen by this cine ma to graphic
form, allowing us to follow different simul tan eous actions in separate
places. It becomes a mode of film discourse which is essen tial to a
repres ent a tion of time’s agency in the dram at izing of colli sion. Inter‐ 
est ingly, ‘colli sion’ as a phenomenon is also a concept of early cinema
theory which is used to analyse the cine matic continuum, according
to the belief that it is the editing of different sets of shots which
creates meaning. Chaplin’s gentleman is faced with sudden unex‐ 
pected actions on the part of the auto matons, machines which are
servants intended to obey his orders. But the result of this tech no‐ 
logy is that his auto matons are ruled by their own pre- regulated
timing, as if they ‘lived’ in their own tempor ality. The table’s clock ‐

17



Motifs, 9 | 2025

work is started by touch, and there fore collides with him, catching
his coat, each time he heed lessly gets near enough. The folding bed’s
mech anism starts its programme by his dial ling, but the program has
memor ized a form of clock work autonomy. In his now unfa miliar
world, a set of colli sions between him and his robots seems to be the
rule, and when the folding bed never meets his expect a tions, it
becomes the very emblem of contin gency. Both table and bed have a
common point with the huge clock on the first floor, as the swinging
pendulum collides with the foolish prot ag onist as if such ‘contin‐ 
gency’ now punished him for having forgotten that his life time is
ruled by time’s irre vers ible continuum. 

While intox ic a tion is the cause for such colli sions in Chaplin’s film,
when the intox ic a tion epis odes are inserted in the two feature films
under discus sion, they contam inate the whole film with the image of
chaos which they produce.

18

In Wings, cross cut ting makes the irre vers ible linear progress of time,
and Jack’s blind ness to the reality, clearly percept ible to screen
viewers. When the swift accel er a tion slows down to final still ness,
and Jack discovers David was the pilot he killed [28�14)], the tragic
colli sion of tempor al ities results in the ensuing loss of energy caused
by entropy. Viewed from the perspective of the whole film, Jack’s
failure to recog nize his friend’s face despite the latter’s efforts to be
iden ti fied whenever the two pilots’ planes draw near enough, recalls
his earlier failure due to cham pagne to recog nize his friend Mary
when she was trying to tell him that his leave had come to an end.

19

We come to realize that Peck inpah’s western is expli citly a decon‐ 
struc tion of the Western genre, when Dundee is the victim of a
failure to identify the truth about his situ ation which is similar to
Jack’s blind ness in Wings. He is driven by his obses sion with pursuing
the Apache chief, but the initial chase (Costa de Beauregard 232-236)
suggesting the paral lelism of their tempor al ities by cross cut ting,
suffers an unex pected shift when he fool ishly crosses the border into
Mexico, disreg arding his initial plan. Unex pec tedly, though in fact
histor ic ally accurate, Mexico was then occu pied by the French.
Dundee’s bewil der ment at the meta morph osis of Char riba into an
army recalls the mental disorder of his earlier drinking bout. 

20



Motifs, 9 | 2025

In scenes which insert subjective shots to depict the char ac ters’
minds, as when Jack is gazing at the dead pilot’s things early in the
film, or later gazing at his dying friend’s face in a close- up, and when
Dundee cannot recog nize his proud former self in the mirror, we
share their  emotion. Rather than laughing at hilarious mis- 
demeanour, the intox ic a tion scenes para dox ic ally add to the epic
narrative a rewriting of the narrative func tion of the enjoy able attrac‐ 
tion of char ac ters losing their wits, into a more crit ical stance which
gives the scenes a satir ical import (Esquenazi 71). 

21

Looking closely at the onscreen motif of intox ic a tion, we realize it is
not only a source of enter tain ment, and a demon stra tion of the
impossib ility of any obli vion of the phys ical forces of time, but it is
also a glimpse at a deeper truth, the folly of dreams. Jack is intro‐ 
duced to us as a dreamer who is fascin ated by the possib il ities of
engines: his car first, which he drives madly away as if racing with
some invis ible compet itor, and, later, his plane which he pilots
proudly [1�45�23]. Dundee is clearly obsessed by ambi tion, and having
been given the humi li ating task of watching over pris oners of war, he
sets up his own battalion by recruiting some of the pris oners in his
punitive enter prise against a native enemy, Charriba.

22

Given these psycho lo gical char ac ter istics, the inser tion of moments
of intox ic a tion within these narrat ives takes place at symbol ic ally
signi ficant moments, as ominous warn ings which neither of them is
able to decipher. The two char ac ters have in common an inab ility to
imagine for them selves a destiny other than glor ious. Jack, in Wings,
is depicted as a dreamer who allows himself a total eclipse of the real
world, and the warning that war is no child’s play alto gether escapes
him. As to the Major, having behaved with great self- satisfaction in
many situ ations including the scene when he shows no pity for one of
his men and shoots him as a traitor [1�34�30], he allows himself to get
drunk on Tequila with a superior smirk at his Mexican hostess
expressing his general disdain for Mexican culture, but is unable to
see the progress of his psychic collapse as a wounded man in hiding.
The struc ture of intra- textual echoes which is a rule of coher ence in
narrative (Maltby 416) creates symbolic paral lels between these epis‐ 
odes of intox ic a tion which are inserted in the general theme of the
two films, and the general pursuit of personal satis fac tion. The two
scenes create an uneas i ness for the spec tator who no longer shares
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any initial empathy for them, and under stands that they are getting
caught into some impending tragedy. If we smile at Jack’s inno cent
wonder at flying bubbles, we cannot share Dundee’s smirk.

If we look for such a crit ical distance in the silent  film One  AM
discussed above, it is notice able that the initially burlesque slap stick
encoun ters with unex pected obstacles gradu ally become the origin of
a form of reflec tion and anti cip a tion on the part of the prot ag onist
himself. For example, having slipped on a carpet several times, the
home- comer learns to use it as a ‘magic or flying carpet’ by trav el ling
with it across the room. However, one also gathers that he is not
really learning anything, since this is just a new game he is playing,
and the slap stick prat falls which subvert his Amer ican middle- class
world now come to signify its essen tially futile arti fi ci ality. The film
actu ally ridicules the Amer ican ‘gentleman’ image, as for example his
delicate hand ling of his emblem atic top hat, a top hat which is soon
crushed to threads by the foot of the revolving bed as if it had a
vengeful inten tion of its own. In Peck inpah’s film, the mirror of truth
which Dundee gazes at is the oppor tunity for the viewer to rein ter‐ 
pret the whole film as a decon struc tion of the myth of the Western
hero (Lenihan 11). In a similar manner, the scene of Jack’s intox ic a tion
in Wellman’s post- WWI film also decon structs a myth, that of the war
hero, since the unhappy Jack shoots his friend’s plane down, tragic‐ 
ally mistaking him for an enemy. 

24

Conclusion
To conclude, while Chaplin’s intox ic ated gentleman even tu ally
exchanges his dream of an arti fi cial world of serving robots for a plain
– and empty – bathtub, the subversive figure of the ‘anti- hero’
emerges in both scenes of intox ic a tion of the epic films. Wellman’s
film is anti- militarist in char ac ter istic post- WWI spirit, and Peck‐ 
inpah’s film is a decon struc tion of the clas sical Western in equally
char ac ter istic post- WWII disil lu sion. If trouble on the screen, figured
in these films by  the topos of intox ic a tion, gives us a psycho lo gical
portrait of the char ac ters, it also cari ca tures the effects of human
ambi tion when depicting the merci less mech an isa tion of man by his
own tech no logy and man’s writing of his History of war as fratricide.
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ANNEXE

Synopsis of the three films 

One A.M. (1916), short film, b&w, silent, early cinema. One the twelve films
that Chaplin wrote, produced, directed and starred in for the Mutual Film
Corpor a tion, which formed Lone Star Studios solely for Chaplin’s films. In
1932, Amedee J. van Beuren purchased Chaplin’s Mutual films, added music
by Gene Rodemich and Winston Sharples and sound effects, and released
them through RKO  Radio. One  A.M. can be viewed  on You  Tube
Accessed 17/07/2019.

A gentleman in a coat and top hat is seen in a taxi: as the taxi stops, he
sticks his right hand out of the window and mistakenly attempts to use the
handle outside. Even tu ally he does open the door but does not pay his fare
prop erly. In front of his door he cannot find his key, climbs inside through
the window, steps into his aquarium by mistake, finds his key in his pocket,
climbs out through the widow again and opens the door. Once inside for the
second time, he slips on a carpet, and gets entangled with stuffed animals: a
tiger’s open jaws and a cat’s paws. He tries to catch a bottle on a table but it
turns away; he jumps on the table, secures the bottle and a glass on the
floor. Turning to the left stairs he steps up with an uncer tain balance but
once at the top, the carpet gets untied and rolls him down. But, just as
unex pec tedly, he lands with his head right in front of the bottle and the
glass. He climbs the stairs once more but the pendulum of the clock on the
landing strikes him several times. He escapes on all fours and reaches his
room. His folding bed is geared to open and come down, but he at once gets
caught in it as it becomes vertical again. It then pivots on its axis like a
revolving door in which he remains a pris oner until he squeezes out; the
bed settles but as soon as he lies down it folds and jumps up again to reach
the wall; he again escapes. Then it comes down again but, because he has by
then decided to lie on the floor, it comes crashing its metal feet upon him
and tears his top hat to shreds. The bed mattress now over turns and gets
separ ated from the spring mattress. He care fully cringes away and seeks
rescue in his empty bathtub.

Oxford University Press, 2008.
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Wings. Director William Wellman, producer Adolph Zukor,  1927. B &W.
silent. War film.

Two friends, Jack Powell (Charles Rogers) and David Armstrong (Richard
Arlen) join the Amer ican Lafay ette Flying Corps in 1918 to fight German
pilots on the French front. They are both in love with the same girl, but
another girl, Mary Preston (Clara Bow) is in love with Jack. And she also
volun teers as an ambu lance driver on the French front. Scenes of air fights
begin with a pilot crashing during exer cises (Gary Cooper), and the two
friends no longer see the exciting adven ture of flying but are faced with the
reality of war. They enjoy a leave in Paris during which Jack gets drunk on
cham pagne and no longer recog nizes Mary. Back on the front, they engage
in air combat during the battle of Saint- Mihiel but David’s plane is shot
down. Jack decides to avenge him and takes to the air when a German plane
is in sight above their camp. He guns the plane down and lands in order to
examine his enemy. He finds his friend had been escaping on a German
plane and he has shot him by mistake. He then goes home and must meet
his friend’s grieving parents, have his share in a triumphal parade and go
back to his first occu pa tion as a car engineer, this time agreeing to share his
life with Mary, the girl who loves him.

Major  Dundee. Director Samuel Peck inpah (1965) dis. Para mount,
colour. Western. 

The action takes place in 1862 during the Minnesota Dakota War. Charlton
Heston plays a federal officer, Major Amos Dundee, releg ated to the
command of a prison camp, who sets out to subdue a band of marauding
Apaches at the head of a rag tag volun teer troop of thieves, reneg ades and
paroled Confed erate pris oners (the latter headed by Captain Benjamin
Tyreen, played by Richard Harris). Charlton Heston is trading on his image
of epic man of action but propelled like Wayne  in The Searchers by racial
hatred, worm- eaten by divided loyal ties, and finally found wanting. He
chases his enemy into Mexican territory where he is wounded and must
take a rest in a Mexican house. He then gives free rein to his drinking habits
by getting drunk on tequila. Even tu ally joining his troops with Tyreen’s
much needed help, he fights against the French who occupy Mexico and
sees most of his men killed, including Tyreen. He leaves on his own in the
last sequence of the film to an uncer tain future.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
This paper aims to discuss the screening of trouble with our senses as spec‐ 
tators which is not only visual but also tactile and aural, in the topos of
drunk en ness. Silent cinema has inter esting films on the subject, among
which Chaplin’s One A.M. (1916). Drunk en ness is highly spec tac ular; space
and time are altered, and things are unre cog niz able. Its chaotic world is
predom in antly burlesque, but it also provides cine ma to graphy for a mise- 
en-scène of melo drama, as in Wellman’s Wings (1927). Appearing in many
films, as Dick Tomasovic shows, drunk en ness relies on strongly contrasted
moods, between extreme happi ness and violent despair. In Samuel Peck‐ 
inpah’s Major Dundee, (1956) drunk en ness goes one step further as it
expresses the disin teg ra tion of one’s social and psycho lo gical iden tity. From
a reflexive point of view, such blur ring of our appre hen sion of the real is a
vehicle for an illusory escape from everyday frus tra tions, thus encour aging
criti cism of cinema as intox ic a tion in itself.

Français
Cet article analyse la mise en scène, par l’ivresse à l’écran, de troubles de
nos percep tions comme spec ta teurs, effets qui ne sont pas non seule ment
visuels mais aussi tactiles et auri cu laires. Le cinéma des premiers temps
comporte des films sur le sujet, parmi lesquels Charlot rentre tard (1916) de
Chaplin. L’ivresse est spec ta cu laire car l’espace et le temps sont altérés, et
les objets mécon nais sables. Ce monde chao tique est d’abord burlesque,
mais il permet aussi de mettre en scène le mélo drame. C’est le cas de Wings
(1927) de William Wellman. Comme le montre Dick Toma sovic, l’ivresse est
un motif écra nique qui repose sur de forts contrastes d’humeurs, du
bonheur absolu au déses poir le plus violent. Dans Major Dundee de Samuel
Peckinpah (1956), l’ivresse fran chit une nouvelle étape en expri mant l’effon‐ 
dre ment de l’iden tité sociale et psycho lo gique du person nage. D’un point de
vue réflexif, enfin, cette alté ra tion de notre percep tion du réel est un
procédé permet tant d’échapper d’une manière illu soire aux frus tra tions
quoti diennes, au point de rappeler la critique du cinéma lui- même comme
cause d’ivresse du spectateur.

INDEX
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ivresse, cinéma, genre burlesque, mélodrame, perte d’identité
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drunkenness, cinema, burlesque genre, melodrama, loss of identity
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The Trouble with Burlesque (in Classical
Hollywood Cinema)
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TEXTE

Holly wood’s self- censorship notori ously led to a suggestive erot i cism,
some times more effective than an explicit one (Jacobs; Caïra). It
found a famous apotheosis in Rita Hayworth’s implied striptease  in
Gilda. Did that scene raise any sort of trouble at the time? Not exactly,
consid ering that suggesting instead of showing remained the primary
goal of the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion (PCA). This scene was
more erotic than funda ment ally subversive and “the fact that Gilda is
‘performing,’ that is, pretending to be a loose woman in a suggestive
musical club setting while not really being a pros ti tute, allowed the
film to work around the censors” (Biesen, 60). Subsequently, during
the 1950s, the censors’ control grew weaker and many other films
featured coded striptease acts which, as arousing as they might feel
to the audi ence, were left during the self- censorship process.

1

But there is more than meets the eye in the very emblem atic “Put the
Blame on Mame.” The under standing of that number cannot be
reduced to the erot i cism elicited through a fake striptease. Behind
what is remembered in film history as a great star turn lies a more
complex history, that of the rela tion ship between Holly wood and
burlesque theatre, espe cially during the strict enforce ment of the
Produc tion Code. Burlesque is indeed a substan tial component of the
back stage stories of the Pre- Code musicals between 1929 and 1934. In
parallel with Mae West’s provoca tions, well embodied by her obvious
burlesque queen  in I’m no  Angel, many back stage melo dramas,  like

2
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Applause, or the Joan Craw ford vehicle Dancing Lady, related how the
heroines of the Great Depres sion rose from burlesque to Broadway.
Later in the 1950s, the mock striptease, both teasing and funny,
became a trope of the musical genre when the Produc tion Code
Admin is tra tion lost its effi ciency, hence allowing what I would term a
“come- back” of burlesque on main stream screens. Many lavish
musicals of that later era feature styl ized burlesque acts,
like unmistakably Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, typical of the Twen tieth
Century- Fox taste for lowbrow enter tain ment. But there are also two
suggested stripteases in the supposedly more high- class  MGM
Silk  Stockings 1. By “burlesque,” I refer to its Holly wood treat ment:
mentions of the word without specific contents, or acts implying
striptease but where no nudity ever occurs, which is a simpli fied
notion of actual burlesque. The word “burlesque” in the context of
this essay will always desig nate a coded version, or “the sanit ized
Holly wood repres ent a tions of ‘burley’ shows” (Schaefer, 41). It will not
indicate the authentic exploit a tion films which were typic ally
produced in the 1950s for a parallel circuit.

Between those two periods, that is between 1934 and the early 1950s,
it mostly seems that Joseph Breen’s Admin is tra tion achieved its goal
and almost erased burlesque from the main stream screens. Without
denying there was some strong cleaning- up, I argue that the epitome
of the clas sical Holly wood mode of produc tion was not a simple
paren thesis. A few musical numbers inter est ingly anti cip ated the
1950s trend, and the theme of burlesque remained in some back stage
stories. Burlesque actu ally reappeared clearly in 1943 with Du Barry
Was A Lady and Lady of Burlesque, accom panied by wartime films that
frequently included a coded burlesque act, like Gypsy Rose Lee’s  in
Stage Door  Canteen, and yet Rita Hayworth’s  in Tonight and
Every  Night. A little  earlier, Dance, Girl,  Dance granted a spacious
place to burlesque in its narrative as well as its musical numbers. It
did so more signi fic antly than other films from the late 1930s which
used burlesque in the narrative but didn’t show much of it. In the
similar stories of The Great Ziegfeld, King of Burlesque, or the Fanny
Brice biopic Rose of Wash ington  Square, char ac ters climb the social
ladder from their begin nings in burlesque to legit imate art. But this is
less an excuse to offer coarse skits than the expres sion of a fascin a‐ 
tion for Broadway revues.

3
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I want to ques tion the trouble at stake with the pres ence of burlesque
in films from the clas sical era, which went under strict surveil lance
both from the PCA and the local censor ship boards. It is worth noting
that burlesque was not tech nic ally forbidden as  a theme, even if it
involved disrep ut able places, but as spectacle. Stories could mention
burlesque houses, but danced acts were more prob lem atic. In the
PCA corres pond ence, they are almost the only type of musical
numbers which encounter imme diate disap proval when they’re
mentioned in the script but not yet shot. But consid ering the stake
was to prevent what the PCA called “exposure,” it would seem that
the mock striptease could be approved if decent enough. Euphemism
and sugges tion are accept able; is there hence another kind of trouble
with burlesque? If even MGM features fake (and supposedly elegant)
striptease acts in films, is there any problem left? The PCA archives
suggest that the issue is more complex than simple nudity. I want to
analyze the ideo logy at stake behind the moral condem na tion of
burlesque in films and explore what made some musical numbers
sens itive. Moreover, what made Holly wood produ cers, directors and
actresses want to include burlesque acts anyways in that constrained
context? I argue that this occa sion ally goes beyond the teasing power
of the forbidden exposure.

4

Between Law and “Good Taste”
I first want to consider the para dox ical status of burlesque in the
history of Amer ican censor ship, both on stages and screens. Robert
C. Allen (243) noted that in the 1920s, burlesque theatre, which was
initially a complex and struc tured type of spec tacle, became reduced
to varied forms of striptease. It was approached by censor ship boards
mostly as a display of nudity. Raids, shut ting downs of houses and
court trials were based on that, more than the poten tial subversive
power of the satir ical component of the show. But as Rachel Shteir
(222) and Maya Cantu (97) pointed out, the inter dic tion of burlesque
by New York mayor La Guardia in 1937 provoked a trans ition from
shady theatres to the main Broadway stages with a wave of “burlesk- 
minded” shows. Without resorting to authentic stripteases,
Cole Porter’s Du Barry Was A Lady (1939) and Panama Hattie (1940), or
Rodgers and Hart’s Pal Joey (1940) included daring acts. They involved
a strong sugges tion of sexu ality and exposure of female bodies, even

5
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if the stake was not nudity itself, but rather the tough and
lewd atmosphere.

Consid ering the signi ficant suppres sion of enter tain ment perceived
as immoral in the history of Amer ican theatre and the auda city of
Broadway compared to that of Holly wood at the time, one could have
expected burlesque to entirely disap pear from the movies. Indeed,
the film adapt a tion  of Panama Hattie, for example, entirely cleaned
up the original show that Maya Cantu (91-97) analyzes as a parody of
the censor ship against burlesque. In general, as Robert Altman
pointed out, burlesque “provides the subject matter for relat ively few
musicals (e.g. Applause, Dance Girl Dance, Gypsy)” (204).

6

Erasing exhib i tionist theatre was presum ably the moral goal of
Joseph Breen, but prac tic ally, the only prohib i tion involved
“suggestive dancing.” The Produc tion Code didn’t forbid the display of
burlesque theatre, as long as it was deprived of its genuine contents.
In fact, some exec ut ives raised an eyebrow when Holly wood studios
started to employ former burlesque dancers as chorus girls. But they
were more skep tical at first than Breen himself:

7

Quizzed about the buttoned- down Code nuzz ling up to the unzipped
strip pers, Breen replied, “That depends entirely on what is shown on
the screen,” before tossing the hot toma toes back into the Boss’s
court. “At this time, this is not a Produc tion Code matter, but, rather,
might be a subject of industry policy for the atten tion of Mr. Hays”
(Doherty, 88).

Fake stripteases actu ally led to inter pret a tions of the Code and to
tensions between the literal rule, the spirit of the Code, the studios’
policies, and Breen’s personal opinion. What disturbed Breen  about
There’s Magic in Music (1941) was not as much the vague pres ence of a
shady theatre in the story than the age of the young actress playing
in burlesque:

8

We still urge and recom mend that you do not show your 14- year-old
star, Susanna Foster, connected in any way with a burlesque theatre.
We are sure that this busi ness will cause wide spread offense to
audi ences gener ally. We think you should elim inate making Susanna
too hard- boiled and showing her smoking cigar ettes at several
points in this story. In this connec tion, note also: […] this busi ness of
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Susanna coming in to have her dress zipped up […] and also as to her
“hula” dance. […]

Scenes A-18 and seq.: the entire busi ness of the strip tease by
Maidie is unacceptable. The same unac cept ab ility applies also to the
leering reac tions of the audi ence in these scenes. (Breen, Letter
to Luraschi).

Breen’s commentary sketches the portrait of a burlesque queen
according to Holly wood: “too hard- boiled,” wearing a dress with
zippers (even if they’re used “up”) and performing exotic dances like
the “hula.” In spite of Breen’s fears, and thanks to a few adjust ments at
Para mount’s, that cleaned film was well met by the local boards of
censor ship. This is easily explained because it was another
burlesque- into-opera success story, based musically- wise on the
scores of clas sical composers.

9

The word “burlesque” is not forbidden in itself, but the precise idea of
a striptease is extremely prob lem atic. The PCA’s work focused on a
few specific details: when the musical numbers were described on
paper in striptease terms, Breen usually tried to suppress them
entirely, without taking into account the fact that they were intended
to be more evoc ative than explicit. His menaces some times seemed
out of propor tion: while Breen usually suggested minor cuts, he told
an RKO exec utive that “any attempt to portray a ‘strip tease’ on the
screen is in viol a tion of the Produc tion Code and will render the
whole picture unac cept able” (Breen, Letter to McDonough). In
scripts, the word “striptease” is strictly forbidden. But “act” is accept‐ 
able, as is “hula” which is according to Breen a satis factory substi tute.
Although he disap proved of a teen ager performing a “hula” in There’s
Magic in  Music, he had used that very word one month earlier to
suggest the replace ment of an intended striptease  in Dance,
Girl, Dance, by such an exotic perform ance: “It was agreed […] that
the sugges tion of the ‘strip tease’ dance will be entirely elim in ated
from the finished picture, and that a type of ‘hula’ will be substi tuted
therefor” (Breen, Memor andum). Burlesque dances thus opened a
space for nego ti ation in Holly wood. What is the boundary of
“suggestive” for a hula? When is a hula erotic and when is it an inof‐ 
fensive exotic dance? The line was some times delicate to define.

10
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MGM’s biopic of Florenz  Ziegfeld, The Great  Ziegfeld, exem pli fies
strik ingly the contra dictory status of burlesque in films of the clas‐ 
sical era. Breen was extremely crit ical towards a Fanny Brice act – she
appears under her own name in the episode where Ziegfeld observes
her in a burlesque show and invites her in his pres ti gious revue. Brice
intended to do her parody of a fan dance, a type of striptease made
popular by Sally Rand, without actu ally disrobing. But the PCA
decided at the time to forbid fully that type of act. Even a “burlesque
of a fan dance” – here “burlesque” means parody or grot esque – was
discour aged by Breen who rather stated that “fan dance as we under‐ 
stand it will not be approved. This has been our rule” (Tele gram to
Hart). That was the crucial issue discussed during produc tion. After
the sequence was never the less shot, because it seemed that a
parodic intent could allow it, Breen deemed it “vulgar” though not
tech nic ally forbidden (Letter to Stromberg). The PCA head inter est‐ 
ingly made it a matter of “good taste” rather than censor ship. But
consequently, the fan dance disap peared from the film, where
burlesque is limited to a few signals indic ating a cultural category, but
never providing spec tacle. Indeed, Brice’s belonging to lowbrow
enter tain ment is expressed through the back ground role of a
burlesque queen sharing her dressing room. That char acter is desig‐ 
nated as such by her shiny white skin- tight costume, a Holly wood
code to hide in white every shady detail. After that encounter, Brice’s
inof fensive comedy song is intro duced by a shot of the chorus of fully
clothed girls, a typical indic ator of burlesque. At the end of the
produc tion process, Breen seemed proud of that “outstanding
musical” he helped produce (Final Summary).

11

But another number of The Great Ziegfeld, which is not discussed at
all in the corres pond ence, bears an almost uncon scious flavor of
burlesque. That number, supposedly that of a lavish revue, reveals
about twenty girls in night gowns dancing around their beds. Its
second part uses mobile runways as a key attrac tion. This is not any
shape of a motor ized stage. The runway was indeed the dominant
feature of burlesque stages, as it can be seen on some of Reginald
Marsch’s draw ings. The film is directed by Robert Z. Leonard,
who  directed Dancing  Lady and its intro ductory scene where the
framing and lighting fore grounded the runway. Burlesque is impli citly
present in that Great Ziegfeld number, because it offers the appar atus

12
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– and even an exag ger ated appar atus – but not the extensive view.
This did not make Breen raise an eyebrow. An obvious code for
burlesque like the runway did not compromise the general “good
taste” of that “outstanding musical.” It seems that what Ziegfeld did
on Broadway worked well in Holly wood too: trans forming the
burlesque dancer into a decent chorus girl, nonethe less revealing her
legs, and shifting from indi vidual acts to choral perform ances that
“deem phasize indi vidual talent” (Altman, 204). The fact that this
number involves a chorus, and not a solo dancer, might have substan‐ 
tial ideo lo gical stakes. Ques tions of nudity aside, wouldn’t fake
burlesque be more subversive in Breen’s eyes when it involves a
single female performer, an iden ti fied subject, and not a certain
number of anonymous bodies? It is also a matter of distance: choral
numbers allow the camera to remain far from the stage and to
provide ensemble shots, when an only performer calls for close- ups
and another percep tion of the body.

Styl istic Options for
Burlesque Themes
Because the fake burlesque acts cannot unveil what they are
supposed to, they frequently have to relate to another type of spec‐ 
tacle. The revue repres ents one possib ility, but girls exhib iting their
legs in night gowns still offer a some what voyeur istic show. The other
two strategies adopted in Holly wood were comedy or the use of a
distinct and prom inent musical or artistic style. They were both
attempts to prevent any arousal from happening during burlesque
acts on screen and solu tions obeying the Produc tion Code. But in
return, they some times proved to be a way of making some of these
numbers risqué, possibly even subversive.

13

Let us start with comedy. Fanny Brice’s previ ously mentioned fan
dance was suppressed because of the fan dance itself, not because it
was a parody. Even though Breen did not appre ciate its grot esque
side, this was mostly a matter of personal taste, which the head of the
PCA admitted in some of his remarks. Comedy was routinely
accepted when it disqual i fied the striptease. Gypsy Rose Lee, one of
the most notable strip pers of the time, trans formed her literary strips
(authentic ones) into a comedy act in Stage Door Canteen. At the very

14
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end of her number, she takes one last scarf off and is still more than
fully covered with fabric. The amount of clothing is propor tionate to
the notoriety of the stripper, major film stars having gone much
farther in that direc tion. But with Gypsy Rose Lee, the act had to
remain strictly funny. One of the rare strip numbers in the musicals
of the late 1930s is Martha Raye’s recur ring song in Double or Nothing,
“It’s On, It’s Off.” The actress shows nothing but seems to suffer from
an obses sion with undressing expressed in grot esque and of course
uncom pleted move ments. The act is mostly a crazy dance. Another
example is given by Lucille Ball’s strip number in Dance, Girl, Dance,
“Mother, What Do I Know?” The PCA files estab lish that she was
initially meant to dance with a torn dress, which Breen disap proved
of. After strong warn ings, the final film gave it a comic tone, the
whole number being about the wind lifting Ball’s  dress 2. The act
moves towards a cartoonish ending: right after the actress has left
the stage, a prop dress flies away, with a whist ling sound produ cing a
mickey- mousing effect. Holly wood censors thus considered that
comedy could neut ralize the suspense of an actual striptease. But this
example emphas izes in return a key element of authentic burlesque,
the comedy part of the perform ance. Even if the cine matic numbers
of the clas sical era don’t have much crit ical content, they never the‐ 
less empower the performer: Lucille Ball’s comic energy in this scene
distinctly estab lishes her domin a tion over the male audience.

The second way of including burlesque gestures on screen is to make
them part of a dance with a strongly iden ti fied style that works as a
mask. Artsy numbers designed by recog nized choreo graphers could
more easily reuse burlesque tropes. This is a part of the burlesque
wave on Broadway that reached Holly wood through some adapt a‐ 
tions. Balanchine’s ballet “Slaughter on Tenth Avenue,” from the
stage  musical On Your  Toes  (1936), starts with the entrance of a
burlesque dancer on a runway. Because that moment is included in a
soph ist ic ated choreo graphy and is performed by a ballerina (Tamara
Geva in the original show), it was left without much diffi culty in the
Vera Zorina part in the Warner Bros. adapt a tion, all the more so since
Geva’s black lace dress is replaced by another shiny white outfit.

15

In parallel to high art, swing music also provided an excel lent cover
for burlesque moments. Swing dances could indeed be substi tutes for
burlesque move ments, for they justi fied a deep involve ment of the

16
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body and “hot” perform ances. The displayed energy was connected
to a musical fashion rather than sexual suggest ive ness. Swing
numbers could involve slight burlesque codes in ener getic dances
that were safe for the Produc tion Code. Lucille Ball performs her
“Jitterbug Bite” in Dance, Girl, Dance while taking her fur coat off and
swag gering on a runway in front of a fascin ated male audi ence. Many
visual codes for Holly wood burlesque are there, but the music redir‐ 
ects the number towards the popular dance. Barbara Stan wyck
performs an even safer swing number at the begin ning of Ball of Fire
(1941). Her glit tering costume disclosing her legs, and mostly her
poses back stage on a chair opposite Gary Cooper clearly desig nate
her char acter as a burlesque queen. But her musical act doesn’t
exactly match. “Drum Boogie” is indeed a jazzy nightclub number
with a big band including drummer Gene Krupa. There are a few
visual clues suggesting burlesque: Stan wyck is intro duced by a close
up on her hand playing with the curtain before her entrance, and her
legs show very much. But the staging is careful, long shots are
favored and no dancing move ment is emphas ized as possibly sensual.
The energy rather comes out of the upbeat music and
musical rhythms.

Firstly, swing dances made possibly risky numbers accept able. They
allowed the pres ence of a few clues to know ledge able audi ences
behind the striking appeal of contem porary popular music. Secondly,
they could display the performer’s energy and authority. They justi‐ 
fied hot dances with renewed gestures and thereby empowered the
actresses by conveying the control involved in the perform ance and
how it impacts the diegetic audi ence. The change of style and the
dressing of serious art or swing music allowed burlesque to appear in
acts and not only in the narrative. Some of these acts valued the
performers and made great star turns, as for Ball and Stan wyck, but
others were quite sanit ized and anni hil ated the spirit of burlesque.

17

A good example of the latter category is the trans form a tion of Mary
Martin’s “My Heart Belongs to Daddy,” a showstopper on Broadway in
Leave It to  Me! in 1938. Its first film version,  in Love Thy  Neighbor
in 1940, tried to save the fur coat and the sitting poses, but without
any striptease gestures or specific rhyth mical energy. The number
thus became literal and static: the fur coat is a fur coat, which is a
symbol of social status and wealth. It is supposed to be elegant. It is

18
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not any more the instru ment of subver sion that it was on Broadway,
where burlesque acts aimed at criti cizing the “genteel tradi tions”
(Cantu 74) and where “lady” was one of the most ironic words of the
time. Mary Martin, like Ethel Merman, Mae West or Gypsy Rose Lee
were the anti thesis of expected femin inity. Their outrageous beha‐ 
viors on stage were perceived as a crit ical stand both on class and
gender. When trans posing their numbers on screen, the movie
industry drove them back to their literal meaning, erasing the irony.
In Holly wood, “ladies” were supposed to be genuine ones.

Perform ance and audi ‐
ence participation
Some acts, and I should say some performers, never the less retained a
spicy taste of what could be seen more frequently on stages. The
most intense numbers are not neces sarily the most daring in
suggesting nudity. They are rather those who rees tab lish audi ence
parti cip a tion – a strong dynamic in burlesque. This would require an
extensive study, and I will merely sketch the broad outlines of three
situ ations preserving an effect of burlesque in films.

19

The first type of audi ence involve ment in Holly wood burlesque
numbers relies on a shared know ledge of what is forbidden. Some
sequences managed to ridicule the process of censor ship, some thing
that was getting common in Broadway shows. Instead of playing on
the possible suggest ive ness of erotic exhib i tion, these scenes handle
the strip ping theme to make fun of either the censor ship laws, or
simply Holly wood conven tions. Viewers aware of recent stage
produc tions and reading in the news pa pers about the raids and the
misfor tunes of burlesque queens drawn into courts, could find
echoes of those topics in films. Off and on the publi city also fore‐ 
grounded the burlesque element to strengthen the clues, which
could make the audi ence espe cially aware of the subject behind
enter taining acts. Signi ficant films with a burlesque topic include
repres ent a tions of raids or trials. Consid ering that the burlesque acts
disclose almost nothing, the raids and trials seem completely out of
propor tion (besides the following  examples, Eadie Was a  Lady is
another compel ling burlesque- themed film with raid scenes). The
court scenes make the insti tu tion surpris ingly ridicu lous, consid ering

20
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the rules of the Produc tion Code and its careful treat ment of the Law.
A prime example is the ending of Dance, Girl, Dance, years before the
more famous court scene of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. At the begin‐ 
ning of the sequence, Lucille Ball’s char acter shows her hurt legs and
back to the judge: there fore, she unties her bulky fur coat, revealing
more of her body than she did until then in the burlesque house. In
musical acts, fake courts with clowns emphasize the parody: there is
one in Lady of Burlesque and Ginger Rogers’s rendering of “the Saga
of Jenny”  in Lady in the Dark (1944) also asso ci ates burlesque with a
mock trial.

The second type of audi ence involve ment happens through editing
and staging when the directors found a way to restore the sensu ality
in stripteases. Indeed, filming even a fake striptease was tech nic ally
complic ated, consid ering Breen made very specific sugges tions about
the choice of frames – he rarely delivered such comments about film
tech nique on other topics. The corres pond ence during the produc‐ 
tion  of There’s Magic in  Music provides many examples. We have
noted earlier how Breen forbade reac tion shots. In addi tion, he had
shots cut very late in the produc tion process: a post script on the visa
demanded that “the specific shot of the garment falling to the floor in
front of the girl’s legs will be elim in ated” (Visa). Moreover, Breen
defined possible ways to perform dancing scenes and specific lateral
move ments. A cooch dance  in The Great  Ziegfeld was author ized if
the name was with drawn from the dialogue and providing that “the
actual execu tion of the dance, if shown on the screen, must be
limited in general only to side- ways motion of the hips, without back‐ 
ward and forward motion or rolling of the abdomen” (Breen, Letter to
Zehner). That descrip tion would also perfectly fit Barbara Stan wyck’s
hips move ments in the previ ously mentioned “Drum Boogie.”

21

Erot i cism, according to Breen, seems to lie in a “deep” construc tion of
the image. Out of fear of audi ence absorp tion, the striptease acts in
Holly wood are usually staged in a frontal way in order to look “flat.”
The most erotic ones are indeed those rein stating depth, or those
inventing suggestive side ways dances. Dorothy Arzner’s directing  in
Dance, Girl, Dance is genu inely creative and remark ably trans gressive
for the era, inas much as it bypassed almost all of Breen’s requests.
Lucille Ball’s hula sequence, which is not a striptease, is her most
erotic perform ance in the film. It was performed in spite of Breen’s
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warn ings that “there must be nothing whatever sex suggestive about
Bubble’s dance. Other wise the whole scene will be unac cept able”
(Letter to McDonough). That comment was relevant to the script
before shooting. The staging in the film seems to follow the usual
recom mend a tion of later ality, but in a spirit which clearly disobeys
the intent. Arzner insists on the bulging eyes of the producer audi‐ 
tioning Lucille Ball’s char acter. Ball then dances, her lateral move‐ 
ments outlined by the camera panning, which could seem to satisfy
Breen’s demands. But she spanks herself and clearly expects to
inflame vigorous reac tions with that gesture. Instead of abandoning
the dancer afar (like Hawks in “Drum Boogie”), Arzner resorts to
closer shots which rein force Ball’s  presence. Dance, Girl,  Dance is
directed by a woman, it features two actresses in the main parts, and
the writing team addi tion ally includes several women. It is a land‐ 
mark of feminist film history because of another sequence with the
ballerina char acter; but the interest of the burlesque theme is slightly
under es tim ated and I find it signi ficant that a film of the clas sical era
so strongly resisting the Produc tion Code through burlesque, is a
mostly feminine project.

This leads me to the third type of audi ence involve ment, the one built
by the perform ance. Some burlesque acts, performed by single
females and not a chorus, grant them a strong empower ment. They
estab lish compli city with the audi ence by indic ating how the actress
domin ates her diegetic audi ence. One of the choicest examples can
be found with Barbara Stan wyck  in Lady of  Burlesque, notably
because she is  not any performer at the time but one of the most
famous and best paid female stars. (Lucille Ball in the previous
example was still at the begin ning of her career). As we have seen,
Stan wyck’s number in Ball of Fire is far from burlesque, even though
her control of the perform ance is to be noticed. The star was there‐ 
fore criti cized by real burlesque dancers who thought she did not do
justice to the actual shows. A brief note  in Showmen’s Trade Review
stated that burlesque dancers locally protested against screening of
the film: in Akron, Ohio, “the burlesque strip pers and chorus girls of
the Gayety Theatre […] pick eted the Palace with signs which stated
that Barbara Stan wyck was unfair to burlesque artists” (29). Whether
it was in answer to that protest or not, the star became more daring
in her following part in Lady of Burlesque. The film is adapted from
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Gypsy Rose Lee’s 1941 autobiography, The G- String Murders, another
part of the late 1930s/early 1940s burlesque wave on the East coast.
During produc tion, Breen had some acts suppressed (Leff and
Simmons, 130), but other musical numbers located on a burlesque
stage remained.

“Play- It on the G- String,” Stan wyck’s first act, is assuredly but skill‐ 
fully drawing on the limit of suggesting bumps and grinds on screen
without comprom ising the film’s PCA visa. But what is espe cially
notice able is the way the star runs the whole gamut from distance to
dedic a tion to her perform ance. She goes from boredom, to indif fer‐ 
ence to her possible suitor and to what seems to be genuine fun in
her sensual body move ments. The energy is expressed even in shots
obeying the Breen regu la tion (hip move ments invis ible in some close
shots, but suggested by the upper body and the raised arms). In the
end, when Stan wyck strongly shakes the stage curtain, the camera
angle avoids facing the stage strictly. This is not the usual “flat” image
of burlesque shows that are legion in Holly wood films; on the
contrary, the framing gives space to the performer and allows the
audi ence to feel her live intensity.

24

Lucille Ball’s perform ances  in Dance, Girl, Dance bear many simil ar‐ 
ities. But what is fascin ating with Stan wyck is her status at the time.
She is a first- grade Holly wood star, a legit imate actress and, to my
know ledge, the only one to play a burlesque queen so expli citly under
the PCA reign – Mae West aside. Stan wyck was perfect for this: First,
she had a Pre- Code aura, and her hard boiled and strong roles of the
early 1930s found an echo in her later burlesque- themed films. Her
real past as a chorus girl and her fictional past as a heroine of the
Great Depres sion estab lished elab or ated char ac ters beyond the
burlesque moments. Second, she had glamour to compensate the
vulgarity of her char ac ters. This was rein forced by her supposedly
ideal real- life marriage to Robert Taylor, omni present in magazines of
the early 1940s. Third, the star retained cred ib ility as an actress. Even
if she did not win an Oscar for Stella Dallas and Ball of Fire, she was
nomin ated twice for the Award; she already appeared at the time as
one of the most versatile Amer ican actresses – if not the most. An
advert ise ment  for Lady of  Burlesque promoted the auda city of the
film with a quota tion from producer Hunt Stromberg: “I have a hunch
I’ve started some thing.” Visu ally, on a poster showing a full- size Stan ‐
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wyck dressed as a burlesque queen with a raised hand, it also looks
like the star is saying so.

Conclusion
In conclu sion, Joseph Breen put a great deal of energy in making
cine matic burlesque acts boring. But some of the rare numbers
remaining in Holly wood under the Produc tion Code have, nonethe‐ 
less, inter esting stakes. My main point is that they were less morally
shocking than provoc ative in the way they empowered some female
performers. Whilst giving up nudity, the acts banked on the spirit of
burlesque: the energy, the tough ness, the authority and distance of
the performer. They stood for stra tegic spots for the actresses to
display their singu lar ities and obtain spon tan eous expres sion. Their
goal was not realism, and the main stream stars of course did not
intend to turn into real burlesque queens and disrobe. But they could
explore ways to perform control and letting go. And even though that
part is never discussed, it impli citly was “bad taste” for Breen, and it
had to be discouraged.

26

My second point is about the musical genre: aston ish ingly, the most
unusual numbers during the golden age do not occur in tradi tional
musicals, but in melo dramas or crim inal films with musical numbers.
Before the musical genre went “Looking for trouble,” to refer to the
title of a Jane Russell song in The French Line (1953), an obvious sexual
display of the 1950s, other genres were more daring in recyc ling the
inher it ance of the old burlesque stage. Lucille Ball’s or Barbara Stan‐ 
wyck’s less sexual acts from the 1940s were prob ably as troub ling in
their own times. They were never the less more complex in the way
they chal lenged male audi ences: they expressed the subjectiv ities of
the performers while resisting any exposure. At the same time, more
conven tional musicals were usually less daring, though this genre
would be expected to be one of the more permissive ones.
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NOTES

1  Other signi ficant examples are provided by Vera- Ellen’s “Naughty but
Nice” in The Belle of New York (Charles Walters, 1952), Ann Miller’s “Too Darn
Hot” in Kiss Me, Kate (George Sidney, 1953) and several numbers in Pal Joey
(George Sidney, 1957).

2  This number might have inspired the scene of Marilyn Monroe’s dress
being lifted by the subway wind in The Seven Year Itch.
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English
This essay tackles musical numbers indir ectly inspired by the burlesque
stage in clas sical Holly wood films from the late 1930s and 1940s. Those
mock stripteases were sparse and care fully examined in the self- regulation
process, mostly while the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion was oper ating. I
argue that the stakes in controlling those numbers went beyond the
forbidden nudity. The article analyzes some film sequences through the
prism of the PCA corres pond ence to define the bound aries between the
rules and what was only “good taste” at the time. Through trans forming and
styl izing burlesque, the staging and perform ances in these numbers could
seem to have erased their models. But the article shows how these para dox‐ 
ical acts some times managed to bring up the spirit of burlesque theatre and
empower the female performers, and there fore inspire some inex press‐ 
ible trouble.

Français
L’article étudie un type de numéro musical des films holly woo diens des
années 1930 et 1940 indi rec te ment inspiré par le théâtre burlesque : le faux
strip tease. Pendant la période clas sique et l’apogée du système d’auto- 
régulation des films, ce type de numéro assez rare fait l’objet d’une vigi lance
parti cu lière, mais pas seule ment pour les raisons évidentes d’un interdit de
repré senter la nudité. L’article analyse des numéros au regard des archives
de l’Admi nis tra tion du Code de produc tion, pour établir les limites entre les
règles strictes et ce qui relève seule ment du « bon goût ». À force de trans‐ 
former et de styliser les traits du burlesque, la mise en scène et la perfor‐ 
mance de ces numéros semble l’avoir effacé. Mais ces numéros para doxaux
ont parfois su resti tuer l’esprit originel du théâtre burlesque et de ce fait pu
susciter un trouble plus indi cible par leur manière de donner du pouvoir
aux actrices.
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The “Trouble” with Female Power:
Witchcraft, Sexuality and Magic in the
Chilling Adventures of Sabrina (Netflix, 2018-
2020)
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TEXTE

“Being wicked never felt so good” announces the trailer for the
second season 1 of the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina 2 (Netflix, 2018-
2020) 3, a fantasy and horror TV series about a high school student
who is half- witch 4 and half- mortal, and who belongs to a family and
greater magical community of devil- worshipping, human- dissecting,
cannibal witches. Sabrina is different from many other repres ent a‐ 
tions of TV witch heroines as she revels in her powers, which are
asso ci ated with the Dark Lord (devil). Yet the figure of the witch on
TV has always been linked to the repres ent a tion and concep tion of
female power and agency.

1

The Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina inscribes itself within streaming
plat forms’ produc tion logic of creating innov ative fare for diverse
niche subscriber markets in order to offer some thing for everyone,
which contrasts with the way in which tradi tional TV networks
produce mainstream- acceptable media products in order to appeal
to mass audi ences to sell  advertisements. 5 A Wall Street  Journal
article more specific ally confirms that the series is part of the
streaming plat form’s “young- adult push” (Jurgenson). It is also note‐ 
worthy that it is from the same creator, Roberto Aguirre- Sacasa, as
the teen series Riverdale (CW 2017-). Both series focus on the lives of
high- school students based on Archie Comics’ char ac ters, and

2
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contain dark, violent, and sexual content. However, as Netflix is unen‐ 
cumbered by network censor ship, the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina
is gorier than Riverdale, and also able to explore teen sexu ality much
more expli citly, which can be seen as empowering but also troub ling,
espe cially to viewers and critics concerned about the young target
audi ence (Flood). 6

John Fiske notes tele vi sion’s poten tial as “a cultural agent, partic u larly
as the provoker and circu lator of mean ings” (Fiske 1), and the Chilling
Adven tures of Sabrina is notable for its revi sion of the trans gressive
figure of a powerful teenage witch, as well as a number of other signi‐ 
ficant innov ative gender repres ent a tions that can be found within,
including many main char ac ters with non- heteronormative sexual
iden tities. Thus, it is very delib er ately distin guishing itself as
a  “woke” 7 series presenting non- traditional gender roles, and posi‐ 
tioning itself as falling within the current “Fourth Wave of Feminism”,
of which key compon ents are ques tions of social justice, LGBTQ+
rights, diversity, sex posit ivity, body posit ivity, internet activism, and
inclus ivity, as well as the exam in a tion of these ques tions through the
lens of inter sec tion ality, a theor et ical frame work developed by
Kimberlé Cren shaw that allows for the analysis of the way in which
power dynamics, race, gender, and social forces inter lock and
interact to create discrim in a tion and oppression 8.

3

The figure of the witch is a key symbol in the feminist move ment, and
of female empower ment, both on and off the screen. The first
magical TV heroines appeared on screen in 1960s sitcoms  like I
Dream of  Jeannie (NBC, 1965-1970)  and Bewitched (ABC, 1964-1972)
and were created in the wake of major shifts in conscious ness about
female roles and sexu ality following the release of Betty Friedan’s The
Feminine Mystique in 1963 (Douglas  123-148) 9. Explaining the appeal
of witches, second- waved feminist writer Erica Jong notes, “The
more disem powered people are the more they long for magic, which
explains why magic becomes the province of women in a sexist
society” (Jong 36). And like its prede cessors,  the Chilling Adven tures
of Sabrina was created during a partic ular cultural moment of striving
for empower ment, and an increased aware ness of the need for
feminism in the wake of #MeToo. A critic writing about the release
of the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina high lights the renewed import‐ 
ance of the witch as a symbol in contem porary culture and feminist

4
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narrat ives thus: “Witch narrat ives are not only in vogue thanks to
#MeToo, but also natural meta phors for stories of margin al iz a tion
and othering. Then there’s the history of witch perse cu tion, all
steeped in the inter sec tional nexus of sexism, racism, classism, and
ethno cen trism that upholds patri archy” (Joho). In this vein,  the
Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina, posi tions the heroine as both
oppressed—as a member of a group that was hunted and killed during
the witch trials, a fact that is mentioned often in the series—but also
as magic ally empowered. The over arching narrative opposes Sabrina
to the patri archal figure of The Dark Lord, and thus the series prom‐ 
in ently features the fourth wave narrative trope of “reclaiming power
from a toxic male” as iden ti fied by Valerie Frankel in her work on TV
repres ent a tions of fourth wave feminism (Frankel 2020).

The symbol of the witch is linked to concep tion, birth, life and death,
and thus to sex and sexu ality. Barbara Creed notes that in “patri archal
discourses” the witch is perceived as “an enemy of the symbolic
order” (Creed 76) and thus repres ent a tions of witches often embody a
form of trouble on screen. The showrun ners of  the Chilling Adven‐ 
tures of  Sabrina appear to be embra cing this partic ular form of
“trouble”, using the kinkier, darker and more violent aspects of the
symbol of the witch to explore sexu ality and sexual iden tities, to fight
patri archal oppres sion and thus to transmit certain gender messages.
This chapter will first explore how the series inscribes itself in a
histor ical lineage of TV depic tions of female witches that reflect
feminist gains and parti cipate in the nego ti ation of discourses
concerning female empower ment, power, witches and witch craft,
while also breaking with certain conven tions; I will then examine the
gender and feminist messages in detail to determine if they are truly
as progressive and inter sec tional as they would seem at first glance.

5

TV’s Good Witches: Empower ‐
ment Contained
In order to under stand the signi fic ance of  the Chilling Adven tures
of Sabrina, it is important to examine how the series both conforms
to and departs from other series containing magical heroines, and
the way that these series have reflected shifts in concep tions of
gender and women’s roles in society. The char acter of Sabrina is

6
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clearly inspired by and inscribed in a long lineage of pretty, magical
TV heroines, starting with the 1960s  series I Dream of  Jeannie and
Bewitched which debuted at the begin ning of the women’s liber a tion
move ment. The lead char ac ters in these series were magical, and
thus they were more powerful than the men in their lives, but they
were told not to use their powers. There fore, Susan Douglas believes
that, through these repres ent a tions “a signi ficant propor tion of the
pop culture moguls were trying to acknow ledge the impending
release of female sexual and polit ical energy, while keeping it all
safely in a straight jacket.” (Douglas 126) Moreover, she adds that:

In these shows, the poten tially monstrous and grot esque was
beau ti fied and tamed; what we saw, in other words, was the
contain ment of the threat posed by unleashed female sexu ality,
espe cially in the wake of Beatle mania and Helen Gurley Brown. Since
viewers had been social ized to regard female sexu ality as monstrous,
TV produ cers addressed the anxi eties about letting it loose by
domest ic ating the monster, by making her pretty and some times
slavish, by shrinking her and keeping her locked up in a bottle, and
by playing the situ ation for laughs (Douglas 126).

Linda Baughman, Allison Burr- Miller, and Linda Manning note  that
Bewitched and its witches are part of our “media history” and that all
the modern- day witches are viewed through our “media memory” of
this show, which affects all current repres ent a tions of witches
through “inter tex tu ality” (Baughman, Burr- Miller, Linda Manning
106-107). The 60s blond hair and retro- style clothing of the heroine
of  the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina resemble that of  Samantha,
Bewitched’s beloved house wife, and seem to be delib er ately co- opting
this imagery and asso ci ation, while simul tan eously turning the
conven tion of the pretty, lady like good witch on its head through the
series’ dark atmo sphere, violent heroine, asso ci ations with the devil,
and horror tropes. This distin guishes it from the series it is a
reboot of, Sabrina the Teenage Witch (ABC/WB, 1996-2003). Like its
magical  predecessors, Sabrina the Teenage  Witch played magic for
laughs and placed its eponymous lead char acter firmly in a cheery
domestic sphere.

7

Sabrina the Teenage Witch, and its offshoot,  the Chilling Adven tures
of Sabrina, are part of a larger trend of asso ci ating messages of

8
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empower ment with magical  powers. In  fact, Sabrina the
Teenage Witch is part of the 90s-2000s phenomenon of Girl Power,
which includes a number of super nat ur ally empowered heroines
whose magical powers were used as a vehicle for feminist messages,
like those of Charmed (WB, 1998-2006), and Buffy, the Vampire Slayer
(The WB/UPB, 1997-2003). These sorts of shows, which issued from
what many consider to be feminism’s third wave 10, depicted witches
and other magical heroines as main char ac ters in a positive way. They
were clearly influ enced by the “Goddess Spir itu ality Move ment” of
the 70s, which, during the second wave of feminism, attempted to
cast the figure of the witch in a good light as a polit ical state ment,
reclaiming it from the figure of the “weird woman” (Sanders 79). Yet,
even if these third- wave shows had undeni able feminist poten tial, in
order not to alienate media consumers and advert isers alike, post‐ 
fem inist series unequi voc ally featured young, attractive heroines who
corres ponded to the aspir a tional life style products that TV advert‐ 
isers were peddling. Of the link between commer cial capit alism,
young women and repres ent a tions of empower ment, Valerie Frankel
affirms, “This was the third wave, roughly synonymous with ‘girl
power’, as young women emphas ized assert ive ness through attrac‐ 
tion and even mater i alism” (Frankel 2) 11. And this is some thing from
which  the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina—distrib uted as it is on a
lucrative streaming plat form jugger naut—does not completely disso‐ 
ciate itself, featuring as it does a white, thin, blond, fash ion ably
dressed heroine.

Yet  the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina breaks with previous repres‐ 
ent a tions in an important way. The super nat ural powers of  the
Charmed sisters, as well as those of Buffy of Buffy the Vampire Slayer
and her witch friend and fellow hero Willow (WB/UPN, 1997-2003),
were “contained” and limited to being used for good and for the good
of others and not for personal gain. For instance, Willow actu ally had
to restrain herself from using her powers, as she was a magic addict
whose unres trained use of magic was shown as having serious and
dark consequences. One of the witches  of Charmed (Piper) often
wears a cross neck lace, as does the super nat ural char acter Buffy of
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, emphas izing the asso ci ation of empowered
magical female char ac ters and their power with the forces of good. In
contrast, the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina re- associates the figure

9
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of the witch with devil- worshipping and black magic, by unleashing
the poten tial of a witch’s power and showing her reveling in it. In fact,
Sabrina’s powers are revealed to be not only witch powers, but also
demonic powers, as her true father is revealed to be the devil, or The
Dark Lord himself. Despite the polit ical prom in ence of the reli gious
right in the US, inter est ingly enough, the devil seems to be getting
some what of a reima gining in popular culture on TV, notably with the
contem porary  series Lucifer (Fox/Netflix, 2016-2021), in which the
devil is essen tially, a very attractive “good guy” whose well- sculpted
body is an important visual spec tacle. Like wise, The Dark Lord on the
Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina is a very hand some fallen angel who
serves as an important visual spec tacle and sex object, as a well- 
muscled man who spends a signi ficant amount of screen time mostly
naked for the pleasure of the viewers’ gaze, even if he is still very
much an antag onist. America has a very vocal conser vative Chris tian
right, and the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina (as well  as Lucifer) did
receive some back lash from Chris tians, but that does not seem to
have stopped the success of either, as both were renewed for
several  seasons 13. In fact, the produ cers of  the Chilling Adven tures
of  Sabrina even seem to be completely unin ter ested in Chris tians’
good opin ions, as can be evid enced by the broad cast of a special
Christmas- themed episode apart from the regular season in
December 2018 that show cased the satanic tradi tions of Sabrina's
family as they celeb rated the winter solstice with Christmas- 
like decorations.

The Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina is more graph ic ally violent than
many of its prede cessors, or even Riverdale, which plays on a network
in  primetime. Netflix is unfettered by network censors and the
network- TV imper ative to attract large audi ences for each  series 14.
Thus, Sabrina can actu ally be quite openly violent, notably slit ting the
throat of one of her class mates and burying her in a garden where
she will be reborn as part of a spell. Unlike many of her prede cessors,
Sabrina does not seem to completely be punished in the narrative for
enjoying using magic and exer cising power, or forbidden to use it like
Samantha  in Bewitched, even if certain uses of magic are shown to
have consequences (like bringing back someone from the dead).
Compared to many older series,  the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina
would appear to be posi tioned as “woke”, inter sec tional and

10
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unabashedly feminist, at least on the surface. For example, in the very
first episode of the series, when Sabrina’s friend Susie gets bullied,
Sabrina starts a club called WICCA (Women’s Inter sec tional Cultural
and Creative Asso ci ation) to empower the girls at Baxter High.
WICCA’s purpose, her friend Roz emphas izes, is to be “a club to
topple the white patri archy”, while Sabrina under lines that the club
will allow them “to mobilize and protest if we need to get polit ical, to
fight when we need to fight, to defend each other” 15.

Thus, like her prede cessors, Sabrina’s powers are often used in
service of others, even if, due to the satanic origins of her power, she
is more of an anti- hero than a hero. It is the oblig a tion of care that
Sarah Projansky and Leah R. Vande Berg note under mined and
contained the power and feminist poten tial of Sabrina’s previous
incarn a tion in Sabrina the Teenage Witch:

11

Never the less, despite providing many poten tial moments for
partic ular kinds of feminist pleasure, the series’ affirm a tion of
tradi tional patri archal feminine concerns with phys ical beauty,
acquis i tion of hetero sexual male atten tion, and respons ib ility for
others under mines Sabrina’s access to inde pend ence and contains
her poten tial as a feminist role model (Projansky and Vande Berg 27).

Like wise, there is a duty of care incum bent on the current incarn a‐ 
tion of Sabrina, and her active interest in boys some what under mines
her good sense and decision- making at times. Her ultrafem inine,
stylish, made- up appear ance, represent a link with the consumerist
discourses of third- wave or post fem inism that linked sartorial style
to empowerment, 16 and would seem at odds with the emphasis on
“real” beauty asso ci ated with the body posit ivity move ment of the
fourth wave. Yet Sabrina, whose powers are rooted in dark magic—
even if she is part human and was baptized in the Chris tian Church,
in addi tion to belonging to the Satanic Church of Night—is freer in
her use of magic than many of the pretty magical heroines who came
before, and is unanchored from the abso lute imper ative to do good
and to asso ciate herself with the forces of the light. Moreover, as for
its repres ent a tion of viol ence,  the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina is
freer in its explor a tion of sexu ality and in its repres ent a tion of viol‐ 
ence than its predecessors.

12
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Sex Posit ivity vs.
Monstrous Sexuality
The series repres ents a site of nego ti ating discourses in terms of its
repres ent a tion of sexu ality, which can be seen as innov ative to some
extent, but also troub ling in some ways. The atmo sphere in  the
Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina, which is inspired by the 2014 Archie
comic book version of Sabrina, is meant to be disturbing. Sabrina’s
family runs a mortuary out of their home in the small town of
Greendale, and the dead bodies they receive (and some times dissect)
are stored in the base ment of their gray Victorian house, which
features its own cemetery and is remin is cent of the style of a classic
haunted house, or house of horror. Her familiar, Salem, named after
the city where witches were prosec uted in the 17  century, is not just
a black cat, but a rather sinister shape shifting goblin who can take
the form of a feline. The land scape is bleak, and the sides of the shots
are often blurry and out of focus, with Sabrina often wearing red,
which contrasts with the drear i ness. The color red is remin is cent of
the fairy  tale, Little Red Riding  Hood, and much of the action—and
magic—takes places in a dark forest near Sabrina’s house. The fact
that Sabrina is often garbed in red is also highly symbolic, due to the
color’s asso ci ation with blood and horror. To wit, the series is filled
with horror tropes, many of which, Barbara Creed notes, are asso ci‐ 
ated with female sexu ality and reproduction:

13

th

The witch is defined as an abject figure in that she is repres ented
within patri archal discourses as an implac able enemy of the symbolic
order. She is thought to be dangerous and wily, capable of drawing
on her powers to wreak destruc tion on the community. The witch
sets out to unsettle bound aries between the rational and irra tional,
symbolic and imaginary. Her evil powers are seen as part of her
“feminine” nature; she is closer to nature than man and can control
forces in nature such as tempests, hurricanes and storms (Creed 76).

Inter est ingly, Sabrina can only fully express her powers when she
comes of age and under goes a dark baptism. Thus, her powers are
tied to puberty and the begin ning of her sexual aware ness, as
expressed through her rela tion ship with her mortal boyfriend Harvey

14
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Kinkle, and later with her witch boyfriend Nick Scratch. Yet, in order
to receive her full powers, she must remain a virgin until she parti‐ 
cip ates in the dark baptism, during which she wears white like
a  bride. Sabrina actu ally comes to the dark baptism wearing her
mother’s lacy white wedding dress, which looks a bit like a 60s, fit- 
and-flare, party dress and which she had actu ally donned as a
costume for a Halloween/16  birthday party that she had attended
just before. At the party, she seemed the very picture of an inno cent
young woman, a “girl”, as she danced with her friend Roz who was
also in costume. Yet, Halloween can be a moment for the narrative
device of the masquerade, or “come as you aren’t  day” 17, and once
Sabrina arrives at the dark baptism, the dress turns black, reflecting
Sabrina’s true nature a Satan- worshipping prac ti tioner of the dark
arts. Her dress is then removed to reveal a white slip under neath.
Sabrina is thus to receive her dark baptism in front of her coven
whilst wearing a slinky, form- fitting white under gar ment, which illus‐ 
trates her vulner ab ility and disem power ment at this moment as well
the sexual component to the dark baptism during which she is cut
until she bleeds in order to sign the book of The Dark Lord with her
own blood (i.e. make a pact with the devil).  The mise- en-scène is
highly symbolic. She is dressed in white, the color asso ci ated with
purity and virginity, and the knife- cutting is symbolic of penet ra tion
and thus loss of inno cence, as Sabrina makes a sound that could be
inter preted as being quite sexual, and thus trans gressive. The Dark
Lord, who is posi tioned as a “groom” to whom, in a certain manner,
she pledges her troth, is portrayed in this scene as a hairy, manly
goat- like creature, with large horns, which alludes to bestiality.

 

th

Later in the series, the posi tioning of The Dark Lord, who turns out to
be Sabrina’s father, hints at incest. Not only is The Dark Lord posi‐ 
tioned as a young 18, hand some, male, sex object who spends a fare of
amount of screen time unclothed, and whose bared muscled chest is
an important visual spec tacle, but he gazes at Sabrina in a way that is
quite unset tling for a father. Moreover, after he is later imprisoned in
Nick’s body, Sabrina is taunted that her boyfriend still has part of her
father inside him. The Dark Lord wants to possess her, for her to do
his bidding, which raises the issue of male control over her body
autonomy, as at one point, she seems possessed and imbibed with his
power as she, his devil’s spawn, becomes “The Dark Lord’s Sword” (in
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more phallic symbolism)—or his tool—an exten sion and an instru ment
of his power without self or agency.

The issue of “will she or won’t she lose her virginity” is a subplot of
much of season two, as Sabrina’s sexu ality continues to be connected
to horror and horror tropes. Sabrina notably parti cip ates in a sex
fest ival called Luper calia, with her aunt Zelda’s approval, that ends in
horror rather than in an orgi astic exper i ence, with her chop ping up
her boyfriend Nick’s familiar Amalia (who looks like a human ized wolf)
with an ax, whilst wearing a red cape over sexy white lingerie, the
blood of the animal splattered all over her. Once again, this
scene recalls Little Red Riding Hood, a fairytale that is correl ated to
the loss of virginity and inno cence. Yet the coming- of-age and loss of
inno cence are Nick’s. He loses his only parent when Sabrina kills
Amalia, who took the place of his mother when his parents died, and
who had gone crazy with a murderous rage in a version of the
“castrating mother”, one of the monstrous- feminine horror tropes
defined by Creed (Creed 139-150).

16

In season three, a group of pagan witches who worship pagan gods,
thus differ en ti ating them from Sabrina’s coven of devil- worshipping
witches, are depicted as genu inely evil char ac ters, which places the
audi ence in the posi tion of rooting for devil- worshippers to survive
the conflict as the “good guys”. The pagans go on a hunt for virgins, as
killing one is the key to bringing “The Green God” to life on Earth,
which will give them power. Sabrina’s friend Theo is shown losing his
virginity to escape this fate. In an inter esting role reversal, it is not a
girl who is seen to be the virgin sacri fice, but Harvey, who is then
tortured in a horrific ally gory manner, penet rated by vines of The
Green Man, as blood streams out of him. Then the flowers of The
Green Man release their powdery seed to pollinate the Earth, as if
they had “ejac u lated” after Harvey’s penet ra tion. If coming of age, and
sexu ality are linked to blood and horror, chastity would seem to be
equally punished in his case.

17

If the fact that Sabrina’s sexu ality remains connected to horror tropes
under mines a possible feminist message of sex posit ivity and sexual
empower ment in one respect, the series never the less pushes the
envelope and posits inter sec tional and fourth- wave discourses on sex
and gender issues in other respects. For example, it attempts to be
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inclusive and inter sec tional by show casing an ethnic ally diverse cast
of char ac ters of different sexual and gender  identities 19. It notably
features a trans gender char acter in the cast: Sabrina’s friend Susie
who trans itions to Theo and enters into a rela tion ship with the male
hobgoblin Robin. It also features other lead char ac ters on the
LGBTQ+ spec trum, notably her cousin Ambrose, who is shown as
being in love with a man and then a woman, and who is also shown in
a pansexual, polyamorous orgy with Sabrina’s second boyfriend, Nick.
The orgy was a scene that shocked some viewers, and was seen as
taking the empower ment of teen sexu ality too far, given the youthful
target of the series and featuring, as it did, char ac ters that were tech‐ 
nic ally enrolled at a sort of high school for witches, The Academy of
Unseen Arts 20. The series also explores the sexu ality of older women,
showing both of Sabrina’s aunts (with whom she lives) in rela tion‐ 
ships: Zelda, who marries the Church of Night’s high priest for power,
to become Lady Black wood, but is also seen kissing the Voodoo Witch
Marie; and, Hilda, who is in love with a man possessed by an incubus.
It also promotes sex posit ivity, notably by revealing that Sabrina’s
friend Roz is not a virgin without any judge ment in the narrative. In
fact, the conver sa tion between Roz and Sabrina about this was even
praised by Teen Vogue for the manner in which the series “gets the
sex talk totally right” (Drucker).

Yet Sabrina’s sexu ality is shown as being quite “contained”, as she is
completely hetero norm ative, and is comfort able with her expressing
her sexu ality only when she is in a romantic rela tion ship. She remains
a virgin almost to the very end of the series (Luper calia and an invit a‐ 
tion to join the orgy non- withstanding). Sherrie Inness notes that
“Typic ally, popular media genres go out of their way to emphasize the
hetero sexu ality of the tough, heroic woman. Emphas izing a woman
hero’s hetero sexu ality reas sures the audi ence that she has not
departed too far from a woman’s ‘normal’ sexual orient a tion, despite
the other ways she might call into ques tion gender stereo types”
(Inness 168-169). While Sabrina is, in many respects, more of an anti- 
hero than a hero, as the focal point for the series, the same logic may
apply. As a strong, powerful female witch, she is a trans gressive char‐ 
acter, and so depicting her as unequi voc ally straight might there fore
be a way to “normalize” her. Thus, even if  the Chilling Adven tures
of Sabrina depicts sexu ality in many non- traditional ways, which
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distin guishes it as a series trying to offer contem porary gender
messages, it oper ates as a “site of nego ti ation” between tradi tional
and non- traditional gender repres ent a tions rather than completely
chal len ging the status quo.

Patri archy, Empower ment and
the Queen of Hell
Delib erate messages of female empower ment run throughout  the
Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina, as the produ cers seem very aware of
the feminist poten tial of the female witch. The third season embraces
the concepts of “sister hood” and “The Goddess Spir itu ality Move‐ 
ment” of the second wave when Sabrina’s coven, now led by her Aunt
Zelda, in order to empower them selves, call upon the assist ance of
non- Satanic witches (many of whom are older or other wise margin‐ 
al ized women) and end up embra cing worship of the triple goddess
Hecate in place of The Dark Lord. As one critic writes,  “Sabrina
honors Hecate as a triple goddess, an expres sion of the totality of a
woman’s life, and it’s her power that saves Hilda and empowers all the
women of Greendale. I love that it’s now a powerful, unseen Goddess
that these witches serve, free of male domin ance” (Mason) 21.

20

Moreover, not only is the word “patri archy” actu ally used in the
series, but Sabrina clearly and overtly opposes patri archal figures,
struc tures and roles, and engages in the fourth wave narrative trope
Valerie Frankel describes as “reclaiming power from the toxic male”
(or males) (Frankel 2020). For example, she joins forces with a group
of young women from her coven called the “weird sisters” to sexu ally
punish and torture some young, human, male high- school students
who are bullies. She fights to be head girl of The Academy of Unseen
Arts, shocked by the fact there have only ever been head boys.
Moreover, many of the plot lines involve Sabrina opposing herself to
the patri archal forces of The Dark Lord, and the high- priest of the
Church of Night (with his male disciples and favor itism for a male
child) who would have power over her.

21

Sabrina is gener ally rather victorious in her defeat of male evil, and
the second season notably finishes with these hege monic patri archal
figures disem powered and with a message of female empower ment.
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The evil and miso gyn istic high priest of the Church of Night, Sabrina’s
patri archal coven, leaves town. The Dark Lord is dethroned and
contained within the body of Sabrina’s boyfriend Nick Scratch who is
then condemned to hell. The Dark Lord’s lover Lilith (or Madame
Satan) becomes the queen of hell, in a literal incarn a tion of the old
adage that “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” The third season
involves Sabrina displa cing Lilith — whose power as a former concu‐ 
bine to The Dark Lord is not recog nized by the very mascu line
demons of hell — and taking her place as the queen of hell as The
Dark Lord’s heir. Even though Sabrina says she does this in order to
protect humans and the Earth, she is also seen as enjoying the power.
This lead one critic to laud the series as “the feminist revenge fantasy
we need right  now” (Toomer). However, others took umbrage with
Sabrina’s “inter sec tional feminist witch craft” (Joho). Jess Joho for
instance, under lines that the series fails its inter sec tional promise by
focusing on a white feminist and white feminist issues, while posi‐ 
tioning the lead char acter as the “white savior” of even more disem‐ 
powered people, notably her less priv ileged friend group, noting that
“she’s painted as the model of white feminist ally. And that savior
complex is exactly where CAOS’ woke ness gets iffy real fast” (Joho).
Thus, even if the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina is inclusive and inter‐ 
sec tional in some respects, by featuring a “white savior” on a quest
for power, it would seem to not fully realize its fourth- wave inter sec‐ 
tional potential.

 

The fact that Sabrina longs for power is some thing that is openly
discussed and acknow ledged in the narrative. Yet Sabrina’s quest to
retain her place as queen of hell leaves the town of Greendale, and
everyone in it, vulner able to the pagans, who kill most of them. In
order to save her family and friends, Sabrina goes back in time. Once
she puts everything right, the future Sabrina real izes that she may
possess the solu tion to her work- life balance problem: Sabrina- from-
the-future takes her place at her aunts’ home to be a high- school
student, leaving her power- hungry doppel ganger, who did not
witness her family’s demise, to take over ruling hell. In the coron a tion
scene, Sabrina is dressed in a style similar to England’s Queen Eliza‐ 
beth I, “The Virgin Queen”, with a freakish twist. She looks quite
ghoul ishly monstrous with white face paint, ribs on her golden
corset, spikes on her collar, and blood red lips—the literal incarn a tion
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of the “monstrous feminine.” Creed notes that “Women’s abjec ti fic a‐ 
tion is crucial to the func tioning of the patri archal order” (Creed 166),
and the coron a tion scene is repres ent ative of many of the ambi gu‐ 
ities of feminist TV series. On the one hand, Sabrina chal lenges the
patri archal powers that be; on the other hand, taking their place
renders her monstrous.

Tania Krzy w inska notes of TV series that “split ting adds surprise and
diversity to the shows, often inviting views to choose whether they
like a char acter in good or bad guise. The split char acter strategy may
also provide an important reson ance and meaning for audi ences, as it
offers a way of symbol izing one’s own exper i ence of conflicting char‐ 
acter traits” (Krzy w inska 181). Witches are often depicted as having a
dual nature, as being good or bad, as “a descendant of ancient
goddesses who embodied both birth and death, nurturing and
destruc tion” (Jong 5). The Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina emphas izes
“split ting” as a recur ring motif, as Sabrina, up until the moment when
she splits herself into two, continu ally struggles to choose between
the path of light and the path of night; her everyday “real” life as a
student at a human high school or her magical one as a witch at The
Academy of Unseen Arts. Yet Sabrina’s liter ally split ting into two
people only creates trouble for her family and herself, as it almost
leads to the colliding of realms and the end of their exist ence as it
breaks the rules of magic for there to be two.

24

 

Many 1990-2000s Girl Power heroines denied their power, and just
wanted to be “normal”, and this desire to be normal was a form of
contain ment. Thus, the manner in which  the Chilling Adven tures
of Sabrina handles this final- season “split ting” plot twist, where one
Sabrina is a “normal” girl and the other is a queen, is telling in terms
of its ulti mate feminist messages concerning women, empower ment
and power. The “good” Sabrina on Earth (Sabrina Spellman) is
unhappy, lonely and not having any fun; the “evil” Queen of Hell
Sabrina (Sabrina Morn ing star) has a sexy husband and parties, as if to
prove the old adage that “bad girls have more fun”. Yet it is the “good”
Sabrina upon whom the series is hitherto centered, and it is she who
saves everyone from the impending danger of the colliding realms.
Even the Dark Lord (now out of Nick’s body) admits that the “good”
Sabrina (Spellman)—who has renounced her throne (and her power)
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to live a human life, who is contained, and full of abneg a tion—is the
better of the two Sabrinas. Yet, for everyone to live, Sabrina must die.

While Sabrina Morn ing star is essen tially sacri ficed to an alternate
realm, and perishes trying to get back to her own, Sabrina Spellman
sacri fices herself and lets herself die a heroic death (in a complic ated
plot twist, this is while her soul is in the resur rected dead body of
Sabrina Morn ing star whose soul remains dead). Thus, in the last
season, her char acter does a 180- character arc. While her power has
always been used to help her friends, she has always been a bit more
anti- hero than hero, reveling in her power, rather than wallowing in
sorrow. Yet her heroic sacri fi cial demise places her in a trend of
“sacri fi cial heroines” in science fiction and fantasy series, as outlined
by Sara Crosby, that dates back to the era of the third wave of
feminism. These are powerful lead female char ac ters like Xena  of
Xena: Warrior Princess (Syndic ated, 1995-2001), Prue of Charmed, or
Capitan Janeway of Star Trek: Voyager (UPN, 1995-2001) whose deaths
are the ulti mate patri archal contain ment of their power and agency.
Crosby notes that tough or powerful women are seen as threat ening
the patri archal community and thus are often not allowed to achieve
polit ical agency or ascend to power in popular culture narrat ives, in
contrast to the tradi tional trajectory for a male heroic char acter
(Crosby 153-178). Patri archal society must find a way to keep women
from being in charge and punish trans gressive women for their “sins”.
There fore, in popular culture narrat ives, powerful lead female char‐ 
ac ters often “snap”—or in other words, sacri fice them selves,
renounce their heroism and/or die—so that women are discour aged
from having polit ical agency. She notes that this “snap” is accom‐ 
plished in three ways: female char ac ters feel guilty about having
power or being heroic, patri archy makes women want to give up their
power and become “normal,” and the only true community is under‐ 
stood to be the patri archal one (Crosby 155-156).

26

This “snap” leads female char ac ters to sacri fice them selves because
they feel it is the “right” thing for them to do, or for the “good” of
others—or in other words for the good of the patri archy and of the
patri archal community (Crosby 153-178). The sacri fi cial heroines have
often managed to survive far worse situ ations than the ones that
finally kill them, leading their deaths to often be rather unbe liev able,
inco herent, and incon gruous patri archal smack downs. In this case,
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for example, Sabrina’s aunts have a magical patch in their garden
where they bury the dead to resur rect them, amongst various other
super nat ural means by which she could have been saved. Sabrina
Spellman’s “snap” in this last and final season means, first, that she
chooses to live her life as a “normal” girl on Earth, rather than as
queen of hell, miser able and ridden with exist en tial angst, until she
then dies a passive sacri fi cial death, lying on a slab, and bleeding out
as the world’s savior, and as atone ment for her trans gres sions and her
guilt over the inglorious death of “hellish” Sabrina Morn ing star. The
end of the series’ finale, after her demise, finds her possibly in the
after life with Nick, who has also perished, or possibly in alternate
universe, a theory which is given credence by her post mortem
appear ance in a rather convo luted alternate universe episode  of
Riverdale, set in “River vale,” in what is possibly a dream sequence in
which she explains that witches never die. Never the less, it appears
that the troubled terrestrial “normal” life of Sabrina Spellman is at
an end.

Conclusion
The Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina sets out to create “trouble”, or to
destabilize tradi tional gender bound aries and binaries and push back
against the patri archal order. It seems to be offering a new concep‐ 
tion of female power and teenage- girl agency, one where teenage
girls can be unapo lo get ic ally violent, magical feminist and powerful,
but one which is not without its ethical and moral issues in terms of
TV’s role as a cultural agent in partic ular as regards Netflix’s “young- 
adult push” that is targeting young viewers with extremely explicit
violent and sexual content. Writing about the evol u tion of feminism,
Valerie Frankel notes that if “the second and third wave were criti‐ 
cized for featuring middle- class white women’s struggles, the fourth
wave showed a much more fiercely inclusive model” (Frankel 6, 2019).
The Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina’s emphasis on the issues of a
white priv ileged feminist heroine with contained hetero norm ative
sexu ality would seem to under mine its purported “woke ness” and
inter sec tional, fourth- wave discourses. Never the less, it is signi ficant
in terms of the overall TV series land scape, which is evolving, through
streaming plat forms, to feature repres ent a tions of women that are
increas ingly subversive and trans gressive, even if imper fectly
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4  Later in the series, it is discovered that The Dark Lord is Sabrina’s father,
which would tech nic ally make her half- devil. Yet, she is still considered part
of the Spellman family of witches and her powers are witch- like powers.
Moreover, she still belongs to a coven, and she prac tices the craft, by
chanting spells and working with plants and potions, etc., and thus for all
intents and purposes, even if she is half- devil, she can never the less be
considered a prac ti cing witch.

5  For further inform a tion on Netflix and other streaming plat forms’ niche- 
targeting strategies and their program ming produc tion and  logistics, see
Lotz, Portals, which analyzes Netflix’s “mass custom iz a tion”, or “conglom er‐ 
ated niche”, strategies.

6  Netflix does not regu larly release view er ship numbers for its
programs  (see, for example, Welch). However, stat istics of user ratings on
IMBD would seem to indicate that Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina is indeed
watched by young viewers, including viewers under  18, see the data
collected at  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt7569592/ratings. Accessed 28
April 2020.

7  The term “woke” is applied to TV series (as well as people, ideas and
cultural mani fest a tions) that demon strate or promote aware ness of social
and polit ical issues inherent in exclu sion, oppres sion, and social and
racial injustice.

8  See for example, Frankel, or Sollee, for an analysis of compon ents of the
fourth wave of feminism.

9  See for example, Bartel, Douglas, or Sanders, for more on the witch as a
feminist symbol in popular culture.

10  Some scholars also consider it the era of post fem inism, although the
useful ness or validity of either term is debatable, see for example, Lotz who
notably finds that these expres sions are “too fraught with contra dictory
mean ings to be useful” and applies the concept of “post second wave” to her
analyses, as she considers that feminist popular culture repres ent a tions
have their origins in the second wave feminist move ment (Lotz 23, 2014).
Never the less, Frankel finds such termin o lo gies helpful for under standing
and categor izing different trends and eras of cultural produc tions (Frankel
1-8, 2019).

11  See also Miller and Sanders, for their analysis of Charmed, and the links
between young female media consumers, consumer capit alism and

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt7569592/ratings.
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discourses of empower ment in the era of the third wave, also called the era
of postfeminism.

12  Bastién notably sees  the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina being “deeply
indebted to Buffy the Vampire Slayer” and its super nat ural heroines, noting
that  “Buffy  excelled at vacil lating from inter rog ating gender politics to
finding arch humor in the dark trap pings of its fant ast ical
world.  Similarly,  Chilling  Adventures  has its tongue firmly planted in its
cheek, even in its dark consid er a tion of witch craft, to inter rogate sexism
and the way women’s power has been circum scribed” (Bastién).

13  See, for example, Kelly, or Smith.

14  Many of  the Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina’s prede cessors were also
violent, espe cially the magical and super nat ural Girl Power heroes, as their
mission was to kill or destroy their enemies in every episode. The differ ence
is that when  the Charmed witches killed their enemies, for example, the
deceased often just sort of vapor ized, whereas when someone is killed  in
Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina, there may be lots of blood and gore. Netflix
allows the series to be very graphic, with shocking images like close- ups of
dissected cada vers in the family’s morgue, etc.  The Chilling Adven tures
of Sabrina is so gory as to be poten tially upset ting and off- putting to some
viewers, illus trating the differ ence between a network series’ imper ative to
please censors and attract mass audi ences, and Netflix’s compar ative
creative freedom and strategy of produ cing content for various categories
of niche subscribers (see, for example, Lotz, 2017)

15  The dialog is from the episode “Chapter 1� October  County.” Chilling
Adven tures of Sabrina, created by Roberto Aguirre- Sacasa, perform ance by
Kiernan Shipka, season 1, episode 1, Netflix, 26 October 2018.

16  For more on post fem inist discourses in women- centered series, see, for
example, Henry.

17  See, for example, Sweet

18  It is inter esting to note that the actor who plays Lucifer, Luke Cook, was
born in 1986, so is only a few years younger than Kiernan Shipka who plays
Sabrina, who was born in 1999. Source: IMDB: https://www.imdb.com/nam
e/nm2215143/?ref_=tt_cl_t_1 and https://www.imdb.com/name/nm19811
77/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t21. Accessed: 28 March 2022.

19  See also, Frankel (2019) and Frankel (2020).

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm2215143/?ref_=tt_cl_t_1
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm1981177/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t21.
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20  See, for example, Sutton, for her collec tion and commentary of online
viewer feed back, or Flood.

21  See also Mason or Schultz for any analysis of Paganism and ancient reli‐ 
gious symbols in the Chilling Adven tures of Sabrina.

RÉSUMÉS

English
The first magical TV heroines were those of 60s sitcoms  like I Dream
of  Jeannie (NBC, 1965-1970) and Bewitched (ABC, 1964-1972). They were
created in the wake of major shifts in conscious ness about female roles and
sexu ality and Betty  Friedan’s The Feminine  Mystique (1963). Though
possessing magical powers, the lead char ac ters in these series were told not
to use their powers, and Susan Douglas believes that through these repres‐ 
ent a tions “a signi ficant propor tion of the pop culture moguls were trying to
acknow ledge the impending release of female sexual and polit ical energy,
while keeping it all safely in a straight jacket.” Moreover, she adds that, since
viewers had been social ized to regard female sexu ality as monstrous, TV
produ cers addressed concerns surrounding female sexu ality by domest ic‐ 
ating the monster, by making her pretty and some times wildly subser vient,
by shrinking her and keeping her locked up in a bottle, and by playing the
situ ation for laughs. Linda Baughman, Allison Burr- Miller, and Linda
Manning, note  that Bewitched and its witches are part of our “media
history” and that all the modern- day witches are viewed through our
“media memory” of this show, which affects all current repres ent a tions of
witches through “inter tex tu ality.” In contrast, the atmo sphere in the Chilling
Adven tures of Sabrina is meant to be disturbing. The land scape is bleak, and
the sides of the shots are often blurry and out of focus. Sabrina’s family runs
a mortuary out of their home, and the series is filled with horror tropes,
many of which, as Barbara Creed notes, are asso ci ated with female repro‐ 
duc tion. How is women’s power expressed and possibly also contained by
the narrative, and what do these repres ent a tions show about the evol u tion
of gender roles on TV? What messages about women’s power and agency
could be conveyed by the series? At first, the narrative clearly opposes
Sabrina and the patri archal figure of the dark lord, whom she resists before
ulti mately signing his book, but will, Sabrina, like many of her prede cessors,
ulti mately be punished in the narrative for enjoying using magic and thus
exer cising power? How does this new series both conform to and break
with other TV repres ent a tions of witches and witch craft, and what is the
signi fic ance of this new concep tion of female power? 

Français
Cette étude analy sera comment la figure de la sorcière dans les séries télé‐ 
vi sées aux États- Unis est en train d’évoluer au  XXI  siècle d’une façone
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souvent trou blante. Initia le ment figures comiques, les sorcières des séries
des années soixante et soixante- dix, telles Samantha  dans Bewitched ou
bien Jeanie dans I Dream of Genie, cher chaient surtout à se conformer aux
codes de la femme au foyer idéale, niant ou cachant leurs pouvoirs en faveur
d’un dévoue ment servile auprès de leurs maris. La série Chil ling Adven tures
of  Sabrina mettra en ques tion ce modèle, ainsi que celui des séries de
«  bonne  » magie  comme Charmed ou Buffy the Vampire  Slayer en accen‐ 
tuant les liens trou blants entre sexua lité, pouvoir féminin et magie noire.
Cette analyse cher chera à étudier comment la série brise certaines conven‐ 
tions genrées et télé vi suelles, tout en se confor mant à d’autres.
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Working Girls, From Ally McBeal to Rebecca
Bunch: the Evolution of the “Crazy Ex-
Girlfriend” on Screen
Anaïs Le Fèvre-Berthelot

PLAN

Representing mental distress in Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex-Girlfriend
Crazy women and gender oppression – “You do/don’t want to be crazy”
The Mad Woman and the Music
The importance of being earnest about mental health in comedy
Conclusion

TEXTE

In 1997, Ally McBeal, the title char acter of the Fox TV
show  (Ally  McBeal, Fox, 1997-2002), banged her head on her office
door while repeating “I have my health.” Over the course of the
following seasons, this initial asser tion was regu larly ques tioned, as
Ally always seemed to be on the verge of a nervous break down
brought about by her complic ated love life. Yet, Ally was never
diagnosed with any specific trouble; her emotional distress, anxiety,
and hallu cin a tions were mostly dismissed as quirky mani fest a tions of
post- feminist femin inity, as the white Harvard- educated lawyer tried
to balance her love life and her career.

1

Two decades later, another show featured a mentally unstable
thirtyso mething female lawyer who had trouble getting over her ex
and fantas ized about people breaking into song. From 2015 to 2019,
Rachel Bloom played Rebecca Bunch, aka the “Crazy Ex- Girlfriend” of
a CW musical series she co- created and co- wrote  (Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend, The CW, 2015-2019). At the begin ning of the series, upon
seeing a bill board for butter emblazoned with the words, “When was
the last time you were truly happy?” Rebecca quits her job in New
York to go meet her teenage crush. In the third season, she is
diagnosed with Border line Person ality Disorder (BPD) and the fourth
season focuses on her journey to live with her diagnosis, find balance

2
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and purpose. Both creators of the show, Rachel Bloom and Aline
Brosh McKenna, clearly wanted to channel the heroine’s perspective
through comedy rather than to make Rebecca’s mental health the
butt of the series’  jokes (Bradley), and critics and fans alike
have  praised Crazy  Ex- Girlfriend for its portrayal of mental  illness
(Doyle; Bradley; Bastién).

Comparing Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex- Girlfriend allows for an analysis
that covers a period of twenty years and major social and
economic evolutions: Ally McBeal aired on Fox at the begin ning of the
post- network era; it gathered between 9 and 14 million viewers in the
United States; out of 112 epis odes, 110 were written or co- written by
the show’s creator, David E. Kelley and the show has gained cult
status in part thanks to its use of popular music. Crazy Ex- Girlfriend
was written by a team of diverse writers led by Bloom, who talks
about her mental health issues very openly. The CW picked it up after
Show time turned it down and the show became part of the small
network’s efforts to distin guish itself from its compet itors. The
network kept the show on the air for four seasons even though it
garnered less than one million viewers each week and had one of the
smal lest audi ences of network TV. The deal between The CW and
Netflix allowed subscribers to access entire seasons eight days after
the season finale first aired. The musical numbers from the show
were avail able on YouTube both on The CW’s channel and on Rachel
Bloom’s where some videos gathered up to 5 million views. These
elements point to evol u tions in the modes of produc tion and
consump tion of audi ovisual enter tain ment that have had an impact
on the diversity of repres ent a tions – in terms of gender, race, sexu‐ 
ality, and mental health – offered on TV shows.

3

As Stephen Harper points out in his  book, Madness, Power and
the Media, “mental distress has always been –and continues to be–
constructed both ‘negat ively’ and ‘posit ively’ in Western  culture.”
(Harper 1) Yet, research on the repres ent a tions of mental distress in
media and popular culture mostly stresses the negative images of
“madness” conveyed by tele vi sion and film. Char ac ters suffering from
mental distress often are secondary char ac ters who do not have a job
or steady rela tion ships; studies also point out that, espe cially in crime
dramas, they are more likely to commit violent crimes or to be
victims of crime (Ma).

4
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Many scholars of media repres ent a tions of mental distress embrace a
cultiv a tion theory approach (Gerbner et al.) that insists on the role of
tele vi sion in fostering “stable, resistant, and widely shared assump‐ 
tions, images, and concep tions” of mental distress in  real- life
(Gerbner et  al.). There is little differ ence between the conclu sions
drawn by Otto Wahl in his 1992 liter ature review (Wahl, “Mass Media
Images of Mental  Illness”) and those of Zexin Ma who analyzed 41
studies published in the early 21  century to “invest igate how media
portrays people with mental illness, what effects they have on the
public, and how to use media to reduce stigma effectively.” (Ma 91) For
the past two decades, most research has concluded that, because of
the lack of depth of mentally ill char ac ters, the tend ency to depict
them as violent, and the emphasis on bizarre symp toms, “media still
contribute to the mental illness stigma.” (Ma 101)

5

st

However, in keeping with cultiv a tion theory, some argue that media
could be also used as a tool to reduce this stigma. For instance,
Hoffner and Cohen conducted several studies to determine  fans’
(Hoffner and Cohen, “Responses to Obsessive Compulsive Disorder
on Monk among Series  Fans”) and  viewers’ (Hoffner and Cohen,
“Portrayal of Mental Illness on the TV Series Monk”) responses to the
repres ent a tion of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder  in Monk (USA
Network, 2002-2009). They concluded that a para so cial rela tion ship
with the main char acter was “related to lower OCD stereo types and
lower social distance from people with OCD” and “for respond ents
with OCD, a stronger para so cial rela tion ship was asso ci ated with the
belief that watching the series had helped them deal with
having  OCD.” (Hoffner and Cohen, “Responses to Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder on Monk among Series Fans” 663)

6

In Media Madness: Public Images of Mental Illness, Otto Wahl lists TV
shows that feature char ac ters who suffer from mental distress, from
depres sion to split person ality (gener ally wrong fully asso ci ated with
schizo phrenia) and from OCD to psycho pathy. Examples from that
list show that, in the 1990s, such char ac ters were often secondary
and they gener ally conformed to negative stereotypes:

7

Baywatch: A psycho pathic murderer who has escaped from prison
takes Stephanie and Summer hostage in a life guard tower. […]
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Cagney and Lacey: Cagney and Lacey pose as pros ti tutes to trap a
psychotic. […]

Cheers: Diane fears she’s being followed by a deranged actor released
from a mental insti tu tion. […]

Doogie Howser, M.D.: On Christmas Eve, Doogie gets side tracked by a
schizoid patient who thinks he’s Santa Claus. […]

Magnum, P.I.: A Vietnam veteran suffering from psycho lo gical
prob lems murders a beau tiful surfer. […]

Seinfeld: Hypo chon driac George gets advice from a “holistic” healer
for his claimed heart attack. […] (Wahl, Media Madness 180–88)

Recently, with the emer gence of the anti hero as a central figure of
post- network series, more and more shows have offered more
nuanced and varied portrayals of char ac ters suffering from mental
distress. Tony Soprano’s struggle with depres sion  in The  Sopranos
(HBO, 1999-2007), or Carrie Math ison’s bipolar disorder in Homeland
(Show time, 2011-2020) are good examples of this change. More recent
shows also come to mind, such as the adult anim ated  series
BoJack  Horseman (Netflix, 2014-2020) whose title char acter suffers
from depres sion and addic tion, or Lady Dynamite (Netflix, 2016-2017)
in which Maria Bamford is recov ering from a severe mental break‐ 
down. Shows  like Elementary (CBS, 2012-2019) that turns Sher lock
Holmes’ addic tion into a central element of the plot, or Jessica  Jones
(Netflix, 2015-2019) that depicts a super hero suffering from PTSD,
offer new takes on old char ac ters and suggest that mental health can
be treated with more depth in the post- network era (Lotz, The Tele‐ 
vi sion Will Be Revolutionized).

8

Yet, the results of Dr. Stacy Smith’s team at USC Annen berg Inclu sion
Initi ative’s content study of the most popular 50 TV series from the
2016/2017 season show that the situ ation is still very unsat is factory.
According to the study, mental health issues are under rep res ented:
while 18.9% of the US adult popu la tion is affected by mental health
condi tions, only 7% of TV char ac ters struggle with mental
health issues. (Smith et al. 4) “25% of TV char ac ters with mental
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health condi tions were shown acting viol ently; […Out of 86 TV char‐ 
ac ters] three were shown taking medic a tion and 20 were in some
form of therapy”. Not only are mental health issues under rep res ented,
when they are portrayed, it often is in a stig mat izing manner that
does not accur ately represent possib il ities of treat ment and does not
show char ac ters seeking and getting support.

In this context, both Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex- Girlfriend stand out as
network shows because of the import ance they give to mental health
condi tions in their narrat ives. This chapter aims at comparing the
two shows to see how the treat ment of mental distress in female
char ac ters points to gender dynamics and how it can contribute to
chal len ging the norm. It argues that broader issues of iden tity and
social norms are at stake in the repres ent a tion of mental distress in
female heroines.

10

This study relies on an analysis of the opening credits and several
sequences from the two series (mostly musical numbers expli citly
meant to convey the char ac ters’ states of mind) to provide first an
over view of the repres ent a tions of mental distress offered by both
shows. It then analyzes the rela tion between gender oppres sion and
repres ent a tions of mental distress in women and exam ines  how
Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex- Girlfriend dealt with these tropes thanks to
original uses of music. A second part focuses on the contexts in
which the shows were produced and how polit ical economy and
iden tity politics can influ ence repres ent a tions of what is and is not
“normal” beha vior. Finally, the analysis offers a brief foray into the
recep tion of the repres ent a tion of mental distress  in Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend by looking at a limited sample of online reac tions posted
below YouTube videos of musical numbers from Crazy Ex- Girlfriend
dealing with mental health issues as a prelim inary for further invest‐ 
ig a tion on this partic ular aspect.

11
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Repres enting mental distress in
Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex- 
Girlfriend
Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex- Girlfriend are ensemble shows that mostly
take place at law firms, work places usually asso ci ated with strict
conven tions and norms, which makes them the perfect envir on ment
to ques tion those norms. In both shows, the title char ac ters are new
recruits and their arrival quickly exposes the quirks and inad equa cies
of their co- workers, clients and friends. The shows stand out in their
use of arti fi cial forms to tackle marginal beha viors and appear ances:
voiceovers, musical numbers, fantasy sequences, sound effects, etc.
are used to ques tion how repres ent a tions are built and how imagin a‐ 
tions are shaped.

12

In Ally McBeal, senior partner John Cage’s eccent ri cities do not lead
to a diagnosis but earn him the nick name of “funny little man”: his
nose whistles; he hears bells and Barry White; he has a stutter that he
controls by saying “Pough keepsie”; he uses squeaking shoes to
destabilize other lawyers and a remote control to flush the toilet
before use because he likes “a fresh bowl”. Despite his talent in the
courtroom, Cage is often mocked and his masculinity is ques tioned
more than once by other char ac ters. If members of the main cast
often do not fit the stereo types of people working at a law firm
(Elaine and her inven tions, Ling and her multiple side busi nesses,
Richard and his “Fishisms”), there is a clear differ ence between the
treat ment of the prot ag on ists and that of the secondary char ac ters.
Many clients and other secondary char ac ters suffer from various
condi tions that lead to their being stig mat ized. These char ac ters are
often stereo typed and presented in a dispar aging manner. They are
called “nuts,” and “weirdos” while the main char ac ters are gener ally
uncom fort able around them. It is true that, more often than not, the
narrative seems to encourage empathy towards these char ac ters.
But, because of the show’s narrative struc ture, they appear for one
episode only and mostly serve as foils for the main cast. The show
does not give itself time to dig into the char ac ters’ rela tion ships.
Thus the social and polit ical dimen sions of these char ac ters’ situ ‐
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ations are never developed and their struggles are mostly used for
comic effect. In addi tion, the visual present a tion of these secondary
char ac ters often objec ti fies them and produces a freak show effect
that simply rein forces the white, priv ileged and only slightly neur otic
norm embodied by the main cast.

What is really striking – and disturbing – about Ally McBeal is the way
in which all sorts of non- normative appear ances and beha viors are
bundled up together in one wide casting net of stigma. The best
example of this is in Season 3, Episode 14, when Cage and Fish
represent four persons fired from their jobs for being “oddballs”
(AMB, s03e14): one of the clients is a Black trans vestite or trans gender
woman (the show seems to confuse the two); one man has OCD; the
third one is presented as nerdy, mostly because he wears a necktie,
and the last one is an obese White woman. In line with the show’s
celeb ra tion of eccent ri city, the episode suggests that these people
are treated unfairly by society and it closes on a victory parade gath‐ 
ering all the “oddballs” who attended the trial. However, the four
employees are discrim in ated against for very different reasons.
During the trial, shots of the courtroom show that every day more
people whose phys ical appear ances do not match the stand ards of
Western capit alist society are attending in support. In the end the
plaintiffs lose in court and the norms they all subvert in various ways
are never chal lenged. The parade launched by John relies on the idea
that “some times there is triumph in the battle alone” but the episode
does a poor job of sorting out the power rela tion ships at play in this
battle. The parade is an escapist perform ance that closes on a fade- 
to-black after which these partic ular “oddballs” are never to be seen
again. More will come and also be othered by the visual spec tacle that
is often made of them. Overall, the succes sion of cases involving
people who are often hastily diagnosed or simply singled out as
“wack a doos, but nice ones” (AMB, s03e14) because they chal lenge
social norms related to gender, beha vior, or phys ical appear ance
suggests a freak show that acts as a coun ter point to the eccent ri‐ 
cities of the main char ac ters. While the show often ques tions social
norms as well as the bound aries between reality and fantasy, guest
stars and supporting char ac ters are the only ones who –because of
diagnosed mental health issues or simply of personal quirks– really
have to deal with the consequences of chal len ging the “real world”.

14
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Because these char ac ters are rarely present for more than one
episode, the audi ence is not given the possib ility to contex tu alize
their troubles or to relate to them: secondary char ac ters dealing with
mental health issues are used for comic effects or to provide a
commentary on the main char ac ters, but their issues are rarely
taken seriously.

Crazy Ex- Girlfriend also presents a gallery of char ac ters dealing with
a variety of mental health issues: Greg is an alco holic, as is his father;
Nath aniel’s mother attempted suicide when he was a child; Paula’s
youngest son has OCD and ADHD; Bert also suffers from BPD
although he was previ ously misdia gnosed with schizo phrenia... In
part because these char ac ters are not guest stars but regu lars, their
issues are woven into the narrative in a less dramatic way than  in
Ally  McBeal. Over the course of four seasons, the show tends to
destig matize mental distress because it suggests that most people
have to deal with mental health issues at some point in their lives. At
the same time, it does not shy away from the complex personal issues
faced by the char ac ters, nor from the social and polit ical ques tions
that might underlie their troubles. These can be tackled over the
course of several episodes.

15

For instance, Greg’s alco holism becomes a central element of the
narrative at the begin ning of the second season. The char acter re- 
emerges after being forced to confront his addic tion because of a DUI
arrest, but his problem is hinted at several times in the first season,
as Greg is told by other char ac ters of events that occurred when he
was drunk. The writers spoke “to mental health experts and [had]
people who have been in recovery come speak to the writers’ room.”
(Gallagher) and this delib erate approach allows for a more nuanced
repres ent a tion of the disease. With “Greg’s Drinking Song” (CEG,
s02e02), a parody of an Irish drinking song in which Greg explains
what he used to do when he drank (including puking on his cat, trying
to fly airplanes and having sex with a bush), the show suggests a way
that comedy can be made out of serious issues without relying on
stig mat iz a tion, by letting the char ac ters speak for them selves. The
sequence points out the – mostly mascu line – culture that encour‐ 
ages drinking, but mainly stresses the personal dimen sion of the
char acter’s struggle. Greg’s alco holism is presented as a general
coping mech anism, not as the result of whatever other char ac ters
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might have done since the show’s begin ning. This gives more depth
to the char acter and allows his recovery to become central in his
devel op ment. It is worth pointing out that this is not done at the
expense of comedy or form. The main contri bu tion  of Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend from this perspective is that it shows how adopting a more
inclusive approach can be an oppor tunity for formal and
aesthetic innovation.

Crazy women and gender oppres ‐
sion – “You do/don’t want to
be crazy”
US TV shows gener ally represent mental health condi tions as indi‐ 
vidual troubles, anchored solely in one’s neuro bi o logy or past. The
social, economic and polit ical factors that partly determine mental
distress are gener ally left out of the narrative. While this is mostly the
case for race and class in both shows, gender is clearly presented as
one of the factors of the heroines’ troubles both  in Ally McBeal and
Crazy Ex- Girlfriend.

17

Ally and Rebecca act irra tion ally because of their quest for romantic
love and the shows suggest that this beha vior is encour aged by
popular repres ent a tions of women. Both shows are specific in the
way they asso ciate mental health condi tions with issues of gender;
they point to the rela tions between the heroines’ issues and their
condi tion as women. This is rarely done in shows that focus on male
heroes suffering from mental distress – for instance BoJack
Horseman’s depres sion and addic tion are not depicted as gendered
issues. Although there is little research on the issue of the gendering
of mental illness repres ent a tions, there is a gender bias in the
percep tion of people with mental health condi tions that bene fits
women: studies suggest that news stories tend to provide more
objective and sympath etic repres ent a tions of mental illness when
women are concerned while articles about men are more  negative
(Whitley et al.). More gener ally, mental health condi tions in women
are seen as less threat ening to society and they are often explained
and some times justi fied by women’s personal history. This is visible in
news media but also in fiction: “female soap opera char ac ters are also
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depicted in ways that suggest that their mental illness is a response
to rela tional  trauma.” (Quin tero Johnson and Miller  224) These
repres ent a tions are anchored in gender and they are likely to evolve
based on the way gender issues are perceived at a given point in time.

Gender differ ences in mental illnesses are well- documented: Clarke
and Miele point out that several theories can explain “gender differ‐ 
ences in the expres sion of emotion and mental  illness.” (Clarke and
Miele 2) These theories are all anchored in the symbolic, social and
economic construc tion of gender: basic ally, men and women are
encour aged to process their emotions in different ways and their
mental health condi tions are inter preted and treated differ ently. For
instance, Johnson and Miller suggest that in the media, violent acts
perpet rated by women with mental health issues are more likely to be
framed in terms of social oppres sion and thus “reify the notion that
viol ence committed by women is  reactionary.” (Quin tero Johnson
and  Miller) As far as popular repres ent a tions are concerned, the
gendered asso ci ation of women with heightened emotions is a trope
of female- centered series. But it is a double- edged trope.
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The asso ci ation between mental illness and the oppres sion of women
can support a sexist or a feminist perspective, as women’s psycho lo‐ 
gical distress can be read either as proof of their inferi ority or as a
result of their system atic oppres sion. Contem porary repres ent a tions
of female char ac ters suffering from mental distress build on this
tradi tion and play with it as they ques tion the gender norms that
tend to produce person ality disorders: in a patri archal society,
normal, rewarded beha vior is mascu line beha vior while beha viors and
atti tudes cultur ally coded as feminine, such as stronger emotional
responses for instance, are more likely to be seen as patho lo gical.
Such repres ent a tions are also shaped by the society that produces
them. For instance, the success of media discourse about therapy and
indi vidual empower ment may have consequences in the defin i tion of
social norms and iden tity. Simil arly, the evol u tion of the repres ent a‐ 
tion of gender issues in main stream media between the late 1990s
and today, is likely to have an impact on the way gender and mental
illness are asso ci ated. Recent evol u tions in the indus trial struc ture of
audi ovisual enter tain ment, such as the rise of SVoD plat forms, the
new strategies of networks, the emer gence of web series, and the
growing number of produc tion companies owned by women have all

20



Motifs, 9 | 2025

opened doors to new content creators who promote more inclusive
and diverse narrat ives. In addi tion, the rise of feminist criti cism of
popular culture in academia but also among fans, and the spread of
inter sec tional feminist ideas and discourses online through a variety
of media play a role in creating space for less stereo‐ 
typed representations.

In a way typical of the post- feminist  discourses 1 that domin ated
main stream media in the US in the 1990s, Ally McBeal first suggests
that the prob lems the heroine faces come from being dissat is fied
with her life as a single profes sional  woman 2. The pilot makes it
clear: it all started with Billy, the love of her life, and Ally is “the victim
of her own choices.” (AMB, s01e01) The recep tion at the time focused
on Calista Flock hart’s extremely thin silhou ette and on her short
skirts – Ally appeared as the face of the death of feminism on the
cover  of Time magazine in 1998 and was described as “a ditsy 28- 
year-old Ivy League Boston litig ator who never seems in need of the
body- concealing clothing that North eastern weather often requires”
(Bellafante). Ally’s appear ance sexu al ized the char acter and under‐ 
mined her profes sional skills in the recep tion of the show; it contrib‐ 
uted to her char ac ter iz a tion as an unhappy single woman rather than
a successful profes sional with a strong support system. This is in line
with Faludi’s analysis of the media back lash against feminism that
emerged in the 1980s. (Faludi)
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Yet, some of Ally’s symp toms are clearly gendered. For instance, she
sees her breasts or lips grow bigger when she looks in the mirror
suggesting that the char acter has intern al ized the male gaze. In the
first season, Ally starts to worry about her so- called “biolo gical clock”
and hallu cin ates a dancing baby. The baby first appears in a dream
but then Ally hears him running around her room and tries to tackle
him (for real) arguing that if she can “throttle him in her imagin a tion
then she can make him go away in her imagin a tion”. The episode
concludes with Ally confronting her guilt of having had a one- night
stand and her fear of being child less by dancing happily with the baby
(AMB, s01e12). The heroine’s thoughts and feel ings are conveyed visu‐ 
ally and the viewers are privy to her perspective and this fosters
empathy. The viewers are encour aged to side with Ally, to be part of
the group that embraces the illu sion and the fantasy, and possibly
also the notion that moth er hood is the key to Ally’s happi ness. A few

22



Motifs, 9 | 2025

epis odes later, when the dancing baby comes back, Ally ends up
kicking a child because she thinks she is hallu cin ating and she wants
to break the spell (AMB, s01e18). Most of this episode centers on
power rela tion ships between women and men, both in the work place
and in romantic rela tion ships; it promotes an apolit ical perspective
according to which it is really just up to women to seize power. And
of course, if they do not or if they complain that they cannot do
whatever they want, some thing is wrong with them.

In the post- feminist perspective adopted in the show, Ally’s troubles
are not taken seri ously because they are presented as the results of
the unreal istic expect a tions set by liberal feminism and by Ally’s
refusal to live in the real world, a man’s world. Ally is always caught in
a double bind: she is either too much (too loud, too eccentric, too
selfish, too crazy) or not enough (not big enough, not sexy enough,
not warm enough).

23

One of Ally McBeal’s specificities is the way in which it conveys Ally’s
mental distress by repres enting what goes on in the heroine’s head
on screen with visual effects and through a voiceover: Ally is thrown
into a garbage bin when a man dumps her; she is crushed by a
boulder or hit by arrows when her heart is broken; she becomes tiny
when she feels shy, and thanks to the voiceover, the audi ence is privy
to her thoughts. But, soon the visual tricks are not used simply to
liter alize common emotions. When Ally starts to hallu cinate babies
and unicorns, when she feels like she is swim ming across her office
or sees all her colleagues or the court turn into musical numbers, the
viewers also have access to her visions. The fact that Ally is some‐ 
times unable to tell the differ ence between her fantasies and the real
world proves that these visions are not simply the result of her fertile
imagin a tion and yet, this is how the show presents them since it
never addresses them as real symp toms of gendered mental distress.

24

The Mad Woman and the Music
Ally McBeal and Crazy  Ex- Girlfriend suggest that music, and espe‐ 
cially popular music, can help people cope with the chal lenges
encountered in the real world and with the emotions they create.
Songs allow the char ac ters to make sense of what is happening to
them and process their emotions by refer ring to tropes conveyed by
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popular culture and dominant narrat ives. But  while Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend deals with these tropes  tongue- in-cheek, Ally  McBeal
mostly uses music and popular culture to promote a roman ti cized
vision of mental distress. In several epis odes, Ally hears and sees Al
Green sing to her; after Billy’s death, she is pursued by Gloria Gaynor
singing “I Will Survive” (AMB, s03e17). Greg Smith argues that  in
Ally McBeal’s “narrative system, the ability to hear the music is a sign
of sanity, a sign that the person is still vitally alive. The point is to be
receptive to the power of music without being subject to it, to use the
discourse of pop music for one’s own purposes, to choose the right
voices to listen to.” (Smith 45) But Ally does not always get to choose:
she does not have control on what she hears or on when she hears it
and she is subjected to the cultural injunc tions conveyed by
the music.

In the case  of Crazy Ex- Girlfriend, Rebecca clearly does not always
listen to the right voices either. Many musical numbers show how
various genres of popular music convey unhealthy messages and how
they have shaped Rebecca. What is at stake in the series is her ability
to detach from those stories and create her own. As both shows
suggest, music can be both a symptom and a cure.
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The opening credits for the third season of Crazy Ex- Girlfriend spell
out the double bind perpetu ated by popular culture: women should
be crazy in love but not “crazy in the head”. Combining four musical
genres (country, pop, rock, and rap), the credits point out how
popular culture conveys the notion that there is “good crazy”: the
madness asso ci ated with romantic and phys ical passion and “bad
crazy”: the unhinged vengeful type of madness. And yet, popular
enter tain ment shows that the line between the two is easy to cross.
The romantic narrative can justify everything. This is what the credits
for season 2 mock. In a Busby Berkeley- like number, the song
suggests that the irra tion ality of love justi fies Rebecca’s irre spons ible
actions. The heroine sings “I’m just a girl in love / I can’t be held
respons ible for my actions”, but her words even tu ally take on a
completely different meaning at the end of the season, when they are
revealed to be the plea Rebecca’s mother made to stop her daughter
being thrown in jail after she set fire to her lover’s house. Seasons 2
and 3 explore the negative consequences of popular narrat ives and
social injunc tions that limit women’s aspir a tions to being fulfilled and
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defined by some body else. Crazy Ex- Girlfriend liter al izes the popular
tropes of romantic, hetero sexual love to under line their toxicity and
it thus leads towards a different happy ending, one that does not rely
on a hetero sexual happily ever after.

Both shows conclude with the notion that the heroines do not in fact
need a man to be happy or balanced. Rebecca is shown on stage,
about to perform a song she wrote and telling all her new friends in
West Covina how much she loves them and that she has found
herself: “It’s about how, when I’m doing that, when I’m telling my own
story, for the first time in my life, I am truly happy. It’s like I just met
myself — like I just met Rebecca” (CEG, s04e17).
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As the shows end, the heroines’ mono logues suggest that the crazi‐ 
ness is over because they finally know who they are and what
they  want. Ally  McBeal’s finale is more bitter sweet, as the heroine
declares, as she walks away from her friends, “Looking back ward,
many of the saddest times of my life turn out to be the happiest, so I
must be happy now. This is going to be good, why else would I be
crying?” (AMB, s05e22). Still, Ally is doing better than in the pilot; she
is no longer the victim of her choices and the series offers a twist on
the tradi tional love story: it turns out that Ally did not need a man to
take care of her, she needed a child that she could take care of. Ally
does not find peace in a tradi tional hetero sexual romance but in her
newly- formed rela tion ship with the ten- year-old daughter who
suddenly barged into her life (cour tesy of a forgotten egg dona tion).
Moth er hood, another typic ally feminine role, replaces romance as the
solu tion to Ally’s troubles. Seven teen years later, the end of Crazy Ex- 
Girlfriend presents a heroine who finds balance, not in marriage or
moth er hood, but in creative  work 3. Rebecca’s happi ness is not
dependent on some body else. Even though the four seasons and the
series’ finale insist on the import ance of being surrounded by
supportive friends, the show ends with Rebecca standing up alone on
stage, having found her voice, even if it is prob ably off- key.
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I agree with Greg Smith when he writes that, “the broad narrative of
Ally  McBeal boldly asserts the advant ages of clinging to madness
and illusion” (Smith 135) but I disagree when he argues that choosing
to represent and celeb rate “eccent ri city” is simply a trade- off in favor
of “beauty” or aesthetics over politics. (Smith 200) The decision not
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to explore the polit ical dimen sion of exclu sion and personal struggle
is not just an aesthetic choice; it is a polit ical one. The world Ally has
to navigate is deeply sexist (she quits her former job in the pilot
because she was sexu ally assaulted by a senior partner) and conveys
the message that a woman is never complete without a man or a
child; her quirks, fantasies and her musical world testify to this but
the way they are treated dismisses the polit ical and systemic dimen‐ 
sions of the constraints that weigh on the char acter. In its efforts to
gather a larger audi ence, the show does not really ques tion the trope
of the incom plete woman and in the end Ally’s troubles still seem to
stem from her appar ently irra tional desire to have it  all. Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend looks for factors beyond Rebecca’s person ality to explain
her issues. Doing this allows the show to embrace madness and illu‐ 
sion know ingly, not as an escape or a crutch but as a way to make
sense of the world, and maybe change it, since it is presented as a
social construc tion that can be influ enced by the stories we tell.

The import ance of being earnest
about mental health in comedy
The  way Ally  McBeal and Crazy  Ex- Girlfriend have tackled issues
related to gender and mental health can be explained in part by
looking at the indus trial context in which they were  produced.
Ally McBeal aired on Fox in the 1990s, a time when Fox was still the
fourth network in a market domin ated by the “Big Three”. This posi‐ 
tion of outsider made Fox more willing to take risks and broad cast
shows that defied conven tions. Thus, Ally McBeal was not the typical
Boston lawyer show and it allowed the network to stand out.
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The situ ation was similar with Crazy Ex- Girlfriend and The CW. The
CW is a mixed venture of CBS and Time Warner and results from the
fusion of UPN and The WB. The CW thus became the fifth network in
a post- network era when the compet i tion came not only from cable
but also increas ingly from online contents and SVoDs. From its
begin nings, the network relied on narrow casting, branding, and
trans media to attract and keep a very specific share of the audience
(Le  Fèvre- Berthelot). In this increas ingly compet itive context, less
norm ative content could be supported by the network’s exec ut ives
because it could help set the network apart. Crazy Ex- Girlfriend was
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among the shows that allowed The CW to be praised for its female
char ac ters who “are a little bit square, and who still get to be chal len‐ 
ging, flawed, and surprising. […] women [who] don’t have time for
certain kinds of drama, yet [whose] adven tures are so often
crisply entertaining.” (Ryan) The fact that The CW kept a show that
had some of the lowest ratings of network TV on the air for four
seasons points to major economic and indus trial changes that have
allowed for the emer gence of more nuanced repres ent a tions. Since
the aim no longer is to appeal to the broadest possible audi ence but
to catch the sustained atten tion of smaller segments of the audi ence
on multiple plat forms, it becomes possible for shows to tackle more
complex issues in depth and some times to adopt more polar izing
polit ical stances since the shows’ depend ence on advert isers has
evolved as well. Beyond the repres ent a tion of mental health, this
evol u tion is also visible in the progressive treat ment of polit ical and
gender issues (work place equality, abor tion, bisexu ality, gender iden‐ 
tity, etc.) in Crazy Ex- Girlfriend compared to the much more polit ic‐ 
ally neutral approach of Ally McBeal.

When focusing on the repres ent a tions of mental health issues, the
differ ence between the romantic outlook of Ally McBeal and the crit‐ 
ical perspective of Crazy Ex- Girlfriend is visible in the way treat ment
and diagnoses are dealt with. According to Greg  Smith, Ally  McBeal
“both parti cip ates in and satir izes the thera peutic concep tion of
romance” because even though Ally keeps on seeing ther ap ists to
solve her romantic prob lems, she also clings to the symp toms that
therapy is expected to cure (Smith 135). While Smith makes a strong
case that therapy even tu ally allows the char acter to grow and “come
through her psycho lo gical trials with her faith in romance  intact”
(Smith  139), I would argue that overall mental health is never taken
seri ously and that Ally’s troubles are mostly presented as funny quirks
or inad equa cies that can be fixed if the char acter just grows up. This
is linked to the spec tacle that is made out of Ally’s hallu cin a tions for
example; it is also made obvious by the fact that Ally’s many ther ap‐ 
ists are as bizarre and eccentric as their patients: One sings during
sessions, calls Ally nuts and plays a laughing soundtrack when her
patients say some thing stupid (Tracey, played by Tracey Ullman);
another gives out pills like candy from a change dispenser; the last
one is a former lawyer who insists on taking Ally’s hand when he
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needs to convey some thing to his patient. It all makes for effi cient
comedy, but in the end, Ally’s symp toms are mostly narrative props
meant to comment on the char acter’s vision of romance. Wahl points
out that, “a common complaint of mental health advoc ates about
mass media is that psychi atric labels are often used incor rectly and
serve to misin form and confuse viewers.” (Wahl, Media Madness 14) In
fiction, writers rarely offer a diagnosis, which allows them to use
symp toms however they might fit with the plot. This is what
happens in Ally McBeal both in the portrayal of main char ac ters and
in that of guest stars. The show does push narrative and aesthetic
bound aries, and this was made possible by the freedom granted to
David E. Kelley by a network that tried to distin guish itself from the
Big Three. Yet, in terms of repres ent a tion of gender and mental
health, the show still relies on stig mat izing stereotypes.

The perspective and the writing process were radic ally different in
the case of Crazy Ex- Girlfriend. Aline Brosh McKenna explains that,
when the shows tackled sens itive issues, whether it was Greg’s alco‐ 
holism as mentioned above, or Darryl coming out as bisexual, or
Rebecca’s diagnosis, the writers consulted profes sionals and people
who were directly concerned by those issues to “make [their] depic‐ 
tions of really specific stuff as real and grounded as [they]  can”
(quoted in Gallagher). Rebecca’s diagnosis thus does not come out of
the blue: starting from the idea that Rebecca suffered from mental
distress, the writers sent their script to several psychi at rists so that
they would offer a diagnosis (Bradley). Then, they made sure that the
descrip tions of BPD and of the treat ment were accurate. The careful
and respectful approach adopted by the writers can also be explained
by the fact that Rachel Bloom herself suffers from anxiety
and depression (Mahaney) and that “both co- creators have intimate
know ledge of people with border line person ality disorder” (Bradley).
The depic tion of mental health issue in the show is clearly shaped by
Bloom’s belief that the stigma around this kind of distress and the
pain it causes can be lifted by talking about it and normal izing  it
(Depres sion, Anxiety and What I Would Tell #MyYoung er Self |
Rachel Bloom).
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The show is quite clear that the diagnosis is not an end per se; it is a
tool that can help the char acter live a healthier life because it is the
basis for treat ment. In the series’ fourth episode, Heather presents
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Rebecca’s case in her psycho logy class. While Heather argues that her
neighbor “doesn’t fit into any of the categories of your little book”
(meaning the DSM, the manual that clas si fies mental disorders), her
professor argues that Rebecca seems to suffer from a number of clas‐ 
si fi able disorders but Heather does not want to “label her” because
she “just wants to be her friend”. In Season 3, Episode 6 (“Josh is irrel‐ 
evant”) Rebecca recovers from a suicide attempt and is diagnosed
with Border line Person ality Disorder (BPD). The musical number that
precedes the announce ment of her diagnosis insists on the feeling of
belonging asso ci ated with the right diagnosis. The song is a clear
refer ence to the “I Want” songs that allow musical theater char ac ters
to convey what they are searching for and why (fans cite “The Wizard
and I” from Wicked and “You and Me (But Mostly Me)” from The Book
of Mormon as possible sources). In such songs, the char acter’s elation
is suggested through rising melodies and cres cendos, as is the case
here. Clearly, Rebecca’s expect a tions are high: she has seen multiple
ther ap ists and been misdia gnosed several times and the diagnosis is
not presented as a source of stigma but as some thing that can open
“a whole new future of possib il ities” (CEG,  s03e06) 4. Yet, the BPD
diagnosis actu ally comes as an anti- climax since the disorder has no
easy fix. Seasons 3 and 4 thus show Rebecca dealing with her
disorder and its consequences. The diagnosis has not solved
everything, but it has put the prot ag onist on a new path.

A detailed qual it ative and quant it ative analysis of viewers’ reac tions
and a survey would be neces sary to rigor ously assess the recep tion of
Rebecca’s beha vior and diagnosis, espe cially among people living with
BPD, but a quick look at comments posted on YouTube videos of
three musical numbers that focus on Rebecca’s mental health (the
one that precedes her being diagnosed with BPD, s03e06; an ode to
the “dark ness” that has accom panied her for so long, s04e12; and the
Emmy- winning number claiming that “anti- depressants are so not a
big deal,” s04e13) suggests that, for many viewers, the show and these
partic ular musical numbers offer an accurate and relat able repres‐ 
ent a tion of mental  distress. 5 The personal tone of the comments
below these videos is striking. Next to more expected remarks on the
perform ances or on the show more gener ally, many comments
address the viewers’ personal histories, including their diagnoses, the
way depres sion mani fests in their lives (and in two instances the
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name given to their personal “dark ness” after Rebecca baptized hers
Tyler), and some times how the show has encour aged them to either
seek a diagnosis or ask about medic a tion options:

Thank you thank you thank you for making this show. I think my life
might have been changed thanks to this episode. I hope it is. I always
knew I was off and I had no idea why or how or what it was. I didn’t
know if I was crazy or just quirky. I never knew there was a list you
could look up to see if you match the issues this have. I’ve never seen
a ther apist or was treated for any mental health issues and even
though I thought some thing about me was off, I didn’t know where
to start to find out. So I when to my psychi atric consulta tion today
and the jury is still out, but I might have general anxiety disorder. If
there is a thing that’s real and treat able and I’m not just a panicked
worry wart then that changes so much. I don’t think I would have
ever known that or tried to address this without watching this
episode. Thank you so much. (rachel doesstuff, The Dark ness - Feat.
Rachel Bloom - “Crazy Ex- Girlfriend”)

A signi ficant number of comments, including from people with BPD
or other mental health issues (comments mention depres sion,
anxiety, autism, ADHD, bipolar disorder, etc.) express grate ful ness for
the show and its creators for depicting mental distress in a relat able
manner. For instance, a commentary with close to 300 likes on “A
Diagnosis” states,
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I wanna thank you for this episode. I also have border line person ality
disorder, been diagnosed 15 years ago, and daytherapy free for 14
years. I liked that you gave accurate descrip tion of Border line
(psychi at rist talk) so you did your research on this topic. And since
there is such a stigma about it, it is refreshing to see it done
seri ously but also with a sense of humor. I will be looking forward to
see Rebecca go into therapy and how she will rebuild her life after
the diagnosis. (rachel doesstuff, A Diagnosis - Feat. Rachel Bloom -
“Crazy Ex- Girlfriend”).

While for some the depic tion of Rebecca’s struggles “hits too close to
home” and can be trig gering, what often comes out of the comments
is the valid a tion of their exper i ences that viewers find in the show’s
repres ent a tion. Some health profes sionals or people suffering from
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BPD also say that the show is useful to help other people under stand
what this disorder is about.

The comments on “Anti- Depressants Are So Not a Big Deal” fall into
three main categories: those gushing about the perform ance and its
simil arity to the opening number in Damien  Chazelle’s La La  Land;
those that appre ciate the way the song removes the stigma around
prescribed drugs and those that worry that the song is a dangerous
apology for anti de press ants. Some comments lead to extended
debates about the risks of unsu per vised or inad equate medic a tion. In
these, people who have know ledge of the show often insist on the
context to under mine claims that the number is just propa ganda for
Big Pharma interests. Instead, they point to the show’s aware ness
that pills are not an easy fix but one element in Rebecca’s complex
path to live with BPD. Most negative comments are not based on the
narrative or the char acter but the video’s message taken out of
context, whereas viewers who are able to provide narrative context
are usually appre ci ative of the message conveyed by this  number
(rachel doesstuff, Anti- Depressants Are So Not A Big Deal - Feat.
Michael Hyatt - “Crazy Ex- Girlfriend”). This partic ular video is inter‐ 
esting because it shows how effi cient the musical number is in
eliciting deep personal engage ment and struc tured debates about
serious issues. Overall, this brief over view suggests that in keeping
with a cultiv a tion theory approach, the show contrib utes to encour‐ 
aging less stig mat izing images and repres ent a tions of mental health
issues that can have an impact in real life.
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Conclusion
Looking at repres ent a tions of mental health issues from a gender
perspective stresses the sexist tropes asso ci ated with these images.
Gender norms imply that many beha viors coded as feminine are
deemed abnormal, excessive or irra tional and this has often led to the
patho lo giz a tion of women. Both Ally McBeal and Crazy Ex- Girlfriend
play with this double- edged trope of the excessive woman who fails
to control her emotions. They do so by using music and other audi‐ 
ovisual tricks to convey the prot ag on ists’ states of mind, but they do
not appre hend the polit ical dimen sion of such repres ent a tions in the
same way. Ally McBeal is quite typical of the post- feminist
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NOTES

1  Post- feminism can be under stood from three  perspectives (Nurka): as a
conser vative reac tion to feminism, as the inter sec tion of feminism
and  postmodernism (Brooks), or as a media discourse celeb rating the
success of liberal feminism while blaming educated rich White women’s
issues on the “excess of feminism”.

2  The liter ature on post- feminism in the media high lights the ambi guity of
this concept that both dismisses feminism and supports its core  values
(Dow; Lotz, “Post fem inist Tele vi sion Criti cism”; Tasker and Negra;
McRobbie; Morin).

3  About madness and creativity in a feminist perspective, Gilbert and
Gubar write, “before the woman writer can journey through the looking
glass toward literary autonomy, however, she must come to terms with the
images on the surface of the glass, with, that is, those mythic masks male
artists have fastened over her human face both to lessen their dread of her
‘incon sist ancy’ and —by identi fying her with the ‘eternal types’ they have
them selves invented— to possess her more  thoroughly.” (Gilbert and
Gubar  16–17) The comments on popular culture and cultural discourses
conveyed in CEG certainly echo this descrip tion of the situ ation of  19  c.
women writers.

4  The lyrics here echo the “I Want” song from Disney’s Aladdin: “A Whole
New World”.

5  This sample includes over 1700 comments posted below the YouTube
videos of “A Diagnosis”, “The Dark ness”, and “Anti- Depressants Are So Not a
Big Deal”. The comments were collected on July 24, 2020, the sample
includes 387 comments on “A Diagnosis”, 242 comments on “The Dark ness”
and 1119 comments on “Anti- Depressants…”.
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perspective —women’s psycho lo gical distress being either a proof of their
inferi ority or a result of their system atic oppres sion. Contem porary repres‐ 
ent a tions of female char ac ters suffering from mental distress build on this
tradi tion and play with it as they ques tion the gender norms that tend to
produce person ality disorders. Such repres ent a tions are also shaped by the
society that produced them and, in this case, the emer gence of
“therapy  culture” (Füredi  2004) may have polit ical consequences for the
meaning conveyed by the shows.  Comparing Ally  McBeal (Fox, 1997-
2002)  and Crazy Ex- Girlfriend (The CW, 2015-2019) allows for an analysis
that covers two decades and major social and economic evol u tions to adopt
a social and histor ical perspective on the repres ent a tion of female char ac‐ 
ters suffering from mental health issues in US TV series. This chapter aims
at comparing the two shows to see how the treat ment of mental distress in
female char ac ters points to gender dynamics and how it can contribute to
chal len ging the norm. It argues that there are broader issues of iden tity and
social norms at stake in the repres ent a tion of mental distress in
female heroines.

Français
La folie et l’oppres sion des femmes sont souvent asso ciées dans les récits
centrés sur des person nages fémi nins. Ce lieu commun peut soutenir une
pers pec tive sexiste ou fémi niste –la détresse psycho lo gique des femmes
étant soit une preuve de leur infé rio rité, soit le résultat de leur oppres sion
systé ma tique. Les repré sen ta tions récentes de person nages fémi nins souf‐ 
frant de troubles mentaux s’appuient sur cette tradi tion et en jouent, en
remet tant en ques tion les normes de genre qui tendent à produire des
troubles de la person na lité. Ces repré sen ta tions sont égale ment façon nées
par la société qui les a produites et, dans ce cas, l’émer gence d’une « culture
théra peu tique  » (Füredi 2004) peut avoir des consé quences poli tiques sur
les repré sen ta tions.  Comparer Ally  McBeal (Fox, 1997-2002)  et Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend (The CW, 2015-2019) permet de mener une analyse qui couvre
deux décen nies et des évolu tions sociales et écono miques majeures pour
adopter une pers pec tive sociale et histo rique sur la repré sen ta tion des
person nages fémi nins souf frant de problèmes de santé mentale dans les
séries télé vi sées état su niennes. Ce chapitre vise à comparer les deux séries
pour voir comment le trai te ment de la détresse mentale chez les person‐ 
nages fémi nins renvoie à des dyna miques marquées par le genre et peut
contri buer à remettre la norme en ques tion. Des ques tions plus larges
d’iden tité et de normes sociales sont en jeu dans la repré sen ta tion de la
détresse mentale chez les héroïnes.
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