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Chapter One: The Filmmaker as Heretic

Introduction: The Politics of Insects

Midway through David Cronenberg’s 1986 remake of The Fly, as Seth

Brundle (Jeff Goldblum) begins to fully|comprehend fhe accident that will eventually

lead to his death, he makes the following statement:

Have you ever heard of insect politics? Neither have I. Insects ... don’t have
politics. They’re very brutal. No ... compassion. No ... compromise. We can’t

trust the insect. I’d like to become the first insect politician.

Brundle has, as a result of the telepod mishap that is the film’s central event, become
the ‘Brundlefly’, a human-insect amalgam. The Fly illustrates Brundle’s becoming,
his increasing alterity, even as it functions as a discussion of this state and the
implications of transformation in general. The full import of Brundle’s statement will
be dealt with in the next chapter; its use here lies in the way Brundle’s wish to
become that exist at the centre of what Chris Rodley refers to as “the Cronenberg
Project” (1997: xv). This ‘project’, so called, is summed up by Rodley (and others) as
a continued exploration of transformation as a means of renegotiating the human, both
bodily and psychically. Of course, while I agree that Cronenberg’s ‘project’ does do
these things, suffice it to say that there is more at work in the cinema of David
Cronenberg, not least of which is the way such transformation functions to reveal a
host of structures that surround, govern, control and, if need be, punish transformation
and the transforming individual.

The distinction that may be made between Brundle’s desire and Cronenberg’s
intentions, as evidenced by his entire filmic output, lies in how they each view and
negotiate the fact of transformation. The Fly functions as an essay on a particular
form of transformation and most critical commentary about the film tends to focus on
the superficial fact of this activity: The Fly, most obviously, details Seth Brundle’s
physical transformation from Brundle to Brundlefly and, finally, to the human-fly-
telepod organism that is his final stage before death. What is often overlooked and yet

hinted at by Brundle’s dialogue (as scripted by Cronenberg) is the relationship
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between transformation (in any form) and the host of ideological structures that exist
to legislate such transformation. As William Beard explains, Brundle’s desire to

function as the intermediary between the human and insect must fail

... because insectness is so intractably and horrifyingly evil in human terms
that it cannot be mediated. There may be shades of humanity, signified by
various degrees of trust, compassion, compromise — but there are no shades of

insectness. (2001: 220)

Brundle’s transformation removes him from the human and takes him to a place from
which there can be neither return nor mediation; in so doing, it speaks volumes about
both points — the point at which he begins to transform (as human) and our
conceptions of the point at which he ends (as non-human). This movement towards a
limit-point of human experience, especially as it impacts on the ability of the film to
represent such movement adequately, is pivotal to Cronenberg’s cinema and will be
explored in greater detail below.

Despite the pejorative associations that popularly accumulate around the
notion of a specifically Cronenbergian transformation, as it occurs in his cinema,
transformation qua transformation is, at its very essence, a neutral act. As Cronenberg
notes “I think that change itself is fairly neutral, but it contains the potential to be
either positive or negative” (Kermode). The act itself only becomes coloured, as it
were, when it impacts with the many structures that govern our complex social
constructions. Thus Cronenberg’s cinema is one of transformation, but — and this is
essential — of transformation as it intersects with those legislative and necessarily
disciplinary structures that move to limit, control or prevent outright such alterations.
Cronenberg’s films, therefore, utilise transformation in order to more fully examine
the structures that surround the transformative being, that provide it with meaning
and, when threatened, move to stop or, at its most extreme, punish it for having
transformed. Regardless of any specific articulation in the context of each text, these
films highlight the ways in which the beings who inhabit Cronenberg’s narratives are
disciplined as they attempt their various transformations and because of them.

Every transformation, in the eyes of these disciplinary structures, is a
potentially dangerous act in that it offers the subject undergoing transformation

possibilities that previously were unavailable — whether forbidden or simply



unthinkable. Brundle demonstrates this with his continued transformation away from
both the initial position of human and past the relatively stable insect-human hybrid
who occupies the central third of the film. Brundle’s personal transformation only
becomes dangerous when it contravenes the boundaries within which humanity, as it
is conceived, can operate. It is dangerous because the very act of Brundle’s
transformation forces us to recognise the essentially arbitrary nature of those
structures that are in place to govern and prevent such changes. To conceive of an
insect politics is therefore to begin to imagine a new order of consciousness; one that,
for Brundle, does away with compassion and compromise. What Brundle offers is a
glimpse of a new social structure and, within that, a new way of imagining the body
within the body politic. Brundle’s body becomes one version among many of the

‘new flesh’ celebrated by Cronenberg’s films. It is for this reason that

[i]t has been widely observed that what David Cronenberg “disturbs” is the
institutional: order, systems, rules. His films thematize the transgression of
boundaries of all kinds — biological, psychological, emotional, sexual, social

and political. (Ramsey and Wilson)

All of Cronenberg’s films are concerned not just with transformation but with
what happens when transformation becomes transgression. The particular forms these
explorations take will be detailed in later chapters but it is worth noting, even at this
early stage, that Cronenberg’s own views of transformation are anything but
celebratory. As closer examination of the films will reveal, the Cronenbergian hero (a
figure whose very existence — or, at least, whose heroism — can and will be disputed)
is an ambivalent figure, often passively swept along towards a change s/he can barely
comprehend and which, all too often, leads to her/his demise. Similarly, Cronenberg’s
cinema displays a strong current of anti-transcendentialism which emerges, first, from
his continued attempts to trouble and problematise the Cartesian dialectic and, second,
in his attempts to explore both the (arbitrarily imposed) schism between body and
mind, and the favouring of the mind over, and at the expense of, the body. Regardless
of this, it is an “unshakeable belief in the unavoidable nature of change (it is neither
good nor bad, it simply is) [that] lies at the centre of Cronenberg’s cinema” (Kermode
12). What remains to be explored is the manner in which Cronenberg’s examination

of transformation and the disciplinary measures enacted to prevent or punish it



becomes the site from which his continued critique of these disciplinary structures
emerges. This drive to critique the actions of the disciplinary and ideological
structures that surround, control, censure and punish the individual attempting
transformation reveals a specific set of mechanisms at work in both the form and
content of Cronenberg’s films. Thus we can conclude that, for Cronenberg, the drive

to transform is intimately related to issues of control and claims of and for agency.

The Filmmaker as Heretic

In On Belief (2001c) Slavoj ZiZek discusses the ways in which heresy can be usefully

understood in relation to the dominant structure that has outlawed it. He notes that

. in order for an ideological edifice to occupy the hegemonic place and
legitimize the existing power relations, it HAS to compromise its founding
radical message — and the ultimate “heretics” are simply those who reject this

compromise, sticking to the original message. (8)

For ZiZek, the heretic’s mistake (the action which, once performed, requires that it be
labelled ‘heretical’) is to take too seriously and ‘over-conform’ to the original
interdiction and thus reveal, first, the dangerous absurdity inherent within it; second,
the distance that exists between the ‘founding radical message’ and the manner with
which it is practiced by those who claim to serve and uphold it; and third, the
essentially arbitrary nature of the law (as emerging from the ‘founding radical
message’) and thus of the ideological edifice that is supported and consolidated by the
law’s existence. This heretical impulse reveals, therefore, a ‘normal’ state of affairs

within which

. what makes the Law workable / bearable is an ideological phantasy, a
shadowy zone of illicit activities into which even the most law-abiding
citizens enter on occasions when it becomes apparent that the Law makes such
an ass of itself that for its own sake they must make an exception to it. (Krips

126)

Thus, as ZiZek explains, much more subversive than actually breaking the law is to
“... simply [...] do what is allowed, that is, what the existing order explicitly allows,

4



although it prohibits it at the level of implicit unwritten prohibitions” (2000b 147:
emphasis in original). This heretical act of ‘over-conformity’ with the letter of the law
therefore reveals the absurdity inherent in its absolute application that, in turn, draws
attention to the fact that the law acts not to protect its subjects but to preserve its own
hegemony. ZiZek’s point is that demonstrating that the law requires a set of ‘implicit
unwritten prohibitions’ to supplement and, at times, supplant its regular (and
regulatory) functions can only be revealed by an absolute and unwavering attention
to, and extension of, the law’s explicit instructions, and that this, in turn, reveals the
hidden arbitrary heart of discipline, ideology and hegemony.

Elsewhere, ZiZek provides an example of such heresy that is well suited to the

purpose of this examination. In The Art of the Ridiculous Sublime: On David Lynch’s

Lost Highway, ZiZek discusses the figure of Mr. Eddy who, along with Frank Booth
(from Lynch’s Blue Velvet 1986), are both figures

. of an excessive, exuberant assertion and enjoyment of life; they are
somehow evil “beyond good and evil” ... [and yet] at the same time the

enforcers of the fundamental respect for the socio-symbolic Law. (2000a: 19)

In this fashion, Mr Eddy, who famously pistol-whips a fellow driver for being

[

discourteous, . enforces the rules ... [but] does so in such an exaggerated,
excessively violent manner that his role exposes the inherently violent and arbitrary
nature of the law” (Wieczoek x). This example demonstrates the danger of the heretic:
by vigorously enforcing the rules and demanding that others do the same, these
figures reveal what they seek to hide (however unconsciously) — that the law is, itself,
arbitrary. It is not so much that the fundamental respect for the law is an effect or
product of the law’s arbitrary nature, but that respect for the law is used to hide the
fact that the law is itself arbitrary. Moreover, it is the excessive nature of these
figures’ adherence that reveals the law’s arbitrary (and, for ZiZek, absurd) status. To
negotiate the demands of any series of ideological edifices necessarily requires
‘minor’ transgressions in order to satisfy the majority of hegemonic demands, all of
which works to elide the presence and arbitrary foundation of these structures.

What we can conclude is that heresy, such as ZiZek defines it, is a taking-too-

far, an excessive attention to the specific requirements of the laws that structure,

govern and discipline the actions and articulations of the subject-in-society. The



pejorative term itself indicates that the act is a threat to the ideological edifice(s).
What such excesses do is draw attention to the hegemonic structures that function
most efficiently when they are effaced in the very performance of their demands.
Once attention is drawn to these structures — once they become visible to, or are made
visible by the subjects who are subject to them — they can no longer claim to be

‘naturally’ in place:

efficiency” (2006: 65).

. over-identification suspends its [the ruling ideology’s]

As will be explored below, cinema’s role and function within a hegemony sees
it function as, and alongside, the ideological edifices ZiZek claims are revealed
through the actions of the heretic. Cinema works to inform, instruct and discipline its
audiences through the use of specific activities, located both at the level of film form
and film content. The particular articulations of this control will be explored in depth
but, as with any ideological edifice, the efficacy of its ideological operation depends
entirely on the invisibility of its mechanisms. To draw attention to them suspends, as
Zizek confirms, their efficiency and serves only to reveal their absurdity. This is not
to suggest, however, that Cronenberg’s films (assuming they do, as I suggest, function
as heretical texts) necessarily ‘fail’ as cinema. Part of this document’s purpose is to
examine the way which Cronenberg locates his heresy, not as the totality of his
cinema but as an effective portion of a larger, disruptive-but-acquiescent project. This
paradox is important to bear in mind as we move to consider how Cronenberg’s
cinema of disruption moves from its original outsider status to performing its own
particular disciplinary function. Indeed, if one thing has typified his career, it is the
ability of his works and their content to provoke and disrupt.

As is clear from the discussion above, Cronenberg’s films are concerned with
exploring the heretical potential for cinema, utilising narratives that explore various
mechanisms of transformation, and formal techniques which unsettle and upset the
standard spectatorial expectations. Thus Brundle’s desire to articulate a politics of
insects becomes heretical, given ZiZek’s schema, because it draws attention to the
arbitrary construction of the politics of the human, to which the insect is compared
and found to be radically alien. Further than this, Brundle’s politics of insects
suggests the limits of representation or meaningfulness and, hence, of the presence of
those systems maintained by the hegemonic structure which work to render

signification ‘transparent’.



Cinematic Apparatus as a Disciplinary Structure

The cinematic apparatus — when considered in the terms of both its construction and
operation — demonstrates all the functional hallmarks of what Louis Althusser labels
an Ideological State Apparatus. Indeed, it is this status that is inherent in Andre

Bazin’s recognition that

[t]hrough the contents of the image and the resources of montage, the cinema
has at its disposal a whole arsenal of means whereby to impose its

interpretation of an event on the spectator. (2005a: 24)

However, this apparatus is not nearly as cohesive as its title, and Bazin’s brief note
regarding its functioning, might suggest. As has been comprehensively outlined by
others', the cinematic apparatus is composed of a variety of functions and sites that
combine to present, in direct opposition to their fractured status, a coherent

spectatorial experience. In this fashion, the term ‘apparatus’ is taken to mean

... the totality of independent operations that make up the cinema viewing
situation, including (1) the technical base (specific effects produced by the
various components of the film equipment, including camera, lights, film and
projector); (2) the conditions of film projection (the darkened theatre, the
immobility implied by the seating, the illuminated screen in front, and the
light beam projected from behind the spectator’s head); (3) the film itself, as a
“text” (involving various devices to represent visual continuity, the illusion of
real space, and the creation of a believable impression of reality); and (4) that
“mental machinery” of the spectator (including conscious perceptual as well as
unconscious and preconscious processes) that constitute the viewer as a

subject of desire. (Stam, Burgoyne, & Flitterman-Lewis 143)

In comparison with Althusser’s Repressive State Apparatus, which utilises repressive
mechanisms (the army; the police; etc.,) as part of its regulatory function, the

Ideological State Apparatus (ISA) utilises ideology as a means of enacting this

' Cf,, Baudry 1999a; Comolli and Narboni; de Lauretis, Heath and Wees; Stam, Burgoyne, &
Flitterman-Lewis; amongst others.



function yet concealing its repressive nature. For Althusser, famously, the ISAs
achieve the willing interpellation of subjects into the various structures of the ISAs, so
that ... each of them [the [SAs] contributes to this single result in the way proper to
it” (117). This indicates the importance of the form of ideological transmission as
well as the content of the various messages being transmitted” that combine efficiently
with the hegemonic conditions that generate subjects who happily partake in the
process in exchange for subjecthood. Thus each piece of ideological information must
necessarily be delivered as the result of a variety of formal procedures (each
procedure ‘proper’ to the vehicle of delivery), those formal procedures themselves
working to efface their own presence and role.

What is important for the transmission of ideological content, for the
maintenance of the ideological edifice (ZiZek) and the continued dominance of the
ISA (Althusser), is that the conditions under which the ideological message is
constructed, encoded and, to some extent, delivered remain hidden in order for the
message itself to appear natural and thus neutral.’ Elsewhere Jacques Aumont
confirms this by noting that, when confronted by a photographic image (be it still or

moving),

... we know that the photographic image is a print, a trace, a mechanically and
physico-chemically produced version of the appearance of light at a given
moment, [yet] we believe that it is an adequate representation and we are ready

to believe that it ‘tells the truth’ about this reality. (81)

? “The political apparatus [functions] by subjecting individuals to the political State ideology, the
‘indirect’ (parliamentary) or ‘direct’ (plebiscitary or Fascist) ‘democratic’ ideology. The
communications apparatus by cramming every ‘citizen’ with daily doses of nationalism, chauvinism,
liberalism, moralism, etc., by means of the press, the radio and television. The same goes for the
cultural apparatus ....” (Althusser 117)

? Althusser’s discussion regarding the manner with which individuals respond to the clarion call of
ideology finds an excellent ZiZekian companion in the work of Klaus Theweleit who, in Male
Fantasies Volume 2: Male Bodies: Psychoanalyzing the White Terror, details at length the
indoctrination processes at work in the German Officer Schools of the 1930s. Here we see
demonstrated what ZiZek would refer to as the (necessary) obscene underside to the interpellative
process wherein the interpellated subject must work and suffer in order to be rewarded with the prize of
visible interpellation, rather than simply respond to an ideological agency that, in order to function
effectively, must remain effaced. (Theweleit 143 — 64)



This ‘wilful forgetting’” of what Aumont, drawing on the work of Jean-Marie
Schaeffer, refers to as the arche of the image* amounts to a collusion between the
spectator and the cinematic apparatus, leading to an effacing of the form in order to
maintain optimal conditions for the consumption of the content. Such elisions occur
throughout the sphere of cultural production. Indeed, Aumont quotes Jean-Pierre

Oudart, who notes that

[t]he characteristic of bourgeois representation is to reproduce its figures as
real for a subject which is supposed to know nothing about the relations of
production in which the pictorial product is inscribed just like all other

products. (qtd. in Aumont: 142)

Here the key is the way in which Oudart’s comment refers both specifically to the
production of pictorial images and also to the conditions of production within
Capitalism. What is common to both is the effacing of form, of the conditions and
contexts of production, so that the objects and products that emerge as a result can be
encountered without their specific histories interfering with their consumption as
ideological content. Thus the effacing of the cinematic apparatus within the dominant
cinematic narrative form can be viewed as occurring in the same way, and for the
same reasons, as the alienation of objects and labour within Capitalist production.

And, as with the production of objects, the

... concealment of the technical base [of cinematic production] will also bring
about an inevitable ideological effect. Its inscription, its manifestation as such,
on the other hand, would produce a knowledge effect, as actualization of the

work process, as denunciation of ideology, and as critique of idealism.

(Baudry 1999a: 346-7)

The effacing of cinematic form, as a fundamental part of the function of the
apparatus, must occur in order to lead an audience to a point at which the visible

content (i.e., the film’s ‘story’) can be consumed without endangering what Baudry

* “With regards to the photographic image, Jean-Marie Schaeffer (1987) has clearly shown that a
photograph’s power to convince, often regarded as the power to portray a fragment of reality itself,
rests on the implicit or explicit knowledge that a spectator has about the genesis of that image....” (qtd.
in Aumont: 81)
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refers to as a film’s ‘ideological effect’ — its invisible and therefore effective
ideological content. The functioning of these ideological effects is upset by the
reintroduction of the apparatus as a visible mechanism. This in turn renders apparent
the apparatus as construction (thereby transforming the ‘ideological effect’ into a
‘knowledge effect’) and, to return to ZiZek’s point, runs the risk of circumventing the
hegemonic purpose of the apparatus. As was noted above, the result of any ISA
activity is the interpellation of subjects qua ideological products and consumers. For
the cinematic apparatus, as an ISA, the result is the same. What is produced by this
activity is the cinematic spectator who must be considered “as an effect of an
irreducibly heterogeneous system of discursive, social, technological and institutional
relations” (Crary 6: emphasis in original). The governing of interpellated subjects
takes a variety of forms, as does the manner in which ideological information is
transmitted to the subjects being governed, but what all of these edifices have in
common is the fact that they are all involved in the disciplining of their subjects. Each
of them, in the way ‘proper to it’, provides information regarding correct and
incorrect modes of inhabiting the ideological landscape.

Cinema has a series of particular mechanisms through which its audience is
disciplined, which is to say, both ideologically instructed and constructed. Through its
operation and the manner of both its construction and consumption, cinema seems

closest in operation to what Foucault, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the

Prison refers to as “punishment as spectacle” (8). As Foucault details in the opening
chapters of this book, pre-modern societies are typified by the manner with which
they enact a ‘spectacular event’, with the criminal body on display before a communal
gaze directed at this individual whose suffering serves as a lesson to all who watch.
The move away from ‘punishment as spectacle’ towards a more horizontally enacted
form of social-surveillance (the birth of, as Foucault details it, ‘Panopticism’) leads to
the rise of a variety of differentiated social gazes, within which discipline brings to
bear both its forms of power and knowledge. Punishment as spectacle gives way to a
social system in which the punishment meted out is “the most hidden part of the penal
process” (Foucault 1995: 9). Instead, with the understanding that ... it is the certainty
of being punished and not the horrifying spectacle of public punishment” (Focuault
1995: 9) that is the true deterrent, a panoptic plurality settles over the now-modern

population which incorporates and unifies both the willingness of these spectators to
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gaze at the emerging spectacle of the modern age and also at each other in light of
these new ways of looking and being seen.

Cinema therefore emerged out of a culture that had replaced the spectacular
punishment with a more efficient, and inclusive, model wherein the mechanistic gaze
of the ideological edifice is articulated through every level of a citizen’s life.

Foucault’s Discipline and Punish provides an enormously thorough exploration of the

spread of the panoptic gaze, through education, health care and the legal repositories
within which it is most visible. This is not to say, however, that contemporary
(Western) society superseded the first feudal model with a second, recognizably
modern one, as though social control and the movement of power were subject to a
teleological progression towards ever-more efficient forms of organization. Instead,
these methods of control, or orchestrating how a power moves through a society as
well as how its subjects utilise and respond to it, can be seen to have gathered
previous models into themselves, integrating them into a cohesive (although
constantly negotiated) whole.

Cinema provides a perfect example of this kind of accretion. The public
spectacle of the condemned body on display alters as public punishment disappears
and is replaced by the certainty of punishment under the ever-vigilant gaze of
authority. In its place rise new spectacles, new bodies under examination: the dead in
the morgue, the insane in the asylums and, eventually, images upon a screen. To
Foucault’s ‘Panopticism’, which is a clear articulation of power / knowledge in its
most disciplinary mode, can be added the concept of fldnerie, a term used as “
shorthand for describing the new, mobilized gaze of the precinematic spectator”
(Schwartz 88) wherein, for example, the Parisian fin-de-séicle citizen could find
public amusement at such institutions as the Paris Morgue. Here spectatorship is not
linked so obviously to the articulation of power as with Foucault’s Panopticon but
nevertheless functions in the same way. By legitimising both the act of examining the
most private of acts and spaces, and the desire to see what previously had been
unavailable, this new spectatorship demonstrates how power can be articulated as, and
hidden behind, knowledge. For Schwartz, these emerging discourses of the gaze
prefigure the evolution of the cinematic apparatus. Deprived of the public spectacle of
punishment, the fldneur can find new pleasures in the morgue as well as the

innovative dioramas and tableaux that are emerging during this period . The apogee of

11



these various kinds of looking can be found in the cinema that combines the gaze of a
public towards a body on display in an environment that is both public and private at
the same time. This is important as a way of disrupting the possibility for sympathy

that often marked public executions:

In punishment-as-spectacle a confused horror spread from the scaffold; it
enveloped both executioner and condemned; and, although it was always
ready to invert the shame inflicted on the victim into pity or glory, it often

turned the legal violence of the executioner into shame. (Foucault 1995: 9)

The bodies displayed upon the screen were patently not the same bodies as those
previously punished in public. In that knowledge comes a safety for the audience, for
if the body on the screen is to suffer some violence it is, after all, only a
representation.

Cinema, as a means for representing power, becomes equally a mechanism for
determining it. The structure of film, its form, becomes the means by which
discourses of power, in all their various permutations, are socially articulated. Power

is, and must be thought of as

. a process of production, rather than as a drama of representation — an
affirmative place of affects and effects, and not a series of splits and absences

unfolding according to a logic of negativity. (Shaviro 23)

Thus cinema does not simply represent discourses of power (although it does that
t0o); cinema is active in the production and articulation of these discourses in a social
setting that extends, necessarily, beyond the fact of immediate consumption. Cinema
functions both as a disciplinary training ground as well as a device by which these

disciplinary discourses are represented. As Shaviro makes clear,

[f]or instance, the cinematic mechanisms that objectify and fetishize women’s
bodies are not consequences of phallocentrism; rather, it is phallocentrism —
understood not as a transcendental structure, but as a historically specific way
of distributing gender roles and normalizing and regulating desire — that is a
consequence of particular technologies of power, among which the

mechanisms of cinema must be included. (Shaviro 21: emphasis in original)
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The exercise of power, which Foucault understands as “... a set of actions upon other
actions ...” (Foucault 1983: 220), becomes demonstrated not just within the content
of a film’s narrative, as the characters enact, enable and embody the plot and its
various concerns; instead cinematic form can be viewed as a mechanism through
which the power of law (of ideology) is exercised upon the law-abiding spectators,
and within which the discourses of power can be heretically made visible. What is
important, as Shaviro makes clear, is that the productive machinery of power as
evidenced by and through the cinematic apparatus must constantly iterate the
discourses through which the cinematic spectator’ is disciplined. The necessity for a
constant iteration of the variety of discourses displayed and articulated through film
therefore allows us to comment on cinema’s productive effects (cinema as a site of
ideological presence), as distinct from the negative formulations of other theoretical
discussions (cinema as a site of lack).’ It is through these productive instances that the
hegemonic positions that are spoken by and through the cinema are able to maintain
their hold over a population.

However, the image will not vanish, will not reveal itself to be vacuous,
empty, ineffective. This is its dangerous power, the fact that despite our knowledge of
the cinematic image as simply an interplay of light and shadow on a flat surface,
literally without depth, we respond viscerally to that which we understand should not
be able to affect us. It holds us fast, stuck to the seat by the power of its ability to
move, to transport. There are, though, moments when we break this hold, where we
are encouraged to look through the image, look beyond it or, more precisely, look
beyond its ideological and disciplinary horizon and towards the very limits of the

image’s ability to signify. The ‘Cronenberg Project’ (Rodley 1997: xv) has always

(13 2

involved the attempt to “... show the unshowable, to speak the unspeakable ...

> Shaviro usefully defines the cinematic spectator, as distinct from other spectatorial formulations, as
“the form of subjectivity that not only experiences but is in large measure produced by cinematic
affect” (Shaviro 24). Thus we have an introductory movement towards the consideration of the
cinematic spectator as emerging as a result of the cinematic experience and thus, carrying the results of
this exercise into other spectatorial, and therefore subjective, experiences.

% Here the comparison is between Shaviro’s unashamedly Foucaultian analysis and a more dogmatic
psychoanalytic exploration which might view cinema as “... haunted since its inception by the spectre
of a loss or absence at the centre of cinematic production, a loss which both threatens and secures the
viewing subject” (Silverman 2). Thus, drawing on the work of Lacan, Silverman posits cinema as a site
of lack (perhaps the pre-eminent example in the contemporary experience), where lack is to be
understood as being of “... the absent real and the foreclosed site of production ...” (Silverman 2).
Cinema, therefore, is lacking because images are false and the articulations of the cinematic apparatus
is negative, always a reduction of the fantasised plenitude of actual experience.
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(Rodley 1997: 43).” Necessarily this project will run foul of the very structures or
edifices that permit it to occur and in this funning foul will demonstrate, in ZiZekian
heretical fashion, the disciplinary structures that circulate around and are threatened
by it. Indeed, the sheer extent and range of criticism that has dogged Cronenberg’s
career makes clear the manner with which a dominant ideological edifice will
respond. Thus Cronenberg has been pilloried for choosing one genre over another, for
choosing the wrong genre (for a Canadian, for an auteur, for an ‘independent’
filmmaker), for not fulfilling genre requirements correctly® or leaving genre behind
altogether, for ‘overfilling” his films and for alienating his audience. Clearly
something is at work in Cronenberg’s films, some aspect of his filmmaking that both
fascinates and offends and which, crucially, threatens. It is in the interplay between
the utilisation of specific formal techniques, the delivery of personally inflected and
politically motivated content, and the manner with which an audience is situated by

the apparatus that is implicated that we will see Cronenberg’s heretical activity.

The Canadian Heretic

Of course, Cronenberg’s work does not emerge from a vacuum; his particular
historical and geographic context has deeply influenced and affected his work. It is
intriguing, then, that so few critical studies of Cronenberg’s work have drawn
attention to the specific role of his Canadian-ness (or, indeed, his Jewishness) and,
while the focus of this study lies elsewhere, it is useful to locate Cronenberg as he
locates himself.

As explored above, the heretic stands at odds with the dominant hegemonic
edifice; his or her attempts at fulfilling the hegemonic edict fail only because they
perform the role too well and, through this heretical performance, reveal the
performance as performance. Cronenberg is highly attuned to this problematic
relationship. In recognising that the contemporary Western film landscape is

dominated by Hollywood, Cronenberg notes that

’ Indeed, part of this study’s purpose is to return continuously to the concept of ‘the Cronenberg
project’ and its attempts to ‘show the unshowable’ in order to explore how this project may be
conceived of as offering different ways of understanding the films and their specific imperatives.

¥ Robert Fulford’s criticism of Shivers concluded that the film “... did not warrant attention due to the
numerous failures with its conventions” (Allinson), thereby punishing the director for his attempt to
revise a genre with his specifically personal concerns.
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... the problem is that if you come from outside that American context, the
films you produce are often seen as difficult, complex and not fitting within

[their] formulas. (Qtd. in Mendik 182)

eee

Yet, over the course of his career, the man originally lauded and reviled as “‘the king
of venereal horror’, ‘the Baron of Blood’, Dave ‘Deprave’ Cronenberg” (Rodley
1997: xv) has become one of Canada’s most successful artists (and productive
exports). This paradox has been neatly highlighted by the career retrospective
exhibition, ‘The Strange Objects of David Cronenberg’s Desire’ at the Royal Ontario

Museum, wherein, as Ramsay and Wilson note,

. a filmmaker whose work was once called “an atrocity, a disgrace to
everyone connected with it — including the taxpayers” ... now finds himself
ensconced within one of the august bastions of high culture in Canada.

(Ramsey and Wilson)

This movement, from repulsion to celebration, is another of the strange trajectories
this study will examine. The act of recuperation by a system that one is, however
unconsciously, involved in critiquing (or exposing) is what ZiZek notes demonstrates

the successful mechanisms of late capitalism:

. in the generalized perversion of late capitalism, transgression itself is
solicited, we are daily bombarded by gadgets and social forms which not only
enable us to live with our perversions, but even directly conjure new

perversions. (ZiZek 2001c: 20)

Thus one could argue that this transformation into being a recuperated object of
Canada’s desire, is one of the major narratives of Cronenberg’s career. Certainly a
cursory examination of his first few films will demonstrate how, at even this early
stage, the revulsion generated by his first commercial film was soon assuaged by the
profits this film would generate.

Shivers (1975), written by Cronenberg, was picked up for development by
Cinepix, a Canadian production company that specialised in “gentle and sweet sex

films” (Cronenberg in Emery 1999) and which was, at this stage, desperate to break
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into the American market. Shifts in the funding landscape in Canada saw the
Canadian Film Development Corporation’s (CFDC) mandate extended “... to provide
financing, initially through a revolving loan fund for the production of feature films in
Canada” (Adria 236), thereby providing, at least in theory, a situation of “...
economic and artistic fasticulation, previously enveloped by the quagmire of
legislation and capitol deficiency” (Allinson). This, it was hoped, would “... widen
viewing audiences, saturating the United States with palpable feature films”
(Allinson) and lead to an identifiably Canadian cinema. Somewhat ironically, it was
felt that the best way to achieve penetration into the lucrative American market (and,
presumably, generate Canadian cinema in the process) was through the horror genre;
hence Shivers.

However, the CFDC’s decision to fund Shivers led directly to a public and
governmental controversy whose ripples “... continue to eddy through the Canadian
pond even to the present time” (Beard 2001: 26). As Cronenberg notes, an influential
Canadian film critic (Robert Fulford, writing under the pseudonym Marshall Delaney)
concluded his review by claiming, “If using public money to produce films like
[Shivers] is the only way English Canada can have a film industry, then perhaps
English Canada should not have a film industry” (Fulford, qtd. in Lowenstein). Such
polarising sentiments were compounded by Shivers’ unexpected success. For an
initial investment of CD$380,000, Shivers would eventually return over five million
dollars. And so, despite the fact that ... it filled the coffers ... the attitude was that
they [the CBC and the CFDC] didn’t want the public coffers filled with filth” (Rodley
1997: 52).

Shivers nonetheless provides a uniquely Canadian slant on the specific sub-
genre of Body Horror of which Cronenberg had found himself the unwitting
champion. Shivers begins with an advertising slide-show for the Starliner Island
apartment complex which provides us with one of the first recognisable
Cronenbergian tropes: “a modern corporate building in a lonely natural setting ... the
world itself seems to have been extruded as an icy and electric, or dishevelled,

crumbling habitat” (Testa). From Shivers Cronenberg would go on to film Rabid

(1976), again produced by Cinepix and again with funding from the CFDC. Despite
now being a far riskier investment, at least so far as the funding bodies were

concerned, there could bel no doubt-as}to its« financial success based on the
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performance of Shivers. This fact meant that Shivers, as “... the first film the CFDC

had financed which actually returned a profit ... [was providing funding] that could
be used for other films” (Grunberg 41).

The casting of Marylin Chambers in Rabid (best known for her role in the
hard-core adult film Behind the Green Door [1973]) was suggested by Cinepix

producer Ivan Reitman, a long-time friend of Cronenberg’s and producer of Shivers,
as “... a cost effective way of solidifying box-office draw ...” (Allinson). With
funding from the CFDC in place, surreptitiously hidden within a cross-collatoralising

multi-film deal in order to avoid any more Shivers-esque publicity, Rabid could be

made and, despite the presence of “... Marilyn Chambers, porno queen, it didn’t cause
anywhere near the same kind if stir ... and I think it was just because society was
moving on at that point (Cronenberg in Grunberg 41). Certainly this may well be the
case, but it is also clear that Cronenberg had managed to find an appreciative audience

despite (or, perhaps, because of) his particular situation. With both Shivers and Rabid

[

as perfect examples, the developing sub-genre of Body Horror, “... inaugurated in

1968 with George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead, is a cinema of violation and

destruction of the body” (Rodley 1997: 2). Shivers makes this very clear, fulfilling the

sub-genre’s desire to ‘show and not tell’ the particular torments suffered by the

various victims. As well as this, both Shivers and Rabid contained within them an

intriguing commentary on Canadian-ness, the urban-rural divide and what Testa,
utilising the work of Northrop Frye, identifies as Canada’s ‘garrison mentality’. This

mentality

. 1s a distinct sense of the space of human habitation characterized by an
extreme ‘edge-consciousness’, an anxious concern with boundaries, walls,

thresholds, houses, and the interface between self and other. (Testa)

As with Shivers, Rabid returned a very healthy profit (seven million Canadian dollars)
on its initial investment (production costs were kept under CD$700, 000). Added to
this is the increasingly appreciative audience Cronenberg’s early films attracted. For
them, the heretical filmmaker — whose films challenged established cinematic norms,
generic conventions, national identity and the very construction of the subject in

relation to social, cultural and moral order — made perfect sense.
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With these brief examples, at least three things become clear: First is that
Cronenberg’s refusal of narrative restoration serves a clear political purpose. Second,
the Cronenbergian protagonist functions is a different fashion (and for a different
purpose) than a more conventional protagonist (even allowing for the disruptions
offered by horror and Body Horror) while, third, Cronenberg’s own practice as a
filmmaker is implicated by this ambivalence towards normative cinematic
requirements. Thus the manner with which a Cronenberg film avoids the restorative
trajectory of the classic narrative film is so as to generate the conditions through
which the ideological edifices (which consolidate support through the pleasures
mobilised by the restorative ending) are revealed to be in operation. Further to this,
the ‘happy ending’ of Shivers can only be viewed as happy if one is prepared, as
Cronenberg encourages us, to assume the parasites’ point of view, to see the change
as simply that — a transformation as devoid of ‘proper’ identity as of any kind of

moralising interpretation. Thus, as Cronenberg argues,

As humans, we try to transcend the body by transforming it. For us there’s no
natural. It’s all a force of will. Everything that exists in the sense of ethics
comes from us. [....] As we change, those things change as well. (Cronenberg

qtd. in Sirius)

This focus on the individual means that, for Cronenberg, ... the body is the first fact
of human existence, so my imagery tends to be very body oriented and my narratives
tend to be very body oriented” (Cronenberg in Emery 1999). Because of this, the
Cronenbergian protagonist already has a different role to perform within the narrative
than, say, the protagonist at the centre of a standard restorative narrative.
Cronenberg’s interest in transformation is played out across the bodies of the

characters that populate his films for, as Frank Biocca explains

[t]he body is [...] an expressive communication device, a social semiotic
vehicle for representing mental states (e.g.: emotions, observations, plans, etc.)
to others. The body emits information to the sense of other bodies, whether
intentional or not. Observers of the physical or mediated body read emotional

states, intentions, and personality traits by the empathetic simulation of them.
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The body transmits information to other bodies through a kind of affective

contagion. (emphasis added)

Thus the body in a Cronenberg film serves communicative functions beyond that of
expressing the character of the protagonist. Where a standard film would work to
match the communicative function of the protagonist’s body to their narrative
function (and, hence, ideological effect), Cronenberg’s bodies often exceed their

[

protagonists. As Cronenberg notes, “... there’s a growing refusal to be bound by the
apparent limits of what the body is. There’s an attempt to transcend it by transforming
it — transmutation” (Cronenberg qtd. in Sirius). Thus his transformation of the body-
on-screen, so often as a result of infection, mutation or manipulation, reflects Sontag’s
conclusion that “[d]isease metaphors are used to judge society not as out of balance
but as repressive” (Sontag 74). Therefore transformation is the action that leads to the
problems and conflicts that form the centre of his films, meaning that attempts to
transcend the body always lead directly back to the (often violent irruptions of the)
flesh, and thereby serve to reveal the mechanisms which mobilise Sontag’s repressive
disease metaphors. In this manner, Cronenberg’s films work to combine a refusal of
the narrative conventions of restoration (which would tend to suggest a specific moral
tone be taken with regard to the transformation that occurs) with a continued desire to
highlight transformation as it impacts upon the (disciplined) bodies of his films’
protagonists.

The next point to be made is that Cronenberg’s films all feature a protagonist

[

who . constructs an identity for himself [sic] that inevitably leads to loss”
(Grunberg 7). The key here, as Grunberg makes clear, is the inevitability involved:
each film details a protagonist or protagonists who attempt to define themselves in
their own terms, and who inevitably fail in that attempt. There is, in the films and their

protagonists,

a turning away from the immediacies of communal and social
circumstance, a subversion of contour and legible order, in a paradoxical drive

to what exists on the far side of humanity. (Grant 2000: 7)
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This turning away, an attempt, as Cronenberg puts it, to constitute one’s own reality,
places both the protagonists of the films, and the films themselves, in a difficult

position. As Michael Grant comments,

Cronenberg is attempting to oppose what is undecidable to dogmatism and
rationality, and his way of doing this is to try to provoke his viewers,
stimulating us to participate in his film[s] by virtue of that very undecidability.

(2000: 17)

This provides Cronenberg with the means to demonstrate that such attempts carry
with them a number of inevitable outcomes. It is inevitable that the opposition,
however it is played out, will place the players outside the bounds of ‘dogma and the
rational’. It is inevitable also that the attempt by Cronenberg to marry his particular
interests with a commercial industry will generate plots and narratives that result in
conflict between his protagonists-in-transformation and the various disciplinary forces
that seek to restrain them. Finally, it is inevitable that his films, which, if not actually
celebrating these attempts to resist the ‘dogmatic and the rational’, are at least
detailing a number of attempts, will draw on versions of the same disciplinary forces
that function punitively within the films’ various plots. Nevertheless, Cronenberg
does not consider his protagonists to be victims of their changes and transformations:
“They’re actually very heroic. They’re actively seeking strange solutions to some
strange problems” (Cronenberg qtd. in Sirius). This much is made clear above in the

discussion of Shivers and will be further explored in the chapters to follow.

Finally, what is made clear is the manner with which Cronenberg’s own
filmmaking practice is as implicated in this ambivalence towards narrative convention
as the narratives he films. Cronenberg is a self-taught filmmaker. There were no film
schools in existence while he was at the University of Toronto and his education in

filmmaking occurred in a largely pragmatic fashion:

My first approach was very much mechanical, to understand the technology.

[....] I bought copies of American Cinematographer magazine. I couldn’t

understand the articles, but the ads showed pictures of stuff and I gradually

began to get the idea .... (Cronenberg in Rodley 1997: 11)

Cronenberg maintains this pragmatic approach to the techniques of filmmaking:
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I’m not interested in the latest camera development. I'm very anti-techno. I’ve
never shot in Cinemascope. [....] But I can’t understand a director who doesn’t
really understand what different lenses do. I’ve got to tell my cameraman what
lens I want. He can’t tell me. If you don’t have some technological
understanding of why that looks that way, you’ll never understand that it can

be different. (Cronenberg in Rodley 1997: 12)

His attention to the specifics of the art means that any analysis of his work must
necessarily pay particular attention to those same techniques. Just as Cronenberg’s
films are concerned with exploring matters of transformation, and the penalties faced
for transforming away from what might be considered normal or ‘dogmatic and
rational’, so too are his films concerned with enacting and making visible that

transformation with their own ‘textual bodies’.

A Cinema of Perversion, a Cinema for Perverts

A final point for consideration comes when we ask, does David Cronenberg make a
cinema of perversion and, if so, how might a cinema of perversion function within a
broader heretical context? An examination of much of the critical material
surrounding his career would tend to suggest ‘yes’, in the entirely pejorative and
superficial sense of ‘perverted’ films. The fact or possibility of Cronenberg’s
cinematic perversion is a mainstay of many popular responses to his texts but it is
entirely possible for this perversion, first, to be more complex than might initially
appear and, second for it to serve a critical and heretical function. Here ZiZek’s own
thoughts on the relationship between cinema and perversion prove illuminating.
Zizek’s utilisation of Lacan’s definition hinges on the structural aspect of perversion:
what is perverse is the subject’s identification with the gaze of an other, a moment
that represents a shift in subjective position within the interplay of gazes articulated
by the cinematic text. Utilising an example from Michael Mann’s Manhunter (1986)
Zizek comments that the moment Will Graham, the FBI ‘profiler’ recognises that the
victims’ home movies he is watching are the same films that provided the sadistic

[

killer with vital information, his “... obsessive gaze, surveying every detail of the

scenery, coincides with the gaze of the murderer” (1992: 108). This identification,
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Zizek continues, “... is extremely unpleasant and obscene in this experience of our
gaze as already the gaze of another ... [because] such a coincidence of gazes defines
the position of the pervert” (1992: 108). As Will Graham examines the home movies,
seeking whatever they have in common, his gaze shifts from their content to their
status as home movies, thereby coinciding with the gaze of the murderer, meaning an
identification of (and with) the form of the home movies he is watching. It is their
very status as home movies that is the key to unravelling the mystery.

However, more than simply representing a rupture in the suturing effect of
conventional narrative, perverse spectatorship is an identification both with the gaze
of the Other and all that that gaze might possibly contain. Since the pervert, for Lacan
(and, hence, Ziiek) “... does not pursue pleasure for his [sic] own pleasure, but for the
enjoyment of the Other ...” (ZiZek 1992: 109), the perversely-situated spectator is
forced suddenly to recognise that the drive to satisfaction ordinarily rendered possible
through the standard conduit of narrative and spectatorship is actually oriented
towards the service and satisfaction of an ‘other’ — an other that remains forever
beyond the ability of the spectator (or the film, for that matter) to conceptualise and,
hence, contain. The desire of this putative other, rendered visible through the formal
act of perversely situating the spectator, therefore stands as a horrifying possibility,
one in which the spectator, through being rendered perverse, suddenly comes to
function as the object of. It is worth mentioning, however, that while for ZiZek the
example from Manhunter might offer a representation of structural perversity, and of
a perverse spectatorial positioning, it is not in itself a perverse representation.
Graham’s moment of recognition — that he has assumed the same structural position
qua gaze as the murderer he seeks — is not the audiences’, in the same way that our
looking at Graham looking is not the same as looking as he looks. Cronenberg’s
films, on the other hand, to the extent that they are perverse, perform that perversity
by structuring their spectatorial identification at a formal level, rather than merely
representing it as part of the (always already) recuperated content.

However, before we turn to explore the films themselves, the question arises —
what is the value or purpose of enforcing such a deliberately uncomfortable
spectatorial position upon one’s audience? What is to be gained — or achieved — from
such a practice? Given that [ have been arguing that Cronenberg’s primary purpose

within his films it to engage in a critical examination of disciplinary structures as they

22



orchestrate the experiential reality of an audience, the answer lies in this disciplinary
critique. As Judith Feher-Gurewich explains, “[p]erversion is a way of thinking or
desiring, or trying to stay psychically alive” (192) with the fundamental difference

between the normative subject and the pervert being that the latter

... can access psychic gratification only by becoming the agent of the other’s
fantasy (his [sic] target and / or partner), in order to expose the fundamental

anxiety that such a fantasy camouflages. (Feher-Gurewich 192)

For the pervert, any attempt at satisfaction or pleasure occurs through the positioning
of one’s self as the point of the Other’s gaze, a process which, as Feher-Gurewich
notes, “... explains why perverse desire produces horror, fear, and dismay in those
who witness its mode of operation” (192). Within the perverse position, the standard
neurotic devices for postponing (endlessly) the satisfaction of desire in order to keep
desire alive are overcome, and the pervert is able to achieve satisfaction only at the

expense of his or hers pleasure. This means that

[w]hile perverts see more clearly than neurotics the architectonics of social life,
they have less space to fool themselves, and without an other underfoot their
capacity to foment dreams and expectations is seriously undermined. (Feher-

Gurewich 192)

Thus it becomes possible to see the radical potential offered to the heretical
filmmaker by the act of positioning the spectator in a perverse position, with relation
to the film, its content and, crucially, its apparatus. The standard cinematic apparatus
that works towards providing spectatorial satisfaction (and, hence, ideological effects)
cannot operate within a perverse position; whilst aware of the gaze (and hence, desire)
of an ‘other’ who both demands satisfaction and oversees symbolisation, there can be
no relaxing into the regulatory mechanisms of narrative and form. Certainly
satisfaction is possible — as Feher-Gurewich indicates, perverts do indeed achieve
some measure of satisfaction — but the cost is high indeed. The result of perverse
spectatorship is a paring away of the self-effacing mechanisms at work in the standard
narrative film, and a revealing — even if only fleetingly — of the (disciplinary and,

hence, ideological) mechanisms at work underneath. Indeed, the pervert’s ‘project’
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comes to resemble the heretics, with a desire to find some absolute and unequivocal
law, “... beyond the mask of social order, that can bring solace to their torment”
(Feher-Gurewich 192). Therefore, a perverse positioning — or forcing an audience to
look as the protagonist looks, instead of simply looking at them looking — does occur
in Cronenberg’s films and is as politically motivated as all of his other heretical
techniques. Indeed, positioning the spectator as perverse is a heretical device insofar
as it reveals, brutally, the structure of desire and endlessly deferred satisfaction that is
the elided centre of the standard (neurotic) cinematic experience. Cronenberg,
therefore, does more than just produce a cinema of perversion. He utilises his cinema
to produce an audience of perverts who, as a result of their experience, find
themselves unable to settle back into the standard spectatorial position once their
complicity with the apparatus is revealed. However, this relationship is far from
stable, as will be demonstrated below.

This project seeks to explore the cinema of David Cronenberg in all its
perversely heretical activities. Each chapter groups together a series of films that have
some heretical concern in common, although it should be noted that these groupings
are in no way meant to be exclusive and that other, equally productive groupings are
possible. Each chapter, therefore, has a heretical ‘theme’ and examines the manner in
which the theme can be raised, utilised and mobilised (in necessarily different ways)
across Cronenberg’s career — but always with the same aim: the disruption of
disciplinary structures that codify, govern and therefore limit the experience of the

spectators before the screen, and by extension of the spectators in the world-at-large.

Fast Company

Fast Company (1979) is a source of difficulty for fans and scholars of Cronenberg’s
work, being his third feature film and the one most often omitted from any discussion
of his oeuvre. Even the most definitive of studies claims that this “... formulaic racing
film ... is almost completely uncharacteristic and almost completely uninteresting”
(Beard 2001: xii), while it has been noted elsewhere that this film is ““... an aberration
... being non-horror, thematically ‘apart’, less personal” (Rodley 1997, xviii). Chris

Rodley, in Cronenberg on Cronenberg, concludes his assessment of the film with the

comment that, regardless of the superficial appearances of dissimilarity that have so
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forcefully dissuaded many from including it in their construction of Cronenberg’s

canon, Fast Company is important for four reasons. First, it marked access to a

gradually increasing budget based on the commercial success of his previous two
features, which, in turn, provided the impetus for Cronenberg to move from low- to
medium-budget features. This, second, allowed Cronenberg to further develop his
technical skills as a director and, third, provided the first opportunity for him to work

with material he had not written himself. Finally, Fast Company introduced

Cronenberg to technicians with whom he would form creative relationships that
would, in some cases, continue through his career (1997: xviii). Rodley’s comments
here seem designed to include the film in his exploration of Cronenberg’s
development but elide the film itself with a commentary that is perfunctory at best.
However, as Cronenberg himself notes, this film forms an essential part of his
development (Cronenberg 1979b: DVD commentary)’ and it is clear that a more
thorough exploration of this film than has previously been attempted will provide
valuable insights into his work and ‘project’. While the generic constraints of Fast
Company mean that those typical Cronenbergian moments of evasion, transformation
or disruption are few, they are present nevertheless and their presence carries as much
weight here as with similar examples in the rest of his films. Indeed, it can be argued
that the rigorous controls (both budgetary and generic) effected upon a film such as

Fast Company make the presence of such moments all the more heretical and

therefore all the more important for a discussion such as this.
Fast Company is a genre film — a drag-racing film with minor road movie

overtones and a penchant for Western symbolism.'” It is, further, an exploitative'' B-

° In the director’s commentary track on the DVD reissue of Fast Company, Cronenberg notes that,
having not seen this film for some twenty five years, it pleases him to think that it will now be publicly
available and, perhaps, better understood.

' Thus, in a series of conscious and possibly cynical nods to this genre, the film’s hero, Lonnie “Lucky
Man” Johnson becomes “... the world-weary gunslinger always wondering if his next duel would be
his last ... [thereby] captur[ing] the spirit of cowboy heroism” (Burkart). This attention to the
sensibilities of the Western is carried through the production design (Fast Co.’s team colours are red,
white and blue), characterisation (Johnson’s protégée is Billy “the Kid” Brooker [Nicholas Campbell]
who affects a cowboy hat throughout), and setting (Cronenberg, himself a racing car enthusiast,
recognises that the drag-racing world is primarily a rural one [Cronenberg 1979b: DVD commentary] —
consequently what urban environments the film visits are places of suspicion and deceit).

"It is hard to know exactly who is being exploited in this film, regardless of the ease with which this
term is used by Cronenberg in discussing Fast Company (c.f.: Cronenberg 1979b; Grunberg 48 — 52).
Certainly there are sequences within Fast Company where women are exploited by men, and the film
itself deals with commercial and industrial exploitation but it is difficult to argue that anyone but the
audience were exploited by the film. Indeed, if anything, the film’s release and possibility for success
suffered because of a consummate failure of commercial exploitation.
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Movie and this fact is given, at first glance, by the presence of its stars (John Saxon,
William Smith and Claudia Jennings, all B-Movie career actors) and also by the
visible impact the budgetary constraints have upon the finished product. Despite this,

Fast Company attempts something few other exploitation films do: it includes

material designed to promote a degree of authenticity to the topic beyond the
construction of the film’s self-contained diegesis. For example, while Fast Company
was Cronenberg’s first film not to have been exclusively written by him, he did
enough re- and additional writing to gain a writing credit."> As he explains on the
DVD’s commentary track, he would incorporate into each day’s shooting snatches of
dialogue and context-specific phrases overheard the previous day."” Cronenberg’s
own impetus for this film is, as he has discussed, divided into two imperatives: the
desire to document', within the permissible framework of a genre film, a world he
was personally involved in and remains dedicated to, while at the same time satisfying
the requirements of this genre and exploiting the access to increased production
funding.

Further proof of Cronenberg’s over-attendance to the accuracy of the film’s
diegesis (and not, necessarily, to the narrative that occurs within this diegesis) comes

with a consideration of Fast Company’s various racing sequences. Watching Fast

Company is, to all intents, like watching two distinct films. Indeed, Fast Company is
something of a nested film with two distinct openings into its two distinct worlds, and
two very different styles for each of these. The first diegesis, that of the genre film, is
introduced in the opening shots of the film and is quantified by the film’s
‘contemporary rock music’ score. This is the world of big rigs, decked out in Fast Co.
signage and powering towards the Rockies. This first generic section lasts for ten
shots and is controlled, measured and slow despite the song’s invitation to consider

ourselves part of a “fast company”. This section’s final shot is a pan from right to

'2 With Phil Savath and Courtney Smith, from an original story by Alan Treen.

"> Cronenberg notes that his own familiarity with the racing community meant that the world of drag
racing made sense to him: “I got the drag racers’ particular version, which is very much a beer-
drinking, wet T-shirt thing. They even had T-shirts that said “Suck my pipes’: a great phrase. I made
sure I got that in” (Cronenberg in Rodley 1997: 73).

' “I was doing a bit of documentary-making with-that- movie, I was reading those Hot,Rod magazines
and was ready to build myself a hot-Camaro. So.l wouldn’t disown one frame” (Cronenberg in Rodley
1997: 73).

26



left" as the Fast Co. trucks move towards their next race meet; as they exit the frame,
the camera holds still with the highway in the foreground and, beyond it, a sliver of
green pastureland, some farmhouses in the distance and a very blue sky filling the top
three-quarters of the frame. This image is held while the director’s name is
superimposed over the clouds and sky. Given that this is a drag-racing film, and that
the previous shots have announced a visible and audible concern with machines and
masculinity, this shot offers an unusually contemplative moment as both the score and
the sound of the trucks die away. This, in itself, is not unusual; many films end their
title sequence with a brief pause before beginning the narrative proper. What is
unusual is that a film which announces itself as a masculinised'® drag-racing film
should, after such a formulaic introduction, shift its diegetic concerns so thoroughly.
Nothing in the film’s opening sequence prepares us for the next sequence, which, as
noted above, functions almost as a film-within-the-film.

The tenth shot of the opening sequence passes us over to the second world of
Fast Company, wherein the film becomes a documentary of the world of hot rods,
fuel and funny cars. This world is visually distinct from the diegesis of the previously
established drag-racing genre film. While the film’s narrative is not entirely discarded
in these sections, it is no longer the motivation for the film’s technique as it was in the
previous title sequence. The relationship of the shots in this sequence to each other
has more to do with an accretion of detail, a grounding of the film in a kind of reality
(or realism) that is, given the previous sequence, unexpected. This documentary

section of Fast Company is marked by a shift from the static or measured

cinematography of the preceding sequence (even when panning from the top of the
speeding Fast Co. truck, the camera is evenly controlled) and is typified by the use of
a markedly active hand-held camera (which takes great pains to demonstrate that it is
not a Steady-Cam)."” There appears to be little or no artificial lighting, no obvious

motivation for the transition from one shot to the next and no attempt to separate

"> The movement of the vehicles from right to left is maintained throughout the film and continues the
trope of onscreen movement developed by the Western — the impetus to ‘go West, young man’, thereby
locating the genre in geographic and gender terms.

'® By which I make reference to the amount, and type, of machinery in the opening sequence, coupled
with the now-execrable rock ballad that accompanies the big rigs onscreen.

' The point may be made that the Steady-Cam is utilised in order to provide the access of a hand-held
camera with the same effacing of form that occurs with conventional camera use. In this manner, the
Steady-Cam offers the possibility that the gaze of the camera is even more penetrative than previously
imagined. The hand-held camera, in comparison, cannot help but draw attention to the fact of its
presence, so marked is its image by the presence of the fallible operator.
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dialogue (such as one presumes to occur) from the cacophony of noise that seems to
be one of the attractions of these events. Here the emphasis is on the cars themselves
and while, in this first documentary section, we do get two shots of the Fast Co.
support crew, Elder (Don Francks) and P.J (Robert Haley), the shots seem more
concerned with celebrating these vehicles than alerting us to any narrative
importance.'® In this manner, Elder and P.J become simply two more figures who
circle the machines that are the central concern of these sections. The purpose of these
techniques, then, appears to be the desire to capture (or, be seen to be appearing to
capture) reality unmediated by the distractions of narrative.

The use of documentary technique in Fast Company, however, should not be
mistaken with an attempt to slip a documentary about hot rods into the broader form
of a genre film. The point here is not that Cronenberg wanted to make a documentary

and utilised Fast Company as the means to achieve this goal. Instead, we must

consider the fact that these documentary moments in Fast Company have a clear

purpose for the narrative even if they themselves do not contain the forward
momentum of narrative. As noted above, these sections allow for the accretion of
verisimilitude, a grounding of the film’s diegesis within, and indeed upon, another
diegetic world. Thus Cronenberg’s inclusion of these documentary moments points to
two mutually implicated conclusions. First, they mark the concerns of a director who,
in fulfilling the demands of the genre (a drag-racing film must include drag-racing),
performs an excessive compliance with the rules he is subject to (through including
documentary footage of actual drag-racing). Second, this excessive compliance serves
to demonstrate that there are rules to these now-competing genres. This demonstrates
quite clearly ZiZek’s point regarding the manner with which an overly-attentive
compliance to the edicts of any hegemonic structure serves only to render visible its
very constructedness.

What Cronenberg does is take the constraints of the genre seriously enough to
follow them through to their inevitably ludicrous conclusions. When faced with a
project set in the world of drag racing, Cronenberg decides to ground the film’s
spurious narrative in authenticity with the utilisation of documentary footage that,
regardless of staging, is filmed so as to technically announce the fact of its realism.

Similarly, those sections of the film that are concerned with narrative are, as we shall

'8 To be perfectly fair, Elder and P.J have little narrative value beyond their service to the machines.
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see, constructed so as to draw attention to their very artificiality — not at every point,
to be sure, but often enough to unsettle the viewer and make the transition from drag-
racing genre film to hot rod documentary more visible, more marked by the fact of
transition. This collision of diegeses, without some kind of tertiary transition, serves
to reveal to the spectators the fact that the apparatus of film exists as a structuring
element and that they are being positioned by it, even as they consume what emerges
from it. Further, to establish this opening sequence as grounded in conventional filmic
realism and then to shift, without warning, to documentary (style) footage is to invite
comparison between two indices of realism: the fictional realism of narrative film,
and the seemingly unmediated realism of documentary. Thus the comparison becomes
between realism and ‘realer-than realism’. In this manner, the apparatus of film,
normally hidden by the self-effacing conventions of traditional narrative are revealed
by an over-zealous adherence to the demands of those conventions.

However, the film apparatus is revealed in Fast Company at other moments as
well, all with the same end result: a rendering visible of disciplinary structures that are
most effective when the mechanisms of their delivery are effaced by the content they
are delivering. As an example, the film’s first moment of heretical activity occurs at
the end of the first drag race. By this stage (some three and a half minutes into the
film) we have already had the introductory title sequence, the first documentary
montage and then the first race. The racers, after their mad dash up the ‘quarter mile’,
come to a desultory stop and, as we watch, their respective support crews, in pick-up
trucks, drive alongside them. This low-angle crane shot'® works to re-establish the
film’s grounding in the “prairie realism” (Cronenberg 1979b: DVD commentary) that
is so much a part of the drag-racing culture, reminding us also that, since the race has
finished, the narrative can recommence. Due to the framing of this shot, we see both
the track and the countryside stretching out either side of the tarmac as Cronenberg
has chosen to shoot almost exclusively with a wide-angle lens, which, given the
genre, seems the most appropriate, the most natural and, hence, the most ideologically
invisible.

With this shot, and this first post-race section, we are alerted to a shift in tone

with the comparative quiet of the soundtrack. Previously the aural dimension of the

' One of the few crane shots in the film. Cronenberg notes, with some relish, how the tight budget
meant that the use of a crane, at all, was a luxury whose enjoyment he can still remember fondly, some
twenty-five years later.
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film has been filled with both the title sequence’s score and the various diegetic
sounds required to place us within the frame or to situate us within this film’s
version(s) of realism. This includes the enormously loud crackle of the funny car
engines, crowd noises and the diegetic narration of the track commentator, including
information about the cars and, once the race is completed, the various post-race
statistics we might otherwise care about and whose inclusion is required to confirm
the degree of authenticity offered by the documentary footage. The requirements of
cinematic and narrative realism are firmly adhered to, including the shifting concern
with aural fidelity that forms a major part of the narrative text. To this end, as
Cronenberg notes in his DVD commentary, enormous care is taken to replicate and
deliver the engine noise of the cars as they roar off, but this is never so overwhelming
as to obscure other important diegetic sounds.” Clearly the construction of a (or any)
cinematic realism necessarily involves the inclusion of such details in this manner, but
diegetic realism is not the same as a lived reality and so aural fidelity is a shifting
plane of relationships. In this manner, again, Fast Company is adhering to its fictional
and generic requirements, placing the construction of a diegetic narrative reality over
documentary actuality. We should be very aware, then, of those moments when the
inclusion and manipulation of these details is interrupted for it is in this interruption
that a break in the film’s construction of continuity occurs.

What we are left with is this post-race shot, filmed from a crane and
functioning as a moment of stillness after the fury of the race and the amount of
information delivered in the previous shots. Stranger still is the shot itself. Certainly
what typifies this shot is its near absolute stillness — the cars have stopped and it is
some seconds before the support vehicles arrive, at which point the camera tilts up
slightly to reframe the support trucks in line with the hot rods. Yet the framing of this
shot is unusual, almost painterly, and certainly not the kind of shot one would have
expected in a film that, given the title sequence claims to be concerned mainly with
“[m]anly, beer-drinking, gristle-chewing, oil changing drag racing” (Pinsky). The
frame, for a start, is still. As noted above, the centre of the frame is filled with the
track itself, and with the two competing cars stalled in the mid-left and higher-right of
the frame, their drag chutes spread out behind them. To the left and right of the track

D 1e’s telling, then, that there are moments when diegetic conversation is overwhelmed by the noise of
the cars, but this engine noise never overcomes other sounds that might help us better understand the
cars themselves, such as the sounds of their cutes opening and flapping against the road as they
decelerate.

30



are the grass track-sides, with a line of dark green trees running parallel with the track
on the left and another stand of trees marking the horizon on the right. However, the
strangeness of the shot brings with it acknowledgement of the manner with which
these compositional decisions are manipulating the way we encounter the image.
Despite the presence of the cars in the foreground®', the structure of this shot, with the
racetrack in the centre, means that the receding lines of the track continually draw our
eyes up and away from the very things we should be (for narrative’s sake)
concentrating upon. The movement of the lines in the frame towards vanishing point
means that we, too, follow that movement. Our anticipation is rewarded with the
arrival of the support team, but the negative space in the centre of the shot, constituted
by the lines of the track and landscape that lead us towards vanishing point, means
that even though we see the vehicles arrive in balletic unison, we are nevertheless
encouraged by the shot’s formal characteristics to explore a space that waits to be
filled. It is clear that in order to balance the relative light levels in the frame, a neutral
density filter has been applied to the top half of the image. This means that the natural
light from the sun is evened out over the top half of the image, leaving the unfiltered
bottom half of the frame almost over-exposed by comparison. This provides another
motivation for our eyes so that our gaze is lifted up the frame by the receding lines of
the track, by the negative space that occupies so much of the frame, and by a
foreground that is almost too bright to look at — at least, brighter than the middle and
top half of the frame. This is a frame that announces “anywhere but here”.

Thus Fast Company demonstrates the manner with which Cronenberg’s

filmmaking serves to problematise the very ideological structures it occurs within.
Even with a film as superficially innocuous as an exploitative drag-racing B-movie he
is able to offer a criticism of the cinematic apparatus through the act of rendering it
visible. Genre is a restrictive and conservative template from which a film emerges
and to which it must constantly refer. Indeed, the instances provided above
demonstrate that this template can be extended to the entirety of Cronenberg’s works:
they emerge as a result of historical, cultural and economic processes, each one of
these inscribed with a multiplicity of ideological traces. Thus while the generic

restrictions that govern Fast Company provide little room to develop a narrative of

! Our hero’s car is closer to us than the villain’s, thereby indicating that Billy has lost the race to Gary
Black and intimating that, because his car is closer, he will have greater narrative significance. This
moment prefigures the film’s final conflict and gives us, also, an underdog upon which we can hang
our allegiance.
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transformation (as might otherwise be recognisably Cronenbergian), Cronenberg is
able to deliver a heretical over-determination at a formal level, providing, amongst
other things, “... a level of detail in this movie that is disproportionate to what the
screenplay actually requires” (Benedict).

The unrealised potential that is this shot’s negative space functions as a
reminder of Frye’s ‘garrison mentality’: here is a limit-point that, because of
compositional elements, indicates that it is significant, but which is ignored by the
narrative which continues on regardless. The audience is therefore caught between
acquiescing to the compositional mechanisms that render looking at the top of the
screen so natural, and the narrative elements that are unfolding at the bottom of the
screen. This limit-point, however, indicates more than simply a compositional conflict
with narrative. Here the limit of the screen, and the negative space we expect to be
filled, indicate the limit-point of signification. After all, in a film that appears to be
generally (and generically) conventional in both its form and content, a shot such as
this would ordinarily function as a means to seque into a new scene. Thus, if the
narrative action is occurring at the bottom of the frame, but our eyes are drawn to the
negative space and horizon line that occupy the top two-thirds of the frame, it is
because this space is significant. The point is that in Cronenberg’s refusal to follow
through with the formal implications this shot has for its content, he is demonstrating
that the horizon of this shot is a limit beyond which signification can occur, but in
ways that are unfamiliar. Thus, despite the generic restrictions and formulaic content,
Brundle’s politics of insects, with its insistence of exploring the limits of
signification, haunts the periphery of this film. Brundle’s statement suggests more
than merely an attempt to bridge the transformational possibilities offered within the
Cronenbergian universe. The politics of insects hints at the limits of discursive
intelligibility, a point Beard continues when he comments on the very ‘insectness’ of
the insect. This limit of intelligibility — which extends to include the spectator as
much as the diegetic inhabitants — is visualised at the horizon of Fast Company’s
oddly composed, and generically disruptive post-race shots. Therefore where
Cronenberg’s films differ from what might otherwise be referred to as a more normal
/ normative tradition is that his films reveal, through their over-attendance to the
various requirements they are subject to, that a series of structuring forces exist. These

films make visible the movements and requirements of a hegemonic position that
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would otherwise efface its presence even as narrative cinema functions through the
effacing of form. The manner with which these films accomplish this heretical over-
attention to, and subsequent revelation of, the disciplinary apparatus of cinema will

form the impetus of this project.
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Chapter Two: The Body Explodes

Cartesian Difficulties

As discussed in the previous chapter, Cronenberg utilises the body onscreen as
a means of revealing previously effaced disciplinary structures that govern not just the
body but, through what Sontag identifies as ‘disease metaphors’, the subject
constituted by the body. The Cartesian mind / body dialectic is obviously called into
question and Cronenberg’s bringing-forward of the body, usually ignored in favour of
the mind-as-subject works to reveal the elided tension inherent in this dialectic. A
more considered examination of the way this tension plays out in Cronenberg’s films
reveals not just an exploration of these terms (‘mind’, ‘body’) as stable referents, but
also a desire to destabilise these terms and undermine their unquestioned discursive
validity. Hence while the body might ordinarily and conventionally serve (at least on
screen) as the unquestioned vehicle for the mind, for Cronenberg there exists the
distinct possibility of an alternative bodily agency, or the possibility that a bodily
agency might form some kind of visceral opposition to the disciplinary forces of
culture and society through which the subject itself is articulated. In this manner
Cronenberg’s ‘body on the screen’ can be seen to function as a third term mediating
between the subjectivity that emerges as a result of these forces of culture and the
forces of culture themselves, be they ideological or disciplinary or any combination of
these. This bodily agency is a problematising force designed to disrupt the activities
of the unquestioned, hence hegemonic, articulations of the Cartesian binary, unseating
post-Enlightenment rationalism and demonstrating, through a series of ultimately
destructive vignettes, that the bar that separates the mind from the body is far more
permeable than we might otherwise like to think.

What this means, specifically for the films in this chapter but also more
broadly for all of Cronenberg’s films, is that while the body contains and exhibits the
agency of the subject who inhabits it, the body comes to display some kind of agency
of its own, an ‘agency of the flesh’ with its own desires, and its own (often massively
disruptive) ways of achieving those ends. This bodily agency works to remind the

subject, often in the most forceful and tragic ways, that the body is
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... mortal and open to diseases and will one day die, taking the self along with
it — the mere possibility of disease reminds the self that he [sic] does not
control his body [...] and [that] it represents the hidden perversions the self

tries to repress. (Roche)

What David Roche reveals are the ways in which Cronenberg’s films will push to the
very limits the protagonists’ bodies, utilising sex and disease as the means to disturb
normal — hence normalising — conceptions of both sides of the Cartesian dialectic and,
particularly, to disturb the rigorous disciplinary structures that work to keep them
apart.

Shivers is, in many ways, a remarkable film. Of course, it is Cronenberg’s first
commercial feature and comes after the moderate success (critical though certainly
not financial) of his previous two independent features, Stereo (1967) and Crimes of
the Future (1969). Nevertheless, Shivers does not mark a complete acquiescence to
the form and structure of the mainstream feature and its general reception
demonstrates how unprepared the critical community (though not the public) were for
a film such as this. For much of its narrative it is without a central protagonist,
concentrating instead on the parallel stories of a group of people. What protagonists
the film does feature do not behave in any predictable fashion, either in generic terms
or broader conventional terms; further, the film does not play favourites — everyone
the film touches upon is equally available to its violence and no one (literally) is

spared the fate that Cronenberg ambiguously offers as the film’s conclusion.

Shivers

Shivers details the events that occur at the isolated and upmarket ‘Starliner Towers’
apartment complex located, according to the introductory sales pitch that begins the
film, some distance from the urban sprawl of Montreal. One of the complex’s
inhabitants, Dr. Hobbes (Fred Doederlein) has been involved in attempts to develop a
benign parasite that, when introduced to an ailing body, would consume and thereafter
replace diseased organs with its own. As Hobbes’ colleague, Rollo Linsky (Joe

Silver), explains,
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Why not breed a parasite capable of taking over the function of any one of a
bunch of human organs? Why not, for example, a parasite living in the human
abdominal cavity that plugs into the circulatory system and filters the blood
like a kidney? If it takes a little blood for itself, so what? Be generous. You

can afford it.

However, the good scientist Hobbes has been involved in a supplementary project,

one that inevitably leads to disaster. Again it is Linsky who explains things for us:

Hobbes thought that man is an animal that thinks too much, an animal that has
lost touch with his instinct, his ‘primal self” ... in other words, too much brain
and not enough guts. And what he came up with to help our guts along was a
human parasite that is ... ‘a combination of aphrodisiac and veneral disease, a

modern version of the satyr’s tongue.” (Cronenberg 2002a: 63)

Thus emerges the horror at the centre of Shivers and, for the public at large, the first
concrete articulation of Cronenberg’s overt concerns: the manner with which the body
can transform away from what might be recognisably human towards some other state
of being, all without the consent of the subjects concerned. Our developing picture of
Hobbes, as the narrative progresses, is retrospectively constructed along the familiar
lines of the mad scientist, a man compelled by a combination of scientific hubris and
unfulfilled (and only broadly hinted at) ‘dangerous’ desires to move beyond the
bounds of Cartesian rationality. During the course of his experiments he infects his
young lover”® Annabelle (Cathy Graham) with the parasites only to discover that his
experiment has been too successful, beyond his ability to control its outcome. Once
infected (although, perhaps, infested is the correct word to use) Annabelle utterly
succumbs to the venereal drive of the parasites, going on to infect other inhabitants of
Starliner Towers. The remainder of the film details the collapse of the strictly
Apollonian order of the apartment complex into a Dionysian frenzy that manages to
rupture most taboos concerning permissible sexual relations as each newly infected

participant joins the growing army of ‘sex zombies’. Shivers finishes with the

> Annabelle’s youth is highlighted as one of the indications of Hobbe’s ‘dangerous’ desires. As Linsky
explains to St. Luc,
... he [Hobbes] met her when he was lecturing at-some private girl’ssschool«The caught him
examining her little tits for<breast canieer’ in the faculty Tounge. She was twelve.'Don’t ask. It
was craziness, believe me.
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complex’s population departing in a long line of automobiles towards the bright lights
of Montreal’s ordered suburbs while a radio commentary details growing reports of
unprovoked and unconfirmed sexual attacks.

Shivers does not feature a conventional or central protagonist. Rather, the film
focuses its attention on a small number of the apartment complex’s inhabitants, in
order to offer us variations on the theme of infection and response to infection, and by
and large there is no all-conquering hero to save the day. Indeed, in its thorough

dispensation of the major tropes of the horror genre, Shivers, along with a handful of

other films, marks the development of a new sub-genre of horror: Body Horror.
Michael Grant typifies Body Horror as “... a cinema of the violation and destruction
of the body [....] [a] mode of showing the horror rather than telling it” (Grant 2000:

2), which originates with George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968). Graphic

exhibition, then, is one of the most obvious tropes of Body Horror — an extreme
attention paid to the various sufferings of the body-on-screen and in this Cronenberg
certainly excels. Here the body functions metaphorically, with Romero’s shuffling
zombies a representation of an increasingly consumption-driven middle-America.

[

Similarly Starliner Towers, a self-sufficient high-rise complex with the
infrastructure of a small community” (Caldwell), stands in for North America as a
whole. In this manner “Shivers’ real protagonist is collective — the inhabitants of the
complex [represent] modern urban North Americans in general” (Beard 2001: 27-8).
However, it would be a mistake to read Shivers as just a critique of middle
class North America; it is, I contend, much more complicated than this. As noted
above, the body in Shivers is both a point of mediation between socio-cultural
demands and the subjectivity that emerges as a result, as well as being an interstitial
node, a nexus point at which the disciplinary activities of society intersect and are
played out. The body thus functions as both the site of subjectivity (and hence agency
which, as Shivers begins, is presumed to reside with and in subjectivity) as well as the
representative of the various successful social mechanisms that surround it, while the
venereal parasite disrupts all of these categories, introducing a new disciplinary
mechanism into the articulation of subjectivity. Thus, any interference with the body

will result in the disruption of both of the poles (subjectivity and society) it stands

between.

37



Further to this, Cronenberg’s particular innovations within the sub-genre of
body-horror mark an increased fascination with, and horror of, the body itself. This
closeness of attention marks Shivers as a much more political film that its sub-genre

stablemates. The zombies in Night of the Living Dead are clearly part of a polemic

regarding larger groups of people; an entire class system is critiqued in Romero’s
films and what comes to typify the later developments in the body-horror sub-genre is
the manner with which it pits classes of people against each other (and often
themselves). Shivers is different as it recognises that a systematic critique that begins
at the level of class consciousness is already too cumbersome (and too late) to be of
any real use in revealing inequitable or arbitrary structures at work. Instead, Shivers
takes literally the notion of body-horror — here understood not just as horror at the
trauma the body suffers, but horror of the body in and of itself. The body-horror
available in Shivers is certainly located at the level of the viscera, meaning that the
various travails of the parasites provide plenty of opportunity for spectatorial upset.
But, more than this, the baseline of horror here lies in the manner with which Shivers
reveals the instability of our most intimate structures: identity and agency.

What Cronenberg does in Shivers is render the body alien to subjective
identity, an exercise that results in questions regarding agency that the film does not
trouble itself to answer. In this manner, Shivers uses the disruption of the body to
multiple ends. First the disruption, which occurs as a result of parasitic infestation,
provides an opportunity to explore the location and function of subjective agency. So
while the inhabitants of Starliner Towers behave as good bourgeois citizens prior to
their infection, their actions after infestation raise questions regarding their
motivations. Given the specifically venereal nature of the parasites, are their actions
their own (i.e., originating within them and suppressed by the disciplinary
mechanisms of culture) but facilitated and realised by the presence and influence of
the parasites, or are they now essentially empty vessels inhabited solely by the
procreative impulses of the parasites? Shivers is suitably ambiguous about resolving
this problem, preferring to leave open the question of agency and, therefore, of
responsibility. Second, as the body is the visible representation of the social
disciplinary order of which Starliner Towers is a microcosm, the movement from
orderly to transgressive body is plays out social disruption at the level of the

increasingly poorly disciplined individual. We see this disruption of discipline occur
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at all levels, from the solipsistic relationship of the individual to his or her own body
through to the interpersonal and broadly social. Thus the cross-section of inhabitants
of the apartment complex provides the means for Shivers to illustrate a near-total
overthrow of society’s most deeply held taboos and restrictions. Finally, Cronenberg

is eager, through Shivers, to illustrate the arbitrary nature of these disciplinary

controls and restrictions. As he notes,

We are part of a culture, we are part of an ethical and moral system, but all we
have to do is take one step outside it and we see that none of it is absolute.
Nothing is true.” [....] It’s only a human construct, very definitely able to

change and susceptible to change and rethinking. (Cronenbeg qtd. in Breskin)

Thus, for Cronenberg, all of our culture’s various ‘ethical and moral systems’ are

available for scrutiny: nothing need be spared this film’s acerbic gaze.

De-Eroticising Sex

Starliner Towers represents, for the film’s diegesis, an apogee of social and cultural

[

order and an “... antiseptic bulwark against urban life” (Bokamper). The film’s
introductory sequence, delivered as a dead-pan sales-pitch slide-show by the
building’s administrator Merrick (Ronald Mlodzik), promises that we will be “secure
in the knowledge that it [Starliner Towers] belongs to you and your fellow passengers
alone”. Through a series of oddly composed photographs, the opening demonstrates
that this apartment complex is a “... microcosm of the modernist urban aesthetics of
middle-class materialism ...” (Beard 2001: 30) within which one can “sail through
life in quiet and comfort” (Cronenberg 1976). However, the life that is actually
offered at Starliner Towers is not so much a sanctuary as a kind of deadening, leaving
the inhabitants “emotionally distant and socially dislocated” (Sanjek). The film
constructs the inhabitants as so bereft of actual human warmth and contact as to
potentially benefit from a parasitic infestation that forces them to renegotiate the

social structures that have left them isolated (both from each other as inhabitants of

this apartment complex, and from the rest of humanity, given Starliner Towers’ rural

¥ It is worth comparing this statement with William Burrough’s oft-quoted paraphrase of Hassan I
Sabbah, the Old Man of the Mountains: ‘Nothing is True, Everything is Permitted’.
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positioning). Thus Starliner Towers stands in for not only a generic North American
middle-class-ness but also a broader state of social and cultural malaise where the
very mechanisms designed to provide respite from the demands of the contemporary
experience are so constraining as to reduce one’s life to an inhibited rondé of
dissatisfying interactions.

It is fitting, given this listless opening, that we cut from this introductory
sequence and Merrick’s welcoming of a prospective new couple to the apartment
complex, to Nicholas Tudor’s (Allan Migicovsky) morning ablutions in his bathroom.
This allows for a direct comparison between the social world and the inhabitants of
that world; if the advertising sequence allows us to comprehend the sterility of the
place and setting of Shivers, cutting from here to Nicholas’ obsessive self-
examination in the polished surfaces of his bathroom provides for a deeper
understanding of the kinds of subjects who both inhabit this place and emerge as a
result of that habitation. Nicholas’ morning ritual, which involves a thorough cleaning
of his mouth with a dental instrument, seems obsessive and self-involved, a point
further made with his dismissive tone towards his loving and attentive wife Janine
(Susan Petrie). Nicholas is the first demonstration of the kind of subject who emerges
as a result of the social structures exemplified by Starliner Towers, and the Tudor
marriage serves as a further counterpoint to what they themselves represent. Nicholas’
narcissistic self-devotion reaches a near-masturbatory climax when, as his parasites
are preparing to leave his body, he lies in bed massaging the squirming lumps on his
abdomen while whispering, “C’mon boy. Here boy, here. C’mon fella. You and me.
You and me are going to make good friends”. However, in the general schema of
social order illustrated by the inhabitants of Starliner Towers, Nicholas is somewhat
atypical. All of the other inhabitants, once infected, are driven outwards (rather than
Nicholas’ increased introspection) in order to further spread the parasites.

Within Shivers there is one other site of resistance to the parasites: the
complex’s resident doctor, Roger St. Luc (Paul Hampton). St. Luc, like Nicholas, is a
problematic figure within the diegetic structure of Shivers, but for entirely different
reasons. St. Luc is the closest thing to a protagonist the film has and while he is
entirely passive in the narrative, neither causing nor solving the problem of
infestation, his battle to remain uninfected and to do something about the infection

(although quite what remains unclear) forms the bulk of the film’s episodic narrative.
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The most thorough explication of St. Luc’s character comes as he speaks with Rollo
Linsky, Dr. Hobbes’ former colleague and research partner, by telephone. During this
conversation, his nurse, Forsythe, finishes her duties at the clinic and then changes
from her uniform into a black evening gown in front of St. Luc. As Cronenberg’s

screenplay puts it,

[Forsythe] begins to take off her nurse’s uniform in full view of St. Luc, not
being obvious about the distraction she’s providing, but not taking pains to
hurry dressing or be modest either. [....] In the scene that follows we cut
among three basic things: Rollo in his lab, talking and eating; St. Luc in his
office, watching Forsythe get undressed and then dressed; and Hobbes’s notes

and scribblings .... (Cronenberg 2002a: 61)

As this sequence plays out in the film, we spend a good deal of time watching
Forsythe, much as one might expect. After all, she is an attractive young woman and
is clearly seeking the attention and approval of St. Luc (much as the film’s use of her
seeks, or seems to seek, the same thing from its audience). Yet the sequence is utterly
devoid of any kind of eroticism. Those points where we follow St. Luc’s eyeline to
Forsythe’s partially naked body involve us meeting Forsythe’s gaze as she looks back
at St. Luc (and therefore at us) but neither of the diegetic gazes (St. Luc’s or
Forsythe’s) carry any hint of arousal and so neither can ours. While Cronenberg’s
camera continues to fragment Forsythe’s body, in the manner seemingly demanded by
classical Hollywood form, the shots appear clinical and cold because those shots that
frame our entry and exit from these sequences do not carry any kind of
contextualising eroticism: this is further confirmed with every reverse shot which
brings us back from the object being looked at (in this instance, Forsythe and specific
parts of her body) to St. Luc’s utterly disinterested face. Thus the sex, by which I
mean ‘normal’ (hetero-) sex, is rendered anything but sexy by Cronenberg’s camera
that appears to deliver and yet withholds at the same time.

The closest St. Luc comes to succumbing to any kind of ‘normal’ desire
occurs later in the film. By this stage, the presence of the parasites is being clearly
demonstrated by the increasingly extreme behaviour of Starliner’s inhabitants. As St.
Luc and Forsythe (who has been attacked twice) shelter in a basement, a dazed

Forsythe gives the following pivotal speech:
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Sometimes I have a recurrent dream. Have I ever told you about it, darling? I
guess you could call it a Freudian dream, because in this dream I find myself
making love to Sigmund Freud. But I’'m having trouble because he’s old and
dying, and he smells bad and I find him repulsive. And then he tells me that
everything is erotic, everything is sexual, you know what I mean? [....] He
tells me that even old flesh is erotic flesh, that disease is the love of two alien
kinds of creatures for each other, that dying is an act of eroticism [....] That
breathing is sexual, that talking is sexual, that just to physically exist is sexual
... And I believe him, and we make love beautifully .... (Cronenberg 2002a:
96)

This sequence, which is delivered in a conventional shot-reverse-shot alternating
between high and low angle close-ups, finishes with Forsythe reaching up to hold the
back of St. Luc’s head as she moves to kiss him. At the point where we would expect
St. Luc to respond and kiss her (finally) we cut to what can only be St. Luc’s point of
view as Forsythe recoils back, hissing. At the same moment, one of the parasites
begins to move from her oesophagus and into her mouth (a sight that is both
excremental and oddly phallic, as if Forsythe were regurgitating a penis) and St. Luc
responds by punching her unconscious and then taping her mouth shut. For much of
the remainder of the film, Forsythe will wear this gag, which becomes increasingly
bloodstained as the parasites attempt to leave her body. St Luc’s violence towards
Forsythe, and the manner with which he, literally, shuts her up, echoes Hobbes’
treatment of Annabelle at the film’s beginning, wherein Hobbes strangles the half-
naked school girl, tapes her mouth shut and eviscerates her. That both of these
moments portray physically (and intellectually) superior men resorting to actual and
symbolic violence in order to maintain a status-quo in the face of an unfathomable
threat says a great deal about Cronenberg’s sophisticated critique.

At a superficial level, this moment is a clear critique of the manner with which
a white, heterosexual patriarchy will assert its own desires in the face of a threat it
considers aberrant, but this assessment is complicated with the realisation that St
Luc’s violence is normalised as the correct response when seeking to defend and
maintain the interests of the patriarchal status quo. Deeper than this, though, is the

realisation that this moment marks a collision of desires: that of St Luc for Forsythe
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(perhaps) and the spectators for the establishment of a ‘normal’ — hence generically
heroic and successful — couple in the face of civil disintegration as a result of the
actions of the parasites. The difficulty St Luc (and, by extension, patriarchy) faces is
that the form of subjectivity that emerges as a result of parasitism is utterly
unknowable and beyond our ability to comprehend. Indeed, as will be argued in ths
final chapter, this new form of subjectivity is beyond our ability to represent. St Luc’s
actions, then, reflect the fear of the subject as agent at losing one’s agency (and,
hence, one’s identity) in the face of a force that can either overcome that identity or
replace it entirely. Finally, St Luc’s actions (like Hobbes’ and, indeed, like the actions
of all authority figures in Cronenberg’s films) demonstrate that when it comes to

maintaining disciplinary control, violence is always a probable outcome.

Overcoming the Porn Aesthetic

At the film’s climax, St Luc finally succumbs to the shambolic horde and,

. after slipping away from so many of Forsythe’s advances, he is nailed
down at last by her parasite-passing kiss in the pool [...] amidst scenes of
communal celebration; and this time he will stay sexualized. (Beard 2001: 42

emphasis in original)

This final point is the key one: St. Luc has denied his sexuality, his desire and his
body in order to maintain the stability of his identity which, nonetheless, is overcome
through the medium of sexuality — that which has been so forcefully denied. The
slow-motion sequence that marks St Luc’s induction into the world of the infected
works, as with the film’s two other slow-motion sequences, to demonstrate the
manner with which Cronenberg seeks to render visible the disciplinary structures
inherent in such representations. Each of these encounters utilises a particular kind of
cinematic form in relation to its diegetic detail and it is no accident that each of these
encounters is, superficially at least, erotic. A closer examination of two of these
sequences reveals exactly what is at stake with Cronenberg’s formalist aesthetic.

As discussed above, the sequence of Forsythe undressing for a disinterested St
Luc is de-eroticised by the absence of both formal and diegetic indicators of pleasure,

or, perhaps more accurately, indicators of a permission for the spectator to take
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pleasure. St Luc’s disinterest frames and bookends our interpretations of Forsythe’s
figure, exactly as the camera’s overall distance and stillness keeps us from either
utilising what should have been St Luc’s engagement to construct our own fantasy of
her, or from utilising the (absent) point-of-view shots to occupy St Luc’s spectatorial
position. In this manner Cronenberg demonstrates Forsythe’s attractiveness and yet
withholds the spectatorial mechanisms conventionally utilised to generate pleasure in
what would clearly be a masculinised and heterosexualised position. This moment
provides our first example of the way in which a fundamental mechanism of both
discipline and pleasure is manipulated by Cronenberg.

A similar aesthetic is at work with St Luc’s induction. Here we see St Luc and
Forsythe embrace in the complex’s swimming pool, surrounded by scantily clad and
naked complex dwellers. As the group overpowers St Luc, Forsythe pulls him to her
and, in slow-motion and in close-up, delivers the kiss that passes on the parasite.
Again, the same disciplinary structure is revealed in the act of denying it: the passion
of Forsythe’s kiss, and the revellers’ general exuberance, is undercut by the
knowledge that the identities they demonstrate, and therefore the pleasures they both
experience and represent, may not actually be their own.

Two things occur with this sequence. First, the concept of body-horror is
demonstrated to be at its most horrifying at the moment of what would ordinarily be
high pleasure. Cinematically, these people are coded as experiencing enormous
amounts of libidinal satisfaction and yet all of this framing is undercut by the diegetic
presence of the parasites that make such pleasures a compulsion, thereby removing
the pleasure from the inhabitants as agents, and locating it in some other place.
Second, as with the scene of Forsythe undressing, this sequences serves to
demonstrate that multiple structures of pleasure are being manipulated by
Cronenberg’s film in order to remove the ‘normal’ (i.e., masculine, heterosexual and
thoroughly invisible) pleasure from them. Cronenberg’s formalist approach here leads
to an estrangement of the usual scopic pleasures from these sequences which in turn
become oddly cold and barren in their absence meaning that when the libidinal
pleasure an audience might obtain as a result of St. Luc’s diegetic satisfaction is
evacuated, what remains — the spectatorial pleasures — feel hollow and unfamiliar.
This defamiliarisation, in its turn, further heightens the spectatorial suspicion that

something is wrong, that the object of desire (Forsythe’s body) is not permitted to be
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viewed as desirable. What are absent are the mechanisms that would ordinarily grant
permission for the spectator to take pleasure from these sequences, but in their
absence they become very visible indeed.

More controversial and even more illuminating is the way Shivers reveals the
presence of other disciplinary structures of pleasure. These are primarily concerned
with the ways in which certain objects of desire are or can be coded as permissible —
even encouraged as ideal — while other objects remain contraband and forbidden from
such engagements. Given that the primary erotic structure, both within the film as it
begins and throughout the narrative in general, is coded as masculinist and
heterosexual, one does not need to shift the mechanisms of pleasure very far to
demonstrate their presence, insofar as the clearly visible heretonormativity which is
the film’s starting point only requires a slight problematising and the introduction of
minor differences to reveal these structures at play. However, replacing the object
coded as erotic or desirable will both fundamentally alter the spectator’s engagement
with the screen and reveal that structure to be utterly arbitrary in its choice of object.

As the parasites make their way through the building, the film takes leave of
the core characters to detail the chain of infection that best demonstrates both the
thorough overthrow of authority at work within the film’s diegesis and the manner
with which these structures of representation are arbitrary in their construction and
application. Beginning with Nicholas, who involuntarily vomits up one of his beloved
parasites, the chain of infection moves to a large elderly lady who is overcome whilst
doing her laundry. She then overcomes a horrified restaurant deliveryman, whom we
later see languidly smearing his face with food — a sure sign of his infection (and a
canny conflation of appetites). He, then, stumbles into an elevator containing a
middle-aged (and, to judge by her clothing, middle-class) woman and her pre-
pubescent daughter. While we are not shown their infection, it is clear that by the time
the lift arrives in the building foyer, they have both been overcome by the
deliveryman. As he then assaults the complex’s ineffectual security guard, the mother
(now in her underwear) and the girl assist in holding the guard down to complete the
infection and thereby remove the complex’s remaining figure of external authority.
What makes this sequence so startling is the fact that there are three avenues for the
narrative to follow, each offering a different degree of transgression as it plays out. To

have the parasite passed to the guard by the mother would be banal, both by the film’s
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own particular erotic structure and also by broader extra-filmic standards. In effect, to
have the mother kiss the guard would essentially render the kiss invisible as an erotic
exchange, so completely would it conform to the extra-filmic structures of acceptable
erotic and sexual practice. Given the context of the film’s production and reception,
having the deliveryman kiss the guard as deeply as the parasites seem to require
would certainly be transgressive, but not nearly as much as the third option, which is
the choice made by Cronenberg. With the guard restrained, it is the young girl who
leans in and, again in close-up and in slow-motion, kisses the guard deeply while the
other two look on approvingly.

This moment is central to Shivers’ programme of political critique, for a
number of reasons. First, the mere fact of utilising the young girl as the perpetrator of
what is, essentially, a sex crime reveals the extent of the parasites’ reach. This
implication, that literally everyone infected by them becomes sexually active and
deliberately promiscuous, cuts to the heart of those moral and ethical structures
surrounding notions of correct social and sexual behaviour. This is the manner with
which the film’s narrative and diegetic material intersects with the external
disciplinary structures that provide an audience with its interpretive mechanisms.
More importantly though, this moment reveals the collusion between any film’s
diegetic material and its formal mechanisms in the delivery of disciplinary material to
an audience. The fact that the young girl who delivers the parasitic coup-de-grace has
been coded as an erotic object indicates that this coding, which results in her
uncomfortable (for the audience) actions, has occurred formally and is a conclusion
provided by the combination of slow-motion and close-up, both of which occur
endlessly in more ‘ordinary’ fare in order to provide an audience with the means to
concentrate on more socially acceptable erotic objects. In essence, this moment marks
the intersection of two structural mechanisms — the manner with which diegetic
objects are coded as erotic, and the manner with which we may ‘normally’ consider
children — both of which are revealed to be present at the moment they are rendered
transgressive through their combination.

The first of these structures (formal erotic coding as a way of representing
parasitic infestation) requires the presence of a diegetic character to continue the chain
of infection. Given the effect of infection, certain bodies would ordinarily be ‘off

limits’ to the film’s pool of! potential hosts, and yet to tesist placing anyone in this
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position because of mere ‘unsuitability’ would undermine the narrative’s own logic,
which is that all of the buildings inhabitants serve equally as hosts to the parasites.
Therefore, having filled the narrative position with the ordinarily contraband figure of
a young girl, the film then delivers her as an erotic object utilising exactly the same
formal techniques used as the lesbian kiss through which Betts passes the parasite to
Janine, and Forsythe to St Luc. As with Forsythe’s final kiss, the presence of the
parasite undermines the eroticism of the child’s kiss, but because the film has
accumulated more normal erotic material in relation to the parasites’ functioning, it is
inevitable that the child’s kiss retains this erotic overtone. Of course, Shivers provides
many other examples of total moral upset, but it is here that we can see most clearly
the relationship between any film’s diegetic content, its formal choices in representing
and delivering that content, and the manner with which these two, ordinarily invisible
mechanisms clearly articulate how an audience is meant to understand and interpret
the material it encounters. Here both the formal diegetic and narrative structures
require the presence of a body that, once on screen, will be coded as erotic. The fact
that the body chosen is that of a pre-pubescent girl serves to reveal, through the
interpretive conflict that occurs, the structures that direct our response to or away
from pleasure in a disciplinary fashion.

A similar act of transgressive substitution occurs as St Luc explores the
complex, having managed to lose Forsythe in the tumult. While these journeys do
have some slight narrative justification, their major purpose is to demonstrate to us the
ways in which the parasites have enabled a total overthrow of the old conservative
ways, represented by the building itself. As St Luc winds his way down a service
staircase, he rounds a corner to encounter two near-naked pre-pubescent girls on all
fours, secured by collars and dog-leads to an adult figure we never quite see. St Luc’s
shock (not at the sight, it must be said, but at the threat of infection) provides the
motivation to cut away from this sight, but its presence and implication are clear. As
with the parasitic transmission enacted by the pre-pubescent girl, these children
occupy structural positions that would ordinarily be filled by other, more socially
acceptable figures. It is through the filling of these positions with socially incorrect
choices that these structures are made visible. Similarly, the mise-en-scéne codes
these two girls as sexually active and aggressive, exactly as the cinematic form had

coded the elevator girl as active and aggressive.
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This notion of the various structural mechanisms at work in the film explains
why St Luc must remain uninfected until the very last. While he is not the hero in any
recognisable sense, he occupies a number of strategic structural places, not least of
which is the last bastion of the old (diegetic) order — white, middle-class masculinity.
Further to this, the overthrow of St Luc is a generic overthrow, replacing the heroic
‘last man’ or survivor for the sake of the film’s onslaught through another
(eventually) willing participant. Finally, St Luc’s role is comparative: as the symbol
of the old, normative and, hence, invisible order, he functions as a means of

determining exactly how far from his moral centre these transgressions run.

Rabid

Rabid, when compared with Shivers, is a far more conventional film, despite the
content of its narrative. As has been noted elsewhere®, the story contained in Rabid is,
in many ways, a straightforward extension and elaboration of the ideas and plot of
Shivers. What is different between them is their scale: where Shivers discusses the
development and spread of a body-altering plague amongst the inhabitants of a single
apartment block, Rabid plays out the concept of a body-altering plague within the
populated cityscape (again it is Montreal that gets it, this time literally, in the neck).
Rabid details the story of Rose (Marilyn Chambers), a young motorcyclist
who with her partner Hart (Frank Moore) is involved in a serious motorcycle accident.
Luckily the crash is witnessed by patients at the nearby Keloid Clinic for plastic
surgery, and the two are rushed there for emergency surgery. While Hart is relatively
unharmed, Rose has extensive abdominal injuries and the attending surgeon, Dr. Dan
Keloid (Howard Ryshpan), decides to attempt an innovative new technique. This
involves the grafting of ‘morphogenetically neutral’ tissue that, while involving the
possibility for the development of carcinomas, remains Rose’s only hope for survival.
After a month in a coma, Rose awakes to discover that the skin grafts have provided
her with a new organ: located in her armpit is a puckered orifice that conceals a

phallic protuberance, armed with a lethal spike at its tip. Further, she now hungers

24 C.f.: Beard 1983: 23-31; Beard 2001: 49-50; Miller; Scheib.

2 Cronenberg’s ‘morphogenetically neutral tissue’ is a clear homage to the ‘undifferentiated tissue’
that forms the centrepiece of the great William S. Burroughs routine, ‘The Man Who Taught His
Asshole to Talk’ — which, in turn, would become a pivotal moment in Cronenberg’s film of Naked
Lunch.
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blood and begins to pursue these new appetites with disastrous consequences: every
person she feeds on develops a highly virulent form of rabies that sees them awaken
from their post-traumatic coma with a hunger for human flesh. Eventually Rose, who
cannot face the fact that her feeding habits and the city-wide outbreak of rabid
zombies are connected, decides to test the theory by feeding off a man and locking
herself in a room with him, to see if he falls prey to the infection. While she is on the
telephone to Hart, Rose’s final victim comes to his senses, frothing at the mouth and,

off camera, kills Rose. Rabid ends with a sequence detailing her corpse being located

by a clean-up crew and dumped in the back of a garbage-compacting truck.

Shades of Transformation

While it is clear that Rabid continues and develops the themes of Shivers, there are
notable changes and alterations to the themes themselves. Most obvious of these is the
fact that the transformation that occurs in Rabid takes two forms and has two different
narrative functions, whereas the transformation in Shivers is the same for all
participants. Clearly Rose’s post-operative status as, essentially, a vampire figure is
the central focus of the film’s narrative and it is her story that occupies the majority of
the film’s screen time. Nevertheless, the secondary transformations, of her victims
into rabid raving creatures®, are equally important and serve to demonstrate that
Rose’s own transformation is itself primarily generative. None of her victims develop
similar supplementary organs — hers is the result of Keloid’s surgery — and yet her
victims emerge as a result of her transformation and, once infected, are able to
themselves infect other people. Rose’s victims become rabid and spread the second-
stage, consciousness-destroying rabies of the film’s title, whereas Rose remains
virtually unaware of her status as the source of infection. This alteration of the classic
vampire economy, wherein vampire begets vampire, means that, as with the parasites
in Shivers, the rabies functions as a kind of self-directed virus interested in spreading
itself regardless of the cost to the hosts. Indeed, the film makes it very clear that those
infected with the rabies virus are “... beyond medical help once it [the disease] has
established itself to the degree of inducing violent behaviour” (Cronenberg 1977: 69).

Thus the medical establishment’s sole response to the epidemic is to execute any

*% In the Rabid screenplay Cronenberg refers to them as ‘crazies’. (2002a: 195)
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person infected by the virus as no cure can be found and those infected seem to die as
a result of the infection regardless.

That this epidemic emerges as the result of the actions of a single individual
should cause us little surprise. Keloid’s role in Rabid is a continuation of Hobbes’ in
Shivers and the scientist-figure forms a central part of most of Cronenberg’s cinema.
In Shivers Hobbes is solely responsible for the infection, indeed for the invention of
the parasites in order to solve what he (alone, it would seem) perceives to be our
species’ primary obstacle to fulfilment: our increasing intellectualisation away from
our corporeal origins. For Hobbes to claim that ‘man is an animal that thinks too
much’ is to take sides, resulting in his attempt to force the human subject more fully
to one side of the Cartesian dialectic at the expense of what appears to be a hard-won
and barely maintained equilibrium. The implication is that the products of ‘thinking
too much’, be they social or cultural, are repressive and therefore somehow ‘wrong’ —
or, at the very least, less ‘natural’ and Cronenberg’s own filmic discourse is thus at
work to assess and critique this perception. Here, the irony, reflective of Cronenberg’s
own position, is that Hobbes’ attempt to return to a more natural condition can only be
achieved through the highest degree of scientific (hence intellectual) intervention.

In Rabid, the intervention of science into the body is even more pronounced,
primarily because the scientist-figure is permitted enough screen-time to become an
integral character rather than remaining, as with Cronenberg’s previous scientist-
figures, a mere cipher.”” What renders Rabid more problematic than its predecessors is
the fact that, at least for the final cut of the film, there is no obvious reason for Keloid
to experiment on Rose at all. In the film some covert suggestion is made to the extent
of Rose’s injuries, but, as we cut from her being rolled into the operating theatre to
Keloid’s explanation of the surgical procedure to his attending staff the film provides
us with the ‘what’ of his innovative ‘neutral field grafts’ and none of the ‘why’.
Unlike Hobbes in Shivers, who clearly intends for his parasites to impact utterly upon
the way the hosts continue their lives, there is no indication that Keloid has anything
other than Rose’s health and recovery as a motive. Nevertheless, regardless of
Keloid’s good intentions, Rose is as much a victim of his science as Annabelle and

the inhabitants of Starliner Towers are victims of Hobbes’.

"1t is worth noting that the scientist-figure at the centre of Cronenberg’s ‘break-through’ independent
feature Crimes of the Future is never seen at all, ‘appearing’ at the film’s conclusion reincarnated as a
small girl.
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Keloid’s actions are never questioned; diegetically, as chief surgeon he is the
film’s centre of authority — at least for the time being — and the narrative moves
quickly to gloss over the elision of his rationale. This moment is actually central to
discerning Keloid’s function within Cronenberg’s discourse. As with Hobbes,
Keloid’s role as a diegetic authority sees a conflation of his function in the public
service as a surgeon with his right, as an authority figure, to proceed as he wishes.
With this in mind, Keloid has no need to provide a rationale or justification for his
decision to experiment on Rose: in essence, he acts as he does because he can.
However this is not to say that Keloid and Hobbes function as simple examples of
society’s disciplinary mechanisms alone. They certainly do this, but their actions
serve to highlight to imbalance that lies at the centre of all of the films discussed in
this chapter.

Clearly Keloid is meant from the outset to represent the arbitrary nature of

society’s disciplinary mechanisms: he is, after all, a plastic surgeon responsible both

to and for notions of body image and image-culture. Certainly Rabid does make some
attempt to grant Keloid a measure of morality by having him resist, during a board
meeting, attempts to turn the clinic into “the Colonel Sanders of plastic surgery”
(Cronenberg 1977).”* Nevertheless, plastic surgery is both arbitrary (reliant on the
fads and vagaries of fashion and image-culture) and disciplinary (involved in offering
models of the body to be conformed to, and which are confirmed with each
procedure). Keloid therefore functions as an example of society at both its most
arbitrary and its most disciplinary, and these factors are involved in his decision to not
just operate on Rose, but to experiment upon her. Here the hubris of the mad scientist
is veiled by a veneer of pubic service and expedient necessity, yet Keloid is no
different to Hobbes. Rose’s passivity mirrors Annabelle’s in Shivers: of course, the
fact that Rose is in a coma when Keloid encounters her neatly sidesteps (but does not
resolve) the issue of consent and thus, with the premise of needing to save her life, the
narrative of Rabid conspires to enforce Rose ’s participation.

Still, Keloid’s (and Hobbes’) role as a disciplinary exemplar is problematic, to

say the least. Certainly as a doctor he is well placed to impose disciplinary measures

* Ira Livingston is less convinced of Keloid’s altruism, noting that
Keloid’s reluctance [,,,] [to franchise the clinic] is only skin deep; in order to pursue his
medical ambitions, he will leave the financial and managerial entrepreneurship to his partners.
When news of the accident interrupts the meeting, he quickly acquiesces to the plan, and
rushes off to attend the victim. (Livingstone)

51



surround the health and maintenance of the bodies he encounters that would be both
socially and morally ‘correct’. Hobbes, too, could presumably function in this
harmless — which is to say, disciplinarily invisible — fashion and yet neither of them
do. Hobbes’ desire to force one side of the Cartesian divide to prominence seems to
be a rather elaborate, and ham-fisted, attempt to either resolve or rationalise his
predilection for his underage students. If anything, Keloid’s unthinking rationalism is
more horrifying because of the way it reveals so fully the entrenched discourses of
power that justify and validate his position and his actions. Both of these men, by
violating the tenets of their authority, work to render visible the articulation of power
inherent in their positions.

These two examples, Keloid and Hobbes, demonstrate the degree of criticism
inherent in Cronenberg’s narratives: in both films, there are discourses of scientific
imposition and its relationship to both sexual and social relations (as well as general
sexual impropriety). In both films, women are utterly passive before the powerful men
who intrude into their lives and bodies, and in both the women suffer at the hands of
these men and the scientific community they represent. Yet the manner with which
these films play out seems to undercut this relatively straightforward critique by
offering the possibility for further interpretation. In both of these films it is the
woman’s body that is (at least at first) rendered monstrous and over-productive.
Despite Rose’s plaintive appeals that “it’s not my fault ... it’s not my fault”, the film
leaves open the question of how we are to assess Rose: is she, as the television
reporters in Rabid suggest, a kind of active and knowing ‘Typhoid Mary’ who should
be held solely responsible for the outbreak of rabies, or does the responsibility lie
elsewhere for her transformation and its concomitant effects upon the society that is
demonstrably ill-prepared for it? Given that Keloid functions as the representative of
society in Rabid, the issue of assigning blame or responsibility turns in on itself. This
is not to suggest, however, that it is irresolvable, at least in the film’s own terms.

The fact that Rose’s particular infection is generative (i.e, her feeding
activities produce the rabies which she herself does not suffer from) means that her
body, rendered ‘over-full’ with the development of a spiked neo-phallus that nestles
in her armpit within a puckered neo-anus of its own, is both a site of horror and is also
capable of producing and transmitting horror. She is, in effect, both the mother of the

‘crazies’ insofar as she incubates the rabies they catch, and the father who
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impregnates them with the virus. The problem that Rose becomes is resolved with the
film’s conclusion as she is, quite unceremoniously, collected and deposited in a trash
compactor. Here Cronenberg’s ambiguity is at its most difficult: both sides of the
disciplinarian structure seem equally viable as sites of criticism, for even as Rose is
consigned to the trash, the surgeon who has interceded is also punished (he is fed

upon by Rose, develops rabies and, presumably, dies).

Rose’s Ambiguity and the Porn Aesthetic

Rose’s presence as a site of ambiguity in the film’s narrative, and the various
interpretations we might come to make of it, are nowhere as visible as with the
various attacks she performs during the course of her transformation. The first of
these, which occurs as she awakens from her post-operative coma, is confusing for
both us and her, and this confusion is reflected in the ways in which the film does not,
at first, seek to explain what is happening. Rose, awakened from a coma in a state of
comely undress, is comforted by Lloyd Walsh (Roger Periard), a fellow patient in the
clinic. Despite his insistence that he get further medical help, she holds onto him and,
without fully realising her actions, punctures his neck and begins to feed upon him.
This sequence is itself punctuated by an extreme close-up shot of her hypodermic
phallic spike emerging from its neo-anal sheath. This image, while horrifying, occurs
without any kind of framing or context and so hangs unresolved amidst Rose’s
actions, which are more conventionally framed. What we instead might choose to
focus our interpretive energies upon is the sight of Rose, topless, pulling an older man
towards her while imploring him to comfort her. It is here that Ivan Reitman’s
decision to cast Marilyn Chambers as Rose generates interest, with the famous porn-
actor playing Rose against type as a gentle and innocent victim who, in this scene,
seems to coincide with Chambers’ other, more notorious roles. Regardless of this
collapse of inter- and intra-diegetic information, Rose’s actions are not malicious
despite their disturbing nature: she is clearly unaware of the import of her actions, and
her innocence (aided by the slightly naive mannerisms of Chambers’ performance)
seems to leave her untainted by the fleeting shot of her new viscera.

Her next attacks, however, render this condition as a mistakenly-maligned

innocent more problematic. Her second attack, coming after an unsuccessful attempt
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to feed on a stabled cow leaves her retching, sees Rose use her spike to blind a
drunken farmer who tries to rape her. This action further develops our sympathy for
her: we see her vomiting the cow’s blood and understand the nature of her condition
even if she herself is slower to comprehend its import. Further, the use of this new
organ in self-defence is acceptable, only because we do not yet know that her attacks
inevitably lead to fatal cases of rabies. Here, her actions are simply in self-defence, if
bizarre in execution. However, while Rose’s assault on Lloyd could potentially be
explained away due to her post-operative condition and her lack of understanding
about her condition and transformation, there can be no such excuses for her
subsequent attack on a clinic patient. Immediately after her abortive attempt to feed
on the cow and the attack on the farmer, Rose returns to the clinic and finds fellow
patient Judy Glasberg (Terry Schonblum) luxuriating in the clinic’s hot tub. Despite
Judy’s increasingly insistent protests, Rose joins her and then pulls her close,
impaling her on her vampiric spike. As the two thrash about in the hot tub, Judy in her
bikini and Rose in a translucent hospital gown, the sequence cuts to a close-up filmed
in slow-motion. This is clearly not so that we can see the event in any greater detail;
throughout the images are grainy and indistinct, given the mood lighting of the
clinic’s hot tub room.

This sequence contains clear formal echoes of the parasite-passing kiss that
moves the child in Shivers from victim to eroticised antagonist. Similarly, the
embrace between Rose and Judy suggests a scene in Shivers between Janine Tudor
and Betts, her sexually active friend and neighbour, during which Betts passes the
parasite on to Janine. There, as here, the moment is detailed in close-up and in slow-
motion, utilising lighting designed to soften and render intimate sequences which are,
at a superficial level, straight-forward erotic exchanges. However, what these
sequences have in common is more than their utilisation of certain formal techniques
mobilised by a male director in the delivery of erotic material. Both of these
sequences reveal a variety of disciplinary structures to be in operation. The utilisation
of a porn-aesthetic at these moments draws on our recognition and understanding of
these techniques; as the elements of this aesthetic begin to coalesce, they direct us
towards a particular interpretation and, therefore, a certain kind of spectatorial
pleasure. Thus the diegetic components of all of these sequences — intimate or private

location, revealing costumes, isolation, softened lighting in warm tones, slow-motion
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and close-up at certain crucial moments and, importantly, two attractive women — all
function invisibly by drawing upon our prior knowledge of these same factors and
steer us towards a desired interpretation that this is an erotic encounter, not a vicious
assault. However, what both of these sequences do is undercut the possibility for
spectatorial enjoyment by providing an added element of narrative information that is
much harder for us to reconcile.

With Janine and Betts in Shivers, the pleasure which we might otherwise draw
from their performance of socially illicit yet not troublingly transgressive contact is
prevented with the close-up of the parasite moving from Betts’ throat and into
Janine’s. The phallic nature of the parasite (this particular one had invaded Betts’
vagina while she bathed) makes this a complex sexual encounter indeed. Rose’s
attack on the patient in the hot tub, which superficially is another lesbian encounter,
brings forth not only the same kinds of spectatorial pleasures, but also issues of rape
and violence when we finally, and fully, comprehend her actions. It is on the issue of
Rose’s actions that this sequence hinges, since it, like its predecessor in Shivers,
makes clear the correlation between agency and its manifestation as sexual
performance. What the parasites in Shivers and Rose’s affliction in Rabid have in
common is the way they focus attention on issues of agency and its relation to the
body. As noted, while Hobbes may operate along strictly Cartesian lines, Shivers does
not, utilising the body as a central term that mediates between the disciplinary forces
of society and culture, and the identity that emerges as a result of these. Altering one
of these terms will have profound effects on the other two and on the nature of their
inter-relationship.

In Rabid the same critical structure is in place, meaning that one cannot trust a
reduction of the film to a simple Cartesian binary. Rose’s attack on Judy is significant
as it should mark Rose’s growing awareness of her condition and its implications; it is
the first attack in which her desire to feed is clearly evident and cannot be hidden
behind some other explanation. Yet throughout Rabid Rose is continuously
constructed as a victim, and her protestations (and eventual suicide) support this sense
of her as unwilling subject to the demands of a different kind of bodily agency. Thus
Rose’s agency is called into question by the very actions that would appear to
demonstrate that she is an agent, just as Janine and Betts are rendered problematic by

their actions which seem, on the one hand, to emerge ‘naturally’ out of the plot
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(frustrated wife falls prey to experienced older woman) and yet, on the other hand, are
motivated by the presence of the venereal parasites. Rose’s attack on Judy, the first to
be visibly and concretely marked by Rose’s own awareness of her body’s new
requirements, throws our previous interpretations of her into disarray. If she is a
victim, subject to the demands of an alien condition, she cannot be held responsible
for her actions. Yet the attack on Judy reveals a degree of complicity that cannot be
explained within a Cartesian schema. As with Shivers we are encouraged by
Cronenberg to consider the possibility of alternate forms of agency with demonstrably
different desires and bodily demands, the understanding of which eludes us because
of their very difference to us.

Rose occupies a liminal position, neither simply a monstrous woman nor a
powerless victim.” The manifestation of Rose’s transformation — the phallic spike she
uses to penetrate her victims — places her in a powerful position to negotiate between
strictly phallic (i.e, masculine) violence and a feminine response to the violence
performed upon her by Keloid. Thus the violence in Rabid is gendered in a way that it
is not in Shivers, though this gendering remains unstable (with a single exception,
Rose’s victims are men and she penetrates them with her own phallus, itself the result
of masculine medical intervention). The film’s final moments, which see Rose
literally reduced to trash, stand as a complex sequence that, again, cannot be so easily
consigned to a single interpretation. Rose’s generative vampirism marks her as abject,
certainly, but her actions in trying to comprehend her condition do not permit us to
reach a stable understanding of her own self-awareness and, hence, agency within that
condition. Similarly, the anarchy that emerges as a result of the second-stage rabies is
met with swift and deadly force by a group of authorities that seems only too prepared
to mete out violence with little consideration of alternative avenues of response.”
Therefore, Rabid both satisfies the demands of the body horror genre and exceeds

them, rendering impossible the possibility of arriving at a stable interpretation of the

¥ It is worth comparing the figure of Rose with that of Carrie in Brian De Palma’s 1976 film of the

same name. Carrie, like Rose, occupies a liminal position as both victim and agent of destruction

(however unwitting). Interestingly, Sissy Spacek was Cronenberg’s first choice for the role of Rose.

% 1n his review of the film, Rhett Miller notes that
Cronenberg has always had a distrust for medical authority, and his preoccupation is more
than relevant in a nation where health care remains controlled entirely by the state. While
Shivers also hinted at this scrutiny [....] Rabid is a much more elaborate staging of a similar
concept, but this time ‘the-effect hits. mueh-closer,_to -home: Montreal, [.-7]; is/ thrown into
anarchy as the threat of medical malpractice andisocial unrest suddenlybecomes very real —
and very Canadian. (Miller)
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film. Throughout all of this, it is the notion of Rose’s agency (and hence complicity)
that remains the most troubling; in identifying (with) her as a victim, our own desire
to reach a stable interpretation of the film emerges as much from a desire to resolve
the conditions of our own agency as the wish to find a point of narrative interpretive

stability.

The Fly: The Agency of the Flesh

It is in The Fly that the elements at play within Shivers and Rabid come to fruition.
Here we see a central protagonist who fulfils both the role of the scientist-figure
whose hubristic actions give rise to the crisis at the film’s centre, and the role of sole
victim of that crisis. Further, the body of the victim continues to serve as the site upon
which disruptions of the usually invisible assumptions of the Cartesian dialectic
occur, with the added implication that here, finally, it is the flesh itself that seems to
have its own wants and needs, its own agency that takes the brilliant mind inhabiting
it merely along for the ride. While in Videodrome Cronenberg’s discussion of the
body, and particularly of the transformative possibilities of the flesh, reaches a
discursive maturity, it is The Fly that contains the most articulate and sustained
discussion’ of the body and the disciplinary structures that surround the body. The
entire film is focused on the development, transformation and fate of its central
protagonist, Seth Brundle (Jeff Goldblum), as he negotiates and, importantly, fails to
fully control the fact that his body is subject to “a disease with a purpose”
(Cronenberg 1986). This shift, represented by the notion that the flesh itself has a
purpose that renders it at odds with the subjectivity that inhabits it, is something we
have seen as central to Cronenberg’s films from Shivers forward. In all three of the
films discussed in this section, it is the flesh that rebels, striking at the bonds of the
mind to which it is subject and which holds it in thrall. Indeed, as has been noted
elsewhere, Cronenberg’s “practise of cinema seems, then, to be driven by a desire to
annihilate the ‘bar of repression’ which separates the signifier from the signified”

(Roche). This means that his desire to ‘make the word be flesh’ is tantamount to

! This is a problematic point because the very devices that make The Fly articulate and sustained —
clearly defined protagonists and antagonists, character development and emotions arcs, clearly defined
resolution — are the same devices that threaten to contain and, therefore, recuperate the heretical
potential of this film. Not surprisingly, all of these devices are absent from Videodrome.
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overcoming, as he sees it, the entirely artificial Cartesian distinction so as to release

the fear that the Cartesian dialectic elides. As Roche so forcefully explains,

... the fear of the body is ultimately the fear of the other within me (the fly),
whether it be my unconscious flesh (Seth’s disease) or my unconscious desires
(his newfound superhuman strength and sexual stamina) which often

expresses itself through my flesh. (Roche)

In this manner, The Fly is the clearest articulation of Cronenberg’s notion of the
‘creative cancer’* that seeks to articulate its own fate, regardless of the consequences.

The Fly is, more than Cronenberg’s other films, sui-generis, partaking in
nearly equal amounts of aspects of the love story, the science-fiction narrative, the
monster movie and the horror film. Each of these genres necessarily brings its own
generic requirements and Cronenberg is able to negotiate them much more readily in
this film than in the two earlier examples previous discussed. Further to this,
Cronenberg’s particular technical innovations — in this film concentrated most
obviously in the arena of special and creature effects — are much more
comprehensively integrated into the film. Another significant development lies in the
manner with which Cronenberg’s camera (here manned by Mark Irwin who had

worked with Cronenberg since Fast Company) is much more empathetic to Brundle

and his relationship with Roni Quaife (Geena Davis). Where both Shivers and Rabid

utilised a mode of cinematography that maintained a clinical distance from the
subject, and particularly from whatever protagonist the films could muster, here the
camera is much more attuned to the requirements of sympathetic character
construction, moving closer and providing us with the intimacies that are essential for
a central love story. These formal elements will be discussed more completely below.

The Fly stands apart from Shivers and Rabid in that it is not a Cronenberg

story but is an adaptation of a now-classic B-movie of the same name (1958) and,
prior to that, a short story. However, Cronenberg notes that the draft of the adaptation
he was offered by Mel Brooks (whose company produced The Fly) contained material

“... detailing the transformation of this character that felt like I could have written

2 Susan Sontag, in Illness as Metaphor, notes that “[c]ancer could be described as a triumphant
mutation, and mutation is now mainly an image for cancer” (69). Thus Cronenberg’s utilisation of both
the cancer metaphor to discuss his various ‘diseases with purposes’, and the manner with which he
leads these irruptions of other-agency with import continues a long-standing tradition of referring to
disease (and specifically cancer) in this manner.
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myself” (Cronenberg 1986: DVD commentary). This material, when supplemented by
Cronenberg’s own input”, means that The Fly does not appear dissimilar from the

kind of nascent text being developed in Shivers and Rabid. What is unique about The

Fly is that it marks a transition point, after which Cronenberg’s discussion of
transformation and transgression becomes internalised and subject to other psychic
forces. Certainly his later films all continue this discussion of the role of the flesh;
after all, the body, for Cronenberg, is the first fact of existence. But in all of the later
films the flesh plays a different role. The possibility for a bodily agency becomes less
central and the body, if it is altered at all, is either transformed as a result of fantasy
(Naked Lunch, for example) or other transgressive practices that have their origin in
the mind first (Crash is a prime example of this).

The Fly is more complex than the other two films discussed in this section,
both in terms of its narrative and the underlying concepts it seeks to demonstrate.
Brilliant scientific researcher Seth Brundle is involved in ongoing research into
teleportation and, at a function, meets science reporter Roni Quiafe (Geena Davis).
Despite his ham-fisted attempts at seduction, Roni accompanies Brundle back to his
warehouse-cum-laboratory and witnesses the teleportation of an object (one of her
stockings) between two of Brundle’s telepods. Convinced by Brundle’s claims that
his invention “... will change the world as we know it ...”, Roni takes Brundle’s story
to her editor and former lover, Stathis Borans (John Getz). While Borans claims that
Brundle is a fake, Roni agrees to document ‘the Brundle Project’ and, shortly after,
the two become lovers. After a failed teleportation experiment, which sees Brundle’s
test baboon literally turned inside-out, Brundle has an epiphany sparked by Roni’s
post-coital comments about the body, flesh and its influence. Brundle, having decided
that his computer needs to be taught how to be “... made crazy by the flesh ...”,
successfully teleports another baboon and then, in a fit of jealous pique at Roni’s past
relationship with Borans, teleports himself. It is at this point that a housefly is trapped
in the telepod and, when transported, is entirely assimilated by Brundle’s body.

At first Brundle only notices that he has, somehow, been improved by the
experiment, commenting that his presumably purified body has left him feeling “... a
king amongst men”. However the genetic material of the fly soon begins to assert

itself and Brundle’s irrational behaviour and increasingly aberrant body alert Roni to

3 Cronenberg has a co-writing credit for The Fly, shared with Charles Edward Pogue.
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the changes he is undergoing. It takes some time for Brundle himself to recognise the
change for what it actually is and much of the film’s third quarter is taken up with his
attempts to fathom his body, which is increasingly beyond both his control and his
ability to understand it. Finally, after a climactic fight with Borans, Brundle’s attempt
to further purify his body by assimilating it with Roni’s leaves him fused with his
telepod. No longer able to speak and barely able to move, the horribly disfigured
Brundlefly-pod is killed by Roni in a final act of mercy and love.

Among the most important moments in The Fly for this discussion are those in
which Brundle attempts to make sense of the changes he is undergoing. Beard sees

Brundle’s growing awareness of his condition as moving through three broad stages:

The first is a transitional period where Brundle misreads the earliest ‘fly’
symptoms as heightenings of his human powers; the second coincides with the
recognition of his state and to continual growth of ‘fly’ characteristics; the
third arrives when Seth’s self has finally been obliterated by ‘flyness’. (Beard
2001: 207)

This account is useful as it alerts us to the divergent narratives at work in The Fly
Aside from the film’s own narrative, Beard’s structure demonstrates that the narrative
Brundle assumes he is following (talented researcher cracks monumental puzzle to
general accolades and global fame) is entirely as odds with what becomes the film’s
central concern, the narrative of his increasingly independent body. Further, it
demonstrates the retrospective rationalising Brundle is forced to enact with each
change as he seeks to explain the transformation that is increasingly removing him
from the realm of human discourse. Thus Brundle’s ‘politics of insects’ stands as a
way of drawing the alien and unknowable (i.e., the insect) into a realm of discursive
representation and, therefore, of containing (however partially) the threat that the
unknowable ‘politics of insects’ offers. However, each rationalisation, coming as it
does after the specific change it seeks to explain has already occurred, must
necessarily fail, because Brundle does not know his own body. By implication, the
body — a metaphoric representation of the spectator’s own — is itself unknowable and
thus belongs from the start to another order that necessarily, and inevitably eludes

representational attempts to force a stability of meaning upon it.
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Self Knowledge and Knowledge of the Self

The film clearly indicates that Brundle is, if not a virgin, then sexually inexperienced
prior to his relationship with Roni. Many diegetic indicators of his life of solitude are
given, from the fact of his wardrobe (identical sets of the same conservative outfit to
prevent time wasting) to the conflation of his living and work space. Indeed, as
Brundle notes when offering Roni the chance to document ‘the Brundle project’, “I
don’t have a life so there’s nothing for you to interfere with”. The implication is that
Brundle does not ‘have a life’ aside from his work or, rather, that his life is his work.
All of these facts of Brundle’s character and back-story combine to provide us with a
picture of a man who, like Hobbes and Keloid before him, has made a specifically
Cartesian choice. However, where Hobbes’ and Keloid’s choices are acted out
arrogantly on the bodies of others, Brundle’s decision to deny his body (insofar as
such intellectual practice, when combined with mise-en-sceéne detail, suggests an
ascetic lifestyle) in order to further his mind and his career affects, at least initially,
him alone. This innocence about his own body is, of course, an innocence about his
own sexuality.

Thus The Fly replays and explores the relationship between sexuality (and

sexual practice) and agency that has been a feature of both Shivers and Rabid, with

the understanding both of these factors are central to the kinds of transformations that
occur. If Shivers demonstrates, at its conclusion, the kind of agency that emerges as a
result of a solely body-oriented knowledge (i.e., entirely libidinal), Brundle’s life
prior to his transformation is at the other extreme but represents an equivalent
imbalance. After all, when it is well, when its multitude of biological processes
function as they should, the body as an object is invisible. It is not noticed because
there is nothing to notice, nothing out of the ordinary. Therefore, it is only when the
body’s processes, and the body itself, display something extraordinary that attention
is drawn to the ways in which the body is conceived and utilised. Thus, as Sontag

notes,

Illness reveals desires of which the patient was probably unaware. Diseases —
and patients — become subjects for decipherment. And these hidden passions

are now considered a source of illness. (46)
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Given the conditions within which Brundle exists, it should come as no
surprise that a specific ‘knowledge of the flesh’ is central to The Fly and Brundle’s
transformation. The reason, he discovers, that the telepods cannot initially transport
organic material is because they do not ‘know flesh’; the computer program that
controls the entire enterprise only knows what it has been taught and the implication
is that Brundle’s lack of bodily knowledge is the missing piece of the puzzle. As soon
as he and Roni become lovers, Brundle begins to learn about flesh, about bodies, and
is then able to transfer this knowledge to the machine to aid its own development. One
cannot help but posit the suggestion that what the machine lacks — which is another
way of articulating what Brundle lacks — is not knowledge of the flesh, but knowledge
of desire and satisfaction. Leaving aside questions about machine intelligence, the
sequence in which Brundle intuits the problem at the centre of his experiment is a
fascinating one. After he and Roni have consummated their relationship, she playfully
bites him in bed and comments “I just want to eat you up. That’s why old ladies pinch
babies’ cheeks. It’s the flesh ... it just drives you crazy”. Brundle seizes on this notion
and, dividing a steak in half, teleports one portion and then cooks both to demonstrate
to Roni that the machine does not understand the intricacies of organic material. As

she complains about the synthetic taste of the teleported half, Brundle explains that:

[t]he computer is giving us its interpretation of a steak. It’s translating it for
us, it’s rethinking it, rather than reproducing it. And ... something’s getting

lost in the translation.

What is getting lost in the teleportation process is

the flesh. It should make the computer crazy. Like those old ladies pinching
babies. But it doesn’t — not yet. I haven’t taught the computer to be made

crazy by the flesh. [...] So I'm going to start teaching it now.

Of course, the exact method by which one encourages a computer to be ‘made crazy
by the flesh’ is not explained by the film. What is important is that it is Brundle’s own
growing knowledge of the body — his body and Roni’s — that provides him with the
information to translate Roni’s idea into a form that the computer can recognise. This
structure is, in effect, a chain of translation that works from Roni’s intuitive

understanding to Brundle’s scientific comprehension and then through the computer
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as an objective ‘flesh-effect’. In this fashion Brundle becomes the one who, even if
only momentarily, occupies the interstitial position between the two poles of body (as
represented by Roni and the physical intimacy she provides) and the computer (with
its connotations of intellectualism devoid of bodily and interpersonal contact).
Brundle’s oversight that permits the fly into the telepod chamber is just that,
an accident. But its value, aside from its obvious centrality to the narrative, lies in the
way it permits us to witness Brundle’s attempts to rationalise his transformation in
Roni’s terms — a continued discussion of the flesh and its own wants, needs and
desires. The imposition of a bodily-subjectivity is something Cronenberg has been
exploring throughout his films and Brundle’s articulations of his own flesh and its
development is, as noted, the most comprehensive thus far. What becomes clear,
however, is that it is Brundle’s unfamiliarity with his flesh that leads him to
misrecognise his transformation until much later in the film. His messianic discourse
regarding the power of his ‘new flesh’, which occurs in a café as Roni watches him
spoon enormous amounts of sugar into his coffee, seems, for Brundle, to emerge from
his new-found boundless energy. We, however, encounter this enthusiasm with Roni
as our filter and, when compared to her ‘naturalism’ (both of performance and
appearance) Brundle’s ‘crazy flesh’ is obvious. During his café speech (which,

despite Roni’s presence, plays out as a soliloquy) Brundle asserts that

I’m beginning to think that the sheer process of being taken apart atom by
atom and being put back together again ... why, it’s like coffee being put
through a filter ... it’s somehow a purifying process, it’s purified me, it’s
cleansed me. And I'll tell you, I think it’s going to allow me to realise the

personal potential I’ve been neglecting all these years ....

Of course, Brundle’s flesh is anything but pure, but it is interesting that this discourse
occurs, that Brundle associates what are initially the positive effects of his
transformation (and which, one presumes, are a result of the fly’s abilities being
scaled up to Brundle’s size) with a becoming-pure, a state of being better than he was.
This misrecognition of his own condition, and the act of casting his renewed vitality
and libidinal excess as a teleological triumph, is viewed by Brundle as the successful
removal of ‘impurities’ generated by a life lived without attention to the body. In this

fashion, The Fly demonstrates that Brundle’s ‘project’ (though derailed by the
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accident) is not that far from Hobbes’ and Keloid’s own attempts to promote a form
of ‘better living through science’. At the same time, The Fly completes the trajectory
of Shivers and Rabid. Both of those films made use of environments and, hence,

social and cultural situations that presumed

... order and control, yet nothing could be further from the truth. Beneath the
appearance of order, repressed forces of sexuality, passion and desire are

lurking, waiting to be released on an unsuspecting society. (Handling 101)

It is with The Fly we see recognition of the fact that it is exactly these disruptive
forces of sexuality, passion and desire, which are required in order to break through

the stasis of Brundle’s pre-teleportation life.

The Flesh as Agent

The coffee-shop incident described above is pivotal: here is Brundle’s first attempt to
comprehend the changes undertaken by a body he has previously ignored and which
he hardly knows. The terms of his attempted explanation may be Roni’s, within a
discourse of common-sense understandings of pure and impure bodies, but the
explanation is Brundle’s and remains coded with his bodily naiveté. Here we see the
retrospective explanation — if he feels good now then he must have previously felt bad
(when we are given to believe that he, in fact, felt very little at all) — while the notion
that a life of the body is somehow more pure or natural than one focused on
intellectualism could have come straight from Hobbes’ actions in Shivers.

Soon after, Brundle associates the teleportation device with his new-found
strength and well-being. Visually, by this stage the transformation is already
beginning to manifest itself, with his skin demonstrating signs of his internal
condition. Clearly Brundle’s attention to the flesh remains abstracted as he does not
notice these things in his fervour. Instead, his evangelical dedication to the notion of a
new flesh leads him to attempt to pressure Roni into teleporting so that she too can
“... feel the power surging inside ...’. She resists his ““... born-again teleportation crap

... which prompts the first of his post-teleportation irrational outbursts:

You’'re afraid to dive into the plasma pool, aren’t you? You're afraid to be
destroyed and re-created, aren’t you? I bet you think you woke me up about
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the flesh, don’t you? But you only know society’s straight line about the flesh.
You can’t penetrate beyond society’s sick grey fear of the flesh. Drink deep,
or taste not the plasma spring. See what I’'m saying? I’m not just talking about
sex and penetration. I’'m talking about penetration beyond the veil of the flesh.

A deep penetrating dive into the plasma pool.

One should note the elision that occurs in Brundle’s speech here — the move from a
discussion of the flesh to suggestions about the means to transcend it, to move
‘beyond the veil of the flesh’. In this fashion, the discourse of the flesh that occurs in
The Fly becomes increasingly complex as we are asked to consider the discursive
positions represented by the two protagonists. Roni, who previously represented a
particular ‘knowledge of the flesh’, has come to stand for a bodily conservatisim that
is clearly the more rational position when compared with Brundle’s desire to
transcend ‘society’s sick grey fear of the flesh’. Brundle’s outburst occurs before he
discovers the manner with which his body has fused with the fly’s and it is interesting
that, after this discovery, Brundle’s notion of his body shifts from transformation
(which, as he considers it, is inherently positive) to disease (which is wholly
negative). Of course, as should be clear, Cronenberg’s own considerations of disease
are that it is transformation pure and simple, without any kind of moral compunction.
Whatever moralising occurs around transformation, Cronenberg suggests, happens at
the social level and functions as a way of containing, isolating and hence disciplining
the body undergoing change.

Of course, Brundle’s retrospective rationalising occurs until, as Beard notes,
the identity that was Brundle, and which had survived the transformation into
Brundlefly, is entirely overcome by the fly. Nevertheless, with each adaptation,
Brundle’s discourse reflects an identity desperately trying to posit not just an agency
in the body it can no longer control, but an agency that is rational, logical and human.
With this in mind, his claims about a politics of insects mark his attempt to find a
place for his identity within the actions of a body that is becoming increasingly
unfamiliar, and which is increasingly moving beyond his ability to contain (both
literally and discursively). Having initially tried to explain away his fusion with the
fly in terms of purity and impurity, he finally grants the transformative agent — now
refigured as a disease — a specific agency of its own. After asserting that “... it’s

showing itself as a bizarre form of cancer [involving] [gleneral cellular chaos and
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revolution ...”, pitting this transformative agency against his own (and thus against

his body as well), Brundle eventually comes to believe that

[t]he disease has just revealed its purpose. [....] I know what the disease wants.
It wants to turn me into something else. That’s not too terrible, is it? Most

people would give anything to be turned into something else.

When Roni queries this position, Brundle concludes that he is becoming ...
something that never existed before. I'm becoming ‘Brundlefly’. Don’t you think
that’s worth a Nobel Prize or two?” As before, each of these explanations is an
attempt by Brundle to locate himself alongside the agency of his flesh. But they also
mark how difficult it is to continue to assert one’s identity in Cartesian terms in the
face of what Cronenberg offers as a model that appears to recognise the insect as
representing an as-yet unrealised transformative possibility.

As discussed in some detail above, each of the terms in Cronenberg’s
continued revision of the Cartesian dialectic leads to a revised set of terms — identity /
body / society — that are more closely related than the invisibly functioning Cartesian
model would have us believe. Cronenberg’s structure both demonstrates the
possibility for transformative action that occurs with the identity / body dyad, and the
disciplinary actions taken by the social axis to limit or govern such transformation.™
Thus Brundle’s ignorance of his body is not necessarily the sin of impurity or wasted
life that he makes it out to be once he gains knowledge (however partial) of the flesh.
Brundle is merely living as we all do, with scant regard paid to the body qua object
until some event occurs to upset the balance (itself figured on the very invisibility of
the correctly-functioning body).

To return to an earlier point, Brundle believes it is possible to comprehend,
first, his body and flesh and then, second, the forces of transformation to which he is
subject and which he has cast as his ‘creative cancer’. The point he misses is that he

is, in effect, attempting to put words in the place of this foreign agent’s actions. To be

** It could conceivably be suggested that Cronenberg’s version of Body Horror marks a shift in that
sub-genre’s elaboration. Part of the horror implicit in the visceral destruction witnessed in the cinema
of Romero, Hooper and Carpenter, is the schism between the body that suffers and the mind that
remains able to experience that suffering in order to report it more effectively to the films’ audiences.
Cronenberg’s elaboration on this theme forces us to helplessly witness a body that alters in response to
some alien directive, and a mind-that becomes. increasinghy. unable to comprehend or represent those
changes. The difference is that where;the standard Body Horror film enables the audience in discursive
relation to the protagonist, Cronenberg’s disables them even as the protagonistis diSabled.
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suffering from a disease with a purpose, while desperately sad, does make a
recognisable kind of sense and can provide some small comfort (the comfort of the
afflicted). The politics of insects is achieved in this film, but only at the moment
when, as Fly, Brundle can no longer speak and is, in effect, no longer human. The
disciplinary structures that surround Brundle provide him with the means to
understand his body. This is evidenced with the various attempts at rationalising that
occur as he moves towards utter unknowability. As he moves to integrate the two
parts of the Cartesian binary into a comprehensive whole, gaining knowledge of his
flesh such that he can transfer that information into a site of pure intellect (the
computer) he violates a series of discourses that work to maintain the body in its
functioning invisibility. As with all Cronenberg films, violation of a disciplinary
structure — the act that renders them visible — brings with it the harshest punishments
which, for Brundle’s growing self-knowledge, is to be moved towards a horror of the

body in its very unknowability.
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Chapter Three: The Mind Erupts

Frames and Framing

In the introduction to The Fright of Real Tears (2001b), ZiZek recounts an

occasion when, as part of a conference, he was caught out by an unexpected question

regarding a painting he had only seen once before. In response to this, he notes that he

... engaged in a total bluff, which went something like this: the frame of the
painting in front of us is not its true frame; there is another, invisible, frame,
implied by the structure of the painting, and these two frames do not overlap —
there is an invisible gap separating the two. The pivotal content of the painting
is not rendered in its visible part, but is located in this dislocation of the two

frames, in the gap that separates them. (5)

As he goes on to explain, this notion of ‘the dimension in-between-the-two-frames’

became a huge success, a fact that

. made me sad, really sad. What I encountered here was not only the
efficiency of a bluff, but a much more radical apathy at the heart of today’s

cultural studies. (6)

Of course, ZiZek’s anecdote demonstrates his point; the ‘pivotal content’ of his
comments, at the conference, relates to the fundamental role context plays in the
manner with which an audience interprets the object before them. Thus the anecdote
reveals a variety of layers in its application: leaving aside the possibility of a ‘radical
apathy at the heart of today’s cultural studies’, what makes the bluff possible (and,
hence, useful) is the fact that it is uttered by, and framed by, the person who utters it
and the context of the utterance. Thus the content of the bluff is authorised as
legitimate by ZiZek’s presence, and the fact that the bluff is a bluff (for ZiZek) in no
way diminishes the efficacy of the comments for the audience who seize upon them
so readily, interpreting them not as bluff but as a legitimate response from so

authoritative a figure.
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The notion of framing and the relationship of the frame to the context (and,
thus, to content) is made clear when, later in the same book, Zizek is discussing
Kieslowski’s Decalogue (1988) and its relationship to the Ten Commandments. At a
pivotal point in his argument, ZiZek has cause to return to the notion of frames and
framing, to the context of interpretation and the manner with which the text’s content

is encountered and interpreted. At this moment, he comments that

[o]ne of the minimal definitions of a modernist painting concerns the function
of its frame. The frame of the painting in front of us is not its true frame; there
is another, invisible, frame, implied by the structure of the painting, which
frames our perception of the painting, and these two frames by definition do
not overlap — there is an invisible gap separating them. The pivotal content of
the painting is not rendered in its visible part, but is located in this dislocation

of the two frames, in the gap that separates them. (130)

Certainly there are some minor differences between the two passages, but they are
essentially identical; the irony (and purpose) is that while the first use of this notion
was a bluff, a joke, here he means it — here it is ‘for real’. The point is thus clear
because, as ZiZek demonstrates, the frame within which interpretation occurs
fundamentally alters the content as it is encountered. The only actual difference
between the two uses of this paragraph is context, not content; the context within
which he utters the same comments has altered (from bluff to analysis) and, as a result
of this shift of interpretive frame, the content is radically altered. In this manner, an
understanding of the conditions of framing and the manner with which content is
framed is vital to the process of interpretation that occurs as a result of one’s
encounter with a text’s content. This is the point which ZiZek so forcefully makes and
which is rendered visible through the very process of enacting it.

In the interplay of the same phrases and thoughts in these two instances, we
are able to discern a number of key insights that carry forward to an exploration of
cinema in general and Cronenberg’s cinema in particular. First amongst these is the
fact that an audience’s reading (and, indeed, expectations) of the text in question (be it
Zizek’s impromptu statement or images upon a screen) is framed by the context
within which the text is delivered. Thus the fact that it is ZiZek delivering this address

adds a particular valence to the comments he makes, just as Cronenberg’s name as an
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authorial presence leads an audience to expect a particular kind of text prior to its
screening.” The second insight ZiZek provides is that the context within which the
text is encountered is part of a larger interpretive structure, a larger interpretive frame:
it is this that allows us to discern when ZiZek is using his paragraph to make a point
about theoretical apathy and when, later, he actually means (we assume) what he
writes. Third is the fact that these previous two insights rely on the presence of rules
through which the performance can be encoded and, later, decoded, and that crucially
these rules must be held in agreement between both parties. ZiZek’s specific example
demonstrates the complex relationship that exists between an audience and the ways
in which they can be led to interpret a text depending on the manner with which that
text is framed and, crucially for this study, the manner with which the text itself
makes use of frames in order to guide interpretation. This interpretation is therefore
directed towards a narrative and diegetic field both located by, and locked into
position with, a series of frames.

The three films of this chapter, The Dead Zone (1983), Spider (2002) and

eXistenZ (1999) are all concerned with altering the frames to which they are subject
by shifting — or sometimes doing away with — the parameters of context. This is
visible in two ways. First is the manner with which an audience encounters and
interprets the character of the protagonist(s). Altering those formal devices utilised in
the delivery of character-specific information will impact on the construction and
interpretation of the protagonist as they act within the narrative. Second is the way
that manipulation of the frames of interpretation will impact on an audience’s
understanding of any formal shift from a ‘standard’ objective narrative position
towards something approaching a subjective experience of the narrative and diegesis.
It is important to note, then, that the movement between an objective diegetic position
and a subjective experience of the diegesis is central to the narrative of all three films.
Key to this discussion is some consideration of the means by which an audience
comes to utilise the frames that guide their interpretation of the texts they encounter.
One method for understanding this process is offered by Joseph Anderson, who
utilises the concept of ‘play’ as a model through which we can come to fathom this
deceptively simple (and ideologically invisible) process. For Anderson, this analogy

works because our “... capacity to pretend, to set apart certain of our activities as

% This point, and its disciplinary implications, is considered in far greater detail in Chapter Six.
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having special status [...] is a part of play ...” (113: emphasis in original). As he goes

on to note, the kind of play that is enacted in cinema-going allows an audience to

enter into the make believe play of a motion picture, observe the
consequences of certain actions and share the emotions of certain characters in
the film, without being exposed to the same extent or in the same way to the
physical and / or psychological dangers to which the film’s characters are

exposed. (114)
All of this, for Anderson, is predicated on the fact that, just as

... the “rules” of visual and auditory processing allow for the illusion that we
are surrounded by the diegetic space [of the film being screened], there is yet
another set of “rules” that allows us to sustain the illusion of the reality of the

motion picture’s fictional world. (113)

Thus our encounter with film is framed by a shared understanding of the various

devices that work to constitute the diegesis, up to and including the fact that

the usual moviegoing experience is overtly, even verbally framed. We have a
word for the object of our attention that separates it categorically: movie. And

we go to a place specifically designed for that activity [...]. (122)

All this is a way of demonstrating both the entirely consensual nature of the
moviegoing practice and the fact that this practice, and the ‘play’ that occurs as part of
that practice, both happen within a very tightly regulated set of circumstances. For
example, the invitation to ‘pretend’, or ‘play’ is “... issued in the traditional narrative
by that opening sequence of shots that all of us recognise ...” (Anderson 122). This
point demonstrates that the formal devices at work within the diegesis are as
important to the manner with which we interpret it as are the various framing devices
that signal this event to be a type of activity distinct from any other.

Again, utilising ZiZek’s points, we can see that the content of the text, which
contains a series of rules that guide any interpretation of it, is further framed by and
against related interpretive guidelines that govern the context of the movie-going

event. Thus the rules that govern ‘play’ serve both to control and guide the
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interpretation of the text that occurs as a result. Certainly, the reason these rules
(which are, in effect, disciplinary structures) surrounding the creative activity of play
exist at all is to ensure that all participants are guided towards an equitable and
equivalent viewing experience. Furthermore, as noted, these rules extend from the
viewing context (itself an interpretive frame) into the construction of the diegesis.

Anderson provides a clear (and, for this study, entirely pertinent) example:

Similar signals or frames [to those that indicate the beginning of a narrative]
are necessary within a film / video narrative to introduce any shift from one
realm to another: (into or out of) flashbacks or flash forwards, imaginary or
fantasy sequences, dreams or hallucinations. Many such devices have been
used precisely for the purpose of marking the change in level: blurred focus,
gauze or filters over the camera lens, shifts from black-and-white to colour or

vice versa, iris shots, and a variety of mattes. (Anderson 123)

Thus the process of indicating movement within the diegesis from objective to
subjective states has seen the development of a highly codified set of formal devices
whose utilisation clearly indicates that such a diegetic shift is occurring. These

techniques are both normative and normalising, for

[f]ailure to supply adequate signals for a change in the image’s status (for
example, into or out of flashback, dream or fantasy) results in viewer
confusion. Even when part of the filmic style, ... if the viewer is either unable
or unwilling to supply the transitional signals himself [sic], the result is at least

temporary bewilderment if not aversive incomprehension. (Anderson 123)

Therefore Anderson’s point regarding the purpose of play, insofar as it allows those
playing to explore within boundaries, demonstrates the disciplinary nature of the
exercise: within cinema an audience may “observe the consequences of certain
actions and share the emotions of certain characters in the film” (Anderson 114)
without having to undergo the same travails in their own lives. But, more than this
model of instructive passivity, ZiZek demonstrates the role of the spectator in the
creation of this experience, in the active utilisation of the ‘rules’ governing this ‘play’
in order to provide an experience that is intelligible within its context. As Anderson

notes above, failure to follow the rules surrounding the delivery of material (for
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example, in indicating diegetic shifts) risks textual intelligibility. Thus the spectator’s
potential for interpretation is framed by the experience of watching the film (i.e., the
context), and the film’s content is further framed by the formal devices utilised to
deliver it. The use of these devices is predicated on their familiarity, a familiarity bred
on the repetition and, hence, on the naturalisation of their use, which in turn renders
them — as ideological and disciplinary devices — invisible and therefore effective. In
this manner both the viewing experience and the way in which the audience is guided
towards a shared experience of the narrative and plot serve a disciplinary outcome
insofar as these framing devices work together to render the text, its context(s) — of
reception and interpretation® — and its content natural and invisible.

What ZiZek reveals is both the presence of a gap between the frames and the
fact that this gap is invisible because the processes that occur within, between and
around the frames are naturalised by repetition and familiarity. This effaces the active
role the audience plays in constructing that meaning (regardless of the ways in which
they are guided towards that meaning). What is important to carry forward is the idea
that film, generally, works to direct its audience towards a particular interpretation of
its narrative and therefore utilises its formal repertoire as the means to accomplish

this. Anderson notes that

... a seamless fictional world is a source of tremendous power in the cinema —
it provides a stable and continuous basis for the involvement of the viewer in

the experience of the film. (Anderson 124)

Anderson’s comment therefore alerts us to the potential for conflict between an
audience trained to recognise the use of certain formal codes as indicative of
particular interpretive techniques, on the one hand, and a film whose diegesis works
to disrupt, for whatever end, those interpretive techniques or strategies.

In each of the films in this chapter, a similar troubling of the frame occurs.
Given that I claim Cronenberg’s overriding interest — the content of the ‘Cronenberg
project’” — is a desire to critique disciplinary structures by revealing them in operation
(most often through the heretical action of taking them too far, or too seriously), the

three films of this chapter all, in their ways, utilise framing devices as a way of

% Of course, as was noted in the first chapter, amongst the contexts elided in the process of viewing the
cinematic texts is the context of production.
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achieving this. Necessarily each film attends to its own issues of framing and
interpretation in a different way, and to different ends, but overall the purpose of these
disruptive actions is the same: to force heretical attention on the disciplinary

structures that work, first, to consolidate meaning and, second, to guide an audience to

this consolidated meaning in a consistent fashion. The Dead Zone works to interrupt
the movement from objective to subjective states in such a way as to render unreliable
the actions of the film’s protagonist. This interruption occurs even as the narrative,
and the various devices through which character is constructed and transmitted, move
to demonstrate Smith’s honesty and belief in his own course of action. Thus a conflict
emerges between two representational systems: the construction of the protagonist
within a generic and broadly industrial context (i.e., mainstream narrative film), and
the reliability of the subjective experience delivered as objective representation.
Spider continues this exploration of the relationship between subjective and objective
states by removing entirely those transitional devices that usually work to indicate
such shifts in interpretive position. With these devices missing, the audience is
deliberately forced to experience the narrative and diegesis of Spider as the
protagonist does. Finally eXistenZ undermines the stability of the diegesis itself,
utilising what are effectively frames-within-frames to dislocate interpretation and
prevent any kind of objective spectatorial positioning. As well as this, both Spider and
eXistenZ add the possibility of endlessly multiplying narrative and spectatorial

positions, developing on the disruptive ground opened up in The Dead Zone.

Therefore, because the frame must be accounted for by the audience in order to
achieve a satisfactory interpretation of the text’s content, it becomes obvious that in
this accounting (even if, and especially if, this involves an audience ignoring it) the
frame functions as a disciplinary device that guides its audience towards
interpretation. Thus Cronenberg’s heretical texts will utilise frames and framing —
and, especially, the act of revealing the frame in action — either as a way of situating
the audience differently in relation to the material, or in order to upset or estrange the

viewing experience.
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The Dead Zone

The Dead Zone (1983) is the story of John (Johnny) Smith (Christopher Walken), a

New England schoolteacher who awakens after a five-year coma, brought on by an
automobile accident, to discover that he has psychic and, vitally, precognitive
abilities. At first his visions are concerned either with events occurring at that moment
(his first vision enables his nurse to rescue her daughter from a house fire) or in the
past (he is able to tell his doctor, a Polish €émigré, that his mother survived the War).
However, events conspire to force John increasingly into the public eye: he assists the
town sheriff in stopping a serial killer and, later, successfully prevents the death of a
pupil in a lethal ice-hockey game. These events, worrisome though they may be, are
offset by two further developments. The first of these is the discovery that each vision
appears to be draining Johnny of his ‘life force’, sapping his strength and shortening
his life. The second concerns Johnny’s most comprehensive vision: while shaking the
hand of Presidential candidate Greg Stillson (Martin Sheen), John sees him as an
unhinged leader launching an unprovoked nuclear first-strike. Deciding that this
potential Hitler (a comparison made directly in the film) cannot be allowed to come to
power and bring about Armageddon, John resolves to assassinate Stillson at a public
rally. However his first shot misses Stillson, who seeks cover by holding a baby in
front of him, and John is mortally wounded by Stillson’s bodyguard. John’s final
vision reveals Stillson’s suicide, his career ruined by photographs of him using the
baby as a shield. At this point, and with his task accomplished, Johnny dies in the
arms of his unrequited love.

Johnny’s visions are of central importance to this film as they provide us with
the means to comprehend his interior psychic condition and, therefore, colour our
understanding of his character as developed by the film from its outset. Johnny, it

must be said, is the most ordinary of Cronenberg’s protagonists and The Dead Zone,

without a doubt, the most mainstream and conventional of his films — in its use of
stars, its reasonably conventional plot and the clearly articulated character arc that

forms the heart of the narrative®’. At this most superficial of levels, The Dead Zone is,

7 As Cronenberg notes,
[blecause its imagery is rather innocuous, it’s more palatable. It’s certainly the least offensive
film I’ve made; the only one where grannies come out crying about the tragic love affair at the
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like The Fly which followed it, a tragic love story and Johnny Smith is perfectly
placed to function as an ‘everyman’ protagonist whose selfless and simply ‘good’ life
seems only to reward him with injury, disappointment and death. Without the psychic
phenomena, this would be a very ordinary film indeed. Rather it is the interruption of
Smith’s dream-like pre-accident life by these uncalled-for and uncontrollable visions
that places the film at the end of a generic spectrum more familiar to Cronenberg. It is
interesting to note, therefore, that original drafts of the screenplay, including Stephen
King’s own reworking of his short story that is the basis for this film, tended to ignore

Smith’s visions altogether. The Dead Zone’s final screenwriter, Jeffrey Boam, has

commented that the basic difference between earlier versions of the screenplay and

the final version he and Cronenberg developed was that Cronenberg

. ultimately wanted to see the story through Johnny’s eyes. [....] This is
when David first introduced the notion of visual representation of Johnny’s
visions. [Previous screenwriter] Stanley [Donen] perceived it as a drama in
which nothing weird was shown happening on the screen. We would see
Johnny experiencing the vision, but never the vision itself. Once we began the
revision of my script, David never once looked back at the novel. (Boam qtd.

in Rodley 1997: 112)

The visions themselves fall into three categories, corresponding roughly (although not
exactly) to the past, present and future, and clearly an audience needs to comprehend
these visions in order to understand, and thereby empathise with, Smith. It is vital,
then, to explore in some detail the first of these visions in order to understand the

manner with which The Dead Zone works to provide its audience with the means to

interpret the protagonist’s subjective experiences, as well as the movement from an
objective diegesis to a subjective state. As Smith is the film’s protagonist, this
movement is crucial as it will affect the manner with which an audience develops an
empathy for, and an understanding of, his condition (and, hence, of his character arc).
Thus this first vision, of Smith ‘seeing’ his nurse’s daughter trapped by a house fire,
demonstrates the manner with which Cronenberg is using this subjective moment as a

way of implying supplementary character information, as well as ensuring that the

end. It’s more gentle. Possibly that’s one of the reasons T wanted to make it.”> (Cronenberg in
Rodley 1997: 114)
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audience become necessarily involved in Johnny’s experience. The form of this
sequence, in particular the architecture of the editing, works to align then audience

with the protagonist even as he becomes socially (and hegemonically) problematic.

Saving Amy

The construction of Smith’s first vision is important as it is required to give the
audience an enormous amount of information, both regarding Smith (in terms of
character detail as we assess him in response to his own responses) and, importantly,
about the film itself. This vision announces that visions, per se, will play a part in the
plot and must therefore be distinguished from the rest of the film’s diegesis, lest we
become confused about the relationship of the visions to the rest of the film’s
inhabitants. After all, these visions are Smith’s alone — and while they can be
represented to the film’s audience they cannot be communicated to any other diegetic
inhabitant without Smith present to do the telling.

The sequence that contains Smith’s first vision begins conventionally enough.
The first indication we have of anything untoward comes as the score, which had
previously been kept innocuously in the background, ceases entirely at the moment
when Smith’s nurse leans over him to wipe his fevered brow. Entirely in keeping with
generic requirements™, this is a sure sign to an audience that some kind of on-screen
event is about to occur. Sure enough, as we cut to an over-the-shoulder shot looking
past the nurse to Johnny, he lurches forward (i.e., at us) to grasp her forcefully by the
arm. Undercutting this moment is the score itself: at the point where Johnny clasps the
nurse’s arm, we hear sustained bass notes, cellos and violins that are clearly designed
to encourage our fear for Smith, not of him. This moment, and the manner with which

the score of The Dead Zone is working to direct our interpretive practice may be

usefully compared to Bernard Herrman’s score for the shower sequence of Psycho
(Hitchcock, 1960): there, at the moment of shock as the shower curtain is pulled back,

we hear high-pitched glissando violin notes instead of this sequence’s sustained bass

* While, at this early stage of the narrative The Dead Zone has yet to formally confirm its genre, an
audience lured to the film by Cronenberg’s name would certainly be expecting ‘something’ to happen.
Similarly, the film’s tagline (“In his mind, he has the power to see the future. In his hands, he has the
power to change it”) leads us to expect the film to shift gears at an appropriate moment. As this
document will go on to explore, that spectatorial expectation of what a director might or might not do,
does come to function as a disciplinary structure in its own right. What Cronenberg does to counter or
subvert those expectations is explored in Chapter Six.
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notes. There we are meant to fear the anonymous figure that pulls the curtain back,
while here we are asked, if not to identify with, then at least to remain open and
sympathetic to the person who causes the shock.

However, the way the score is utilised to align our sympathies with Smith is
just one of the film’s mechanisms at work here: supplementing the orchestration is the
fact that we see Smith undergoing an experience he clearly has no control over. In
fact, we are given a shot of Smith lurching forward into mid-shot, looking past the
camera and into the middle-distance. Because of this, we can reasonably expect the
next shot to give us some insight into what it is Smith sees. Sure enough, we cut from
this shot to a shot of a very brightly lit doll’s house in flames and it is clear that the
mise-en-scene in this shot, including the way it is lit, differs from mise-en-scéne of
Smith’s room as established by the scene’s introductory sequence. In this fashion a
distinction is drawn between the objective mise-en-scéne of the film’s narrative
(which is typified by a dour, grainy light) and this second phantasmatic space which
Smith alone (apparently — at this stage) can see and which, by contrast, is very
brightly lit.

At this stage a conventional rhythm is established, cutting from shots of
Johnny in his hospital room, looking past the camera and twitching at what he sees, to
shots of the events of his vision (each shot providing us with incrementally more
detail of the child’s room on fire). This rhythm allows us to establish the two diegetic
spaces, to distinguish between them and to understand the rationale (we are seeing
what he sees) that dictates our movement between them. The real surprise comes
when we cut from a shot of Smith, in hospital room, looking and flinching, to a shot
of Amy cowering in the corner of her bedroom, and then back to a shot of Smith, still
in his hospital bed but now occupying a similar space within Amy’s room. This is the
key to this sequence and also the start of our own interpretive difficulties as, at the
moment he utters the child’s name, Smith emerges as both a witness and a participant
(although not an agent) within the vision we have already seen established by the
film’s form as phantasmatic.

This sequence, which shocks us because it places Smith within his own vision,
necessarily impacts on the manner with which we interpret his character and
understand the narrative. The insidiousness of the visions, which occur seemingly

without warning, rests on the fact that Smith is powerless to do anything but report on
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what he sees; this power which he has been granted, presumably as a result of the
accident, actually renders him powerless. In this manner, one of the reasons for
placing Smith within his own vision is made clear. Cronenberg could certainly have
continued the shot-reverse-shot sequence that began the vision, cutting from what
Smith sees in his vision (distinguished by being over-lit and with a slight reverb on
the diegetic sound, thereby indicating its status as vision) to shots of Smith in his
hospital bed, actually engaged in ‘seeing’. Yet none of this would transmit both the
power (as in effect) of the vision and the resulting sense of Johnny’s powerlessness.
Crucially, this sequence is important as it marks our first experience, as an audience,
of Smith’s visions and, as such, it functions also as the means to train us in the
interpretation of these events, in this context and within this film. A great deal of
weight therefore rests on this first visionary sequence: it must make clear to us that we
are moving between a ‘real’ (i.e., diegetic) space and a phantasmatic one; it must
provide us with the means to understand who is experiencing this vision, how they are
seeing it and, to some extent, why; and it must ensure we understand the way in which

this event impacts upon Smith as he experiences it.

Smith’s Dream

Smith’s fear of his visions is best expressed by Cronenberg, who explains;

You have someone who thinks he is a normal, well-entrenched member of
society — low profile, nothing special, an okay guy who teaches at school.
[These visions destroy] ... his life as he has known it. [....] He’s an outsider
even though he looks like a normal guy, but he knows he’s not. He’s cut off
from the life he thought he had as his birthright as a normal human being. His
girlfriend, his mother, his father, the town he was living in, the school that he

taught as, are all gone suddenly. (Cronenberg, Beard and Handling 196)

Contained in Cronenberg’s comment are a number of important points, not least of
which is the relationship between the individual citizen’s expectation of a ‘normal’
life as a birthright, and the pressure that one be ‘normal’ in order to either obtain or

qualify for that birthright. The Dead Zone takes great care to establish exactly how

normal Smith is and, indeed, his normality comes to resemble a type of repression that
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reflects the self-denial practiced by Brundle before his own (in this instance, bodily)
transformation. Perhaps the best example of this, by which we can (and, in watching
the film, do) assess Smith’s character, comes as he escorts his girlfriend home after an
after-school date at an amusement park.” As the couple stand awkwardly on her front
porch, sheltering from the rain, she invites him in to spend the night. His response,
“No, better not ... some things are worth waiting for”, demonstrates clearly the nature
and history of their relationship and Smith’s role within it. Moments later, in case we
missed the full import of his statement, he adds, “I’m going to marry you, you know”.
As Beard correctly notes, “[h]e wants Sarah, but in the context of a safe, permanent,
institutionalized relationship, not on the basis of an impetuous instinct or indeed any
kind of act” (Beard 2001: 169, emphasis in original).

Beard’s note regarding Smith’s desire for an ‘institutionalised relationship’ is
undercut by Smith’s own ambivalence: clearly he does desire the markers of a
‘normal’ existence (in the order deemed most socially acceptable, hence no sex before
marriage) and yet, because of his power (-lessness)*, actively seeks isolation in order
to avoid being subject to the whims of others. Smith is, we begin to understand,
subject to conflicting social (hence hegemonic) demands: because he is abnormal he
believes he must either remove himself from the broader social fabric, or be removed.
Yet, for all his abnormality, his powers do offer benefits to the society he seeks to
remove himself from. And, to be entirely fair, aside from one slightly haphazard press
conference, there is no indication that Smith is treated unfairly by those citizens
around him. We can only conclude, then, that the ambivalence of Smith’s actions
regarding his social position and membership occur as a result of his own
interpretation of his position, his own reading of the various social demands he is
subject to (including the requirements of a ‘good’ citizen, a ‘good’ partner and
husband, a ‘good’ son). Perhaps it is fairer, then, to note that Smith’s deliberate course

of inactivity is marked by a single action, his own self-exile.

¥ It is interesting to note then that, despite the fact that they are both adults and schoolteachers, the
presence of their date’s time (after-school) and place (an amusement park) gives notice to Smith’s
particularly infantilised (and infantilising) performance of adulthood.

40 Smith’s desire for isolation occurs both because his power — the visions — mark him as different, and
because he is powerless to control them. It is interesting to consider how different The Dead Zone
would have been had Smith been able to control, and productively utilise, his visions. Indeed, one
might consider Smith’s powerlessness in the face of a power that clearly influences his life, without
reason or permission, as an allegory for the Althusserian interpellated subject.
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Smith’s ambivalence leads him to first refuse, and then (after a day spent in
the arms*' of his now-married ex-fiancé) accept Sheriff Bannerman’s (Tom Skerritt)
appeal for help with an on-going serial killer investigation. The vision that occurs as a
result of this is more complex in its structure than the ‘Saving Amy’ episode because
it has a dual purpose to serve. First, it allows us to deepen our understanding of
Smith’s ambivalence at being asked (and being able) to help the side of normalising
law and order with the use of an abnormal power that will forever mark him as an
outsider to that hegemonic position. Further, this vision (which can be structurally
more complex because we have already experienced the ‘Saving Amy’ vision)
provides us with the means to remain aligned with (and empathetic to) Smith’s
character despite his reticence. As we see Smith negotiate his position, it becomes
clear that Cronenberg wants us to empathise with Smith’s social position without
necessarily identifying directly with him. It is for this reason that Smith’s visions do

not include point-of-view shots (indeed, The Dead Zone does not have a single point-

of-view shot) but do include shots that approximate Smith’s position without
replicating it. For all of this overt structuring, however, the revealing of Smith as a
visible presence in his own vision occurs, as with ‘Saving Amy’, entirely
naturalistically.

As this sequence begins, we shift from shots of Smith beginning to experience
his vision, with requisite flinching and grimacing, to a shot of the same setting — an
outdoor gazebo in the middle of a snow-covered park beside a frozen lake — but
earlier that day.*” Beginning with a high-angle shot of the murder victim approaching
the gazebo, the camera cranes down to reveal, first, the figure of the murderer (with
his back to us) calling the victim to him and then, as she walks up the stairs of the
gazebo, Johnny himself. All of this occurs while intercutting from this sequence of
events to shots of Johnny, in the diegetic present, clasping the hand of the murder
victim and then falling backwards muttering, “ She knows him .... She knows him”.

The revelation of the murderer’s identity, when it comes, certainly fulfils all of

4! Here, as with Brundle, is the negotiation of the flesh with the intellect — the arms of his lover reminds
Smith of a greater social obligation and thus he is pulled from one side of the Cartesian binary towards
a coherent centre. For the Cronenbergian protagonist, this movement to alter the terms of the mind /
body dichotomy in any way is a sure indicator of disaster looming.

* It is no surprise that all of Cronenberg’s early films occur in winter — this corresponds with the
closing of the Canadian tax year meaning that while the Tax Shelter program was in operation,
investment would come in a rush in October as “... potential investors panicked and looked around for
film productions in which to invest their profits” (Rodley 1997: 69).
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the formal generic requirements of a suspense / horror film. However, while the
‘Saving Amy’ vision was careful never to stray too far from what we could assume
was Smith’s point of view from his position on the bed, here the camera assumes a
degree of omniscience that is more familiar insofar as it is more conventional. Thus
shots of the killer opening his “murder-coat” (Beard 2001: 196) to reveal his weapon
of choice, and of him looming over the victim are clearly designed to place us
alongside (but not within) the victim’s point of view. Other shots, of him stripping her
prior to stabbing her, are neither Smith’s nor the victim’s but pass by so quickly that
their authorship is never questioned as such mechanisms as simply part of mainstream
cinematic form. Finally, the shot of the killer raising his arm to deliver the fatal blow
(which we never actually see) is cut short to show us Johnny shouting impotently “No
... Wait” before falling forward beside the body, his movement serving as the means
to mask the cut from his vision to the diegetic present.

The simplicity of this sequence belies its complex purpose. As noted, Smith is
undergoing a shift in characterisation from passive victim to noble self-sacrificing
hero and this vision — the film’s centrepiece — is the diegetic marker of that character
arc. This shift in characterisation works also to recuperate Johnny meaning that as
well as remaining a figure of spectatorial empathy, he becomes more closely aligned
to a standard character ‘type’. Therefore just as the formal devices that framed and
delivered the first vision worked to unsettle the spectator with the inclusion of Smith
inside his own vision, this vision and the movement towards an omniscient third-
person camera move the frame back towards a hegemonic invisibility, just as Smith’s
characterisation is itself becoming more ‘normal’. Given this, what stands out (and
what is meant to stand out) is Smith’s reaction. Coming to his senses in the darkened
gazebo, he is grilled by an anxious Bannerman and yet revealing the killer’s name

comes almost as an afterthought:

Smith: I saw him ... I was there ... I saw him. I stood there ... I saw his face.
Sheriff Bannerman: Who?

Smith: I stood there and watched him kill that girl. Dodd!

Sheriff Bannerman: Wait a minute ... wait a minute. What are you saying?
Smith: I did nothing. I stood there and watched him kill that girl. Dodd! I
stood there ... I did nothing.
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This moment stands out because Smith’s defining character trait has, until this point,
been one of near-total inaction. He refuses, however gently, his fiancée’s offer and
spends much of the film prior to this point ignoring requests to utilise his power,
viewing it as a curse rather than a gift. Each of these refusals is cast so as to place the
onus of refusal in another’s hands, this ‘Other’ coinciding with a social structure too
authoritative to deny. This refusal to act works to bring him to the continued attention
of the very authoritative structures he has previously acquiesced to, and, in so doing
demonstrates the conflicting hegemonic requirements Smith must negotiate. Thus
while refusing Susan is cast as ‘the right thing to do’ (“Some things are worth waiting
for”), his condition forces him into a situation where both action and inaction are
‘wrong’ insofar as acting to help Bannerman would also ‘be the right thing to do’, but
would further draw attention to the condition that alienates him. Smith’s only recourse
is to make clear to Bannerman that the fault lies with God, who is ultimately
responsible for the automobile accident in the first place. It is worth noting that, in
each instance, the structure Smith acquiesces to is ‘larger’ (ideologically and
hegemonically) than the one that makes the demands upon him, so he can, in all good
conscience, refuse those demands and still feel as though he is fulfilling some kind of
broader social duty. Further to this, we can see how Smith’s actions, which are
designed to resist fulfilling the desires of the Other (which would render him
perverse-by-default), work to further draw the Other’s attentions to him.

At its centre, therefore, The Dead Zone contains a discussion of social

responsibility and the role of the individual within a system that is, at best, ambivalent
towards its participants. Smith’s actions reveal the difficulty he has in resolving his
position (white, educated, heterosexual) within the broader social framework,
particularly with regards to the fact that his position carries with it a series of
concomitant responsibilities. His ambivalence (which, in itself, can be viewed as
emerging in response to the broader conditions of social ambivalence his abnormality
reveals) comes from his inability to make meaning of his accident and power, and
particularly, the inability of the larger social framework to provide those events with
meaning. Smith views the system as having failed him; moreover because his
maltreatment does not issue from an identifiable source, blame must be located in
some other authority. Hence, Smith is claming for himself a form a social

powerlessness and in this claim is making clear the terms of his self-conceived social
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contract: one gives up the right to act for one’s self in exchange for the stability and
normality that functions as one’s birthright and reward for this sacrifice; the price of
belonging, at least in as far as Smith demonstrates this, is a social and personal
meekness and obedience. Therefore, within the binary of action / inaction established

by The Dead Zone, acting in the service of a hegemonic structure becomes perverse

insofar as Smith’s ability works to satisfy the demands and desire of the Other. While

The Dead Zone does not develop this point further, it seems clear that Cronenberg is

working to explore the relationship between the demands that one fulfil one’s social
obligations and the manner with which such obligations will affect the subject who
performs them.

It is for this reason that Smith, initially at least, refuses what he later comes to
view as his responsibility and it is only after he spends a day basking in the love of his
ex-fiancée, spending time with her and her child in his family home (and thereby
partaking in the normality previously denied him), that he is able to reassess his
position and come to some understanding of his fate. His self-imposed exile, it would
appear, does not absolve him of the responsibility to act and his acceptance of
Bannerman’s request, coupled with his horror at his inability to prevent the girl’s
death, demonstrate this. Smith’s shift in position from self-imposed exile (thereby
allowing him to luxuriate in an ‘outsider’ status) to socially responsible agent
becomes the focus of the film’s second half. Thus it seems as though the day spent in
the arms of his lover functions to remind him of the society that requires his
assistance in preserving itself from threat, meaning that the lesson Smith learns from
his day of suburban bliss is that, to paraphrase another great hegemonic moment, with
great power comes great responsibility.

Of course, the ambivalence that is revealed through the movement of this
narrative is not Smith’s but is of the film itself, at least insofar as it is required to
resolve itself satisfactorily, which is to say, within the acceptable bounds of a
hegemonic system. At one level, Smith’s responses to the social structures that brand
him an outsider are perfectly understandable. Yet such a realistic figure does not
necessarily make a good cinematic protagonist, hence Smith’s recuperative character
arc. The day Smith spends with his ex-lover is actually a demonstration of
interpellation-in-action — both of him and, hence, of the audience who, as a result of

this moment, remain empathetic with his continuously noble gestures and his act of
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self-sacrifice. Indeed, it is perfectly possible to imagine a similar scenario in which
Smith does not go willingly to his death as ‘the right thing to do’, but, instead,
surrenders to it recognising that there is no place he can go that is far enough away
from his social responsibility. The difference between these two scenarios lies not in
their diegetic result, which would be the same in both cases. Instead, the difference
lies in our assessment of Smith’s character and to alter Smith’s motivation
(willingness to achieve a ‘good’ death versus the broken victim resigned to his
inescapable fate) would fundamentally affect our experience of the film.

It is no accident then, that the structure of the visions Smith endures after
catching the killer alters. There are two of these visions, the vision of Roger’s son
falling through the ice whilst playing ice hockey and the vision of Stillson’s nuclear
war, and what distinguishes them from the visions described above is the fact that
Smith does not appear in them. In conversation with his doctor, Smith posits his
absence from his own visions as indicating a point of indeterminacy, a ‘dead zone’
that demonstrates that the future is malleable and can be affected by actions in the
present. This fact, Smith’s absence as a site of potential where, in previous visions his
presence is a marker of impotence, further illustrates the kind of social discourse
Smith (and hence the audience) is subject to: visibility is equivalent to helplessness
while invisibility is an indicator of one’s potential for service to a ‘greater good’. This
invisibility is crucial and should be understood both literally and metaphorically.
Smith’s visibility in his own initial visions works to mark him as different and it is
only after he accepts his social burden that he becomes, in effect, invisible to himself.
This invisibility is the marker of the correctly interpellated subject, or, as Foucault
would have it, the distinguishing marker between the subject (who, in behaving
correctly, is invisible to the disciplinary functioning of the hegemony) and the
individual who, through whatever deviance, becomes visible and is, therefore,
individualised (1995: 193).

Thus the film’s broader disciplinary message is made clear, which goes on to
explain the absence of point-of-view shots (which would work to affect an
identification with Smith as an individual) as opposed to the plethora of shots that
position an audience alongside Smith’s putative gaze. The effectiveness of this formal
construction, when coupled with this narrative, lies in the fact that we are asked to

identify with Smith’s social-structural position and not with him specifically and in
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this manner what we find emerging in The Dead Zone is a discussion of the

relationship of the individual to the social or cultural network that surrounds them.
The discrepancies we find in any assessment of Smith’s actions over the course of the
film are, in actuality, discrepancies inherent in the broader disciplinary structures that
are implied but invisible in the actions of each individual. In essence, then, Smith is
required to both not act in certain circumstances (i.e., in refusing his fiancée) and then
act forcefully in others (to assist the forces of law and order) with the inherent

understanding that all (in-) actions occur within a social structure that is inescapable.

Character, Narrative and Interpretation

It is worth noting that there is more occurring in The Dead Zone than just a

straightforward exploration of civic responsibility. What becomes clear while
watching the film is the degree to which Cronenberg plays on the ambiguity of both
the social responsibility Smith is subject to, and the manner with which an audience
interprets Smith’s actions, particularly as the film moves toward Smith’s self-sacrifice
in the attempted assassination of Stillson. As Cronenberg, in conversation with Beard

and Handling comments:

I think on a very straightforward dramatic level, people will believe his visions
are real, and therefore will believe he is justified in going to kill this potential
presidential candidate. [....] Emotionally you will go along with it — there is
some proof of other visions that Johnny has had that have turned out to be

true, so you'll totally believe, I think. But the demon in The Dead Zone is ...

that in fact nothing Stillson does in the movie would be enough to condemn
him to death. [....] That’s not enough to have him killed, and finally you begin
to realize that all you’re left with is Johnny’s belief in his vision. (Cronenberg,

Beard and Handling 197)

Cronenberg is making clear the ways in which The Dead Zone has constructed Smith

in order for the audience to identify with his position and empathise with his
character, only to make it clear that Smith’s own belief in the veracity of his visions
need not absolutely justify his actions. Smith is constructed so that the film’s dwelling

on his particular motivations, especiallysineluding his decision to ‘come in from the
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cold’ of his self-imposed exile, overwhelms any hesitation we might have as to his
actions. In this fashion Cronenberg is undercutting King’s original story in order to
draw attention to the manner with which systems of identification and empathy can be
so powerful as to result in the wilful overlooking of this very important point: despite
the film’s formal construction of Smith’s visions, they remain both subjective and
phantasmatic.

The Dead Zone, then, utilises a variety of framing devices to upset any kind of

standard interpretive practice. It is, admittedly, not entirely successful either in its
heretical intentions (as revealed by the number of entirely conventional readings that,
as Cronenberg predicts, miss the ambiguity inherent in Smith’s visions*) or as a
mainstream piece of filmmaking™, but these responses reveal the manner with which
the film does work to unsettle is audience and critics. This unsettling comes, I believe,
through its constant reformulating of its various frames — both diegetic and, in line
with Anderson’s discussion, extra-diegetic. At every point where its frames are in
motion, and despite the fact that it is not entirely consistent in this motion, what is
upset is the single stable frame imposed by a dominant hegemonic position. This is
the frame that ZiZek works to critique, the frame that, through its actions, is
functionally invisible despite its very active presence in framing and, hence, directing
interpretation. Thus Smith’s presence in, and then absence from, his own visions
unsettles us; first, because we are unused to encountering the source of the vision in
his own phantasmatic space and, second, by the time we get used to this framing
device, Cronenberg removes it. In a similarly heretical action, Smith’s decision to
remove himself from, and then re-enter civil society (with his abnormality as the
reason in both cases) functions to reveal the contradictory requirements made upon

the citizen and subject.

Spider

Spider (2002), like The Dead Zone, offers two directions for analytical inquiry. The

first of these concerns the ways in which subjective interior processes are represented,

providing the possibility for an exploration of the relationship between those

# C.f: Chambers; Crane 56-7; Hogan 51; Strick, amongst many others.

* Peter Morris notes that while The Dead Zone was Cronenberg’s ... most naturalistic and palatable
film for a mainstream audience, [....] box-office receipts were modest” (Morris 100).
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processes and the visible actions of agency. This necessarily works to draw attention
to the film’s framing devices such that work to deliver these subjective processes to
the screen. The second concern is with the ways in which these framing devices both
position and undercut an audience engaged in interpreting them, leading to narrative

instability. As with The Dead Zone, the first of these analytical directions marks the

way in which the film both corresponds to and deviates from the various normalising
conventions surrounding characterisation-on-screen, while the second is the area in
which Cronenberg’s own directorial decisions mark this film as heretical.

Spider tells the story of Dennis (Spider) Cleg (Ralph Fiennes), a mentally
disturbed man who, when released from the asylum where he has spent the better part
of his life, finds himself revisiting the locations and memories of the events that
generated his illness in the first place. Spider’s first shots reveal Spider as an adult,
arriving in London and making his way to the halfway house that is to be his new
home. Thereafter, the film plays out as a series of confused flashbacks, memories and
fantasies that witness the spilling over of events from Spider’s past into his
contemporary existence. It is through these flashbacks we see the Boy Spider
(Bradley Hall) attempting to come to terms with his parents’ marital difficulties and it
is in these memories, within which the adult Spider often features as an onlooker, that
we see Boy Spider’s confusing of actual events with his own fantasised interpretation,
leading to a situation where the audience is required to sift through the growing
narrative much as Spider himself is attempting to. As we initially encounter it, the
marriage between Bill (Gabriel Byrne) and Mrs Cleg (Miranda Richardson) is one
marked by general long-suffering antagonism and difficulty; Mrs Cleg’s* favourite
story to Boy Spider is of her own memories of encountering spider webs, like “sheets
of muslin”, that were the product of mother spiders who had exhausted themselves in
the process, giving up their own lives so as to foster the health of their youngsters.
Bill, for his part, is a picture of quietly simmering hostility, given to explosions of
anger if roused. With Spider as our guide to his own memories, we see Boy Spider
exposed to the aggressively sexual women who frequent the Dog and Beggar, the
same pub Bill drinks in. One of these women, Yvonne (Miranda Richardson) becomes

Bill’s lover and, when the two are discovered by Mrs Cleg in Bill’s allotment shed,

assists in the murder and disposal of Mrs Cleg’s body. The fact that both Yvonne and

* Her first name is never given, a point made clear when, as part of the ‘making of’ featurettes that
flesh out the DVD release, all concerned continue to refer to her as “Mrs. Cleg’.
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Mrs Cleg are played by the same actor illustrates the manner with which Spider is
conflating both events and people in his memory, and this is further compounded
when, after remembering the death of his mother, Spider discovers that Mrs
Wilkinson (Lynn Redgrave), the manager of the halfway house, has transformed into
a Yvonne-esque character as well.** After confronting his father and his new lover
about the death of his mother, Boy Spider decides to take action, lest he be their next
victim. As Bill and Yvonne go out for an evening at the pub, he runs a length of twine
from his upstairs room to the gas cooker, meaning that when Bill and Yvonne return
home drunk, he can open the gas remotely. After doing so, and being rescued by his
father, Boy Spider waits outside for his father, only to discover that the body his
father retrieves is not Yvonne, but his own mother. Spider, finding that Yvonne has
somehow inserted herself into his adult life, decides to repeat the action that removed
her in the first place only to discover, again, that the woman he is about to kill is not
Yvonne at all, but the original Mrs Wilkinson. Spider ends with Spider being driven
back to the asylum, a shot that dissolves into an image of the Boy Spider undertaking

the same journey.

Shifts in Time and (Subjective) Space

As is clear from the above synopsis, Spider is a deliberately convoluted film that does
not make for easy retelling, and which requires multiple viewings in order to
understand its multiple narrative pathways and possibilities. Here, though, the
obstacles to an easy interpretation are designed to foster an audience identification

with Spider, which Cronenberg makes explicit in the DVD’s commentary:

I really didn’t want there to be any distance between the audience and Spider.
I really wanted the audience to become Spider by the end of the movie and to
live not just in his world, but in his mind. (Cronenber 2002b: DVD

commentary)

This intention has clear implications for both the film’s formal strategies and for its
narrative. There are many moments in Spider when the narrative becomes unclear; as

Spider attempts to both collect and interpret his memories, he faces the ine