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Introduction:
Looking Wrong at Halloween
 
 
The beginning of John Carpenter's 1978 Halloween puts the viewer, famously, behind the eyes of the killer. The shaky handheld camera watches six-year-old Michael Meyer's sister and her boyfriend as they flirt and then canoodle—and then the perspective narrows as Michael puts on a Halloween mask. Through the eyeslits, you see Michael's nude sister as he stabs her and she thrashes and dies like Marion Crane in the Psycho shower scene before her. As in Psycho too, the nudity and the thrusting knife are blatantly sexual; intercourse presented as blood-soaked violence, and vice versa. You (yes, you, and you also) are the murderer in the act of murdering, and the rapist in the act of raping. The pleasure is in the visceral voyeuristic embodiment of the monster.
 
To watch Halloween, then, is to be transformed into a misogynist sex predator. Unpleasant? Perhaps, but not unexpected. In her classic 1975 essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, Laura Mulvey warned you (and yes, you also) about just this sort of Hollywood narrative violence. 
 
Today, Mulvey's theories are most often used as a way to talk about the objectification of women. When James Bond films gratuitously parade a bevy of not-very-attired young women across the screen, then those films are catering to the male gaze.
 
Mulvey would no doubt agree that Pussy Galore is pinned up on screen for scopophiliac male pleasure. But her conception of the male gaze was not just about pin ups. It was also about narrative. The male gaze works by framing women as sex objects. But it additionally works by framing men as active actors, swaggering through the narrative with heroic manliness. "As the spectator identifies with the main male protagonist, he projects his look on to that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male protagonist as he controls events coincides with the active power of the erotic look, both giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence." The guy watching identifies with the guy on screen performing actions, so that looking and action become one exciting godlike rush. And that rush is consummated in the contemplation/possession of the female body, which is looked at and acted upon simultaneously, as Michael's eye-slits precede, mirror, and call into being the slashes of the knife. 
 
Mulvey sees the male gaze as structuring entire films, not just individual scenes. And, sure enough, once the trope of looking through the killer's eyes becomes established at the opening of Halloween, the rest of the movie is all presented as if you might be looking through the killer's eyes, so that, with the aid of Carpenter's spooky score, every shot becomes an ominous foreshadowing. Completely normal car interiors, mundane suburban blocks, the inside of a bedroom, all are suffused with the gaze, which is also the threat of violent action. Michael does not even need to be onscreen; the gaze itself  has entered the film on its own recognizance, looking for victims.
 
Halloween, then,
fits perfectly into Mulvey's argument—so perfectly that it almost stops fitting. Michael is robbed of any personality but the gaze. His face is either carefully cropped offscreen, or hidden behind a mask. His only features are those the viewer provides—which is to say, he has the viewer's features. In one scene Michael, having murdered hapless boyfriend Bob, covers himself in a sheet and dons Bob's glasses. Behind everydude's eyes the killer lurks, breathing hard while staring out eagerly at Bob's girlfriend's exposed breasts.
 
Michael, then, not only serves as Mulvey's point of identification, but actually symbolizes the point of identification. He both is, and, stands for, the online empowered sexist avatar of the male viewer. 
 
But if Michael stands for an avatar, can he still function as an avatar? If the point of identification is reduced to a symbol, and a symbol alone, it's unlikely anyone's going to identify with it.  A manikin represents everyperson, but few people have a strong sense of identification with a manikin. 
 
Similarly, Michael resists the viewer's identification. As Carol Clover points out in her classic 1992 Men, Women and Chainsaws, slashers encourage viewers to identify with the victims, not the killers. The main character in Halloween is not really the faceless Michael, but Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis), the brainy high school good girl. When the camera wobbles and the ominous music comes up, you worry for and with Laurie. It's true that you do get the joy of righteously wielding the knife—but it's when Laurie stabs the evil killer Michael, not when Michael stabs Laurie (or anybody else.)
 
There is one moment where you are encouraged to identify with Michael directly, as a character. It's at the end of the first scene, when he walks outside the house after murdering his sister. His parents pull up, and his father, seizing the narrative action, pulls off the mask. Suddenly the camera shifts, and we're looking, not through Michael's eyes, but at him. He's a blonde six-year old boy (Adam Gunn) in a ridiculous clown suit, holding a giant knife—and looking confused and vulnerable. The gazer behind the eye slits is not a powerful narrative doer of sex and violence; he's just a little kid. Look and action come unwound and sit there, gazing at each other, like sad, bedraggled clowns. With knives. 
 
Mulvey's essay is a critique of traditional Hollywood narrative cinema, like those James Bond movies. Halloween, too, arguably, is a critique of traditional Hollywood narrative cinema—presenting the gaze, and the pleasures of male identification, as a kind of dangerous, pitiful monstrosity. 
 
The distrust of the straight Hollywood male gazer and his narrative is, I'd argue, one of the defining features of slashers, and of exploitation cinema in general. Not coincidentally, it's the feature that is consistently abandoned when the mainstream picks up exploitation material. The Silence of the Lambs is a slasher in which an empowered male character, Hannibal Lecter, drives the narrative, despite the female heroine's best efforts. Thelma and Louise is a rape/revenge thriller in which a male detective is provided as a point of identification and interpretation. Mad Max: Fury Road is a women-in-prison film that has Max wander in to give a stable male perspective on the women's struggles.  
 
Exploitation films are not always more adventurous than the mainstream when it comes to gender, narrative, and looking. But often they are. As with the heroes of maintream cinema, Halloween's Dr. Sam Loomis (Donald Pleasence) shows up at the end to save the day—he shoots Michael, dead. But when he looks over the railing to find the dead body, it's gone. The male gaze does not control, or close the film. Loomis' gaze goes awry.  
 
This book is a collection of essays written over the last decade or so on exploitation cinema—including films about proliferating horrors, slashers, rape/revenge narratives, and women-in-prison films. Different essays take different approaches, but the book is tied together by the conviction that exploitation films are movies that look wrong. And, as Mulvey suggests, when the gaze wobbles, narrative and gender wobble too.
 



 
Fecund Horror
      for Tabico, naturally
 
This essay was originally published as part of an online project on the theme of the Gay Utopia.
 
Ever since Dr. Frankenstein gave birth to his monster, horror has been brooding, in the precise sense. Whether it's a woman impregnated by a demon in Rosemary's Baby, a man impregnated by an alien in Alien, or cthonic fish-things impregnated by New Englanders in Lovecraft's The Shadow Over Innsmouth, we have seen the enemy, and it is coming out of us. Julia Kristeva argues that the despised feminine is linked to menstrual blood, to maternal lessons in sphincter control, and to the child's efforts to break away from the mother. But it seems to me that Kristeva is most insightful when she ties horror to "[f]ear of the uncontrollable generative mother."(78-79) Surely it is pregnancy itself which is the ultimate metaphor for abjection -- an indissoluble link to our own monstrous flesh and the ultimate violation of sealed interiority, ringed about with ritual and magic. In fact, Kristeva's description of abjection could almost be read as an on-the-scene account of childbirth:
 
It is not the white expanse or slack boredom of repression, not the translations and transformations of desire that wrench bodies, nights, and discourse; rather it is a brutish suffering that "I" puts up with, sublime and devastated, for "I" deposits it to the father's account: I endure it, for I imagine that such is the desire of the other. A massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar as it might have been in an opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as radically separate, loathsome. Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A "something" that I do not recognize as a thing."(3) 
 
Or, in the more direct words of radical feminist Shulamith Firestone, "Pregnancy is barbaric."(226) It is uncivilized and uncivilizable; indeed it defines the boundaries of civilization. As Firestone argues in her book, The Dialectic of Sex, "the natural reproductive difference between the sexes led directly to the first division of labor based on sex, which is at the origins of all further division into economic and cultural classes and is possibly even at the root of all caste...."(9) For Firestone, our society is predicated on this biological fact, which precedes culture and yet defines it. Women's biological difference is the basis of hierarchy, exploitation, and, therefore, of alienation and of our twisted relationship to love and each other. All that we think of as inhumane—injustice, exploitation, even, perhaps, cruelty and pain—has crawled out of women's swollen bellies. 

Firestone therefore argues that we cannot be truly civilized until we do away with pregnancy. Writing in 1969, she imagined a world in which scientific advances in birth control, cloning, and test tubes might free women from the burden of parturition. With the most important distinction between men and women removed, the nuclear family, with its Oedipal baggage, would collapse. The result would be the gay utopia:
 
"Thus, without the incest taboo, adults might return within a few generations to a more natural "polymorphously perverse" sexuality, the concentration on genital sex and orgasmic pleasure giving way to total physical/emotional relationships that included that. Relations with children would include as much genital sex as the child was capable of.... Adult/child and homosexual sex taboos would disappear, as well as nonsexual friendships.... All close relationships would include the physical, our concept of exclusive physical partnerships (monogamy) disappearing from our psychic structure as well as the construct of a Partner Ideal." (272)
 
Firestone's vision is...well, visionary. As an origin story, it can't be proven or disproven in any ordinary sense. But it can be believed, and that belief has evocative, spiritual, and political power. For Firestone, the end result of this belief is positive—transforming pregnancy and repealing taboo results in a fluid and sunlit Eden. For the horror genre, on the other hand, transforming pregnancy and repealing taboo results in a slimy and tenebrous abyss. But the underlying economy of both is the same. Pregnancy is a central truth of our selves. It is the basis for the regulation of sexuality, of boundaries, of affection, and of love. If it is altered, identity collapses, and with it the world as we know it. The new birth is the apocalypse.

These ideas are essential to a modern incarnation of a vampiric sub-genre which might be called fecund horror—narratives in which, rather than fighting a monster outside themselves, humans instead become monsters themselves. One of the ur-texts in this regard is Don Siegel's 1956 film version of The Invasion of the Body Snatchers. 
 
In Body Snatchers, the artificial generation of bodies results in the withering of emotions. The communal growing of individuals puts an end to the twisted psychodrama of the nuclear family, just as Firestone suggested it would—but it also ends all affection for anyone. G. K. Chesterton contends that "you never understand this great earth until you own a little bit of it; and you do not really know anything about any order of things from cats to angels until you have one of your own."(59) Without individual, proprietary personal ties, all affection dies, leading to Ronald Reagan's "ant heap of totalitarianism"; a world in which humans become automatons.

Like much ‘50s horror, Body Snatchers is often seen as a parable about communism. It certainly can be read that way fairly easily. One of the first signs of trouble in the film is a failed entrepreneurial effort—a once successful, but now abandoned roadside vegetable stand. It's worth noting, though, that the capitalist tragedy here is not linked to a loss of individualism, but rather to a familial crisis: the owner of the stand is never shown, but we do see his wife chasing their panic-stricken son. In Body Snatchers nieces don't recognize their uncles, fathers betray their daughters, lovers are indifferent to each other. Moreover, the film's most abject scenes are ones of monstrous birth: full-grown clones issuing oozily from overgrown seed-pods. 
 
In contrast, at her moment of greatest terror, when she believes she is about to be possessed, the heroine Becky (Dana Wynter) turns to Miles (Kevin McCarthy), the hero, and exclaims, "I want to love and be loved! I want to have your babies!" The protagonists here are childhood sweethearts who each married other spouses and subsequently divorced them (and both in Reno, no less!) Their desire for a "traditional" home is, therefore, a reaction against both the encroaching alien collective and their own up-to-date, atomized lifestyles.(The 1978 remake uses even more explicit fetal imagery—but it drops the family and community themes, replacing them with nothing of any particular interest, unless you count Donald Sutherland's remarkably frightening 70s hair.) 

Underlying the original Body Snatchers movie, then, is a queasiness about birth and new modes of family which expresses itself, on the one hand, in idealization and, on the other, in terror. Barbara Creed explains this by arguing that science-fiction movies are concerned with "the reworking of the primal scene in relation to the representation of other forms of copulation and procreation."(48) In this context, the fraught primal scene in the 1956 Body Snatchers, occurs at the end of the film, when Miles kisses Becky in the cave. As their lips connect, he realizes that she is no longer who he thought—she has become something else. Director Don Siegel described this scene with good-humored misogyny, noting that 
 
"the hero wants to kiss her awake in a delicious non-pod way but she's a limp fish and he knows immediately that she's a pod. In my life, I am sorry to say, I have kissed many pods." (quoted in Grant, ed. Introduction p.4)
 
Certainly Becky is no longer interested in bearing Miles' children. But, despite Siegel, I don't think she exactly becomes a "limp fish." On the contrary, the transformation makes her more aggressive and more competent. Before her change, she was desperate, exhausted, muddy, and generally done in. Afterwards, she's confident, decisive and even, if my eyes don't deceive me, cleaner. And while I guess it could just be a personal kink, I don't think that being possessed by an alien life-form and forcibly bent to its will has desexed her. Dana Wynter is a remarkably attractive woman under any conditions, but there's an extra-special something in those final scenes with her, both as the camera lingers lovingly on her face in close-up, and as she holds herself rigid, accentuating her impressive bosom, while Miles flees. 
 
There's a similar heroine conversion scene in Stephen King's Salem's Lot in which the fetishization of the take-over is even more clear:
 
"In life [Susan] had been a cheerfully pretty girl who had missed the turn to beauty somewhere (perhaps by inches), not through any lack in her features but—just possibly—because her life had been so calm and unremarkable. But now she had achieved beauty. Dark beauty." (349) 
 
King's coyness here is really, as his chief vampire quips, "toothsome." Susan wasn't beautiful because "just possibly" she was dull! This paragraph is followed with a leisurely and erotic description, in which King compares Susan's appeal to that of thirteen-year-old whores in Saigon—and then, of course, we get to read about the staking, with gobs and gobs of blood. 
 
In discussing Don Siegel's dismissal of non-responsive pod-women, Barry Keith Grant argues that "Here the director, like so much of horror cinema generally, disavows the possibility of his own inadequacy and projects it onto the woman as the Other....these movies...verily shout the fact that men were... ‘running scared.'" Shulamith Firestone makes the same point in a broader context when she argues that:
 
"Man's difficult triumph over Nature has made it possible to restore the truly natural: he could undo Adam's and Eve's curse both, to reestablish the earthly Garden of Eden. But in his long toil his imagination has been stifled: he fears an enlargement of his drudgery, through the incorporation of Eve's curse into his own." (239)
 
It's certainly true that, even given the most fantastic suppositions, the most amazing leaps of science, fecund horror can see no way out of our current gender impasse short of utter disintegration and defilement. Partially this may be because of male fear and/or lack of imagination. But it also seems to be about male pleasure and fantasy. Barbara Creed points out that "Images of blood, vomit, pus, shit and so forth signify a split between two orders: the maternal authority and the law of the father." By reveling in fluids—and, presumably, in images of birth—she argues that horror films "evoke pleasure in breaking the taboo of filth..." ( 43-44) But surely there is also titillation in the law of the father itself — in a monstrous discipline which controls both bodies and pleasures, and forces them into novel arrangements. In Salem's Lot the scene with Susan is energized secondly because she is spewing body fluids, but firstly because she has been corrupted, diegetically by a vampire, extra-narratively by King himself. As Pygmalion knew, making (or remaking) the Other is sexy. Like the obstetrician who reaps money and status from his high Cesarean rate, men may be nervous about Eve's curse, but laying hold of it has its benefits.

C.S. Lewis notes that "...if the worst came to the worst, a heaven for mosquitoes and a hell for men could very conveniently be combined." A utopia is just a dystopia with different affect — or, sometimes, with the same affect. Fecund horror is certainly a nightmare, but it's also a kind of perverse daydream (or gay utopia), in which the agonized and sublimated gender-bending provides both the ostensible terror and the furtive pleasure. In the rest of the essay, we'll look at three perverse daydreams more closely: John Carpenter's The Thing; David Cronenberg's Shivers; and Tabico's short story, Adaptation.
 
Man Is The Warmest Place to Stick Your Thing
 
John Carpenter's 1982 version of The Thing has all the hallmarks of fecund horror. In the movie, an American government research station in Antarctica is invaded — or infested — by an orifice-laden, gelatinous alien thing which can perfectly duplicate whatever it devours. While there is plenty of ugly, unnatural reproduction here, however, there is no balancing vision of natural pregnancy as there is in Body Snatchers. There are no pregnant women in this movie — indeed, there are no women in it at all.

A mainstream Hollywood movie without female characters is exceedingly odd — not least because it is bad box office. When asked to explain why he'd chosen to use an all male cast, scriptwriter Bill Lancaster explained:
 
"In reality there aren't any women in these kinds of situations. I remember thinking as a kid that the obligatory love scenes in horror movies interrupted the action. It seemed more honest to have a group of just men in that situation.... Women have taken on a different role in 1982 than they did in 1951 [the year of the first filmed version of The Thing], so perhaps we should have put in one or two, but they would have seemed gratuitous to me." (quoted in Billson 35)
 
Anne Billson, in her self-described "case for the defense," of The Thing expands on this line, arguing that "the inclusion of a women in such an environment would automatically give rise to script problems...."(36) By this she means that, if a woman were present, the script would have to confront gender power dynamics.

All of which sounds reasonable...until you stop to think about it for a moment. Lancaster says women would be "gratuitous." Yet The Thing, for all its fantastical elements, is basically a slasher film, a genre which, as John Carpenter knew well, is pretty much defined by the chasing down and mangling of female bodies. Women were central to this kind of story — not gratuitous at all. As for Billson's worries about the script problems of gender dynamics — well, a couple years before the release of The Thing, another sci-fi/slasher crossover had had unprecedented success with a strong woman lead. Alien influenced The Thing's special effects, its sense of paranoid dread, and its Ten Little Indians plot structure. But it couldn't convince the scriptwriter that a female protagonist — or even a female character — was viable. Billson tries to dismiss the precedent by arguing that Alien was lessened by the quasi-rape of secondary female character Lambert, and suggesting that "it's less disturbing to see grown men terrorized and maimed by special effects monsters."(37) In other words, The Thing excludes women because John Carpenter is reticent and tasteful. Um...no.

So why aren't there any women, then? Billson starts to get at the answer when she observes that, "The men in The Thing are curiously asexual beings, in fact; there's not the slightest hint of physical intimacy or unrequited homosexual relationship."(37) She perhaps even understates her case here: not only is there little sign of physical intimacy between the men in The Thing, but there's little sign of intimacy, period. Besides one almost tearful moment in which Garry (Donald Moffat) mourns for Bennings (Peter Maloney), the characters all treat each other — even before the entrance of the monster — with either indifference or open annoyance. Certainly, there's none of the tiresome manly-men-banding-together-against-a-common-foe schtick which plays such a large role in both the Howard Hawks' 1951 film version of the story and in John W. Campbell's original 1938 short story, Who Goes There? Martial homosocial bonds are what allow the heroes in Campbell and Hawks to defeat the monster. Their absence in Carpenter's version is a big part of why his heroes meet a less pleasant fate. The men in the 1982 The Thing aren't gay enough to live.

Or are they, perhaps, too gay? In Epistemology of the Closet, Eve Sedgwick argues:
 
."..that many of the major nodes of thought and knowledge in twentieth century Western culture as a whole are structured — indeed fractured — by a chronic, now endemic crisis of homo/heterosexual definition, indicatively male, dating from the end of the nineteenth century."(1)
 
In other words, male heterosexual identity is incoherent, built upon a binary definition of homosexual identity which is essentially untenable. Though it's taking a few liberties with Sedgwick's formulation, I tend to think of it like this: Heterosexual men are men who like women. But if you like women too much, then you're feminine, and so gay. But if you don't like women, you like men and then you're gay. Does not compute...does not compute...boom, you blow up like one of those robots out-witted by the very manly Captain Kirk and his close, close buddy, Mr. Spock. 

Sedgwick argues that this homosexual/heterosexual binary tends to generate other binaries around sex: binaries such as public/private, health/illness; utopia/apocalypse, to list only a few that are relevant to The Thing.(91 ff) One binary Sedgwick doesn't discuss, but which I think is implicit in her discussion, is emotional/emotionless. Any male display of feelings is ipso facto gay—whether its Garry crying for Bennings or the obviously affectionate raillery in Hawks' 1951 Thing. But, on the other hand, a lack of emotional display...is also gay. A 35-year-old schoolteacher who lives with his mother and has no other family ties; two male roommates who don't date; celibate priests; a group of men in Antarctica with no sign of women or even pornography—they're all "bachelors." In quotes.

Billson's "not the slightest hint," is, then, in fact itself a hint of homosexuality, and specifically of the significant glances, quiet denials, and double entendres that cluster around the closet. As just a few examples:
 
— The drugged-out mechanic Palmer (David Clennon) looks up at Garry and says, "Was wondering when "El Capitan" was going to get a chance to use his pop gun. " Garry rewards him with a long, meaningful look. (In a later scene, we are treated to a slow motion pan across Garry's rear-end.)

—Nauls (T.K. Carter) bursts into the rec room and says, in an exaggerated effeminately bitchy voice, "Which of you disrespectful men been tossing his dirty drawers in the kitchen trash can?!"

—Blair (Wilford Brimley) and Clark (Richard Masur) engage in a tête-à-tête, the camera catching in close-up the pregnant stares of each. Finally Clark demands (on behalf of all straight objects of gay cruising everywhere) "What the hell you lookin' at me like that for?" 

—At the very end of the film, Macready (Kurt Russell) and Childs (Keith David) are sitting alone in the cold sizing each other up. Childs wonders what they should do. Macready, holding a liquor bottle, looks at him pointedly and responds with a classic come-hither line, "Why don't we just wait here for a while? See what happens."
 
This sort of thing is fun for everyone. Knowledge about gay identity gives a pleasurable frisson of power and wisdom—there's a "delectability" to it, as Eve Sedgwick puts it.(67) And, not coincidentally, this is a large part of how one ends up enjoying The Thing. Is that man different? Is there something queer about him? The delightful thrill of wonder, the creeping chill of paranoia, meld and fuse into one another like the Thing's own distorted flesh.

This cathexis of suspicion, knowledge, paranoia, potential love and potential violence are all summed up by Sedgwick in a single phrase "homosexual panic." Sedgwick describes homosexual panic as "a structural residue of terrorist potential, of blackmailability, of Western maleness through the leverage of homophobia....(20) Homosexual panic, in other words, can be seen as the violence, the terror, and the secretive distrust engendered (in several senses) by the fact that male identity is comprised and compromised by its relation to a despised Other. 

My argument is that The Thing is structured around, and draws its moral and emotional force from, homosexual panic. From this perspective, Bill Lancaster is exactly right—there "aren't any women in these situation," they would be "gratuitous," because homosexual panic is about men doing manly things with each other. Women aren't a part of the psychodrama. The particular paranoia here, the particular fear, and the particular pleasure, would be impossible if there were women characters. 
 
As one example, there is a moment in the film when many of the men are standing around in the snow discussing their plight. Childs asks, "If I were an imitation, a perfect imitation, how would you know it was really me?" There is an uncomfortable silence, and no wonder. Childs is asking about intimacy, and the Biblical sense in "how would you know?" isn't all that far beneath the surface. Indeed, if we remember Invasion of the Body Snatchers, the way to identify an imposter is to kiss her (or, in this case, him.) The men, wrapped up in snow gear, eyes concealed behind dark glasses, all seem to be contemplating, with roughly equal trepidation, the frightening prospect of death through not knowing, and the equally frightening prospect of knowledge and its implications of intimacy. You almost expect them all to clear their throats and start talking gruffly about football.

In Body Snatchers, a big part of the terror of the impersonation is in the severing of relationships—the breakdown of love. This is the case in Alien too. Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) isn't romantically involved with Dallas (Tom Skerritt), but when she sees him fused with the alien breeding structure, her reaction is emotional and personal. In contrast, evil in Alien—in the form of the alien and its admirer, the robotic science officer, Ash (Ian Holm)—is presented as emotionlessly Darwinian. Movies like Alien, Body Snatchers, and Village of the Damned are worried about femininity—for each, the nightmare is that womanly reproduction and womanly affection may become separated, resulting in ruthless proliferation.

But when you're talking about homosexual panic, it's love itself that provokes terror: love which, indeed, dare not speak its name. This is why Mac, the hero, is the least trusting of the men at the base. It is only when he is drunk (unmanned) that he laments the loss of trust; otherwise, he seems almost to revel in it. "Trust is a hard thing to come by these days. Maybe you should trust in the Lord," he coldly tells the distraught Blair. The casual disregard of trust is a sign of manly self-sufficiency. Sure, it has its downside—Mac murders Clark, who, it turns out, is not a Thing. But sometimes a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do if he wants to stay a man. The opposite of love is not hate, but paranoia, and it's paranoia that preserves, and therefore constitutes, male identity.

The thing about The Thing, therefore, is not that it severs the nonexistent emotional bonds between the men at the station, but that it enacts them. The Thing obliterates distinctions not only between bodies, but also between hearts and brains—it reproduces you cell by cell. Moreover, it imitates your behavior perfectly. If a pod from Body Snatcher gets you, you are hollowed out, a husk of your former self. If The Thing gets you, you are filled up—everything about you is the same, except that you are two, not one. The Thing doesn't just imitate you, it knows you, in a hyper-intimacy that, like love, annihilates and transforms. And, in the ineluctable logic of homosexual panic, that intimacy leads, not to pleasure, or babies, or an expansion of soul, but rather to violence and death.

Intimacy can be another name for sex, of course, and there is certainly a sexual component to The Thing. For instance, in one scene, Bennings is in the storeroom with the supposedly dead Thing. Slowly its body starts to ooze ichor, while, in the background, Bennings bends over, his butt suggestively towards the frame. A short while later we see Bennings, stripped, covered in latex-like slime, and wrapped in slithery, phallic, bondage tentacles. A later scene in which Palmer is exposed as a Thing is perhaps even more explicit. The Palmer-Thing's face splits open, and then it swallows Windows' head in a hideous kiss. Linked at the face, the two jerk around the room, spurting internal glop, while the other men (tied to a couch) shout in horror and disgust, and Mac impotently fires his malfunctioning flame thrower. 

What's perhaps most interesting about these scenes is the way in which Windows figures in both. It is Windows who first discovers Bennings in the throws of his passion/transformation. The discovery has something of the air of a primal scene—something that not only terrifies Windows, but fascinates and perhaps taints him. Later, Windows has a moment to react before the Palmer-Thing attacks him. But instead of turning on the flame thrower, Windows is transfixed, his face blank with an expression which could be fear but could also, I think, be interpreted as desire: (Kristeva: "the victims of the abject are its fascinated victims—if not its submissive or willing ones."(9)) And so he is raped and turned into a Thing.

In The Thing, then, sex and sexual desire are a kind of disease. Unable to mate and produce a child, The Thing instead mates and becomes its partner. Not coincidentally, this life-cycle maps perfectly onto some of our culture's most powerful visions of gay sexuality. The idea of a homosexual conspiracy, of homosexuals recruiting, is based around an idea of gay sex as uncontrollable and viral. Gay sex is dangerous not because it appeals to a minority, but because its presence threatens and fascinates all men, tempting them from the narrow and, er, straight. Blair's computer tells him that, if the Thing is not stopped, everyone in the world will be converted by the perverse sexuality of Thingdom. And over against this queer apocalypse the movie sets a vision of...straight apocalypse, fueled by homosexual panic. Once you've fallen, you go into the flames. In an orgy of fire, all the infected must be burned. 

The point to take from the film is not that one of these dueling apocalypses is good while the other is bad, nor even that both are good, or that both are bad. Rather, both are appealing, and their appeal relies on each other. Kristeva argues that the incest taboo 
 
"cuts short the temptation to return, with abjection and jouissance, to that passivity status...where the subject, fluctuating between inside and outside, pleasure and pain, word and deed, would find death, along with nirvana."(64)
 
But I think you could just as easily say that the incest taboo embodies the temptation to abjection. For Kristeva, sacred ritual is about warding off "the subject's fear of his very own identity sinking irretrievably into the mother." But couldn't the sacred also be seen as glorifying that annihilation of self? How can you tell the difference? As Bataille argues, taboo exists to be violated, so that the violator may have a sacred experience; ritual is as much about violation as it is about purification. In what is perhaps The Thing's most striking scene, the half-converted Bennings-Thing runs into the snowy night, where he is surrounded by the men of the camp, who form a loose circle. They fire flares, and in the light, Bennings looks up. His hands are still unformed; they look like misshapen claws. His face, though, is weirdly beautiful. His expression is placid, detached, and expectant—he looks as you might imagine Adam to have looked, born into a new body and a new world. Ennio Morricone's eerie synth score increases the air of otherworldliness—and then, breath foaming in the cold, the Bennings-Thing opens its mouth and bellows. On cue, Mac tips over a can of kerosene and sets the Thing on fire. The slowness and solemnity of this scene mark it as a ritual around the sacred, with two money-shots—the revelation of Benning's otherness, and his destruction. The flames are apotheosis, not negation.

Kristeva, as quoted above, sees the dissolution of identity as a violation of the incest taboo, a "sinking irretrievably into the mother." Following this logic, several critics have argued, more or less seriously, that the Thing is a kind of femme fatale—an embodiment of unchecked, deadly femininity.(Billson 37; Mulvie-Roberts 81) If you're Freud, this makes sense—the Other is always female, the subject is always male. But the incest taboo is not the only taboo, and, I think, in this case, the Thing as Woman rather misses the mark. In the first place, the Thing's very name suggests its genderlessness. And, in the second, whenever the Thing is anything in the movie, it's a male (even the dog it takes over is a boy.) Similarly, I don't think it makes sense to argue that the Thing is gay—even if it prefers men, it can't exactly be said to be a man itself. Nor, am I convinced by Eduard Guerrero's argument, that the characters at the Antarctic research station are living a liberal homosexual lifestyle, and that the Thing is a metaphor for AIDS.(discussed in Muir 105)

In fact, the whole point of homosexual panic is that, as Eve Sedgwick notes, it "is necessarily a problem only, but endemically, of nonhomosexual-identified men.(201, my emphasis) An out gay man does not have to worry about being perceived as gay; it's the straight man who has to worry. And it is this worry of straight men which creates the potential for violence and control ("hey, man, you can't wear that, read that, think that—it's gay"). These dynamics are, Sedgwick argues, at the center of the "paranoid Gothic"; narratives like Frankenstein or Hogg's Confessions of a Justified Sinner, in which "one man's mind could be read by that of the feared and desired other."(Sedgwick 186-187)

The Thing then is not homosexuality per se, but rather a fear of homosexuality. That is, the Thing is the extruded, rejected part of maleness—the anxiety, terror, and desire which threaten a compromised masculine identity. This denied Thing can be seen at times as a femaleness which threatens to engulf and therefore feminize the protagonists. Or it can be seen as a rampaging maleness, which extrudes phallic pseudopods and tentacles with which it rapes, and thereby feminizes, the protagonists. Or it can be seen as simultaneously androgynous and genderless—a formless chaos which erases the boundaries of self, so that manhood slides helplessly into an unidentified, unknowable aperture of alien being and desire.

In The Thing, then, homosexual panic and abjection coexist and interpenetrate. The abject is that which inspires homosexual panic—the not-male (which, again, doesn't necessarily mean "female.") As Kristeva says:
 
"The abject has only one quality of the object—that of being opposed to I....what is abject...the jettisoned object, is radically excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning collapses.... It lies outside, beyond the set, and does not seem to agree to the [superego's] rules of the game. And yet, from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease challenging its master." (Kristeva 3)


In other words, the not-male is defined solely in reference to the male. But since the not-male, in turn, defines the male, there is a nonsense loop—male depends on non-male, non-male depends on male, round and round, until meaning, as Kristeva says, collapses. The not-male is banished, but its very banishment challenges the existence of masculinity. To retain one's identity as a man, one must contemplate, loathe, obsess about the not-male—you must know the not-male as well as you know yourself. And that knowing, that intimacy, that interpenetration of self and other, is the very essence of Thingness. A man, to be a man, must be a Thing—just as a Thing, to be a Thing, must be a man. Like the burnt horror the men find in the ice, with its bifurcated, screaming face(s), masculine identity is a disgusting and painful duality—but whether the pain comes from splitting oneself apart or from fusing oneself together is impossible to say.

The double-faced Thing suggests not just division, but mitosis. The plot of the Thing hinges on fecundity in an all male group. Its most memorable set-pieces, therefore, are images of masculine reproduction—or, from another perspective, of the reproduction of masculinity. As I've discussed, several of these set-pieces (the Thinging of Bennings, the attack of the Palmer-Thing) are tied to a vision of a devouring (gay) sexuality.

But the film's most brilliant special effects sequence takes a different tack. In this scene, Norris (Charles Hallahan) has suffered a heart-attack. Dr. Copper (Richard Dysart) is trying to revive him with a defibrillator. Copper shouts "Clear!" reaches down...and Norris' chest cavity opens like an enormous toothy mouth, which bites off the lower part of Copper's arms. As Copper bleeds to death, the stomach then spits out a towering, mottled, phallic umbilical pillar, to the top of which is attached a kind of writhing spider-thing...sporting a grotesque parody of Norris' head. Meanwhile, Norris' actual head detaches from the body with a gluey, ichorous shlurp, slides off the table, shoots its tongue out to pull itself along the floor, and finally sprouts insect legs and scurries away.

Billson sees the toothy chest cavity as a "castrating vagina dentata" chopping off the doctor's arms.(73) Perhaps. But it seems to me that the focus here is less on sexual fears than it is on anxieties about reproduction. The clinical setting, with Norris placed on his back, mirrors a delivery room—and then, of course, there's The Thing bursting from Norris' stomach—a Thing which has a distinct and disturbing resemblance to its parent. As in the analogous scene in Alien, this is a nightmare vision of male pregnancy.
 
And yet, the scene in Alien is actually quite different from the one here. The whole point in Alien is that the crewmember has been invaded; his body has been taken over for another's use; he has, in other words, inherited Eve's curse, and been feminized. But this can't really be made to fit The Thing. This isn't Eve's curse but, at best, a parody of it. If Alien uses pregnancy as a metaphor for fear of difference, The Thing uses it to represent fear of sameness, or, indeed, of the inability to tell the difference. Niles' body is not used by another: it already is the other, and what it gives birth to is simply itself—a monstrous version of a monster, topped off by its own severed head. 

Abjection is usually thought of in terms of disgusting bits of and from the flesh. As Kristeva says:
 
"The body's inside...shows up in order to compensate for the collapse of the border between inside and outside. It is as if the skin, a fragile container, no longer guaranteed the integrity of one's 'own and clean self' but, scraped or transparent, invisible or taut, gave way before the dejection of its contents. Urine, blood sperm, excrement show up in order to reassure a subject that is lacking its 'own and clean self.'" (53)
 
For The Thing, however, not-maleness itself (or, if you prefer, maleness itself) is the vile discharge. Rejected, loathed, a hideous son for a hideous father, it tears out of the burst corpse in an excess of ugliness. The child is so vile that the parent forgets his own torn and disgusting flesh; he can crawl away from it to make a new (equally horrible) self. This, then, is how masculinity propagates; through the "Hare-brained staging of an abortion, of a self-giving birth ever miscarried, endlessly to be renewed...."(Kristeva 54) Maleness is always extruding and thereby reconstituting itself. MacReady and Childs need each other at the end of the film; without their mutual distrust, their shared suspicion of Thingness, they would, as males, cease to exist. 

It's worth remembering that most movie-goers (myself included) love the gory defibrillation scene. In their commentary on the DVD, John Carpenter and Kurt Russell were almost chortling with glee as they waited for Niles' stomach to come gaping open. And no wonder; Rob Bottin's special effects are one of the glories of this film. Their imagination alone is breath-taking—watching Niles' head slide down the table and then sprout insect legs, you can't help but say with Palmer, "You gotta be fucking kidding." And every bit as staggering as the invention—especially in our era of smooth-edged computer graphics—is the tactility. The Thing, in all its glistening twisted, mottled glory, looks like it could reach out of the screen and give you a big repulsive kiss.

This is why people want to see the movie. As Kristeva says "jouissance alone causes the abject to exist at all. One does not know it, one does not desire it, one joys in it"(9)—or, to put it in a less artsy-fartsy, unmanly way, you go to the Thing to be amazed and disgusted by some cool fucking shit. Horror films revel in the loathsome because loathing is fun—and, I think, the same dynamic is true of homosexual panic. Males loathe the not-male because, among other reasons, doing so is stimulating and exciting. Male identity, like the gay utopia, is built on pleasure: in defilement, in identity, and in the erasure and enforcement of the difference between the two. Masculinity, then, rejects the gay utopia exactly as Man rejects the Thing—not as one rejects an enemy, but as one rejects one's lover, or one's self.
 
New Slugs in Old Towers
 
When I was 24 I was a virgin—indeed, I had, as the saying goes, never been kissed. The typical emotional responses our culture offers to a heterosexual male in this situation are (A) misogyny, (B) self-pity and, (C) self-loathing. I chose C and, for variety, B, utilizing them with an assiduity that was extremely tedious to be around—definitely for me, and presumably for others as well.

One night, while feeling especially maudlin, I dragged myself out of the house to go watch (alone, naturally), a showing of David Cronenberg's Shivers. In the film, a plague of blood-drenched, phallic, sexually transmitted slugs infests an island gated community (Starliner Towers) and transforms the inhabitants into monstrously concupiscent zombies. Our hero, a blandly good-looking doctor named St. Luc, spends the entire film racing about trying to avoid intercourse. Finally, he is caught; and as his former neighbors hold him down his infected girlfriend Forsythe (Lynn Lowry) has her way with him. Now transformed himself, he lights a cigarette and leads his libidinous hordes out into the city, where, the movie implies, they will bring about an apocalypse of id, flesh, and various oozing bodily fluids. This was, I thought at the time, about the most preposterous thing I had ever seen in my entire life—and I loved it inordinately. I left on an adrenalin high, completely jazzed. I think I ran all the way home.

I am now 36, older, more married, and less (or at least differently) self-pitying than I was back then. And while I still like Shivers, I can no longer say (as I did for many years) that it's my favorite movie. But there was definitely something in it, at that particular point in my life, which said something I needed, or at least wanted, to hear. What was it?

Cronenberg himself might argue that what I was responding to, or "jazzed" by, was a vision of bodies, pleasures, and sexual liberation—in the terms of this symposium, a kind of gay utopia. When asked about the film, Cronenberg has stated that he "identifies with the parasites" that he sees the finale as a "happy ending, "and that "Living on Nun's Island [while filming the movie], we all wanted to rip that place apart and run naked, screaming through the halls." And, on an even more hippieish note, he claimed, "In Shivers I'm a venereal disease having the greatest time of my life, and encouraging everybody to get into it."(quoted in Beard 33, in Lowe, and in Smith 71). In other words, Cronenberg sees himself as Shivers' Dr. Emil Hobbes (Fred Doederlin), the man who created the aphrodisiac slugs. Like Hobbes, Cronenberg is sickened by the sterility of hypocritical modern rationalism, he feels, with Hobbes, that "man is an animal that thinks too much" and he therefore wants "to turn the world into a beautiful mindless orgy." Cronenberg is endorsing the vision of unbounded libido expressed by the newly infected Nurse Forsythe:
 
"Roger, I had a very disturbing dream last night. In this dream, I found myself making love to a strange man. Only I'm having trouble, you see, because he's old and dying, and he smells bad, and I find him repulsive. But then he tells me that everything is erotic, that 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 kinds of alien creatures for each other—that even dying is an act of eroticism. That talking is sexual. That breathing is sexual. That even to physically exist is sexual. And I believe him. And we make love beautifully."
 
So Cronenberg in creating the movie, and I in responding to it, were both lusty, zesty omnisexuals, joying in the fluid play of sensuality? Alas, I think not. In the first place, I can say with some certainty that, at the time I saw Shivers, open sexuality did not fill me with joie de vivre. On the contrary, my furtive relationship with pornography and my (much, much more limited) experience with Dionysiac parties merely accentuated my sense of isolation, and hence my self-disgust. I may not have been especially happy with my non-libidinous self, but an abject violation of boundaries—of actual flesh, of self-image—wasn't appealing either. Or rather, it was appealing, but also terrifying, and both the appeal and the terror seemed despicable. For me as a (self-proclaimed) heterosexual failure, the gay utopia would have appeared not as an opening of possibilities, but as an elaborate and vicious mockery...I can't even find anyone to hold my hand at the damn movie, and you want me to do what with whom?

And, despite his claims to be a fucking transgressor, Cronenberg clearly shares a lot of my ambivalence about this vision of sexual utopia/apocalypse. Yes, there are various unusual pairings presented—old-young, guy-guy, father-daughter. But the bodies Cronenberg really enthusiastically sexualizes are pretty much entirely young and female. We get to see Forsythe and Betts nude even before the parasite infects them, and the camera is throughout the film very interested in Janine's breasts. After they're infected, the woman are even more prone to shedding clothes; a young mother in an elevator, for example, ends up in her slip after she's been infected. Men like the delivery boy who assaults her, on the other hand, seem to be magically able to have sex without taking off their pants. Similarly, when the middle-aged and portly laundry woman is infested, she doesn't strip down, but paints her face with bizarre and creepy make-up, just to emphasize that, you know, she's not really sexy. Other perversions (S&M pedophilia, incest, gay male sex) are trotted out in a rush at the end to show Just How Bad Things Have Gotten for St. Luc. They're punchlines, not objects of prurient interest. Forsythe may think that "all flesh is erotic flesh," but the movie is less catholic in its tastes—it likes them young, it likes them female, and the only real "perversion" it's interested in is lesbianism.
 
Even "normal" sexuality, though, is linked to blood, unpleasant fluids, and various other bits of nastiness. After Forsythe utters her paean to pan-eroticism, she makes a strangled hiss, opens her mouth—and out wriggles one of the mottled parasites. This moment—and, indeed, all of the scenes with the slugs—are repulsive. In The Thing, as we noted, the gross-out special effects had an inventive dash and brio; the characters themselves often express an amazed astonishment analogous to the audiences delight. The much more low-key effects in Shivers are less spectacular, more directly tied to conventional bodily products like blood and shit, and, for both these reasons, the anxiety seems a lot harder to disentangle from the visceral charm. Both the viewer and, I think, Cronenberg, share the disgust Roger St. Luc (Paul Hampton) feels when Forsythe's little friend pops out—when he hits her and knocks her out, he does it with that detached shiver of righteous violence with which one steps on a roach. Thinking of moments like this, Robin Wood claims that the film views sexual liberation with "unmitigated horror," and that it "is premised on and motivated by sexual disgust" with "a very special animus reserved for female sexuality." Sneering as only an academic radical can sneer, Wood concludes that the supposedly uptight Cronenberg is "reactionary."(Wood 216-217) From this perspective, then, Cronenberg is not the mad scientist Hobbes, but rather the chaste St. Luc, who spends the entire film desperately trying not to have sex. Though, for that matter, and as I'm not the first to have noted, the whole cast is oddly, unemotionally cold, their performances redolent of what, as we've already noted, Kristeva calls "the white expanse or slack boredom of repression."(2) 

Obviously, Shivers is structured around the idea of repression; the sense that sexuality and animality is boiling barely contained beneath the thin facade of civilization. For some critics, the film is saying repression is bad; for others it's saying that sexuality is bad, for still others, it's presenting a more complicated mistrust of both surface and depths: "a dialectic of forces of equal weight and equal undesirability," as William Beard puts it.(30) But however the moral labels are distributed, the film is consciously about the refusal, displacement, and inevitable return of desire.

But just as I can't connect my personal response to the film to liberation, so do I find it hard to link it to a psychological mechanism of denial. I may not have been having sex when I was a twentysomething, but my impulses in that regard were neither inaccessible nor unacknowledged. On the contrary, they were all too accessible, all too acknowledged. I thought and talked about a lack of sex constantly, and it was this verbal circling, not some primal unslaked sex-drive, which was intolerable. To very loosely paraphrase James Brown, an erection won't change you (and is, besides, easy enough to get rid of), but discourse will take you on.

This is the point Foucault makes in History of Sexuality—a book that, at the time, I liked almost as much as I liked Shivers. For Foucault, repression isn't a truth, but a rhetorical strategy: Cronenberg and those like him "speak about sex in terms of repression" because it gives them the opportunity to "pronounce a discourse that combines the fervor of knowledge, the determination to change the laws, and the longing for the garden of earthly delights."(7) In other words, talking about repression is a pleasure, not because it liberates, but because it allows one to engage in moral preening. Foucault goes on to wonder what is up with a society which
 
"speaks verbosely of its own silence, takes great pains to relate in detail the things it does not say, denounces the powers it exercises, and promises to liberate itself from the very laws that have made it function. "(8)
 
The central question for Foucault, then, is not the truth about sex, but rather the "forms of power" which create and result from talking about sex, how discourse "penetrates and controls everyday pleasure." And he argues that, while in some cases power operates by "refusal, blockage, and invalidation," it may also use "incitement and intensification," all of which make up what he calls the "polymorphous techniques of power."(11)

I think that, as far as Shivers goes, this is exactly right. The movie isn't about rejecting the bourgeoisie, identifying with the other, and embracing one's inner parasite. Nor is it about rejecting one's inner parasite and embracing the bourgeoisie. 
 
Instead, it's about "polymorphous techniques of power"—that is, it is interested, first, last, and primarily, in control. An obsession with control is the main marketing concern of Starliner Towers; the community presents itself as safe, clean, and self-sufficient. And the parasites are also obsessed with control. They bend people to their will, forcing their hosts not just to have sex, but to defend the slugs, deliberately spread the disease, and finally to organize to capture St. Luc and ultimately the world. Thus, the Starliner infomercial is ironic not because control is impossible, but rather because, compared to the rigorous techniques of the parasites, the security apparatus of the high rise is decidedly...limp. In one of the first lines of the film, a prospective tenant asks a (rather effeminate) security guard whether he has ever used his gun. He responds that he has "never had it out of the holster." Somewhat later, he's held down and sexually assaulted by a prepubescent girl. In slow motion. And he still doesn't draw his gun. It just doesn't get much more emasculating than that.

Everybody knows that power grows out of the barrel of a penis, but few movies can ever have taken this, um, dictum quite as literally as Shivers. As I've already mentioned, the slugs themselves are narrow, mottled pieces of phallic flesh. They squirm through the movie and into bodies, instilling and enforcing the patriarchal law of the dick. Nineteen-year old Annabelle (Kathy Graham) is taken over by the penis-creatures, and turns into an insatiable wet-dream, inexplicably wearing a school-girl uniform and sleeping with whatever older man will have her. Janine (Susan Petrie)—who Beard says is "portrayed as a caring and vulnerable person"(41)—is actually, it seems to me, portrayed as a whiny clingy, hapless wife who even her best friend Betts calls "uptight" She is utterly impossible to watch save for her extremely impressive bralessness. Ah, but take this drippy water-works, insert the über-phallus and, hey, presto! She's romping in the public pool in a see-through shirt, giggling at the prospect of some girl-on-girl action.

And then there's Betts herself. Played by Barbara Steele, she's feeling down because she has an unrequited crush on Janine, so she decides to sip some wine in a bath. A slug crawls out of the drain and into her vagina; she thrashes spasmodically and passes out with her hair tossed fetchingly across her face. When she comes to, her glass has shattered—but she simply walks across the broken shards, trailing blood. Her cut foot, and, indeed, the vileness of the slug as it slips inside her, are signs that the mastery and violation are complete; the degradation and filth is part of the power, and therefore part of the fetish. Similarly, when Betts and Janine kiss, their throats pulse to show us that the parasites are moving beneath the surface. Their lesbianism has, almost literally, been colonized by a penis. Their pain, discomfort, and pleasure are no longer important; their will is bent, not on their own desires, but on fulfilling someone else's—the slug's, Cronenberg's, the viewer's. The difference hardly matters: in this sense, it's not so much that Cronenberg is identifying with the parasites as it is that the parasites are identified with him. They're a kind of remote-control magic phallic extension—the physical embodiment of a simple principle: we want to see Barbara Steele get fucked. The flat acting style doesn't demonstrate that the characters are repressed, but that they're unreal fantasies; masturbatory drones in a heterosexual dream. Cronenberg may be Hobbes, and he may be St. John, but he is also certainly Merrick (Ronald Mlodzik)—the oleaginous manager/ guide, giving the viewer a tour through room after room of more or less seedy objects of desire.

In our culture, and at least since the 1960s, political transgressive rebellion has often been linked to, or even defined in terms of, sex. Cronenberg says Shivers is anti-bourgeoisie because it's pro-sex; Robin Wood says its anti-sex and therefore pro-bourgeoisie. But at this stage it does seem worth asking: Does the bourgeoisie really dislike sex? Or, a slightly different question, is patriarchy really dependent on the nuclear family? Can you bring down the man, as Shivers seems to suggest, just by fucking? 

Well, the hippies tried it in the ‘60s, and, based on their experiences, Andrea Dworkin provides this typically blunt assessment:
 
"Empirically speaking, sexual liberation was practiced by women on a wide scale in the sixties and it did not work: that is, it did not free women. Its purpose—it turned out—was to free men to use women without bourgeois constraints, and in that it was successful." (91)
 
Dworkin identifies two different visions of sexual radicalism. For women there was "sexual equality...sexual transcendence...an eroticization of sibling equality..."; in other words, a breakdown in gender roles and genital primacy which looks a lot like what we're here calling the gay utopia. For men, on the other hand, "Sexual radicalism was defined in classically male terms: number of partners, frequency of sex, varieties of sex (for instance, group sex,) eagerness to engage in sex."(90-91) Sexual freedom for men, then, often ends up meaning not freedom from, but rather more freedom for, patriarchy. For women the familial virtues of affection and respectability are ambivalent protection at best, but if you replace them with lust and ego, you get—well, Shivers, basically. In the movie, sex and violence are hardly distinguishable; the parasite's bloody invasion of Betts, for example, is, as mentioned above, sexualized; the zombie hordes that finally abduct Forsythe from St. Luc are noticeably brutal even though she's willing; in another scene, a man bends over a woman lying on the hood of a car, but whether she already has her own parasite and so is happy to participate or is being forcibly infected as we watch is impossible to tell. Here intercourse is created by and creates, not love, but control, and the aphorism often erroneously attributed to Dworkin is actually true: all sex is rape.

Whether it's sex or rape, though, there are certain consequences that you'd expect to follow. In Shivers, however, they emphatically do not: no one gets pregnant. Annabelle has been screwing everything in sight for some undetermined period of time, and it's hard to imagine that the parasites are especially careful about condom use. Yet the movie never considers the possibility that she could have gotten knocked up. Instead, reproduction in the film is imagined entirely as a male phenomenon. When Hobbes slices Annabelle open in a surgical parody of a Cesarean, what he finds is not a human fetus, but his own teeming phallus-progeny. This is, supposedly, the sight which causes him to cut his throat—though one wonders if it's not rather the woman's interior, and the specter of a different, more familiar reproductive system, which suddenly makes his life seem insupportable.

Andrea Dworkin notes that, "Pregnancy, the fact of it, [is] antiaphrodisiacal."(94) It's also a brake on male control, both practically (it gives women priorities other than their men) and symbolically (women have a space and an ability that men don't.) That's why, Dworkin argues, for men on the left abortion can be seen as a way to control women.(94-95) Where Shulamith Firestone sees reproductive technologies as potentially liberating, Dworkin focuses on the down side—the further into women's bodies that science extends, the further into women's bodies that (male) scientists can reach.

The male dream of seizing control of reproduction hardly started with free-love hippies, though. Freud argues that boys sometimes think of their own feces as children. John Rieder connects this specifically to Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Victor Frankenstein, Rieder argues, is, like a small child, "ignorant, or at least resistant, of the notion that boys can't have babies, and confused about the relation between genitalia and reproduction."(16) Within a society built around a patriarchal family structure, Victor's inability to tell his ass from a womb is disastrous. You can't play with your feces and be a good patriarch, and while Victor is doing the first, his family spectacularly disintegrates. 

The idea of a fecal-child (or a shit-baby, as Bert Stabler would have it) works even better for Shivers than it does for Frankenstein. John Rieder has to spend a fair amount of effort trying to prove that yes, it makes sense to think of the Frankenstein monster as a pile of dung. The slugs in Shivers, on the other hand, look—in their shape, in their coloration—like turds. If the Frankenstein monster is depressive shit that bemoans its fate, however, the slugs in Shivers are positive, forward-looking, mother-fucking pieces of shit—shit that has abandoned the bourgeois outhouse and is happily swimming about in the modern, capitalist profligacy of plumbing. In Shivers the shit-baby doesn't represent a confused violation of male regulatory structures—instead, it's a new, improved way for male authority to circulate.

This means, as we've seen, a more efficient way to control women. But it also means, and perhaps more importantly, a way to make men act like men: dominant, violent, controlling. Remember the wimpy security guard who had never pulled out his gun? Well once he gets a penis-slug or two he suddenly has enough testosterone to both assault and infect the leading lady. On the other hand, when confronted with another man, an infected man's thoughts turn lightly, not to sex, but to bloodlust. Neither the black man who attacks St. Luc in the garbage room, nor the white man who bashes St. Luc's car with his own, seem to have any interest in getting into our hero's pants. They simply want to beat the snot out of him. With the exception of one apparently gentle homosexual couple towards the end of the movie, in the place where there should be sex between men, Shivers follows the tried and true heterosexual formula, and substitutes violence.

The film's most interesting example of male intercourse, or lack thereof, is the relationship between St. Luc and Nicholas Tudor (Alan Kolman). The two meet only once, and that very briefly. But the whole film leading up to that point can be seen as an extended tease. Cronenberg in general, and in this movie in particular, has a masterful grasp of structure, and he uses it to continually defer an encounter between his two male protagonists. At the beginning of the narrative, Nick, who is having an affair with Annabelle, goes to her room for a quickie, only to discover her dead body. Presumably not wanting to alert his wife to his adultery, he tells no one—and shortly thereafter, St. Luc (re)discovers the corpse, and alerts the police. Later, Janine (Nick's wife) comes to St. Luc to ask him to check up on her husband, who the parasites are making very sick indeed. St. Luc agrees to come up to the apartment...but just as he is getting ready to go, he is distracted by Forsythe, who has just foiled an attempted rape...and then he's distracted by another attack...and so forth. Nick, then, serves as a kind of elusive object of desire; always somewhere in the back of St. Luc's mind, but never quite attainable.

Coitus interruptus is an especially fitting metaphor for both of these characters. St. Luc has, of course, not been infected throughout most of the movie. Still, as I suggested before, even for a man not powered by an aphrodisiac, he seems like a remarkably cold fish. When his young, extremely attractive, and not-yet-infected girlfriend comes on to him, he refuses to even kiss her on the mouth, and then looks on completely unmoved as she strips for him (and the camera). He retains this lack of affect throughout the film; the escalating array of perversions occasionally provokes a slight grimace of distaste, but certainly neither the interest nor the loathing which might signal involvement. 

Nick is one of the first people in the movie to be infected. Yet he, too, seems to care little for sex. Instead he is obsessed with himself. At first this seems like the preoccupation of a sick man; the parasites have found him an unusually receptive host, and they keep bursting out of his mouth in spectacular eruptions of bloody vomit. As the movie progresses, though, it becomes clear that he isn't so much worried about his body as he is fascinated with it. In part, this seems like the distraction/anticipation of an expectant parent. His vomiting, his bitchy mood swings, and his penchant for talking to the lumps in his abdomen all suggest pregnancy—and, indeed, eventually his beloved slugs are "born" through a smoking hole in his stomach.

What he's giving birth to is essentially his own penis. Where female pregnancy is generally seen as a means of social attachment and perpetuation, male birth here is solipsistic—and, indeed, onanistic. Nick's main preoccupation is masturbatory; he wants Janine to leave him alone so he can stroke his shit-phalluses, whispering to them seductively, "We're going to be good friends." And, for a man, this focus on a penis as object of pleasure—not to mention the mere having of a secret—is, inevitably, coded gay. Nick does eventually try for some heterosexual cred by demanding, "Make love to me Janine! You're my wife!" But his follow-through is so weak one wonders whether he's trying to convince her or himself. All she has to do is put him off for a minute while she runs to the bathroom; when she returns he's unresponsive, focused entirely on the parasite sliding suggestively out of his mouth. He licks his lips, and Janine, grossed out by what looks a lot like gay male oral sex, rushes off to Betts—who, when she says, "Make love to me," actually seems to mean it.
 
Like Nick, St. Luc's disinterest in women is linked to an ambiguous association with men and with the penis-law of patriarchy. St. Luc finds Annabelle's body because his old teacher, Hobbes had asked to meet him in her apartment, telling the younger doctor that, "It's time to complete your education." Hobbes was certainly planning to impart sexual knowledge—and we learn shortly thereafter that his relationships with his students were often improper. Hobbes' suicide prevents him from keeping his appointment, but his empty place as father-figure/confidant is quickly supplied by his partner, Dr. Linsky, to whom St. Luc pays an impromptu visit.

Linsky is, hands down, the single most charismatic person in the movie. Joe Silver, who plays him, is a character actor with oodles of personality, and he's got most of the best dialogue in the script. "You know and I know that Hobbes was a lousy teacher, eh? Lousy. Dry, academic, afraid of women, lousy. But he was always a genius at one thing—getting grants." St. Luc, like the audience, is charmed. Around his girlfriend St. Luc may be distant (maybe he too is afraid of women?), but with Linsky he banters, smiles, and jovially exchanges sandwich fixings. At the end of their lunch together, the two clasp hands in a male-bonding moment, and St. Luc promises to think about taking Hobbes' place as Linsky's partner. Then they swap a pickle. 

Alas, Linsky and St. Luc's romantic future together never quite comes to pass. Instead, at Janine's request, the two men decide to meet at Nick's apartment for a consultation. Linsky gets there first, finds Nick unconscious, and lifts the sheet covering his body. Nick's stomach is covered with newly-birthed parasites who leap onto Linsky's face and start to eat into the skin. Linsky staggers away, trying to pry them off with a pair of pliers. The threat to his penis-progeny wakes Nick, who proceeds to beat Linsky to death. With his usual felicitous timing, St. Luc shows up, and he and Nick, finally united, stare at each other for one passionate heartbeat. Then St. Luc points the gun at Nick, and shoots him to death. Such is love.

At this point St Luc's male significant others—fathers, friends, enemies—are all dead. The only penis left is the parasite of patriarchy itself, and that is speedily inserted by the community in general (which holds him down) and Forsythe in particular (who kisses him.) When Cronenberg says that this is a happy ending, he is being very precise. It is the happy ending; it's a marriage. There is a great celebration, and then St. Luc takes his rightful place at the forefront of the sex-zombies, as they drive out to plunge the world into a utopia of masculine violence, voyeurism, self-aggrandizement, and control.

Shivers, then, is essentially a movie about masculine power, or patriarchy. Rather than being implemented through familial structures of continence, affection, and male-bonding, in Shivers power is distributed and apportioned through lust and violence: unrestrained desire and competition. That's capitalism; a corrosive acid that dissolves traditional structures and taboos, leaving a community bonded only by need. And the miracle is that, despite the hopes of Shulamith Firestone and the gay utopia, such a community need be neither more egalitarian nor more free. The old boss is the same as the new boss; after the plague, Starliner Towers is exactly the same, only better.

So as a heterosexual male who wasn't getting any, what did I find so appealing about this vision of phallic triumph, accessible female bodies, and orgasmically murderous male ones? Well, first of all, I certainly responded to the straightforwardly exploitative aspects; I find all the female leads smoking hot, and the scene where Betts seduces Janine remains one of my favorite erotic moments on film. In addition, Cronenberg's cold, detached visuals and sense of narrative structure make watching Shivers a sublime experience: the people of Starliner Towers follow their accelerating path into the abyss with an air of seamless, classical inevitability. And, incongruously coupled with this beautiful starkness is the fact that the movie is wildly funny. Many critics seem to feel that Cronenberg's films are "Devoid of humour, acutely grave."(Smith 64) But that's not my experience of them at all. I laughed so hard at Naked Lunch that a friend erroneously thought I was stoned. Cronenberg's anxieties are presented as gob-smackingly literal grotesques. If he's worried about penises, by god, we're going to see some penises...and they'll be trailing blood!

Beyond all of that, though, I think I responded to Shivers because I saw myself in it. The binaries which define St. Luc and Nick—hypersexual/sexless, male/not-male, controlling/controlled—also defined me. My self at the time seemed painfully and rather farcically born, not out of familial dynamics, but out of half-understood proscriptions to continence and concupiscence. These proscriptions were located both inside my body and outside it, as if, alone and without relation, I slunk through a series of identical cubicles, straining to hear and not to hear the commands of an abject zombie-patriarch, whose voice was my voice. Watching Shivers, I felt that my self-pity my self-loathing, and perhaps my misogyny as well, had been taken over, repurposed, and sent out into the world as a monstrously aestheticized clone. And this frightening double was then, in an excess of vicious glee, smashed. Cronenberg's grip on his masculinity—and on mine—was so solipsistically intense that the organ in question actually detached and went a-roving. Heterosexuality becomes the abject Other: uncontrollable, rejected—and, paradoxically, therefore, controlled. To reconcile with masculinity, one must utterly cast out one's manhood, and then be repenetrated by it. St. Luc only becomes a man when he ceases to be a man, and that vision of masculinity going and coming is, I think, what made the movie for me so exhilarating. It's a kind of gay utopia for straight people. In Shivers you get liberated from the bonds of sexuality and gender and then (with a certain amount of blood and pain) you get them right back.
 
Insect Politics
In his movie The Fly David Cronenberg notes that "Insects don't have politics," and, for the most part, fecund horror doesn't either—especially if you define politics with Bismark as "the art of the possible." In fecund horror, nothing is possible; the apocalypse is here, and it is us. There is no difference between monster and human; indeed, it is this very lack of difference which is itself the monster. Where is that thing which will separate the men from the not-men? The incoherence of male identity is both the core and the boundary of these films; a primal scene not of sex, but of the end of sex, from which the narratives cannot turn away. Indeed, they don't want to turn away from it; the very pain is a pleasure—a delicious agony of masochism and self-pity. The comfortingly merciless closing off of options, the exhilarating embrace of paranoia, the exquisitely filthy crushing of one's own spirit—this is what gives fecund horror its abject charge. Man is a neurotic ouroboros, which eats its own anus and loves it.

Fecund horror, then takes the social realities of gender relations and turns them into a perverse poetics of manly degradation. Horror in general, and horror movies in particular, are overwhelmingly created and consumed by men. Fecund horror may focus on traditionally female issues of pregnancy and reproduction, but it does so almost exclusively through the lens of male obsessions and concerns. For these films, form mirrors content; the alien man-thing battens upon the female victim, colonizing her body and experiences in order to excrete a terrifyingly delectable nightmare of abjection. The gender slippage here is definitely erotic , but that too is borrowed and displaced—gay experience shot through with guilt, obsession, control, violence and amnesia, and then packaged for the enjoyment of straight men. Which is to say, fecund horror is as repulsive in political and moral terms as a pod, parasite, or vampire is in more visceral ones.

Of course, pods, parasites and vampires aren't really repulsive—or, at least, they're ambivalently, attractively so. Fecund horror bares masculinity's slimy nether orifices; it shows male pleasures, male terrors, and how maleness reproduces itself. The genre is a kind of symptomatic journalism, taking a voyeuristic thrill in its own diseased carcass. It's a description of an illness in progress, which means that fecund horror is, at least potentially, a diagnosis. To the extent that there are insights in this essay, they are here because The Thing and Shivers thought of them first. It would be churlish to sneer at the works of art on the brains of which I'm feeding.

So I'm merely observing, not censuring when I point out that fecund horror, like any genre, has limitations. It is male. It is heterosexual. And it is Puritanical—by which I mean that it views the body in general, and sex in particular, as a site of terrifying attractions and repulsions. Puritans get a very bad rap, of course—they tend to be seen as hypocritical moralists condemning the very lusts which compel them. But I think they're distrust of their own pleasure can also be viewed more charitably—as a recognition of sin; and an understanding that every apple contains a worm. 

Either way, Puritanism puts a definite boundary on what fecund horror can say and on who it can sympathize with. Deviance is seen as libidinal excess; it is an Other which can be embraced as the self only furtively and with much (often literal) wailing and gnashing of teeth. This is certainly the case for generally apolitical creators like Carpenter and Cronenberg. But it is even true of an avowedly progressive director like George Romero. When Romero attacks capitalism, it is primarily because it is decadent. His zombies are orally-fixated infants, moving with the clumsy ineptness of toddlers—and so, in many ways, are his humans. Both zombie and human are motivated by appetite, which eventually and inevitably consumes them. In Romero, desire leads nowhere good, or just nowhere; his movies, so gruesomely and explicitly violent, are surprisingly reticent about showing sex. The one exception that springs to mind is a brief scene in Land of the Dead; two attractive women are giggling and kissing in the first stages of foreplay. Then, with satisfying suddenness, the zombies break in and kill them. The episode is completely gratuitous—neither woman is ever shown before or mentioned again. They are there solely to express their marginal desires, for which the zombies are both the punishment and the natural end. 

In her book Men, Women, and Chain Saws, Carol Clover argues that "the first and central aim of horror cinema is to play to masochistic fears and desires in its audiences...."(229) Certainly in fecund horror lust—for sex, for violence—is always controlled and fetishized through its own self-punishment and self-denial. These films love to hate and hate to love both the women-kissing-women and/or the zombies who tear them apart. They are about a loathing, a flailing, a crushing of the self. But this is not an eradication of boundaries, a polymorphous jouissance. Rather, self-abuse yields an ever more painful self-awareness. The truest self is the paranoid self; the truest body is the violated body; the truest thought is the most agonized thought, always focused on the next moment, the next instant, when thought itself will cease. 

If fecund horror crushes the self, though, the self it crushes is always fecund horror. The genre is about collapsing its own binaries. This isn't a matter of deconstructing a text against authorial intention; the authorial intention here is deconstruction. Self and other blur; the story means both what it means, and the opposite of what it means. And that, in turn, suggests that a female, queer, sex-positive, sadistic version of fecund horror would be, not the opposite of the genre, but the genre itself.

Which brings us to Tabico's 2002 story Adaptation (http://gayutopia.blogspot.com/2007/10/tabico-adaptation.html) , a narrative which both is and is not in the tradition of Body Snatchers and its progeny. You can see the tension even in the author's opening note to her readers, which reads as follows:
 
"Warning! Extreme Squick! Bugs! Blood! Cruelty! Yucky & Mean Stuff!"
 
This warning is something of a genre paradox. The content of the message ("Bugs! Blood! Cruelty!") certainly suggests that what we've got here is horror. And yet, horror creators don't generally feel it necessary to warn their audiences—if said audiences aren't there for the bugs, the blood, and the cruelty, then what are they there for? Even in cases where you might want to issue an all-ages advisory you would usually avoid phrases like "Extreme Squick!...Yucky & Mean Stuff!" Horror Marketing 101 clearly states: "Manly evilness...good! Girly cutesiness...bad!" It might all make sense if Tabico were goth...but she really doesn't quite fit into that demographic either.

Tabico's story is, in fact, not marketed well—or, for that matter, at all. It's simply posted to The Erotic Mind Control Story Archive. The EMCSA is just what it sounds like; a site for folks who get off on mind-control porn to read each other's fiction. The quality of this writing varies widely; some of it is marginally literate, some of it is excellent. Very little of it could be classified as horror. And yet there is Tabico's "Adaptation," a story about giant space wasps whose larvae burrow into human brains, turning the victims into zombies eager to bear more insect young. Add in the ichor, the fluids, the violence, the cruelty, the, as Tabico says, "Extreme Squick!"— and what you've got is, undeniably, fecund horror.

Sort of. On the surface, "Adaptation" acts much like Body Snatchers, but when you look more closely, there are subtle, disturbing differences. In some ways, it's like one of those high-minded, PC literary reversals...Jane Eyre from the perspective of the mulatto wife, Gone With the Wind from the perspective of the slaves. But Tabico isn't straightforwardly PC, and, she's not at all high-minded (she's a pornographer, after all.) Her concerns are those of fecund horror—abjection, sex, violation, degradation, control—and her treatment of them is every bit as exploitive as that of her predecessors. She's exactly the same, except that she isn't. To read "Adaptation" is a kind of mini-tutorial in fecund horror's limits and presuppositions. To really see how the organic mechanism fits together, you need to watch someone like Tabico come along and fuck with it.

The first big shift here has to do with "Adaptation's" main character. In fecund horror, you need to create a credible threat to identity, and the best way to do that is to have a clear identity to be threatened. Thus, the protagonists in the genre are generally skillful, competent, or at least acculturated. Most frequently they're adult men holding down jobs that require a high-level of specialized knowledge: a doctor like Miles or St. Luc, a helicopter pilot like Mac, SWAT team members like the main characters in Dawn of the Dead. In those rare instances where the protagonist is a women or a child she or he is likely to be extra-specially effective, in order to make up for the gap in authority caused by being the wrong gender or age. Sarah in Day of the Dead and Ripley in Alien are the stars by virtue of being thoroughly professionalized, and indeed, masculinized women. Mark, the young boy in Salem's Lot is preternaturally cool-headed; the other characters compare him to Van Helsing.

This high level of competence is important because the main character has to be the final one standing. In all of these movies, in other words, we are interested in the last person who succumbs to the abject hordes. This is the engine of mounting paranoia; stable identities are corrupted, and all the civilized certainties disintegrate. Towards the end, these stories move inevitably towards incoherence. 

In "Adaptation," this is reversed. The main character, a tentative young woman named Lirra, is not masculine, and she's not a prodigy. She's a low status nonentity living on a backwater named Fenson's Planet, which has been colonized by a quasi-Puritanical religious farming community called the Hansonites. Lirra's life consists of routine chores and, as far as we can tell, not much else. At the beginning of the story, she is left behind to tend the farm not because she is especially trustworthy or smart, but because she is the least necessary representative of the "clan"—the "youngest unmarried adult" in the family. Her emotional attachments are sketchy and distant. Her father barely exists except as a vague fog of patriarchal disapprobation; he will be "so angry if one of the cows had to be killed," he "was always frowning." Her relationship with the rest of her family is even less specific, and there is no suggestion of possible boyfriends. Her mental life is no more propitious than her emotional one—dithering and confused, she is manifestly not up to the job of running the farm on her own. Lirra is, in other words, nobody special. If the apocalypse occurred, you wouldn't expect her to survive very long. And, indeed, she doesn't. She is not the last person to succumb to the fecund horror; she's the first.

In most of these narratives, the initial person infected is either unknown (The Thing) or an innocent victim (Shivers). The point is, essentially, that it could happen to anybody—it doesn't take any inner resources to be turned into a zombie. And yet, as we follow Lirra, it becomes quite clear that she is taken over only because of who she, in particular, is. The fecund horror—the wasps—are not new to Fenson's Planet. On the contrary, they are a native life form, and though they're very big for insects, they are known to be harmless. They generally lay eggs on cattle; if the eggs aren't removed within a few days, they will hatch, burrow into the cow brains, and then cause the infected bovine to serve the wasps—protect the nest, feed the larvae, and so forth. But humans have hands and can call for help; as a result, "no human had ever actually been infected. A few had had eggs laid on them, often in their sleep, but nobody had ever had one hatch." 

And then along comes Lirra. She finds a Lyrkan wasp egg on a cow, seeks out the nest in the barn, and gets herself ambushed, stung, pumped full of paralyzing venom, and implanted with an egg within half a day of her family's departure.

That, however, is as far as simple incompetence and bad luck can take her. The venom wears off quickly; all she has to do is pull the egg off and she's fine. Instead she goes into the bathroom where she 
 
"realized with a start that she was incredibly horny, hornier than she'd ever been. The venom? Whatever. She slipped a hand into her pants and found that her underwear were wet almost to the waistband. When her fingers slid lightly inside and brushed her slit, she almost came leaning on the sink counter."


Lirra then spends the next several days in a masturbatory haze. Because it turns her on, she puts off removing the egg from day to day until, finally, it hatches, and spurts into her brain. 

In the quote above, Lirra wonders if its the venom that makes her find the egg erotic. This is the Shivers explanation—the larvae is manipulating Lirra's sexual responses. But it's pretty clearly a rationalization. From the first moment Lirra sees the egg on the cow, she's hooked:
 
"Some part of Lirra, nearer her belly than her brain, wanted to see what the egg would do. It actually would take over the cow, make the cow feed and defend the wasp's hive. Enslave it to bugs.

Somehow, it gave Lirra a dangerous thrill to think about it. "
 
Lirra's "thrill" is her kink. In Shivers the prurient moments are a kind of conspiracy between Cronenberg and audience against the characters; the excitement is in forcing the victims to share in desires not their own. But Tabico, here and in other stories (see for example "Mind Worms") lets the protagonist in on the thrill; the infestation is the culmination of Lirra's desires, not just of the author's. The story is not organized around a conspiracy, and there is little paranoia. Rather than moving from certainty and stability towards distrust and chaos, the narrative moves in the opposite direction. It is, in fact, a typical YA fiction plot about a normal girl who finds her true extraordinary self.

The kicker, of course, is that Lirra's inner extraordinary self happens to be a bug. In Cronenberg's The Fly the male character states "I'm an insect who dreamed he was a man and loved it." Lirra's dream is exactly the opposite:
 
Every time she drifted off she dreamt of being carried off to that hive on the mountain. Now when she was dropped into her little paper cell, there was a larvae there, and she would bend her legs and lower herself onto it, allowing it to pulse its way into her pussy and bond with her.

Normally, she woke coming, but sometimes she only came in her dream, and remained dreaming, watching the larvae take over her dream self and slowly transform her into an insect, glossy black eyes, antennae sprouting from her head, beautiful wasp wings hatching from her shoulders.

Then she woke coming.
 
What does it mean to become an insect? For Cronenberg in The Fly it's about becoming strong, aggressive, hairy—a hyper-masculine atavistic animal. For Lirra, though, becoming an insect is about becoming female and more intelligent. It is her religious community which is backwards: "No Hansonite would conduct any sort of experiment...," she notes. Her own fascination with the insects is fueled by curiosity and tinged with a naturalist's wonder. You can sense her joy, and for that matter Tabico's, in discovering how and why these creatures work. For instance, here's Tabico's description of the wasp:
 
It was really quite beautiful. Four sets of glossy wings, like a dragonfly only spaced apart further. Six sets of legs. Big black eyes like marbles, set on either side of glossy mandibles. The body was very like that of a wasp, only thicker through the waist. It was a dull lacquered green except for the large tail, which was just translucent enough to show the dozens and dozens of eggs inside.
 
And here's the equally attentive examination of the egg on the cow:
 
She stared at the little egg, the same size as before but now a transparent green, obviously filled with liquid. And floating inside was a little black larvae, the size of two fingers, with lots of little strings floating around it.

Hesitantly, she touched it. It was soft, now, like a plastic bag filled with gelatin. Swallowing, she leaned towards it, to look at the little black thing that was preparing to take over the cow.
 
Even when Lirra is taken over herself, she doesn't slide down the evolutionary scale. As the larvae starts to control her she does begin to think of herself as "just an animal"—but a domestic animal, not a wild one. The larvae is training her, and as animal handler Vicki Hearne notes: 
 
"training...results in ennoblement, in the development of the animal's character....getting absolute obedience from a dog...confers nobility, character and dignity on the dog."(43)
 
Hearne's book, Adam's Task argues at length that animals are most truly themselves not when they are free, but rather when they are commanded, controlled. As Hearne's title suggests, this is a Biblical idea—Adam and Eve became less truly human, and indeed less free, when they rebelled. It is a spiritual paradox common to many religions: submission is power, selflessness is self. Thus, the disobedient Lirra was a mediocre-to-lousy farmer's daughter, while the absolutely obedient Lirrahost is frighteningly resourceful and intelligent. She kills one unexpected visitor to the farm, feeds his flesh to the insects, and grinds up his bones in the grain mill. When her family arrives home, she shoots them all with tranquilizer darts before they even know what's happening. Nor can Lirra's new competence be explained as the result of being controlled by a superior species. On the contrary, she realizes that the larvae "wasn't sapient. It was just bending her own thoughts.... She knew what it wanted, and it was using that to adjust her thinking." Before they had taken over Lirra, the insects were being hunted to extinction. The "adaptation" of the title is Lirra herself. The hive is not smart enough; if it is to survive, Lirrahost must be, as she proudly notes, "clever enough for all of them."

The group or hive mind in horror generally looks like the affectless psionic children in Village of the Damned; "cold collectives with individualism abolished...all emotion considered weakness, love destroyed, and so on," as Shulamith Firestone says.(238) Tabico's insects, however, have "not so much a hive-mind as a hive-feel...a complex cloud of emotional nuances" which "cradled Host [Lirra] in a constant sense of belonging and purpose." Lirrahost obeys not out of duty or reflex, but out of joy—and what she obeys is not a hierarchy, but a group emotional/social bond. Patriarchy is replaced by more subtle and effective engines of control—analogous to communism or capitalism. The way in which the larvae takes control looks less like the violent rapes of Shivers, and more like the repetitive seduction of propaganda or—given the emphasis on personal pleasure—of advertising.
 
Yes, she wanted to think so that it could direct her properly (good). Think about obedience (good). Think about being its slave (good). About happily letting it grow into her mind (good). About not telling anyone that it was inside her (bad). About relaxing, and letting it take over her mind (good), and becoming its host (good.) 
 
Kant's moral law is supposed to be an internal voice issuing commandments against pleasure. But for Lirrahost, obedience and pleasure become indistinguishable. This is certainly capitalist ("obey your thirst!") But it also echoes St. Paul's vision of a realm, where "love is the fulfilling of the law." W.H. Auden says that the "traditional term for this ideal order is paradise."(quoted in Hearne 65) Lirrahost is in fact a kind of reverse Eve. By succumbing to temptation, she has entered Eden. 

One of the signature characteristics of Eden is, of course, that there is no shame—which is to say that (once you've gotten rid of the apple) there is no taboo. When you have become one with the law, nothing is forbidden. After the larvae takes full control of Lirra, the first thing she does is to let the wasp implant its eggs in her womb, an act which violates, simultaneously and thoroughly, a full range of sexual proscriptions. The wasp isn't human, so there's bestiality. Then the wasp is a female with a protruding biological penis substitute—so it's definitely queer intercourse of some sort. Finally, the wasp is the Broodmother; Lirra is the larvae, and the wasp gave birth to her. Sex between Lirra and wasp is, therefore, incest. 

When taboo crumbles, so does abjection. Kristeva's terrifying feminine is embraced and placed inside. Literally.
 
The tip of [Broodmother's] ovipositor slid down between the cheeks of Lirra's ass. It pushed around a bit, broodmother stepping forward and backward on Lirra's back, but the tip hung too low to insert itself.

So Lirra reached back, took gentle hold of it, and slid it into her wet snatch.
 
Shulamith Firestone says that horror, or in our terms abjection, "is directly the product of the attempt to imagine a society in which women have become like men, crippled in the identical ways, thus destroying a balance of interlocking dependencies." In opposition, she imagines a world in which we take the "female principle" and "rediffuse it."(238) This is Tabico's vision of hive existence; a community in which maternal and sisterly bonds of love and care blur and intermingle, replacing the hierarchical glue of duty and competition. As Cronenberg's fly is male, Tabico's hive is female. When Lirrahost attaches the wasp larvae to her side so they can feed on her own blood, their presence fills her "with a maternal sense of correctness," but she also sees them as her sisters. Again, Emily, Lirra's mother, is taken over by a larvae which is Lirrahost's sister—and, indeed, even Lirra's brothers and father, with the larvae in their brains, presumably end up as sisters. Though there are male bodies in the wasp colony, there does not appear to be any masculinity. The role of Protector is taken, not by a man, but by neutered drones, created by interspecies female-female sex and born out of the womb of a host species.

Lirrahost herself gives birth to such drones in the last scene of "Adaptation". This is that most elusive of things in fecund horror—a female pregnancy carried successfully to term. Unlike the male births in The Thing, Alien, or Shivers, this birth is not tinged with masturbatory anxiety, tearing abdomens, death, or medicalization. In fact, it's pretty much the ideal homebirth; Lirrahost works right up to onset in the garden. Her larval sister, planted in the brain of her biological sister, is with her, and sends her "feelings of comfort." The scene is quiet, joyful, and part of a natural rhythm of life; an example of how artificial reproduction can, in Shulamith Firestone's words, "restore the truly natural."(239)

This, then, is a gay or feminist utopia—a vision of humankind adapting and evolving into new creatures, for whom the tensions of taboo and freedom, flesh and law, obedience and identity, sex and gender all resolve into a universal paradise of pleasure and love. It is all tied together in a final ecstatic image of alien birth and egolessness.
 
Host quickly pulled off its pants, and knelt, spreading its legs. Host(jana), also in the garden, paused in its weeding to watch. It could sense Host's joyous emotion, and reflected it, as Host watched a black leg slide out of its pussy and bend back against its stomach. That first leg was followed by another, then the Protector's head emerged.

Host(jana) walked over to watch the birthing. Host was in ecstasy, fulfilling its purpose. The first Protector, covered in fluid, dropped to the ground. When it dried, it would fly to the nest, to bond with Broodmother.

Another leg pushed its way out of Host's vagina.
 
What is great about "Adaptation", though, is not the dream of happy sisterhood—which is, after all, familiar enough from Firestone and others—but the monstrous ambivalence. I mean, as that quote above makes clear, this is a gay utopia with insects coming out of your cunt. It's a feminist Eden where you let larvae suck blood from your breasts and masturbate in front of your mother moments before you murder her. It's a perfected future in which you shoot that nice neighboring farmer in the face and then feed his flesh to a monster; where you watch your little brothers and sisters cowering in the corner and feel only vague contempt. This is, in other words, a happy, sunny, feminine daydream which is at least as ruthlessly perverted and viscerally disturbing as anything John Carpenter or David Cronenberg could cook up on their best days. Its a nightmare of perfected communism that makes Body Snatchers look reticent; a nightmare of perfected capitalism which makes Dawn of the Dead look blithely cheerful. It's fucking hard core.

And that's exactly what it should be. Shulamith Firestone subtitled her book The Case for Feminist Revolution, but, radical as she is, she never quite works through all the implications. To revamp all our ideas about gender, sexuality, identity, and taboo would be catastrophic. It would really take, I think, something like an insect-sex-zombie apocalypse. And while the results of that might be appealing in some ways, they would also be, by the standards of just about everyone, thoroughly hideous. Certainly, such a revolution would involve an orgy of murder, fanaticism, betrayal, and various other unconscionable moral acts. You don't remake a species without breaking a few eggs.

Fecund horror then, is both fascinated by the gay utopia and disgusted by it; both terrifyingly revolutionary and horrifyingly conservative. And it is this vacillation, this excessive binary vision, which is, perhaps, the single most gay thing about the genre. In her moments of masturbatory shame, when she recognizes her hidden desires and finds herself lying to her father about them, Lirra is queer. In her moments of transcendent euphoria when she gives herself in triumph to her new community, rejects the mores of family and friends, and even compels their acquiescence, she is queer. In the breathtaking speed and intensity with which her personal transformation becomes political and revolutionary, Lirra is queer. And in the moments when the story reads against itself, when Lirra's gayness and forbidden desire are equated with monstrosity, defilement, and the utter loss of identity, family, and love—well, Lirra is queer then, too. 

In her book Feeling Backward, Heather Love points out that "the movement from abjection to glorious community is the underlying structure of the story of coming out of the closet...." This "powerful utopianism" can, she argues, "turn shame into pride, secrecy into visibility, social exclusion into outsider glamour." But at the same time, she says, "We can turn shame into pride, but we cannot do so once and for all: shame lives on in pride, and pride can easily turn back into shame."(28) In the face of a positive, pride-oriented gay movement, Love thinks it's important to remember the down sides of gay identity—"shame, secrecy, self-loathing."(20)

Indeed, loathing, or homophobia, defines gay identity in many ways. Homophobic institutions prevent gay people from assimilating and so create a distinctively gay community. Homophobic self-disgust is at the center of many gay people's first consciousness of themselves as gay; it is this self-disgust, in fact, which makes the call for pride so important and resonant. And since homophobia is so importantly linked to gay identity, it makes sense that it would be central to a gay utopia as well. The self-hatred, the defilement, in "Adaptation" is not a sign of false consciousness or backwards politics—it's an ineradicable part of the fantasy, what gives it life. Without the inhumanity, the community couldn't work. As Love argues, in queer politics, it is "understanding of a shared abjection [which] cuts through hierarchies."(14) Puritans focused on the body of Christ and gay activists united by the experience of shame concur: abjection is utopia, utopia is abjection. Shared degradation is the precondition for equality, and for love. 

Tabico is female, queer, and a remarkable artist. For all those reasons, "Adaptation" deals with gender and sexuality more forthrightly and more deftly than do most other works of fecund horror. But the difference is in emphasis, not in kind. In its narratives of secrecy, personal transformation, public apocalypse , and alternate reproduction, fecund horror is a dream of loving and despising our abject gendered selves—and in doing both at once it is the gay utopia. 
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The Child Is Father of the Child: 
On the Friday the 13th
Series
 
According to Deleuze, sadism is defined not so much by pain as by compulsive, premeditated, numbing repetition. If that's so, the Friday the 13th box set makes even the monumentally boring Marquis himself look like a little girly man of tedium. The first movie is itself a mish-mashed homage of repetitive gestures—Psycho, Halloween, Psycho, Halloween, walk into the woods alone, call out name of random companion, stab stab stab, repeat. By the time you're into the third or fourth of the series, the self-cannibalization becomes so intense that the individual details of the plot are just a blur; whose breasts are whose? Was that a machete or a pitchfork? Whatever . . . look up, blood drip, scream, knife up through the bunk—sudden noise, scream, oh it's the cat, nice kitty, oh God no, bloody decapitation—he's dead, thank God; hand twitch, head jolts up, here he comes again . . . it's almost restful, in a meditative Zen kind of way. The solid mindless predictability of it—now that I'm not watching one or two of the movies a night, I do kind of miss them. In this ever-changing world in which we live in, Jason is rock solid. You can depend on Jason.
 
The regularity in these movies is, indeed, much of their charm—the enjoyment of seeing, in infinite iteration, the working out of the same immutable law. It's something like the delight a small child might feel in watching a ball drop to the ground over and over again—or, perhaps more pointedly, the pleasure a judge might take in sentencing an endless stream of transgressors to pay for their crimes. For while Jason's specific diegetic motivations waver through the series (is he taking revenge against counselors? against all teenagers? against those who come to Crystal Lake? humanity in general?) it's always quite clear thematically that his function is to punish. Jason originally drowned in Crystal Lake as a child because his counselors were having sex instead of behaving like good surrogate parents. And sure enough, in fine slasher-movie tradition, Jason is eager to exact retribution for sex, or indeed any hint of sexuality. Post-coital guys heading for a brewski and their honeys waiting in bed are in serious trouble, as are skinny-dippers, manly hunks who strip to the waist, or women who bend over in their panties. 
 
But the truth is that Jason is a good bit more open-minded than this suggests. He does punish sex. But he is just as eager to punish continence. The prom queen who doesn't put out is punished for being a cock-tease; the nerd who gets shot down is punished for being a lame-ass; the girl who sleeps around is punished for that, and the girl who saves herself is punished for that. Sex doesn't even have to enter into it. Jocks are punished for their self-confidence; practical jokers are punished for being irritating; the girl who plays cock rock like a guy is punished for that, the weekend warriors who get beat at paintball by a woman are punished for that. Thugs and rapists are punished for being thugs and rapists, and goody-two-shoes are punished for being goody two-shoes.
 
In that vein, perhaps my favorite eye-for-an-eye moment in the whole series is one of the first; an idealistic counselor in the first movie is picked up on the road and starts nattering about how she's always wanted to work with children. "I hate it when people call 'em ‘kids,'" she opines. Moments later she doesn't care what they're called because—her throat's been slit! I guess your smarmy semantic quibbles look kind of silly now, don't they, you vacuous little chit? Huh? Don't they?! Maybe it's just because I've worked as an educator for 15 years, but I can't really describe how satisfying that sequence is. School reformers and earnest do-gooders of all kinds—put them to the scythe, Jason! 
 
Similarly, in part 5, when the porcine and infantilized hillbilly biker is riding his motorcycle around shrieking for his mother like a little whiny brat, and Jason finally, finally, finally chops his head off . . . I mean, who wouldn't give the decapitator a high five—or at least cheer from a safe distance? If you've ever wished a parent would get their kid to just.shut.up. in a restaurant, I think you understand the impulse.
 
The point here is that, in these films, virtually everyone is always and already guilty, either of transgressing or of not measuring up. Jason is the Law, the monstrous enforcer of taboo, the big, faceless daddy-thing. The series as a whole couldn't be much more explicit about this. Jason is constantly figured as surrogate parent, Everydad's nether face. In Part 3, the female protagonist, Chris, first runs into Jason after she has had a giant blowout argument with her parents; in Part 4, the protagonist, Trish, is desperately hoping that her mom gets back together with her dad; in Parts 6 and 8, Jason is repeatedly linked or contrasted with overly strict father figures—who, inevitably, are eventually themselves disciplined by the real big daddy. And, most flagrantly, in Part 7, Tina, a psychic and telekinetic, tries to summon her dead father from where he drowned in the bottom of Crystal Lake. Of course, what she summons instead is Jason.
 
The slasher film, then, gives the viewer a chance to voyeuristically identify with the sadistic patriarchal enforcement of a pitiless law. And—feminist and Puritan caveats aside—that's pretty entertaining, damn it. Still, the truth is that, if mean-spirited revenge narratives are really what you're looking for, Jason probably isn't exactly your daddy. Folks like Charles Bronson or Dirty Harry (who gets a passing shout-out in part 6) are much more righteous and satisfying, not to mention attractive, choices. Sure, Jason is tougher than all the guys and generally gets the girl, but as an icon of manliness, he's kind of—well, rotting, isn't he?
 
So what kind of viewer wants a moldering father figure, anyway? In her 1992 book Men, Women, and Chainsaws, Carol Clover suggests that the answer is—a masochistic viewer. Clover argues that, contra the discussion above, the slasher film is not primarily sadistic, and the viewer does not primarily identify with the killer. Instead, she claims, slasher movie audiences identify with the plight of the victims. For Clover, the slasher audience is pleasurably involved in the extreme feelings of vulnerability and fear displayed by the male and especially by the female victims. Clover says, in other words, that the primarily male slasher audience members see themselves not as male big daddy wielders of the law, but as female or feminized subjects of the law. At the end of the film, when the female protagonist (or, occasionally in this series, the child protagonist) strikes back and kills the killer with her own pointy-edged weapon, the adolescent male viewer, along with her, experiences the triumph of gripping the phallus. For Clover, then, the slasher film is a kind of perverse, sublimated, self-flagellating coming-of-age story—David Copperfield with sharp implements and cross-dressing.
 
For Clover, the implications of the slasher are, therefore, at least potentially, positive. Men in slashers are identifying with women, and women are able to act in many instances as men, or to vacillate between feminine and masculine positions. As Clover says, "One is deeply reluctant to make progressive claims for a body of cinema as spectacularly nasty toward women as the slasher film is, but the fact is that the slasher does, in its own perverse way and for better or worse, constitute a visible adjustment in the terms of gender representations." Clover speculatively links these adjustments to the feminist movement, higher divorce rates, etc., etc.
 
Wearisome detour into pop sociology aside (Jason never kills a sociologist, alas, but he does slaughter a therapist, which is perhaps close enough), Clover's book is extremely smart, and there's no doubt that she's onto something. Slashers in general, and Friday the 13th in particular, are, just as Clover says, obsessed with slippages in gender and identity. One revealing sequence occurs in Part 5. A young couple has run into the woods to have sex. They are framed in the notorious slasher-point of view shot, complete with wavery camera and sounds of heavy breathing. Then the angle switches, and we see that the watcher is a wandering vagrant—who may or may not be a killer. The vagrant is clearly aroused . . . and then we learn that he isn't the killer, because he gets stabbed. 
 
The voyeur is thus punished for his voyeurism—a voyeurism which he shares, and which stands in for the voyeurism of the audience, which has, like him, been watching the sex with some interest (the girl, Tina, has some of the most spectacular breasts of the series). Shortly thereafter, the guy whose sexual exertions we've been watching wanders off, leaving Jason to kill the girl, which he does by stabbing her eyes out with garden shears. When the boyfriend comes back, his eyes get put out too. The retribution that should be the viewer's is, instead, inflicted upon the objects of the gaze. There's crime and there's fitting punishment, but the identity of perpetrator and victim are shuffled and mashed in a series of enjoyably suspenseful deferrals. The pleasure here is certainly in witnessing the primal scene and escaping punishment—but it is also in willfully and extravagantly suffering punishment for somebody else's crime.
 
The clearest example of identity confusion, though, is Jason himself. As I've mentioned, Jason is a big daddy—a "motherfucker" as he's called several times in the series. But, Jason is also a little boy who maybe drowned, or maybe grew up alone and motherless. In Part 2, the female protagonist, Ginny, who is something of a child psychologist, sets Jason up for the kill by pretending to be his mother; in Part 8 the protagonist keeps seeing visions of the child Jason, and finally, at the end, the dead monster turns back into a little boy. Similarly, in Part 4, a boy named Tommy Jarvis shaves his head and pretends to be the deformed bald-headed child Jason once was. Faced with his younger self, Jason freezes, and Tommy and his sister kill him.
 
Clover suggests that this kind of bifurcation of the male father can be seen as undermining, or at least questioning, masculinity. It's undeniably true that Jason's status as masculine is questioned. But, then, Jason isn't always masculine anyway—indeed, he isn't always Jason. 
 
Many of the murders I've mentioned here weren't committed by the supposed star slasher but by substitutes, or avatars. The would-be educator in the first film is killed by what we assume is a man, but at the end of the film we learn it's a woman—Jason's mother, in fact. The voyeur and the girl with the spectacular breasts are murdered not by Jason but (we eventually learn) by a different hockey mask-wearing father, driven mad by the death of his son at the hands of another not-Jason, ax-wielding psycho. 
 
And, for that matter, virtually every single person in these films is mistaken for, or replaced by, the killer. One of the paradigmatic, endlessly repeated moments of the series is the scene where the hapless character calls for their friend or lover . . . and finds Jason instead. Or, alternately, the character looks around a corner, expecting the killer—and instead encounters a friend, or lover, or father. Jason is everybody and nobody. He isn't this person or that person; he's a mask, a role. He's a potential. 
 
This is perhaps clearest in Part 4—not coincidentally the best film in the series. Tommy Jarvis is throughout the movie set up as Jason's potential replacement; after one of Jason's kills, the camera cuts instantly to Jarvis, so that for a confused instant it seems that he is the murderer. Later, as we already mentioned, Tommy imitates Jason and then kills him—and not only kills him, but hacks at him and hacks at him after the monster is down, screaming "Die! Die!" In Part 5, Tommy returns as a traumatized adolescent, who it is implied, may himself become a killer—the last scene of the film shows him donning the hockey mask. (The set-up is squandered in Part 6, where Tommy reverts to being a typical heroic doofus . . . but such are sequels.)
 
All of which is to say, you can't undermine masculinity by cutting it apart, or by pointing out that this or that person doesn't measure up. Jason isn't less of a man because he's actually a child—or rather, he is less of a man, which is what masculinity is all about. Masculinity is always already bifurcated. On the one hand you have the Law—pitiless, perfect, unattainable. On the other hand, you have the implementer of the Law, the person the Law inhabits. That person is inevitably stunted, powerless, pitiful—feminized. The Law uses imperfect bodies, but that doesn't make it less perfect. On the contrary, it merely emphasizes its disembodied perfection.
 
Thus the fact that the movies systematically ridicule fathers, boyfriends, and male rescuers—the fact that the hunky guys are constantly being castrated in hideously humiliating ways—often while they are going to or returning from the bathroom—doesn't undermine masculinity. It's how masculinity functions. 
 
In one scene in Part 5, for example, a man is attacked in an outhouse. As Jason plunges a sharpened phallic pole through the walls, the victim weeps and blubbers. Beside him, on the wall, half-visible graffiti declares "Be a Man!" Of course, he isn't . . . and neither, by homophobic patriarchal standards, is his assailant, who is, after all, substituting a pole for a penis, and who is, moreover, engaged in a decidedly homoerotic assault. But the fact that neither monster nor victim is a manly man only reifies the law of the father. Nobody measures up; nobody is enough of a daddy. Even Jason himself must be systematically humiliated and violated, not in the name of revolution or re-gendering, but precisely in the name of the father. Castration, after all, is what the father does.
 
The Friday the 13th series, then, is not really about righteous revenge in a Dirty Harry mode; nor is it a coming-to-manhood. Instead, it seems to me, it's more like Spider-Man or Superman; a fantasy of powerlessness/power in which the shuttling between identities provides the fluid, sadomasochistic charge. As a viewer, you get to be both the immutable law and the transgressor, the ravening father and the victimized child—or, as the case may be, the victimized woman. That's the joy of masculinity; the compressed play of gender and identity sliding about in a secret ecstasy of bodies and pleasures, like worms slithering sensuously beneath a mask.
 





American Torture:
On Hostel and Hostel 2
 
Eli Roth's Hostel movies are notoriously violent and gory. They're said to have inaugurated a new, updated version of horror cinema—torture porn, which is supposedly more explicit, more stomach-churning, and more sadistic than anything that came before.
 
So I was…not exactly startled, but maybe mildly disappointed/pleased to discover that the new boss is the same as the old boss. The Hostel films aren't exponentially worse than any other horror film I've seen. They're just basic slashers, with medieval torture devices as killing gimmicks. They're effectively graphic, sure, but not moreso than Freddy's macabre dreamscape, or even really than Jason's trusty weapons, blunt or edged.
 
That's not to say that Hostel has no new tricks up its bloody apron. On the contrary. Slashers are generally built around an axis of violence/revenge. You have some horrible all-powerful Thing, which systematically tortures and murders in an apotheosis of satisfying sadism. And then, in the second half, the poles are switched, hunter becomes hunted, and that big bad Thing is remorselessly brutalized. That's why it makes sense to think of rape/revenge films as slashers. It's the same basic dynamic, just with rape instead of murder. And/or, alternately, slashers can be seen as rape/revenge films with the murder substituting—often not especially subtly—for rape.)
 
As the rape/revenge comparison makes clear, slashers often get their energy from gender animosity. Everybody in slashers is being punished for something, but one of the most common acts which elicits punishment is sexual activity. This goes for guys too, but the audience and the male gaze being what they are, there's generally a lot more interest in seeing the girl's bare all…and then in having them punished either hypocritically for provoking desire, or more straightforwardly for not satisfying it. And after the punishing, you switch perspective in the final half and identify with the female/victimized punished, who now gets to dismember the killer/rapist, so the audience can both revel in her sadistic accomplishment and enjoy the masochistic thrill of castration.
 
Gender isn't the only lever that works here; slashers often instead (or also) use class animosity to power their fantasies of alternating sadism/masochism. In The Hills Have Eyes, we watch the deformed feral reprobates battle the city folk. And, of course, the city folk get punished for being city folk, and the reprobates get punished for being reprobates, and the studio audience gets to hate/love both and revel in their pain/brutality.
 
Eli Roth is I'm sure perfectly aware of all these dynamics (I'd bet he's read Carol Clover Men, Women, and Chainsaw just like I have.) And in Hostel, he very cleverly tweaks them. Rather than fitting the murder/revenge onto the primary binary man/woman, or rich/poor, he changes it up, and fits it onto the division American/foreigner—or perhaps more accurately, Westerner/Easterner. The movie insightfully realizes that the most loathsome, vile, and worthless people on the planet are American frat boys on tour…and it gleefully sets out to torture them to death. But it also and simultaneously taps into the all-American nightmare of the decadent Europe/East with its forbidden pleasures and unspeakable corruption. Hostel is basically a Henry James novel with severed fingers, screaming, and nudity. 
 
The nudity and the sex is quite important, not just for its prurient value, but thematically. As I said, slashers usually revel in the animosities of gender…but they usually do it by making the women the victims (first…and then later the victimizer.) Roth, though, shuffles the roles. It's the American backpackers (and their Scandinavian friend) who are presented first as sexual aggressors. For them, Europe—and especially that Hostel in Slovakia—is a pornutopia—a place to pull out their money and their balls and go to town (or, alternately, in the case of sensitive guy Josh, a place to whine on a shoulder about his lost love, and then pull out money, balls, etc.) The Westerners' casual sense of entitlement—their belief that, yeah, Europe is basically a hole to stick their bits in—is both their downfall and what makes them deserve their downfall. Probably the best scene in the film is when backpacker Paxton (Jay Hernandez) staggers away from the eviscerated Josh to confront Natalya (Barbara Nedeljakova), one of those available girls, who, he now realizes, had set them up to begin with. "You bitch!" he screams at her, to which she responds, with great gusto, "I get a lot of money for you, and that makes you MY bitch." 
 
That's the slasher in a nutshell; I'm your bitch, then you're mine. The Americans rule the world and use their money to turn everyone into meat in their entertainment abattoir—but that makes them basically as dumb as their stupid trimmed foreskins, and this one woman, at least, has reversed both the entertainment and the abattoir on behalf of the whole damn world. Now, at last, for exorbitant prices, the shady middlemen will arrange for you to fuck those Americans up, down, and sideways, just as they've always, through those middlemen, done to you.
 
But inevitably those corrupt Europeans can't get let off that easy. Paxton manages to escape, aided (more symbolically than diegetically) by the cross-cultural juju imparted by his knowledge of German. And it's there, unfortunately, that the movie starts to be too clever for its own good—or maybe Roth's cleverness just failed him. 
 
Either way, Roth's set-up in Hostel is so elaborate—what with the entire village involved in the conspiracy and wealthy out-of-towners coming in from all over Europe to get a literal piece of the other—that by the time we get to the end of the thing, it's hard to figure out where the revenge fits in. Thus the director has to put his hand, and then a couple of feet on the scales of justice to make everything work out. And so, while fleeing, Paxton just so happens to see Natasha and her deceitful friend wander out in front of his car so he can run them over. Then, a little later, he coincidentally ends up in the same train as the creepy Dutch businessman who murdered his friend. 
 
In a really satisfying (or bleak, same difference) revenge narrative, like I Spit On Your Grave or Straw Dogs, or Death Proof, or even Friday the 13th IV, the violence/reverse violence is a remorseless pendulum; the axe goes forward, the axe goes back, as sure as the world turning round its bloody sun. With Hostel, though, you can see the implement of destruction fall to the wayside, so that the director has to go pick it up, paint some gore on there, and hand it back to the befuddled protagonist. You never really believe that Paxton is a cold killer; he hasn't found his inner resources, and/or lost his soul. He just happened to be the guy picked to be standing at the end, and the guy standing at the end has to take revenge. The plot and the genre conventions never quite manage to reconcile themselves to each other.
 
Part of the problem, perhaps, is that the dynamics of globalization can be fit only uncomfortably on the slasher binaries. Men/women, upper class/lower class—those are old, old hatreds, graceful in their cthonic simplicity. Capitalism, though, is multipolar and diffuse. It isn't here or there, but everywhere; there is no one bad guy, like Jason or Freddy, but a technology of pleasure which distributes sadism and desire to everyone and no one. Roth takes great pains to allow Paxton to kill the individuals who tormented him and his friends, but the supposed catharsis dissipates into clumsy anti-climax. The sexy girls may have suckered Paxton; the Dutch businessman may have murdered his friend, but the real enemy isn't either sexy girls or businessman. The real enemy is the system that uses money to transform people into things—a system of such overwhelming power, with its tendrils in so many aspects of society (the hostel, the village, the police…the world?) that there's never even a question of confronting it. The capitalism in Hostel corrodes it's belief in its own rape/revenge empowerment fantasy—and without that faith in its genre, the end of the film comes across more adrift than driven.
 
Which is, perhaps, why Roth made an almost unheard of choice for an exploitation sequel, and substantially changed his formula. Oh, sure, the Hostel is still there, and the basic set up (the Slovakia setting, the torture, etc. etc.) is all in place, and the victims are still three backpackers. In this case, though, the backpackers are women—which instantly rearranges many of the tensions of the last film. The three protagonists here are going to enjoy a spa, not to screw native girls. From an early scene where they're menaced by creepy assholes on the way to Slovakia, they're always presented as vulnerable and endangered, not as exploiters.
 
Moreover, Hostel II is at least as interested in the logistics of its torture auction, and in the torture-purchasers, as it is in the victims. Stuart and Todd, who buy the chance to torture our heroines, are a lot like the vacuous American fratboys in the first film—only these guys are far enough along in their careers that they can purchase more expensive meat. 
 
By spending so much time showing us the mechanics of doom, Hostel II cheerfully chucks most of its suspense; we know what's going to happen already, after all. The first film began as a callow road comedy and slid slowly towards horror; the second, though, teeters on farce from beginning to end. If the emblematic moment in the first movie is the scene where Natasha reveals to Paxton whose bitch is whose, the quintessential scene in the second film probably occurs when poor awkward Lorna (Heather Matarazzo) is strung up naked in the air over a bath ringed with candles. The hulking Eastern European guards go about with a bored efficiency positioning Lorna just right, lighting all those wicks, and then, with businesslike nonchalance, exiting stage right. Shortly thereafter, a woman comes in, strips naked, lies in the bath, and begins chopping at Lorna with a scythe so that she can bathe in her blood. The combination of banality and hyperbolic decadence isn't even especially suspenseful; instead, it comes across more as a knowing, gleeful snicker. You want tits and torture brought directly to the comfort of your boring home? No problem; just wait a second while we hit the lights, put everything in place, and then saunter off camera….
 
Most of the torture scenes are like that; more Three Stooges than Hannibal Lecter. While menacing his victim, Todd accidentally unplugs his chain saw…then on a second try slips and accidentally cuts her face in half before he meant to, leading him to give up on the project altogether (since he refuses to finish the kill, violating his contract, the guards shrug and turn the dogs on him.)
 
Even the climactic Final Girl escape is a deliberate anti-climax. She triumphs not through smarts or strength (though she does exhibit both of those) but rather through sheer force of capital. Beth (Lauren German) is, as it turns out, really, really rich, and she simply extricates herself by dumping a ton of money in the lap of Sasha (Milan Kažko), the businessman in charge. In this case, the phallus of potency and power isn't a gun or a knife. It's cash, as Beth demonstrates decisively when, just before striding out of her cell, she snips off her tormenters balls—prompting all the scruffy guards to flinch as one.
 
That's a pretty entertaining finish, and perhaps the film should have just ended there. Once again, though, Roth has to choose between being true to his capitalist vision and fulfilling his slasher tropes…and he chooses the second. Beth gets inducted into the evil fellowship of lucre, up to and including having to get the secret sign of the bloodhound tattooed on her butt. She's an initiate…and the first thing she does with her newfound status is to go out into the town and kill with her own hands willowy two-faced Axelle (Vera Jordanova)—the frenemy who tricked her into coming to the hostel in the first place. 
 
That's how slashers are supposed to resolve—with an eye for an eye. But in this context it just seems kind of dumb. I mean, why bother? Beth doesn't become powerful by killing Axelle; she's already—and even from the beginning—more powerful than anyone in the film. She can, as one of her friends says, buy the entire town, hostel and all. It wasn't that, like most Final Girls, she was first weak and then found something within her that could be strong. Though we didn't know it, she always was the biggest one in the room tougher than Jason, more all-powerful than Freddy. 
 
This isn't, then, about Beth learning to be strong. Nor is it about Beth fighting off her killer and thereby becoming a killer herself. It's not her soul on trial, but her bank account. Personal, individual revenge in this context seems quaint. If she wanted to, Beth could have just paid Sasha to take Axelle into the dungeon, and watched as some random penny-ante punter cut her to pieces. Hell, she could have paid the guards to do the same to Sasha; why not? She's got the money. 
 
Roth seems determined to ignore this insight. Like that weird Dutch businessman in the first film who eats salad with his trembling hands because he wants to feel "that connection with something that died for you," Roth is wedded to that old-fashioned Old Testament slasher morality, where you take a life for a life, person to person. But sympathetic as he is to genre tradition, Roth's films end up being about newer gods—gods that are only more fearsome because they never get their hands dirty.
 





Rape/Revenge
 





The Top Ten Rape/Revenge Films
 
Rape/revenge films are often seen as the dregs of the dregs of exploitation schlock. Critically, and popularly, they are generally characterized as "A vile bag of garbage," as Roger Ebert's put it in his memorably appalled review of the original 1978 I Spit On Your Grave. The depiction of rape is reviled as misogynist; the depiction of castration and murder is denigrated as glorifying violence. The genre appeals to the worst in everyone.
 
And yet, for a supposedly misogynist genre, rape/revenge has attracted numerous female and feminist critics and admirers—including scholars Carol Clover and Alexandra Heller-Nicholas, as well as, to Ebert's horror, some of his fellow audience members in the screening of I Spit On Your Grave. It's not an accident that when Hollywood is interested in critiquing patriarchy—in Thelma and Louise (1999), Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (2009), Ex Machina (1915) or Mad Max: Fury Road (2015)—
it often uses lightly concealed rape/revenge tropes. For better or/and worse, rape/revenge has embraced feminism like few other genres.
 
Of course, Thelma and Louise isn't usually thought of as rape/revenge. The genre's low status has meant that films with any critical cred (Bergman's The Virgin Spring for example) often get categorized as too high-minded to fit.  To rectify that, the list below mixes some canonical entries with a number of films that aren't often thought of as belonging, but should be. The vile garbage is more varied, more ambitious, and more inventive than it appears at first glance—though, understandably, many still won't want to root through it too closely.
 
 
10. Ms. 45 (1981) dir Abel Ferrara
Abel Ferrara's Ms. 45 is perhaps as close as a film can get to the ur-script of rape-revenge, in which all men are rapists and all deserve to die. The sexual assaults on the literally and metaphorically mute Thana (Zoë Tamerlis Lund) are as flatly unerotic as cinema gets. But as she begins to kill she takes on the charge of a dominatrix, completing the ugly equation by which sex is turned into violence, and violence into sex.
 
9. Deliverance (1972) dir John Boorman
With its loathing of both backwoods rural degenerates and effete callous gentrifying urbanites, Deliverance was a model for many rape/revenge films to come. The sexual assault on Bobby (Ned Beatty) is infamous, but what really makes the movie is its refusal of its own revenge narrative. Rather than becoming manly men through the catharsis of bloodshed, the city slickers stumble through their own paranoid survivalist fantasies, wreaking retribution on (maybe) the wrong people out of confusion, fear, and misplaced machismo. 
 
8. The Stendahl Syndrome (1996) dir Dario Argento
Argento has the rape, he has the revenge—and then his film, unlike most in the genre, keeps going, to its concluding sad Hitchcock twist. Police officer Anna (Asia Argento) isn't through with her rapist once she kills him; trauma, violence, and patriarchy don't let go so easily. The title refers to Anna's rare psychological disorder; when she views art, she suffers hallucinations and loses herself, just as even vengeance can't get her out of the film alive. Rape/revenge films are always about becoming the thing you despise; this takes that more literally, and more heartbreakingly, than most.
 
7. Teeth (2007) dir Mitchell Lichtenstein
An honest to goodness rape/revenge comedy, and a laugh-out-loud funny one at that. Dawn O'Keefe (Jess Wexler) slides from purity culture devotee through traumatized sexual assault victim, and on into penis-devouring seductress on the strength of her vagina dentata mutant power. The film both exposes the queasy stalker dynamic at the heart of John Hughesesque teen comedy, and cheerfully severs it. A single castration scene in rape/revenge can be horrible; Teeth, though, demonstrates that you'll be giggling by the fifth. 
 
6. The Last Seduction (1994) dir John Dahl
Dahl's film is generally thought of as post-modern noir, but as scholar Jacinda Read points out in The New Avengers: Feminism, Femininity and the Rape-Revenge Cycle, it works as post-modern rape-revenge as well. Ice-cold femme fatale Bridget (Linda Fiorentino) actually orchestrates her own rape as part of her revenge on men in general and on her unsuspecting, castrated nice-guy-who-isn't-so-nice dupe in particular. It's as if she's seen all these other rape/revenge films, and decided that she's going to use the tropes herself first before the guys can get to them.
 
5. Audition (1999)
dir Takashi Miike
Irreversible is lauded for re-chronologizing the rape/revenge narrative, but it's hardly the only film to do so. In Audition, Miike uses flashbacks and possible dream sequences to scramble sexual assault and gruesome recompense. Instead of an inevitable rush of violence and linear counter-violence, the film is frozen in sadistic tableaux, with the young, sensitive Asami Yamazaki (Eihi Shiina) reenacting over and over, with her older earnest suitors, the same scenes of innocence, desire, and pain.
 
4. Alien (1979)
dir Ridley Scott
That very, very rare rape/revenge in which a man is raped and a woman avenges him. Perhaps the discomfort of that is part of the reason Alien is rarely considered part of the genre, but if the hideous violation and impregnation of Kane (John Hurt) doesn't count as rape, what does? The twisted, disgusting aliens are a kind of ultimate endpoint of the grotesque Deliverance rapists —while creepy Ash, with his love of the monster, stands for all those rape/revenge viewers who surreptitiously (or not so surreptitiously) want to be that inhuman, unstoppable thing.  
 
3. Last House on the Left (1972) dir Wes Craven
Wes Craven's first and greatest film has often been praised as an unflinching look at violence. The truth though is that it's a giant campfest; a sneeringly gleeful embodiment and/or parody of parental moral panic. Two young teen girls try to buy weed, and are plunged into hyperbolic Manson family horror —all as a prelude to the perfect suburban parents gleefully castrating and chain-sawing. A satire of America's Vietnam-era self-delusion, in which peaceful hippies and bland squares are locked together in an orgy of bloodlust. 
 
2. Death Proof (2007) dir Quentin Tarantino
Death Proof technically doesn't have a rape. But Stuntman Mike's (Kurt Russell) use of his car as a murder weapon is unabashedly presented as a sexual fetish. The revenge is scrambled too; Mike kills four women in the first half, and they are avenged, not by husbands or friends, but by strangers, who beat Mike bloody without ever knowing on whose behalf they are doing so. In Death Proof sexual violence takes many forms, and women resist it, not singly, but as a group. Tarantino's focus on women's (interracial) friendships as a source of strength and joy make it one of the only rape/revenge film based in love—both of sisterhood, and of movie-making's genre-bending possibilities.
 
1. I Spit On Your Grave (1978) dir. Meir Zarchi
Meir Zarchi's I Spit On Your Grave is harrowing not because of the (impressive) extremity of its hour plus long rape scene, but rather because of its matter-of-factness. The rapists aren't drooling reprobates or monsters; they're just young guys, showing off for each other. Similarly, Jennifer (Camille Keaton) takes revenge not through any superhuman power, but simply by using her brutalizers' misogyny against them; they can't believe that she didn't want it, nor that she can be a threat. Everyday gender dynamics and gender roles destroy everyone, body and soul. The result is the greatest entry in the rape/revenge genre, and one of the bleakest films ever made.
 



I Spit On Your Quietism
 
If I were going to remake I Spit on Your Grave, the notorious 1978 rape/revenge thriller, I'd add more women. Not necessarily to the rape, but definitely to the revenge. The reason's fairly simple: I think it would make the movie more feminist. 
 
This is hardly at odds with the intent of the original. Director Meir Zarchi has said that he made the film after encountering a young rape victim and attempting to aid her despite police indifference. The film's infamous 25 minute rape scene captures that sense of blunt, hopeless outrage—it has to be one of the most harrowing depictions of violence in film. Jennifer (Camille Keaton) attempts again and again to escape, only to be captured and recaptured, humiliated and brutalized until she's little but a traumatized, naked slab of blood and terror. Meanwhile, the four rapists talk and joke among themselves, urging each other on with taunts or threats. It's clear throughout that they're much more interested in each other than they are in their victim. She's just the excuse for extended male bonding and one-upmanship, a convenient non-person onto whom to safely displace and act out the real male-male passions. As Carol Clover writes in Men, Women, and Chainsaws, "the rapes are presented as almost sexless acts of cruelty that the men seem to commit more for each other's edification than for their own physical pleasure." Clover also notes that one of her male friends "found it such a devastating commentary on male rape fantasies and also on the way male group dynamics engender violence that he thought it should be compulsory viewing for high school boys."
 
While I Spit on Your Grave is very aware of how men relate to each other, however, it has virtually nothing to say about how women interact. Its vision of female, and, indeed, feminist empowerment is entirely individual. Jennifer fights the patriarchy herself—abetted by the abject stupidity inflicted upon men by their own hierarchical obtuseness and sexism. Jennifer avoids death because the rapists deputize the mentally retarded Matthew (Richard Pace) to do the dirty work of killing her, and he wimps out. 
 
Weeks later, after she recovers, she is able to murder her assailants in large part because they are ideologically incapable of believing (a) that she is able to kill them, and (b) that she didn't want to be raped in the first place. She seduces Matthew, fucks him, and as he cums she slips a noose around his neck and strangles him. She then finds Johnny (Eron Tabor) at the gas station, convinces him to get in a car with her by flipping her hair winsomely, and then drives him out to the middle of nowhere and forces him to take off his clothes and kneel at gunpoint. He starts to explain himself…and he's so stubbornly obtuse that he thinks he's swayed her, and actually allows her to seduce him again. So Jennifer takes him home with her, maneuvers him into a tub, tells him she killed Matthew (he doesn't believe her) and then, under pretense of giving him a handjob, cuts off his dick.
 
Finally, she climbs aboard a motorboat with Stanley (Anthony Nichols), fools him into thinking she's going to kiss him, then pushes him into the water and disembowels him with the motor blades. (The final rapist is the only one who doesn't get seduced; he's so upset at seeing his pal menaced with the motorboat that he rushes into the water, where Jennifer kills him from the boat with an ax.)
 
There's obviously some satisfaction in seeing the men hoisted by their own…bits. But it's a bitter pleasure. To get her revenge, Jennifer has to turn herself into the sexual thing the men imagine her to be. It's notable that while the rape itself is probably about the least arousing half hour ever filmed, the seduction scenes have a queasy erotic charge. Jennifer caters to men's desires only to cut them off, but she's still catering. It is, then, not the men, but Jennifer who completes her degradation. The loss of her self is the price of her victory—though it's not clear what other option she has. Men are despicable—and they are also, in this world, effectively all there is. Jennifer wins, but it's man's game she wins at. There isn't any other.
 
Of course, feminism offers some other options—most notably sisterhood. Nor is it unheard of for rape-revenge (or rape-revenge inspired films like Tarantino's Death Proof) to explore female relationships. So if you had to do a remake, and you wanted to throw in some clever plot twists for the jaded exploitation viewer, adding female relationships to the plot seems like it would be an unexpected but not unprecedented tack. Why not see what happens if, say, you had Johnny's wife (who gets a notable ball-busting walk-on in the original) find Jennifer after the rape and take her side? Or perhaps more realistically, you could have Jennifer come out to the cabin with her sister, her mother—or perhaps with a girlfriend? Certainly, gay rights would have some of the polarizing power today that feminism had in the ‘70s. As such, including lesbian themes in order to ramp up both the exploitation and the political edge would be perhaps the best way to stay true to the spirit, if not the letter, of Zarchi's original. 
 
It probably goes without saying, but this was not the path taken by the actual 2010 remake of I Spit on Your Grave. 
 
In fact, the remake takes the opposite approach; instead of an additional revenger, it adds an additional rapist. At one point in the remake Jennifer (Sarah Butler) maces one of her four attackers and manages to escape into the forest. She runs into the town's sheriff (Andrew Howard), who takes her back to her cabin…where the other rapists reappear. Instead of running them in, the sheriff rather inexplicably joins them.
 
As I noted above, the original film takes some care to show that male bonding and rivalry were central to the rape. The men's mean-spiritedly jovial desire to "help out" sad sack Matthew by using Jennifer to deflower him; their need to impress Johnny, the way they only expressed their emotions for each other (whether affection, dislike, or envy) through aggression and humiliation—it's those interactions in the first film which power the men's misogyny and violence. And the film also takes pains to show these impulses as unremarkable. In a scene before the rape, where the men chat with each other, they don't appear dangerous. Indeed, they seem like naïve adolescents, wondering (mostly, but not entirely in jest) whether really sexy women shit or boasting about their plans to visit New York or Los Angeles. It is only in retrospect later in the film that the men's casual abuse of one another and their casual jibes at women appear ominous. 
 
The remake follows through on the group dynamics to some extent—the guys egg each other on; they bring Matthew along to lose his virginity, etc. etc. But it abandons the effort to make the men look like just folks. Ironically, the director Steven R. Monroe gives one of his characters a video camera, and we see some of the rape through the lens. This is an obvious effort to implicate the viewer—but in fact, this version of the story is much less accusatory than Zarchi's original.
 
That's because, instead of seeing the rape as a result of standard male group dynamics, Monroe tries hard to decollectivize the guilt. In Zarchi's version, the men were typical guys, and the rape, too, was therefore typical—a possibility for any man. In Monroe's version, on the other hand, the rapists are individual monsters—a much less frightening idea.
 
Thus, for example, in the first film, when Jennifer first meets Johnny at the gas station where he's an attendant, he's nondescriptly polite with the distant friendliness of the perfect service employee. In the remake, on the other hand Johnny (Jeff Branson) is a lecherous jerk right from the get-go. Monroe even makes sure Jennifer (Sarah Butler) humiliates him explicitly (though accidentally) to add an additional personal motivation. This is carried through into the rape itself, in which Johnny devises elaborate humiliations for Jennifer—humiliations which are predicated on his commanding her to, for example, drink booze or show her teeth like a racehorse. There are no such commands in the original, and, indeed, there can't be, since the rapists barely talk to their victim. The rape in the second film becomes about Johnny's wounded vanity and his investment in elaborate sadistic games, rather than about the way the men perform for each other. In fact, in the first film, when Stanley starts to yell personal insults at Jennifer and generally to treat her as if she's a person to be dominated rather than a piece of meat to be used, the rest of the men get more and more disturbed, and finally pull him away.
 
The remake turns Johnny into a sociopath; Matthew (Chad Lindberg), on the other hand, is given a conscience. His mental deficiency, the fact that he isn't as much man, is, in Monroe's version, a sign that he is not as evil or irredeemable as the others. There was no such shilly-shallying in the first film; there, Matthew's incapacity simply made him less able to rape, not less eager to do so. When confronted by Jennifer in the second half of Zarchi's film, Matthew does apologize and claim that the assault was not his idea…but Johnny and Stanley do the exact same thing when Jennifer comes for them. 
 
Again, for Zarchi, the culprit is all the men and the way they interact, suggesting that violence against women is a systemic, social sin. For Monroe, though, Matthew really is sorry, while Johnny, even up to the moment of his gruesome demise, expresses no sorrow, feigned or otherwise. In the remake, the crime is a crime of individuals, which means some are more guilty than others and some (like Matthew or, the men in the audience) are less guilty. 
 
Where the group dynamics completely come apart, though, is with the introduction of the sheriff. As I said above, his actions are inexplicable. We never even see him with the other men before the rape. He does mention that he's known them since they were boys—but he's in no sense their peer. We quickly learn (through a cell-phone call mid-rape) that he has a loving pregnant wife and a daughter in the honors program. He's got, in other words, a lot to lose—and he's willing to throw it all away for what? To have sex with some random city girl? To impress some subordinates?
 
In the first film, where it's Johnny who has a wife and kids, Zarchi confronts this issue directly: as she's seducing him, Jennifer actually asks Johnny if he loves his wife. In response he says, "She's okay. You get used to a wife after awhile, you know?" His family is a routine; it doesn't particularly touch his inner life, to which, in any case, he seems to be only tangentially connected. The sheriff, on the other hand, is shown to be deeply invested in his child and his wife—he's a doting middle-class family man. The idea that his spouse or daughter might find out about the rape sends him into a panicked rage. So what could possibly have led him to participate in a felony with a number of extremely untrustworthy accomplices?
 
We don't know the answer to that question because the movie doesn't tell us. And it doesn't tell us because it doesn't really care what his motives are. He joins in the rape because he's the villain and, more, because it's surprising. The sheriff is a plot device—a contrivance. Which means the real fifth rapist here is, in some sense, the director, who throws logic and coherence to the wind for the sheer pleasure of a cheap thrill.
 
Cheap thrills are what exploitation is supposed to be about, admittedly. But, while you certainly couldn't say that Zarchi had a light touch, you also never felt that his hands were on the scales. This is part of the reason that the first I Spit on Your Grave had such an indelible, inevitable power. There weren't plot twists or clever reversals; there was just sex and violence and their remorseless attendants, rape and revenge. Zarchi's world fit together. Men were rapists. Rapists destroy women, and also themselves. QED.
 
Monroe, on the other hand, doesn't believe any of that. His men don't die because they're rapists; they die because they're in a movie and Monroe can do whatever he wants, damn it. In the remake, Jennifer doesn't outthink the men because they're sexist idiots and then dispatch them efficiently. Instead, she kills them because the script calls for her to turn into an avenging, unstoppable force of destruction—a petite Jason. From the moment she escapes her assailants by diving into a river and improbably disappearing, she ceases to be an actual person and becomes, like the Sheriff, a contrivance. Her revenges are much more elaborate than in the first film, but the rituals of torture aren't her triumphs (or her degradations): they're the directors'. A vision of essentially communal, and therefore political, justice has been replaced by individual punishment. Karma becomes deus ex machina.
 
It's not really a surprise that a 2010 remake lacks the political charge of its 1978 prototype. The last thirty years or so have been rough on radicals, and while feminism has certainly made advances, the vision of apocalyptic, violent gender justice which inspired the rape-revenge films now seems both naïve and distasteful. As Terry Eagleton put it in his 2003 book After Theory, "Over the dreary decades of post-1970s conservatism, the historical sense had grown increasingly blunted, as it suited those in power that we should be able to imagine no alternative to the present."
 
Perhaps the best demonstration of why a 2010 I Spit on Your Grave was bound to suck can be seen in another movie; Michael Haneke's Funny Games. This film (in both its 1997 Austrian original and its 2008 American shot-for-shot remake) does not suck. It's also not technically a rape/revenge. Instead, it's a negation of the genre.
 
The brutality in Funny Games is flagrantly, explicitly unmotivated. In I Spit on Your Grave, humiliation and aggression is linked to gender politics—and also to class. The men in I Spit on Your Grave are hillbillies who resent Jennifer's affluence, freedom, and economic power. This is shown most clearly in the 1978 film when the rapists, as part of their abuse, read sections of Jennifer's novel-in-progress out loud, mock it, and then destroy it. Her work is, to them, not work at all, but a ludicrous affectation. ("I really despise people that don't work," Johnny says at one point, "they get into trouble too easily, you know?") The movie does not suggest that these class antagonisms justify the rape, but it does show that they facilitate it. Economic imbalances, as any Marxist knows, are linked to violence.
 
In Funny Games, on the other hand, there are no economic gaps. At the beginning of the film, a comfortably upper-class family arrives at its lakeside vacation home. There, mom, dad, and son (Anna, Georg, and Georgie in the original) are trapped and systematically tortured by Paul and Peter, two well-scrubbed young men with a passion for golf and sadism. The two torturers refuse to say why they are brutalizing their victims; when asked, they propound a series of more or less ridiculous scenarios (I was a poor child! I had sex with my mother!) which are clearly supposed to be bullshit.
 
Just as the film teases the viewer with reasons, it also teases them with rape—the two sadists force Anna to strip to her underwear, but never precede any farther than that. Most of all, though, it teases with revenge. Anna makes repeated attempts to escape and to turn weapons against her assailant. In the most startling of these moments, she actually manages to grab hold of a rifle and shoot Peter dead. At which point Paul finds a remote control and uses it to rewind the film to the moment before Anna shot his companion. He then casually takes the gun away from her.
 
This flagrant breaking of the fourth wall can be seen as a way of (here it is again) implicating the viewer in the onscreen violence—of exposing our own sadistic and/or masochistic investment in tales of torture and brutality. And it does, certainly, show very nakedly the kind of narrative contrivance epitomized by the sheriff in the 2010 I Spit on Your Grave. In terms of the film narrative, it is the evil characters doing these things to these people we care about. But really it's the director doing it for our amusement, which calls into question whether we in fact care about anything.
 
The use of the remote control is, though, not primarily an accusation of complicity. It's an accusation of naivete. We in the audience are hoping the rape-revenge narrative will play out; that justice will be done. And the film mocks us for that—or (what is effectively the same thing) pats us on the back for knowing that such narrative justice is only a convention, not the truth. 
 
My hope that I Spit on Your Grave might have more of a feminist consciousness in a remade version was, then, clearly idiotic. The climate even for a film as vacillatingly feminist as the original I Spit on Your Grave has, it seems, evaporated. In current iterations of rape-revenge, violence is disconnected from causality, which means that it can call forth no real retribution. Some random God-surrogate pulls the strings and people suffer and that's that. The best that can be offered as a political vision is a land in which people turn off their televisions to avoid political visions. Only suckers still believe that you can rise up against your oppressors and disembowel them with an outboard motor.
 
 





Rape the Children Well:
On The Last House on the Left
 
We are terrified that our children will be molested because we enjoy thinking about our children being molested. That was the incendiary thesis of James Kincaid’s infamous 1993 book Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Victorian Culture. But the idea didn’t originate with Kincaid. Two decades earlier, it was articulated, with bitterness, blood and glee, by Wes Craven’s 1972 low-budget exploitation rape-revenge film The Last House on the Left. 
 
Craven died earlier this week; he’s best known for the Nightmare on Elm Street franchise. But his first film – unpolished, sometimes awkward, often cheesy –remains his masterpiece. The Last House on the Left is still youthful precisely because it deals so passionately, so cynically, and so viciously with youth.
 
The film’s plot – based on Ingmar Bergman’s 1960 film The Virgin Spring – has the inevitable brutality of myth. Mari Collingwood (Sandra Cassel), celebrating her 17th birthday and on the cusp of adulthood, goes to attend a concert with her friend, the working-class and more worldly Phyllis Stone (Lucy Grantham). The two stop to try to score some weed and, in true Reefer Madness fashion, fall instantly into the clutches of rapist/serial killer Krug Stillo (David A Hess) and his gang. The villains take the girls out to the woods, near Mari’s family’s lake house, and humiliate, rape and murder them. Since the killer’s car has broken down, they go to ask for refuge in a nearby house, which turns out to be that of Mari’s parents. Mari’s mother and father discover that their guests have murdered their daughter, and exact a protracted, bloody and horrible revenge.
 
The whole film is a hyperbolic, moral panic middle-class paranoid fever dream. There’s a deeply awkward conversation at the beginning in which Mari tells her parents that girls don’t wear bras any more; shortly thereafter, Phyllis and Mari talk wistfully about “making it” with band members known to dismember live chickens on stage. For these signs of incipient sexuality, the teens are brutally punished by Krug’s gang, who function as a kind of dark, downer mirror to the counterculture.
 
Sadie (Jeramie Rain) in particular is a libidinous double for the victims—a nightmare warning of what happens to good girls gone bad. Though she’s Krug’s girlfriend, Sadie also seems sexually involved with gang member Weasel (Fred Lincoln). Moreover, Sadi is bisexual and joins in the assault on Mari and Phyllis, who are also forced to engage in sexual acts with each other. The film seamlessly, and with considerable enthusiasm, equates free love with rape, and coming of age with apocalypse.
 
If Sadie is the evil daughter, Krug is the monster father. The fourth and last member of Krug’s gang is his son, Junior (Marc Sheffler). Krug hooked his son on heroin the better to control him. Junior is sweet but hapless; he does an excellent frog imitation and would obviously let the girls go if it were up to him. But he’s entirely in thrall to his father, who bullies him mercilessly. In a shocking sequence at the end, Junior finally turns on his dad, threatening to shoot him. Krug simply laughs at him, then tells Junior to put the gun in his own mouth and kill himself. Junior blubbers and begs … and finally, to Krug’s satisfaction, does as he’s told.
 
Junior’s hapless death-on-command here is an obvious reference to the Vietnam war; children in 1972 really were being ordered off to die. That context also implicates Mari’s concerned, middle-class parents. If The Last House on the Left is a lurid parental nightmare, it’s Mari’s parents who are having that nightmare – and Craven is familiar with Freud’s theory that a nightmare is a desire you want to suppress.
 
Certainly, Estelle and Dr John Collingwood (Cynthia Carr and Gaylord St James) embrace the most terrible extremes of righteous violence with a disturbing aplomb. Instead of calling the (comically inept) police when they discover that they are harboring their daughter’s murderers, they concoct an elaborate vengeance, involving electrical rewiring and chainsaws. Most telling, perhaps, is Estelle’s murder of Weasel. She seduces him and convinces him to let her tie him up. At that point she could just stab him or shoot him. But instead, she fellates him, the better to bite his penis off at the moment of orgasm.
 
Plotwise, this is meant as poetic justice; the rapist is castrated. But it also puts Estelle in the position of her daughter, recapitulating the sexual debasement and/or thrill of making it with those band members. That fantasy of children violated, again, seems in those final scenes to originate not with children themselves, but with their parents. It’s as if, on their child’s 17th birthday, Estelle and John listened to their daughter talk about her breasts and then quietly went insane. Krug, the evil daddy, is the mask that John puts on to rut with his daughter and then punish her by shooting her in the head. Sadie is the flesh suit Estelle wears to violate her daughter’s bad-influence friend. And then they revenge themselves on themselves in a further orgy of blood and guilt.
 
In The Last House on the Left, childhood innocence leads inevitably to defilement; indeed, the purpose of the innocence is to violate it. The pervasive fears that children will be sexualized are turned by Craven into entertainment – which suggests strongly that they were entertainment all along. We are the ones who want to ravish our daughters. America, says The Last House on the Left, hates and desires its children. The film still matters because we still do.
 
 
 
 





Suffering With a Purpose:
On The Virgin Spring
 
In the 70s, rape/revenge turned into a genre based on feministsploitation. Films like I Spit On Your Grave, Lipstick, and Ms. 45 presented rape as part of the structural oppression of women, and female revenge as a way to overthrow, and often literally castrate, the patriarchy. Even rape/revenge films that did not specifically use feminism as a lever, like Last House on the Left, spent significant time placing viewer identification with the women suffering violence. The film's were certainly prurient and exploitive, but they also presented sexual violence as important, and its victims as not just sympathetic, but worthy of a privileged point of view and a central narrative place. 
 
This is not the case for the Last House on the Left's direct inspiration, The Virgin Spring. Ingmar Berman's 1960 classic is a rape/revenge in terms of plot. Set in medieval times, it is about a young girl who is raped and murdered by bandits on her way to church, and whose father then kills the murderers. But where the 70s rape/revenge films put feminism, Virgin Spring puts God.
 
Karin (Birgitta Pettersson) does get screentime in the first half of the film, it's true—but her character amounts to little more than assurances that she is the perfect, perfectly innocent rape victim. She oversleeps and is a little spoiled, perhaps, but she is kind, loving, full of life, and trusting. She feeds the bandits her lunch because she wants to help strangers before she realizes they mean her ill.
 
All the depth, soul-searching, and internal conflict in the film is reserved for Karin's friend and parents—and especially for her father, Tore, played by the even-then celebrated Max von Sydow. As far as the film is concerned, Karin's assault is important less for its place in her life than for its effect on her father and his relationship with God. 
 
Since it's a Bergman film, that relationship is fraught and dramatic. Tore chastises himself with branches before he goes forth to slay his daughter's sleeping killers. In the final scene, after finding his child's body, he staggers off to the side of the clearing, and looking away from the camera addresses the deity directly. "God, you saw it! God, you saw it!" he declares. An innocent died and God did nothing. Like Job's, Tore's loss is an object lesson in the problem of faith and evil. And then, after Tore pledges to build a church as expiation for his sin of violence, a spring miraculously begins to flow from the ground beneath Karin's head. God did see, and Karin, we're surely meant to believe, is in heaven. Karin's death is first a dramatic moment in Tore's internal life, and then a dramatic moment in God's narrative of suffering and redemption.
 
The cinematography throughout emphasizes the sense of a cold, but beautiful order beneath, and gazing upon, the tragedy. A dramatic image of Sydow standing beside, and then wrestling, with a small tree serves as a metaphor for Tore's isolation—and for the fact that God (the tree, the eye watching the tree) is there even in the bleakest landscape. 
 
There's no question that Virgin Spring is a striking film to look at. And it deals with big, important themes—God, justice, mercy, violence, the place of man in the cosmos. But still, the very elevation of theme and vision can start to seem unseemly, built as it is on the torture and death of a person whose suffering is decidedly tangential. When Sydow goes the full ham Shakespeare route and gazes at his hands to let us know that he's disturbed about murdering the thugs, the staginess becomes almost insupportable. We get it Mr. Bergman. We are watching something profound. How can Karin have suffered in vain if she lets us contemplate the beauty that is Sydow in full stricken emoting?
 
In comparison, the later rape/revenge exploitation, acknowledging its prurient investment in both sex and violence, seems relatively honest—and certainly less grandly distanced from the trauma. In the 70s rape/revenge, the camera is not at some perfect remove, but often chaotically close to the action, trying to keep up, or get out of the way.
 
Exploitation films are criticized for having no higher purpose; for being exercises in sleaze, stimulation, and unpleasantness for their own sake. Virgin Spring makes me wonder, though, whether a higher purpose can in its own way be more indecent than sensationalism. Better to suffer for no reason, than so that God and dad and the filmmaker can be profound, and reconciled. 





Every Thing In Its Place:
On Irreversible
 
Gaspar Noe's Irreversible is one of those unusual rape/revenge films that has garnered more critical praise than condemnation. Roger Ebert, who typically is not a fan of exploitation sexual violence, gave the film four stars and actually called it "moral—at a structural level."
 
What Ebert is referring to is the film's high concept. Rather than the usual chronological treatment of rape/revenge—where the rape happens, precipitating vengeful violence—Irreversible turns things around. The film is presented in reverse chronological order; the last scene happens first, and the first scene last. Thus, you see the violent, bloody, confused (and as you later learn, mistaken) revenge first, scrolling backward through the exceedingly violent and horrible rape, and ending with a blissful morning as the loving protagonists awake, unaware of what the day holds in store.
 
The typical read on this seems to be that the film's reversal undoes the immorality of the rape/revenge structure. Rape/revenge posits that violence is the natural, necessary response to sexual violence. Irreversible refutes that, by showing the horror of the murder first, without justification, and then the horror of the rape, which still occurs despite (inept) vengeance having been doled out. In fact, the vengeance seems to call the rape into being, as if violence echoes backwards, rather than forwards, in time.
 
There's certainly a deliberate stance against violent retribution in Irreversible. The avenging boyfriend Marcus (Vincent Cassel) is presented (in the first structural half of the film at least) as a drugged up out of control idiot; he's explicitly sneered at for imagining himself as a "B-movie hero." And of course, he (and more effectively his friend Pierre (Albert Dupontel)) beat and perhaps kill the wrong dude. 
 
But the claim that this is somehow pushing against rape/revenge tropes seems insufficiently attentive to the genre. It isn't unusual for rape/revenge films to question the effectiveness of violence. It's de rigeur. Virgin Spring (1960), one of the genre's founding texts, has the revenger kill an innocent child and then shout at God for his cruelty; there is no question of the vengeance being justified or beneficial. Deliverance, another important film in the genre's development, uses the mistaken revenge trick itself, tied to a critique of machismo similar to Irreversible's. I Spit On Your Grave's Jennifer is destroyed by her vengeance as much as by her rape; Ms. 45 presents its protagonist as a deranged killer, who has to be put down by another woman with a knife to the back for the good of everyone. Stendahl Syndrome has the revenge lead to further, helpless violence. And so forth. There are less ambivalent rape revenge films (like the rape/revengesequence in Foxy Brown, for example) but based on the history of the genre, you hardly need to run the plot in reverse to show that revenge isn't especially fulfilling.
 
If the plot trick isn't needed to tack on a moral (as Ebert suggests), then what precisely is it doing? Well, one thing it does is to foreground that this is not exploitation, but art cinema. The wildly lurching cinematography does the same, as does the insistently structureless and repetitive dialogue. In one sequence—which is as painful in its way as the rape— Pierre, who used to date Alex (Monica Bellucci), asks her over and over, as they catch a train, if she and Marcus orgasm during sex, and why he himself had less sexual success with her when they were dating. It is an excruciating, endless discussion—made all the more gruesome when Alex explains to Pierre that his sexual problem is selflessness. He pays too much attention to his partner's pleasure, she insists. Shortly before this, of course, we saw a rapist assault her. Hah hah, the film says. You think you like it when men don't pay attention to your pleasure? You just wait.
 
Is that really what the film intends to be saying? Is it actually mocking Alex about her coming rape? It's difficult to say—but this sort of intentional irony comes up again and again throughout the second structural half of the film. Alex tells Marcus that no one owns her, for example, which again seems like an ironized reference to her earlier/subsequent violation. And then there's the moment where Marcus jokingly tells her he wants to fuck her ass, echoing the anal rape we saw half an hour before.
 
The reversal of time doesn't so much add a moral dimension, then, as it allows the filmmakers to show their cleverness—not least through the manipulation of, and mocking of the characters who enact their trauma first as tragedy, then as farce. Breaking up the narrative also fractures the masochistic identification; usually in rape/revenge, you learn who the protagonist is, and then identify with her as she is raped. But in Irreversible, you meet Alex only with the rape, at the same time you meet the rapist (who is a complete stranger to her.) The fragmentation gives you a sense of control and power; you start off confused, perhaps, but soon you know more than the characters do; you are in a position of superiority. You are the director, the God, the one in control. The filmmakers call the ending into being, and then imposes it on the characters. Nor is it an accident that the ending/beginning is set in a gay BDSM club called the Rectum. The filmmakers couldn't state much more clearly that they're investment is sadistic.
 
The sadism most directly inflects, and infects, the critique of machismo. Again, Marcus is specifically upbraided for his obsession with the revenge narrative, and for his need to avenge "his" woman, rather than going to the hospital to be with her. 
 
But how does the film criticize his machismo? By mocking his manliness. Through the first structural half of the film Marcus wanders around asking people to direct him to the Rectum, and desperately denying that he is gay. In the Rectum, itself, he is almost anally raped. The sexual assault on him then (via reverse chronology) foreshadows Alex's anal rape at the hands of a gay man. More, Alex's anal rape becomes Marcus' fantasy/nightmare; she is a stand in for him and his terrorized masculinity. It's significant too that the rapist's previous victim is a trans woman; we see a glimpse of her penis as Marcus and Pierre interrogate her about the rapist's whereabouts. That's the only penis shown in the film, revealed like a secret key. The woman is the man, the man is the woman. Are Marcus and Pierre being chastised for their investment in machismo? Or is the film an elaborate sneer at them for being too effete?
 
Again, the ur-text here is Deliverance, which both critiqued urban dreams of machismo and set up elaborate humiliations to demonstrate that those urbanites were in fact sissy-boys. Noé has undoubtedly seen Deliverance, and he's probably also read Carol Clover, whose Men, Women, and Chainsaws argues that in rape/revenge narratives, male viewers are encouraged to identify with the female victims, often via intertextual reference to Deliverance. In this context, the central rape in Irreversible—in which a gay man beats a trans woman, then anally rapes a cis woman while cursing her out for her wealth— comes across as a deliberate, smug wink to theory heads.


In my discussion of Virgin Spring (earlier in this volume), I argued that Bergman's art cinema profundities about faith and God, as expressed by Max Von Sydow, effectively erased the experience of the woman whose rape was the ostensible center of the story. Of course, a contemporary French art filmmaker isn't going to present a disquisition on faith—but still, Noé's film parallels Bergman's in a number of respects. Most notably, they both foreground film style. And in doing so, they both perform different kinds of aesthetic masculine swagger in a way that resonates uncomfortably with the phallic content of their films.
 
In Noé's case, the reverse chronology, the hand-held camera jerking, and the various portentous declarations about time (including a preposterous, clumsy reference to 2001) all tie the filmmaker, and the film, to the main character's masculine panic—a panic triggered perhaps by Alex's revelation (at the end/beginning) that she's pregnant. The irony of the title is that time and generation are not set. Noé manipulates them, demonstrating his power as he illustrates the powerlessness, and cluelessness, of his characters. The words "Time destroys everything" appear at the beginning/end and end/beginning, a vaunting koan. For who, here, is master of time but Noé, the avant-garde daddy, whose moral structure knows all?





Patriarchy in You:
On The Stendahl Syndrome
 
According to L. Andrew Cooper's Dario Argento, you can read The Stendahl Syndrome as a winking parody of critical fears of horror movies. In the film, Detective Anna Manni (Asia Argento) is violently raped by a serial predator. The rapist manages to capture her because she suffers from Stendahl Syndrome—a psychological condition which causes her to be overcome, and even experience hallucinations, when viewing art. Anna, then, is the overly-receptive viewer of critics’ nightmares; her whole view of reality is transformed by aesthetic experience. Little wonder, then, that the rape/revenge plot of the film she is in leads her to perdition. Morally censorious critics imagine that watching films causes violence; Anna, the overly sensitive viewer, observes her rapist and becomes him. She does manage to take her revenge, but after doing so, she becomes psychotic herself. Through the power of art, the detective changes to the murderer. End of joke. 
 
There’s another, less ironic way to take the film, though. Most rape/revenge films are narratively linear, and set. You start out with a healthy, unmarked woman; she is abused, suffers, strikes back, and destroys her tormenter.
 
The Stendahl Syndrome scrambles this—not with the rather obvious chronological trickery of Irreversible, but through more subtly letting the emotional and narrative components of the story shift out of true. Anna begins to experience trauma when she goes to an art gallery, before she is raped. And rather than a singular event, the rape is reenacted; first by Anna, who begins to dress as a man, and then molests her boyfriend, and then by the rapist, who attacks other women, and then re-kidnaps Anna. Finally, Anna murders the rapist in revenge—but that doesn’t end the story. Instead, the narrative grinds on, with the rapist apparently back from the dead—until it turns out it’s not the rapist, but Anna herself who is murdering her own lovers and friends. The rapist is inside her, she says; being violated, and then enacting violence herself, has turned her into him. She becomes the abusive patriarch who assaulted her.
 
Psycho, and Hitchcock in general, seem like an obvious touchstone here. As in Hitchcock’s films, the movie world seems to gleefully conspire against the beautiful protagonist, creating switchback complications to destroy and humiliate her. But unlike in Hitchcock, the film affect is always, firmly with Anna, which means the complications don’t seem like trickery, but like grotesque unfairness. The movie even says, just about outright, that it is rigged against Anna; it is art itself which disorients her and traumatizes her before the rapist can. 
 
Again, Anna’s susceptibility to art could be a meta-comment that art doesn’t actually work like this; a painting doesn’t make you hallucinate, a film doesn’t make you a murderer. But the antipathy of art within the film could also be an acknowledgement of the antipathy of the film itself—and, metaphorically, of the antipathy of the world outside the film. 
 
Sexual violence and patriarchy aren’t neatly contained in a narrative of (provisional) redemption. Instead, they leak out everywhere. Anna is traumatized before she is traumatized; her rapist continues to haunt her not only after the rape, but after his death. The violence to her is not only real, but symbolic—and is so overwhelming that she can’t even separate the violence from her self. Her relationship to her own sexuality, and her own violence, is inseparable from what has been done to her—and what has been done to her isn’t just the rape, but the vision in which the rape occurs, which precedes it and enables it.
 
One of many false climaxes in The Stendahl Syndrome occurs during Anna’s second rape. She has been tied down to a bed, and the rapist, having finished his work, leaves to amuse himself in some other way before coming back to finish her. There’s graffiti on the walls of the chamber, and her syndrome kicks in, causing her to hallucinate. Her powerful thrashing allows her to free herself. She kills her attacker when he returns in an extremely satisfying scene. Art serves as inspiration for empowerment—the message of many revenge films which seek to uplift, from Fury Road or Ex Machina.
 
But Anna can’t get out of the film. Once she has tied herself to the tropes of suspense and violence and patriarchy, the knots won't come undone. If The Stendahl Syndrome is a parody of the idea that aesthetics can corrupt, it’s also a parody of the idea that aesthetics can save and liberate. Instead, in The Stendahl Syndrome, art and life collaborate together to create a hierarchy from which there is no escape, a dream of violence that doesn’t end.
 





 
Disgusting Women:
On Under the Skin
 
Irreversible (2002) has been lauded for its clever backwards narrative rewinding of the rape/revenge genre—you see the retribution first, and then, chronologically second, the sexual violence which sparked it. Under the Skin (2013) is usually thought of as a sci-fi thriller—but it performs the same trick. The insect creature wearing Scarlet Johansson's skin seduces and murders her way through a cornucopia of Scottish men. And then, finally, at the end, you get the rape; a lumberjack sexually assaults the alien woman— inadvertently revealing the chitinous abomination beneath her lovely surface.
 
In rape/revenge narratives from the 1970s, the grim, castrating scythe of the plot is, often, explicitly feminist. In Ms. 45 or I Spit on Your Grave, women avenge their own violation—and that vengeance is figured as a just reaction not just to individual wrong, but to systemic evil.  
 
Under the Skin flirts sinisterly with that logic as well. Johannson is so successful at cruising for men only because men are so determinedly cruising on their own account—hitting on her in clubs with clumsy pick up lines, offering her unsolicited roses, chatting her up and then attacking her car. Women for their part are shown at make-up counters, putting up a front to attract men, just as the alien has pulled on Johansson's pulchritude like a wetsuit. In a world where men see women solely in terms of their outer skin, it seems only fair that women should show men the skin the men want, the better to devour the lookers. 
 
Indeed, the first half of the film fairly revels in its ruthlessness. In one scene, a good Samaritan tries desperately to save a wife and husband from drowning. After the Samaritan has failed and lies exhausted on the beach, Johansson walks over laboriously in her high heels, picks up a rock, discards it, chooses another one, and then bashes his head in. She then pulls him away, while the drowned couples' baby wails helplessly. 
 
The alien woman's feeding ritual is also gleefully, if dreamily, vindictive. She leads the men into her home, and when they have stripped, lures them into a black pool, where they float, genitals mutely visible to the camera, until some unseen force sucks their insides from their bodies. All that's left behind is the detumesced, flapping, shapeless skin—a full body version of the rape/revenge's beloved castration trope.
 
For better or worse, this is the genre pleasure of rape/revenge—the vision of women picking up the violent weapons of patriarchy and using them with more skill and viciousness than men themselves ever managed. Men judge women on their outer carapace, so the alien woman turns men into nothing but their surface. Men violate women; so the alien woman turns men's entire selves into a brutally violable orifice. It's not pleasant, but it's justice, of a kind.
 
In a normal rape/revenge, that justice is delivered at the end of the film; the woman is assaulted, and then returns, empowered, to tear off the bloody phallus for herself. In Under the Skin, though, the alien starts out with that bloody phallus—and then, hesitantly, tries to put it aside to turn herself into a more standard issue Hollywood feminine victim.
 
To the consternation of her male, motorcycle-riding, and mostly superfluous confederate,  the alien starts to develop a conscience. She has an ambiguously guilty flashback to the crying baby. She picks up a man with a facial deformity, and rather than killing him, allows him to escape. Critic Kailyn Kent says that this encounter "is as emotionally generous as the film gets," but that wasn't exactly my takeaway. Rather, the film shunts the disabled man into an easy narrative of stereotypical goodness and innocence. He's friendless, has never had sex, and so is to be pitied. He's offered the fantasy of sleeping with Scarlet Johannson, and in return offers her and the audience the assurance that #notallmen. That assurance saves Johannson, whose generosity, erotic and otherwise, puts her on the path to humanity. (The man isn't so lucky; like many disabled characters in Hollywood, once he's fulfilled his role in someone else's narrative arc, he's summarily executed, in this case by the motorcycle guy.)   
 
So what does it mean to be on the path to humanity? In the alien's case, it means she becomes feminine—or, in the logic of the film, disempowered. The former rapacious hunter, capable of animation, charm, and a cold competence, becomes an unexpressive dishrag, not unlike the skins of those guys she used to eat. To replace her former diet, she tries to consume cake without success. Saddened by that failure (no cake?) she lets some guy on a bus pick her up. She trails around after him, and eventually, unenthusiastically, submits to sex, which she breaks off when she realizes she doesn't have the right genitals for it. She leaves for a walk in the woods, is sexually assaulted by a lumberjack, and then, finally is murdered. The assault causes her skin to tear off, and she is fully feminized in her victimhood through the revelation of her black, semi-insectoid inner self.
 
The unpleasantness of the alternatives here are fairly consistent with rape/revenge films more broadly. Rape/revenge generally presents violence and empowerment as deeply compromised; The Stendahl Syndrome, in which the victim psychologically adopts the personality of the rapist she murdered is an extreme example, but not out of line with other films in the genre. In Ms. 45 or I Spit On Your Grave, too, revenge is as much a capitulation as a triumph; to pick up the knife is to become the monster violator. You can be the rapist or you can be the raped.  Being human is not an option.
 
Patriarchy is bleak in Under the Skin; patriarchy is bleak in rape/revenge. Still, the progressive revelation of that bleakness works somewhat differently when you switch cause and effect. In rape/revenge, the weak, feminized protagonist must become a killer to protect herself. In Under the Skin, the killer needs to become weak and feminized to gain her soul. The first is a story of destroying oneself for the sake of empowerment; the second, of destroying oneself for the sake of disempowerment.
 
And why exactly does the alien want to be disempowered? Why does the monster want to be human? The film's artsy ambiguity is a convenient way to avoid answering those questions. A child's cry and a disabled man's desire combine into a siren call to selflessness; inside every monstrous feminine is a stifled yearning for domestic bliss. The parallel with Johansson's Black Widow in Age of Ultron is oddly synchronous. In both, the insect-affiliated awesome wielder of violence reveals that she hates her own distance from femininity, and longs to be a normal woman—bearing children, having sex with nice guys, not committing murder on a daily basis. 
 
In Under the Skin, though, if you're not the murderer, you're the murderee. Again, that's consistent with rape/revenge. But it's also, in this context, disappointing. The film's protagonist, after all, is not a woman. She's something else—and her monstrosity, while horrible, could in theory offer an alternative to the dreary, familiar skin of gender. She isn't interested in sex; she isn't interested in children; her motivations are oily, black, opaque. She is a dream, not necessarily of a better world, but at least of a different one.  When she abandons that difference for the comfort of convention, it seems like a tragic lack of imagination—not least when the film tells us, with the usual gestures at pathos, that the final embodiment of womanhood is rape and death.
 





Bloody Conventions:
On Martyrs
 
I've avoided reading Grant Morrison and Frank Quitely's comic book miniseries We3 for years. I find depictions of violence against animals upsetting, and I was afraid I'd find it painful to read.
 
As it turns out, though, I needn't have worried. We3 does have some heart-tugging moments for animal-lovers—but they're safely buried and distanced by the towering pile of bone-headed standard-issue action movie tropes. There's the hard-assed military assholes, the scientist-with-a-conscience, the bum with a heart of gold and an anti-fascist streak…and of course the cannon-fodder. Lots and lots of cannon fodder. We3 clearly wants to be about the cruelty of animal testing and, relatedly, about the evils of violence—themes which Morrison covered, with some subtlety and grace, back in his classic run on Animal Man. In We3, though, he and Frank Quitely gets distracted by the pro-forma need to check the body-count boxes.
 
The plot is just the standard rogue supersoldiers fight their evil handlers. The only innovation is that the supersoldiers are dogs and cats and bunnies. That does change the dynamic marginally; you get more sentiment and less testosterone. But the basic conventions are still in place, which means that the comic is still mostly about an escalating series of violent confrontations more or less for their own sake. It's hard to really take much of a coherent stand against violence and cruelty when so much of your genre commitments and emotional energy are going into showing how cool your deadly bio-engineered cyborg killer cat is. To underline the idiocy of the whole thing, Morrison has us walked through the entire comic by various military observers acting as a Greek chorus/audience stand-in to tell us how horrifying/awesome it is to be watching all of this violence/pathos. You can see him and Frank Quitely sitting down together and saying, "Wait! what if the plot isn't quite thoroughly predictable enough?! What if the Superguy fans experience a seizure when they can't hear the grinding of the narrative gears?! Better through in some boring dudes explicating; that always works."
 
The point here isn't that convention is always and everywhere bad. Rather, the point is that conventions have their own logic and inertia, and if you want to say something different with them, you need to think about it fairly carefully. 
 
Antonio Prohias' Spy vs. Spy comics, for example, are every bit as conventional as We3, both in the sense that they use established tropes (the zany animated slapstick violence of Warner Bros. and Tom and Jerry), and in the sense that they're almost ritualized—to the point where in the collection Missions of Madness, Prohias is careful to alternate between black spy victory and white sp y victory in an iron and ludicrous display of even-handedness. Moreover, Spy vs. Spy, like We3, is, at least to some extent, trying to say something about violence with these tropes—in this case, specifically about the Cold War.
 
Obviously, a lot of the fun of Spy vs. Spy is watching the hyperbolic and inventive methods of sneakiness and destruction…the black spy's extended (and ultimately tragic) training as a dog to infiltrate white headquarters, or the white spy's extended efforts to dig into black HQ…only to end up (through improbable mechanisms of earth removal) back in his own vault. But the very elaborateness and silliness of the conventions, and their predictable repetition, functions as a (light-hearted) parody. Prohias' spies are not cool and sexy and competent and victorious, like James Bond. Rather, they're ludicrous, each committing huge amounts of ingenuity, cleverness, malice, and resources to a never-ending orgy of spite. Spy vs. Spy is certainly invested in its genre pleasures and slapstick, but those genre pleasures don't contradict its (lightly held, but visible) thematic content. Reading We3, you feel like someone tried to stuff a nature documentary into Robocop and didn't bother to work out how to make the joints fit. Spy vs. Spy, on the other hand, is never anything less than immaculately constructed.
 
 
 
We3 doesn't realize its themes and conventions don't fit; Spy vs. Spy gets the two to sync. That leaves one other option when dealing with genre and violence, which is to try to deliberately push against your tropes. Which is, I think, what happens in Pascal Laugier's Martyrs.
 
Martyr's is an extremely controversial film. Critic Charles Reece of Amoeblog expresses something of a critical consensus when he refers to it as "really depressing shit."
 
And yet, why is Martyrs so depressing…or, for that matter, why is it shit? Many fewer people die in Martyrs than in We3; there are fewer acts of violence than in Spy vs. Spy. Even the film's horrific finale—in which the main character is flayed alive—is hardly new (I first saw it in an Alan Moore Swamp Thing comic, myself.) So why have so many reviewers reacted as if this is something especially shocking or especially depressing?
 
I think the reason is that Laugier is very smart about how he deploys violence, and about how he deploys genre tropes. Violence, even in horror, generally functions in very specific ways. Often, for example, violence in horror exists in the context of revenge; it builds and builds and then there is a cathartic reversal by the hero or final girl. 
 
Laugier goes out of his way to frustrate those expectations. The film is in some sense a rape/revenge; it starts with a young girl, Lucie, who is tortured; she escapes and some years later seeks vengeance on her abusers.
But Laughier does not allow us to feel the usual satisfying meaty thump of violence perpetrated and repaid. We don't see any of the torture to Lucie; the film starts after she escapes. As a result, we don't know who did what to her…and when she tracks down the people who she says are the perpetrators, we don't know whether to believe her. We don't get the rush of revenge. Instead, we see our putative protagonist perform a cold-blooded, motiveless murder of a normal middle-class family, including their high-school age kids.
 
We do find out later that the mother and father (though not their children) were the abusers. But by that time the emotional moment is lost. We don't get to feel the revenge. Instead, no sooner have we realized that they deserved it, than we swing back over to the rape. Lucie has already killed herself, but Anna, her friend, is captured and thrown into a dungeon, taking her former companion's place. There she is tortured by an ordinary couple who look much like the people Lucie killed. Thus, instead of rape/revenge, we get the revenge with no rape, and the rape with no revenge. Violence is not regulated by justice or narrative convention; it just exists as trauma with no resolution.
 
I wouldn't say that Martyrs is a perfect film, or a work of genius, or anything like that. Anna's torture is done in the name of making a martyr of her; the torturers believe suffering will give her secret knowledge. And, as Charles Reece points out, they end up being right—Anna does attain some sort of transcendence, a resolution which seems to justify the cruelty. And then there's the inevitable final, stupid plot twist, when the only person who hears Anna explain her secret knowledge goes off into the bathroom and shoots herself. So no one will ever know what Anna saw, get it? Presumably this is supposed to be clever, but really it mostly feels like the filmmakers steered themselves into a narrative dead end and didn't know how to get out.
 
Still, I think Reece is a bit harsh when he says that the film is meaninglessly monotonous, that it is not transgressive, and that the only thing it has to offer is to make the viewer wonder "can I endure this? can I justify my willingness to endure this?" Or, to put it another way, I think making people ask those questions is interesting and perhaps worthwhile in itself. It's not easy to make violence onscreen feel unpleasant; it's not easy to make people react to it like there's something wrong with it. Even Reece's demand that the film's violence provide transgression—doesn't that structurally put him on the side of the torturers (and arguably ultimately the filmmakers) who want trauma to create meaning?
 
Reece especially dislikes the handling of the high-school kids who are killed by Lucie. He argues that they are presented as innocent, because their lifestyle is never linked to their parents' actions. Anna's torture is mundane enough and monotonous enough to recall real atrocities, and conjure up real political torture—basically, a guy just walks up to her and starts hitting her. But the evocation of third-world regimes, or even of America's torture regimen, no matter how skillfully referenced, falls flat since it is not brought home to the bourgeois naifs who live atop the abattoir. 
 
Again, though, I think the disconnection, which seems deliberate, is in some ways a strength of the film, rather than a weakness. Violence isn't rationalized or conventionally justified in Martyrs—except by the bad guys, who are pretty clearly insane. In a more standard slasher like Hostel, everyone is guilty, and everyone is punished. In Martyrs, though, you don't get the satisfaction of seeing everyone get theirs, because scrambling the genre tropes makes the brutality unintelligible. The conventions that are supposed to allow us to make sense of the trauma don't function in Martyrs—which makes it clear how much we want violence to speak in a voice we can understand.
 



 
 
 
 
The Films of Jack Hill
 



 
Men in Women-in-Prison: 
Masochism, Feminism, Fetish
 
Jack Hill's The Big Bird Cage (1972) is a woman-in-prison sexploitation extravaganza, which means that it's got lots of T, lots of A, some erotic mud-wrestling, and at least one supermodel running about nude while slathered in lard. And yet, despite such inducements, for me the most sensuous part of the film didn't involve any bare skin at all. In a scene right at the beginning of the movie, socialite Terry Rich (Anitra Ford) walks into a nightclub in which Blossom (Pam Grier) is performing. Terry pauses in front of the stage with her (apparently wealthy and/or influential) boyfriend beside her. Blossom grins at the boyfriend (who stands there looking awkward) and then more emphatically at Terry, who, after a second, gives a half-amused, half-appreciative smile in return, and sways two or three times to the beat.
 
It doesn't seem like much, but that instant just oozes sex. It probably has something to do with the spectacular, form-fitting red dress that Anitra Ford is wearing, and something to do with the fact that both she and Pam Grier are extremely charismatic performers. But more than that I think the voluptuousness is located in the interaction between the two; the way Terry so nonchalantly dismisses the outclassed boyfriend, and instead opens herself, with detached deliberation, to Blossom's voice and movement. It's a moment of feminine cool and feminine knowledge; a distillation of all those high school dances where the girls shook it for each other on the floor while the guys nervously hugged the wall.
 
In other words, the power and the sexual charge in the scene comes from two women connecting with each other. This isn't all that unusual in male-oriented entertainment; there's lots of lesbian porn for guys, obviously. What is less familiar, though, is the insistence with which the scene deliberately excludes men—whether it be the boyfriend or, by extension, the male sexploitation viewer. Terry doesn't want to be Blossom; rather she is enjoying being with Blossom. In contrast, my investment in the scene is not just a lust for the protagonists, but a lust to be them; to gain access to a power and knowledge specifically inscribed in female relationships, which is unavailable to men, and thus all the more desired.
 
This dynamic—of eroticized male exclusion from, and investment in, female relationships—was the defining feature of a handful of women-in-prison films from the 1970s. In these movies, female sisterhood, generally in the face of oppression, is itself fetishized—feminism is turned into a kind of masochistic male wet dream. How this unlikely cathexis occurred, and how it functioned, is the subject of this essay.
 
Virgin Femme, Butch Whore
 
As most commentators on the genre have noted, women-in-prison films changed dramatically over the decades. In the thirties, forties, and fifties they were high-drama, weepy B melodramas; in the sixties and later they were sexploitation sleaze. 1 That's a pretty unusual transformation. What happened?
 
To answer this question, it's helpful, I think, to ask another. What is the difference between B melodrama and sexploitation? Both are, broadly speaking, popular schlock. Their emotional appeal is similarly naked and similarly crass. Neither has any pretensions to high art. They are, in fact, the same thing—with one key difference. Melodrama (or romance) is aimed at women; sexploitation (or porn) is aimed at men. Sylvia Sidney kissing her doomed husband through the bars in Ladies of the Big House (1931) is meant to make the female hindbrain spasm; Brigitte Nielsen in a leather corset in Chained Heat 2 (1993) is meant to have an analogous effect on men. The genre is the same; only the gender of the audience has changed.
 
The thing is, genre and gender share more than just a Latin root. The two define each other. Romance wouldn't be romance without women; men would be very different creatures indeed without porn. Thus, the transformation of women-in-prison films is more than just an alteration in genre conventions—it's a gender fuck. And the natural accompaniment to gender fuck is camp.
 
The pivotal film in the transition from female to male audience is Caged (1950), perhaps the only women-in-prison film that makes a sustained bid for high-art cred.2 It does so in a time-honored way—by leavening its melodrama with social tragedy, producing a kind of existential weeper.
The film's plot focuses on Marie Allen (Eleanor Parker), a pregnant, painfully innocent young woman whose husband involved her, over her objections, in a minor robbery. While Marie is behind bars, two women struggle for her soul—the virtuous warden Ruth Benton (Agnes Morehead) and the brutal matron Evelyn Harper (Hope Emerson). Harper is victorious: the vulnerable neophyte of the opening becomes, by the film's end, a bitter, hardened woman.
 
Caged is meant to be an attack on the cruel and arbitrary prison system. In particular it is concerned, as Anne Morey points out, with the way in which that system fails as "an agent to return women to domesticity."3
Prison is meant to punish and rehabilitate those who violate society's mores—and yet, at the same time, it stifles the domestic and maternal impulses it claims to uphold. Marie's husband died in the robbery, and the prison seems determined to strip her of his memory. When she enters the institution, she is forced to take off her wedding ring. Later, the state takes her newborn child and places it up for adoption. Prison is a sustained assault on womanhood, and in despair Marie watches her purity and goodness leech away. "If I have to fall back in," she tells her parole board in desperation, "I'll be like the others! And I'm not like them!"
 
Indeed, initially Marie is not like the others. With her delicate movie-star good looks, gorgeous blond hair, concern about her appearance (she asks for a comb for her mugshot), and weepy vulnerability, she is decidedly femme. Virtually every other major character in the cast is, just as decidedly, butch. From the 6'2″, massively built menace of Harper to the no-nonsense, professionally be-suited Mrs. Benton; from the hatchet-faced, gaudily garbed con who hovers protectively over Marie as the two are inducted into prison, to the sternly acerbic doctor who snaps "Another pregnant one!"; from the homely Kitty (Betty Garde), who tries to recruit Marie for a shoplifting ring, to the handsome vice-queen Elvira Powell (Lee Patrick), who tries to recruit Marie for something else—this women's prison has enough testosterone to intimidate a linebacker.4

 
There are a couple of other femmes in the movie. One is upper-class, pampered Georgia Harrison (Gertrude Michael); her time in prison drives her insane. Another is Marie's friend June (Olive Deering). When June fails to get her parole, she is devastated, prompting the callous and, it is implied, lascivious Harper to comment, with some anticipation "all repeaters act queer when they're flopped back." That evening, June commits suicide. The message is clear; in prison, you go butch or you die.
June chose the latter; Marie, slowly but inexorably, chooses the former. After her own parole is denied, she is accosted in the prison yard by the newly arrived Elvira who, with a leer, asks Marie her name. Marie responds, for the first time in the film, with self-confident aggression: "I'm a big girl and this isn't my first year away from home. If I said no to Kitty, I'm sure not going to say yes to you."
 
From this point on, Eleanor Parker, the actor playing Marie, starts to harden her voice, clip her diction, and carry herself with a swagger—shifting from female innocent to gangster moll. In quick succession Marie demonstrates a talent for shoplifting (heretofore, in accord with the hapless femme stereotype, she had demonstrated no talent whatsoever), and starts to wear trousers rather than skirts. She does make one last effort to regain her femme identity—she discovers a kitten and keeps it secretly as a pet. In caring for it, her voice even returns, momentarily, to its softer register. But then Harper discovers the creature and tries to take it away. Marie responds with fury, actually fighting and driving off the enormous matron—out-butching the butch. In the melee, however, the kitten is killed, and Marie is dragged off for punishment. Against the warden's explicit orders, Harper shaves Marie's head. As Mayne points out, this is presented as a rape.5  But it is also the ultimate act of butchification. When Marie returns from her time in solitary, sporting a crew-cut, pants, and a sullen stare, she looks more like a pissed-off adolescent boy than a glamorous movie star.
 
As Marie becomes more butch, she also becomes more sexually available. To us, heir to a long-standing partnership between militant lesbianism and militant feminism, this seems exactly backwards—shouldn't Marie be less sexually available to men as she becomes less feminine? In the '40s and '50s, though, things looked somewhat different. At that time, domesticity was seen as the norm, and all deviations from it were lumped together. As a result, "lesbian," according to Estelle B. Freedman, at that time "connoted both maleness and a lack of feminine virtue."6

Freedman points out that the butch/whore prison lesbian was usually defined as black. There are no African-Americans in Caged; nonetheless (or perhaps as a result) the stereotype transfers seamlessly to the lower-class white women in the film. 
 
This is most evident in the character of Elvira Powell. As we noted above, Elvira's chiseled good looks mark her as butch even by the standards of this cast. She is, in addition, a "vice queen"—which is to say, a Madam. In the film, Elvira's duel identities, as butch and whore, explicitly complement each other. When we first see her, she is talking to Harper (whom she has bribed) about the poor quality of women in the joint. "So help me," she complains, "I never saw such an old-looking bunch of bags." It is then that her eyes fall on the newly butchified Marie. Thus, it is at the moment that she first starts to become masculinized that Marie is also first presented as a possible prostitute. She rebuffs Elvira, of course—but the hard-edged tone seems only to wet the Madam's interest. With an appreciation both lascivious and professional, Elvira turns to Harper and comments knowingly, "She's a cute trick."7
 
Elvira goes on to court Marie by giving her a Christmas gift—a rhinestone-studded compact with lipstick. At first, Marie refuses the gift. Just before her second parole hearing, however, a group of female prison-reform do-gooders visits the cell. One of them is very young and richly attired. She is shocked by what she sees in the cell, and especially by Marie, who walks up to the bars and stares her first in the face, and then (as the camera pans deliberately over the visitor's dress) up and down.
The visitor, in her terror, her vulnerability, and her attire, is femme. Indeed, her expression is more than a little reminiscent of Marie's when the latter first entered the jail. Marie now, however, is very different—she is hungry, hard, and desperate. Her gaze at the other woman is certainly one of envy . . . but, given the butch-femme dynamic, I think it can also be read as one of lust. She wants what the visitor has, but she also wants the visitor. Her transformation into predatory prison butch has been completed—and, having embraced one kind of deviance, she can embrace others as well. When she turns from the visitor, it is to implicitly, and finally, agree to trade her services to Elvira in return for the latter's help with the parole board. Marie goes to Elvira's bunk, picks up the rhinestone compact, and uses it to apply the lipstick.
 
Mayne points out that in an earlier scene, when the enormous Harper wears a frilly dress, the effect is actually to "emphasize her previously established butch identity.8  Something similar happens here with Marie. Applying make-up should be femme—but the decisive, even violent way Marie does it only highlights her butchness. Lipstick can't give her back her naiveté or her softness; to be Elvira's girl is to abandon girlishness forever. When, in the next scene, Marie receives notice of her parole, she looks sharp-edged, beautiful, tough—but not femme. As she leaves the prison, she gets back her wedding ring and throws it in the trash . She then marches out to a waiting car. Once she is seated inside it, a man gets in with her—and as he does, he rests his hand for a moment on her knee. The gesture is both comradely and suggestive; she is one of the boys and owned by the boys, both butch and whore. Prison has destroyed her purity and her femininity. End of moral.
 
Predatory Invert
 
But what moral exactly? Obviously, the film intends us to feel horror and sorrow at Marie's fate. That horror and that sorrow is predicated on Marie's transformation; for it to work, I as a viewer have to see Marie's progress in the film as tragic. The Marie at the beginning must be better—more sympathetic, more admirable, more (in various senses) desirable—than the Marie at the end.
 
In fact, however, Marie's corruption is a much more ambivalent process. Personally, for me, the whiny, self-pitying, victimized femme Marie of the opener is both tedious and irritating. The sharp, butch Marie of the end, on the other hand, is enormous fun to watch—Eleanor Parker seems to be having a lovely time, and the role has some of the smart, sexy swagger of the great '30s screwball comedy heroines.
 
Part of the reason that I prefer the latter Marie has to do with my sympathy for feminism—especially second-wave feminism. As Tania Modleski writes,
 
"Feminism has emphasized from the beginning the oppressiveness of the ideology of compulsory heterosexuality and the institution it supports—that of the nuclear family. The family is the structural unit keeping women economically and physically dependent on men; separating women from other women . . . The special difficulties faced by lesbians under such a system are analogous to those of a prisoner who has escaped incarceration and, being 'at large,' faces more extreme punitive measures than many of the more docile inmates."9
 
From a feminist perspective, Marie's initial status as domestic naïf is no good thing. After all, it is Marie's husband who insisted on robbing the gas station; it is Marie's stepfather who refuses to take her in and so destroys her chances at parole; it is male politicians, we are shown, who keep Harper in place, turning the prison into a hell. The women themselves recognize their oppression, repeatedly insisting that "if it wasn't for men, we wouldn't be in here"; June goes so far as to tell Marie, "You're lucky your husband is dead." The all-women environment of the prison can, from this perspective, be seen not as corrupting but as consciousness raising—Marie learns modes of living other than domesticity, and even other than compulsory heterosexuality. Her increasing competence and self-confidence is a sign of growth. Of course, at the end she remains under male control, having exchanged the exploitation of domesticity for the exploitation of capitalism and sex work. She faces, as Modleski says, "more extreme punitive measures than many of the more docile inmates." Women, as feminism has long acknowledged, often have limited options. Sometimes the best you can hope for is to be victimized with open eyes, and to trade what you've got at the going rate.
 
So I like the latter Marie because I read feminist theory and am generally a sensitive new age guy. But I also like her because I'm just a guy. Marie at the beginning of the film is too good, too obviously focused on her husband, her baby, and her own plight, to be a satisfactory object of desire—she's beautiful, but inaccessible. By the end, though, she's come down off her pedestal, and so can be an object not of romantic love, but of lust. Which is to say that men like to see women corrupted; loss of virtue makes women sexier.
 
As this demonstrates (and despite the best efforts of anti-porn crusaders like Andrea Dworkin), feminism and swinging male hedonism have often found themselves in uncomfortable proximity, if not exactly in alliance.10 This is because both feminists and hedonists, for very different reasons, reject traditional female roles within patriarchy. Thus the appeal to both of predatory butches: iconic women who exist outside the economy of marriage.
 
In a straight reading, the predatory butch is coded as a villain. But a perverse reading, feminist or lascivious, is also available—and this tension between straight and perverse generally manifests as camp. Thus in Caged, we first see Harper in her room, which is garishly femme. The room is festooned with frilly hand-made items sewn by the matron's "girls," and Harper herself reclines on a sofa-bed, reading a magazine titled Midnight Romance while luxuriously feeding herself candies from a box. When Marie enters, Harper offers her a chair, and, as she takes it, looks her slowly up and down. The scene is claustrophobic, menacing, and ostentatiously ridiculous. Marie is clearly freaked out, and we share her discomfort—the domestic setting emphasizes Harper's deviance and her threatening distance from "normal" womanhood. At the same time, it is easy to see the scene as a camp parody of domesticity itself. Placing the gigantic, butch Harper in a scene of domestic bliss rather explodes the bliss in question, opening up, instead, other avenues of pleasure and fulfillment (as Harper's hungry appraisal of Marie seems to indicate).
 
For Caged, then, camp is a pivot, around which the film turns from a narrative of corruption to one of liberation, from gritty problem drama to flamboyant farce, from melodrama to sexploitation. The tipping points are so obvious that upending the structure becomes almost irresistible. And, indeed, few filmmakers in the genre have bothered to resist. Over the decades, writers and directors have lined up to expose the dank underbelly of Caged in all its camp, sexy, occasionally feminist glory.
 
The result has been one of the most aesthetically underwhelming genres in American film. Caged is, as it turns out, a lot more carefully constructed than it appears on first glance. You can certainly flip it over, but in doing so, the pieces go subtly out of whack, and instead of a beautiful piece of craftsmanship you're left with a pile of crap.
 
In Chained Heat 2 (1993), for example, Alex Morrison (Kimberly Kates) is an innocent tourist framed for drug possession while visiting an Eastern European country. She duly goes off to prison, where she is turned from naïf to dominatrix and, finally, to revolutionary. The progression is, of course, improbable, but it is also surprisingly, and indeed gratuitously, unmotivated. Alex is an unsullied innocent at first; then, suddenly, and with virtually no change of expression, she's an experienced sex-worker toying with Brigitte Nielsen; then, with a similar lack of affect, she's gunning down trained soldiers and strangling tough butch lesbians with her bare hands. Through it all, our heroine remains as responsive as a bundle of wet rags; no matter what unlikely shape the plot molds her into, she remains damply drab. Partially this is the fault of Kates, who is an impressively unresponsive actress. Mostly, though, it's just the filmmaking, which knows that prison should have some effect on the protagonist, but can't seem to figure out how or why.
 
Part of what sinks this film and its kindred is the inability to figure out how to accommodate feminism and sexploitation simultaneously. Caged did the trick by submerging and sublimating both. When the two themes are made explicit, however, their contradictions become harder to contain. Chained Heat 2 tries to turn its heroine into a dominatrix in an effort to fetishize female power, but the effort is so embarrassingly unconvincing that the film almost immediately forgets it has even made the effort.
 
Jess Franco's 99 Women (1969), on the other hand, just chucks the feminism—all suggestions of female independence, power, and virtue are here expunged. The evil butch warden, Thelma Diaz (Mercedes McCambridge), acts as pimp and thrall to the warden of the male prison Governor Santos (Herbert Lom). Her high-minded would-be replacement, Leonie Carroll (Maria Schell) is completely naive and ineffectual. 
 
The inmates take the worst qualities from each; they submit with disempowering aplomb to any handy phallus, and they are wearyingly stupid. Zoe (Rosalba Neri), the inmate who passes for a predatory butch, is actually just a standard porn male accomplice—she is conventionally movie-star hot, and she leaps to assist when the Governor merely intimates that she should help him rape Marie. Marie, equally obliging, offers token resistance and then enjoys the experience. Subsequently, she becomes so enamored of Zoe that she believes the latter's baseless slanders of Warden Carroll. Having decided, out of sheer pigheadedness, that the new warden will be worse than the old, Marie and a couple of other inmates escape, taking advantage of Caroll's idiotic decision to remove the night guards. The inmates, of course, run into a random man, who takes over the expedition—one of the escapees sleeps with him, while the chronically oversexed Marie brings herself to orgasm just by watching. 
 
Unfortunately, the guy's sexual prowess is more impressive than his tactical know-how, and everyone is either killed or captured. Despite some final hypocritical flourishes, this is, I think, figured as a happy ending. The Governor's admonition to Carroll—"once let the girls think you're soft and you're finished"—is both validated and endorsed. Women require discipline, torture, and fucking. 99 Women turns melodrama into pornographic misogyny by the simple expedient of treating its female characters with systematic contempt.
 
Related to the problem of reconciling sex and feminism is the difficulty with the third term, domesticity. The image of feminine innocence, tied to domesticity, remains in these movies; both Alex in Chained Heat 2 and Marie in 99 Women are innocent, in that they are naive, vulnerable, and have committed no crime. Yet this innocence has little appeal, or even character, in itself. It's a plot device, which carries no emotional weight; the films do not even seem to believe in it. Franco's Barbed Wire Dolls (1975) is an extreme example—the movie starts off with a long torture sequence, in which a woman, nude and chained like a dog, is beaten and villified. Her status as torture victim is thus all we know about her; she exists only in her brutalization. This is, of course, misogynist, but it is also dull. You can't defile a cipher. Caged understood this; latter-day women-in-prison films do not.
 
With one interesting exception. The made-for-TV Born Innocent (1974) is a decidedly effective and coherent women-in-prison film. This is precisely because it does not invert Caged as sexploitation. In fact, despite some overheated marketing, Born Innocent is, like its predecessor, simply a melodrama. The protagonist, Chris Parker (Linda Blair), like Marie, starts out full of promise and hope, but is embittered by her time behind bars, finally embracing crime and at least by implication, sexual deviance (Chris's final act in the film is to exchange a cigarette with the prison's most visible lesbian). Even the more explicit elements—like the gang-rape with a plunger handle—are played as much as possible for shock and disgust, not titillation.
 
The most important alteration is telling, though. Chris is not a 19-year-old woman but a 14-year old girl. When Caged came out, people found it reasonable to see a grown, pregnant woman as a blank slate who could be transformed utterly in a relatively short period of time. Twenty years later, viewers and filmmakers found that scenario a lot less credible. Born Innocent's solution—to use a child instead of a woman—was brilliant. But it was of limited use for exploitation filmmakers who, much as they might like to, were simply not allowed to start showing 14-year-old breasts. As it was, Born Innocent was controversial enough to prompt a lawsuit that went all the way to the Supreme Court. So, instead of following its lead, most women-in-prison movies continued to use protagonists who were innocent in theory, boring in fact, and able to take their shirts off for the camera if they had to.
 
Green, Pretty, and Different
 
Most women-in-prison exploitation films have, historically, sucked. The reworking of Caged for men has produced such consistently uninteresting results that one wonders why the genre didn't die out long ago. And, in fact, it almost did. Through the '50s and early '60s, women-in-prison was mostly melodrama. Then, through the '60s, it changed to sexploitation—and virtually disappeared, especially in the United States. The themes of domesticity and innocence that had powered the weepies were still, uncomfortably, at the heart of the porn, and nobody, it seemed, could quite figure out what to do with them.
 
And then, as he often did, along came Roger Corman. Corman thought there was still juice left in the genre and assigned the enormously talented Jack Hill to prove it. The result was a huge success titled The Big Doll House (1971). 
 
Filmed in the Philippines for budgetary reasons, the bright jungle setting and exotic locale are a decided departure from the drab black-and-white world of the '50s prison melodramas. Otherwise, though, it's clear that Hill has seen Caged a time or two. Marny Collier (Judy Brown) is a femme pretty girl beginning a prison sentence. She is thrown into the cell with a group of inmates who are significantly more butch than she is—Helen Grear (Pam Grier), a tough lesbian; Bodine (Pat Woodell), a tough revolutionary; and Alcott (Roberta Collins), who's just tough. The prison is run by sympathetic warden Miss Dietrich (Christiane Schmidtmer), but the prisoner's lives are made a living hell by the sadistic matron Lucien (Kathryn Loder). In the tradition of many prison films, though not Caged, there's also a kindly physician, named, in this case, Dr. Phillips (Jack Davis). And another femme inmate is provided: Harrad (Brooke Mills)—who is, of course, weak and insane.
 
So: femme newbie, butch inmates, good warden, evil matron: all familiar enough. Yet the differences start to show up immediately. Collier is definitely "green scared . . . and pretty," as Grear lasciviously puts it. But though she's femme, she's not innocent. During the unpleasant entry process, she snarls at the matrons, and then half snarls, half flirts with the uncomfortable doctor—who, considering his innocence, his slight build, and the fact that it's his first day too, is arguably less butch than she is.
 
Moreover, Collier has actually committed a serious crime. She murdered her wealthy husband, partially in self-defense, but mostly in a jealous argument over which of them would get to fuck the houseboy. Collier is, in other words, already jaded, untrustworthy, mercenary, and familiar with sexual perversion. Femme for her isn't (or isn't only) weak; it's a survival strategy. In one of the obligatory shower scenes, she comes on to Alcott, stepping up behind her and soaping her back: "I don't want to do things for Grear anymore. I'd like to do something for you. I need a friend." Alcott replies by trying to toughen her up, or butchify her. "Forget it, Collier. I don't take care of anybody and nobody takes care of me. I just watch out for myself. You should do the same."
 
Words to live by . . . not that Collier does. There is no transformation; femme to butch just isn't happening, either as corruption or as salvation. Instead, Collier remains the same person in the joint as she was outside it, always looking for someone, anyone, to protect her. You can brutalize Collier, threaten her, and teach her how to use a gun—she's still the same pitifully sniveling suck-up. When Lucien tortures her, she calls in a high, whining voice for Bodine; when she finally gets away from prison at the very end, the best she can figure to do is hitchhike, sticking out her thumb and her pretty ass, throwing herself on the kindness of a (male) stranger—who hauls her right back to jail. It's not inspiring, maybe, but at least it's not Pygmalion. Marie in Caged isn't a moral actor; she's just clay. Collier's decisions are almost uniformly bad, but at least they're her own. The movie does her the courtesy of treating her as a (not very successful) human being, rather than as a problem or a moral.
 
Hill, then, treats femme as human. He does the same with butch. In part, this is Pam Grier's doing—even in her first film, she is an outsized and distinctive screen presence. But it has a lot to do with the script as well. Grear is a predatory butch lesbian, but she's also allowed to have depth and complexity. When we first see her, she is presented as a stereotype; mean, possessive, and horny. She treats Harrad, who is a junkie, as property, kicking the clearly ill woman out of the lower bunk so that Grear can keep an eye on Collier instead ("I like being on top," she notes.) Yet, over the course of the movie, it becomes clear that, despite her roving eye and general bitchiness, and despite the fact that, like most addicts, Harrad is intensely irritating, Grear really does care about her. It is Grear, it turns out, who supplies Harrad with heroin; she does this by trading information to the sadistic guard, Lucien, for smack. Dealing with Lucien for any reason is, it is clear, both unpleasant and dangerous; Grear's motivation has to be quite strong to take such a risk. Moreover, when Harrad goes into withdrawal, Grear is—erratically but noticeably—distraught.
 
Even more complex is Grear's relationship with Harry (Sid Haig), a man who makes deliveries to the prison. In exchange for items from his cart, Grear, who was a prostitute on the outside, lets Harry fondle her through the bars. This relationship is not a simple transaction—just as Grear seems to have feelings for her women, so Harry seems to have feelings for his. He is the only character who calls Grear by her first name, Helen, and the usage seems affectionate. Grear, then, is, in relation to Harry, forced into the position of a femme. Collier, at least, fully appreciates the irony—she watches Harry fondle Grear's breasts with an intense, lip-licking mixture of arousal and vindictiveness.
 
You could, I suppose, see this as a patriarchal parable: Real Men Make All Women Femme. This isn't a very convincing reading, however, mostly because, while Grear may be provisionally adopting a femme role, she still comes across as way tougher than Harry could ever dream of being. In the first scene between the two of them, Harry offers her a bootlegged letter for a feel. Grear acquiesces, Harry gives her the letter—and Grear discovers it isn't for her at all but for Bodine. This, understandably, pisses Grear off, and she gets right in Harry's face: "You son of a bitch! You're rotten, Harry. You know why? ‘Cause you're a man. All men are filthy! All they ever want to do is to get at you. For a long time I let them get at me. That's why I'm in this dump. But no more, you hear me? I'm not going to let a man's filthy hands touch me again!" Harry shrugs it off nonchalantly enough, but it seems clear that if Grear were on the other side of the bars, she'd kick his balls up through his goofy cowboy hat.
 
The violence and aural volume of Grear's response may be butch, but the content is more questionable. In fact, Grear is parroting one of the two great clichés of sexploitation lesbian fare: the idea that women turn gay because men treat them wrong.11 And if you wonder what the second cliché was, no worries—Grear gets to that as well. Latter in the film, Grear offers to sleep with Harry, ostensibly in exchange for smack. Harry likes the idea, but has noticed a flaw in the reasoning—or, as he says, "Forget it, Helen. I know you dig girls." Grear responds by moving his hand to her genitals and earnestly explaining: "I'm not this way because I want to be. It's this place. Pretty soon a girl gets strange desires. And it creeps up on you like a disease. But it's curable." "What's it take?" Harry asks, to which Grear responds, "A real man. Like you." Her admiration for him may, however, be somewhat mitigated by the fact that, while she voices it, she is simultaneously driving him to his knees by crushing his fingers in her cunt ("It's like a vice!" he whimpers.)
 
Grear is buttering up Harry to trick him into helping her escape; it's a put-on. But the fact that she's so clearly spouting bullshit tends to call her other claims into question, too. Here, Grear insists that the absence of men drove her to lesbianism. Earlier she said that it was the presence of men that did it. Both statements can't be true—and so, perhaps, neither of them are. Men don't explain Grear's lesbianism; in fact, there is no explanation. The camp, overdramatic clichés cancel each other out, and what's left is a small but respectful silence.
 
That silence, it seems to me, is at least in implication, feminist. In "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," one of the founding documents of feminist psychoanalytic film theory, Laura Mulvey argued that the patriarchal cinema was organized around castration anxiety: the fear of feminine difference, which also stands, it seems to me, for a fear of feminization—of not being enough of a man. For Mulvey, this difference of women, which threatens men with loss, can be managed in two ways. The first is voyeuristic sadism, in which women are directly controlled by men—their difference is denied because it is the male look that acts through them, turning them into objects. The second means is fetishization, in which some part of the woman is endowed with erotic power—difference in this case is denied by making the woman herself secondary to a male-associated magic rod (the phallus) which is epoxied to her.
 
Mulvey argued that these choices were inherent in narrative cinema, and that the only way to break free of them was by dispensing with character and plot altogether. That's been a controversial contention, and Mulvey herself has walked it back to some extent. In any case, it seems to me that in The Big Doll House, Jack Hill has figured out an ingenious way to use narrative to acknowledge, rather than disavow, difference. Grear's first explanation of her lesbianism is delivered in a context of sadism—she is fondled and humiliated against her will as a whole leering cast of characters looks on. Her second explanation is delivered in a context of fetishization; her cunt is treated as an irresistible, almost unnatural force. Either one of these scenes alone could dehumanize Grear, turning her into a victim or a monster. Together, though, they undermine each other. Grear may be exploited, and she may have sexual power, but neither of those things define her. There is some part of her character, an uncaptured space, which exists outside any particular portrayal.12
 
This isn't to suggest that the characters in The Big Doll House are positive feminist icons. On the contrary. Collier's entire weak, hypersexualized, pitifully sluttish personality is all too familiar. So, for that matter, is Grear, whose blackness is part and parcel of the racialized, sexualized image of the predatory butch. They're creatures of the male imagination. And yet, just as with real women shaped by patriarchy, the actual mechanisms that form the women in Doll House are always, at least to some extent, opaque. Why is pretty, delicate Collier weak, while the (physically) equally pretty, equally delicate Alcott is strong? Why does Bodine become a revolutionary and Harrad a junkie? As Grear says, "Who knows?" 
 
Difference is a mystery, and it is precisely this mystery that Caged and its analogs refuse. We know why everyone in Caged is in prison—because some man led them astray. They might as well be interchangeable zombies . . . as indeed, the prisoners are in Jess Franco's Ilsa, the Wicked Warden (1977) . At the end of that movie, a group of deformed, animalistic inmates tears the evil warden apart with their teeth, while an amateur male movie-maker gleefully records it all from an adjacent room. This vision of undifferentiated feminine flesh painfully reshaped in accordance with male desire applies equally well to the cannibalized Ilsa and the butchified Marie. In its simultaneous evocation of disgust and lust, it pretty much defines misogyny—and Doll House will have no part of it.
 
Masochist in the Mask
 
If Jack Hill has some respect for women, he seems to have none for men. We only ever see three or four male characters in The Big Doll House, and none of them could be considered impressive specimens. Dr. Phillips is well intentioned but completely ineffectual—his feeble sincerity is no match for his infatuation with the warden, who stonewalls him effortlessly. Harry is, as we've seen, pitiful; he has never, we learn, despite all his talk, had sex with any of the women in the prison, and is reduced to fantasizing that, someday, one of them will rape him. Fred (Jerry Franks), Harry's assistant, is second banana to a nobody, hanging on Harry's words like some 12-year-old out playing with the big kids—did you ever do it with 'em, Harry? Didja? Didja? Huh? His lameness is only made more obvious by the fact that all his dialogue appears to be dubbed.
 
The Big Doll House doesn't just introduce us to these wretches; it goes out of its way to humiliate both them and the male audience for which they act as surrogates. Harry's torture by Grear's cunt—a literal pussy-whipping—is the least of it. In one scene, Fred is delivering some supplies in the prison. He walks through a corridor, and is almost knocked over by a screaming woman reaching at him through the bars. His (sexual) vulnerability thoroughly established, he then stops at the next window and, through the glass, sees Alcott in the shower. She notices him at once, and begins soaping her breasts suggestively as the background music kicks into a funky lascivious strut. Fred is, here, in the position of the (male) audience member, who like him is enjoying Roberta Collins' physical attributes and suggestive, come-hither stare. At the same time, Fred is presented in an extremely unflattering light; we get repeated shots of his nose smooshed up absurdly between the bars like some parodic dildo. Alcott's stare may be masterful, but his certainly is not—he is so queasily desexualized that his want comes across less as lust than as a kind of misshapen childhood greed, an implication only strengthened by his repeated nervous glances over his shoulder for mommy . . . er, I mean the guard.
 
Unprepossessing as Fred is, Alcott wants him. We know from earlier conversations in the film that in prison "more than anything else" she "miss[es] having a man." Moreover, Fred's face appears just after the sequence in which Collier soaped Alcott's back and offered to be her "friend." Alcott did reject the offer, but when Collier leaves her alone, she closes her eyes and swallows—she seems, in other words, to have been aroused. In any case, whether because of long-standing frustrations or recent priming, Alcott decides that Fred is not going to get away. So she dresses, ducks into the kitchen, grabs a knife, and confronts Fred in the storage room.
 
The set-up here is total horror film—a perfect amalgam of female vampire and predatory butch. Alcott comes out of the shadows behind Fred, her voice dripping with suggestion and menace "Did you like what you saw, Fred?" Fred stammers ineffectually . . . at which point Alcott pulls the knife. "Come on, loverboy, get to work!" she snaps. Fred spasmodically tries to gain control of the situation, first by moving to kiss her (no time for that stuff!") and then by pulling off his shirt ("not the shirt, stupid!") Sick of his shilly-shallying, she bring the knife down and, just off-screen, cuts his pants open as he emits a very unmasculine whimper. 
 
Other unmasculine things are happening as well, it turns out, and Alcott's face goes even more impassively deadly as she tells him, with perfect conviction, "Get it up or I'll cut it off!" The terrified Fred begs, "Look, could you get rid of that thing! I . . . I can't concentrate." If Fred can't do the job, though, Alcott seems to be able to; after a moment in which her left hand remains offscreen, she half-opens her mouth, draws the knife close to her lips and with a suggestively decisive jerk, tosses it away. Her left hand reappears, she pulls Fred in, and the two fall to the floor. Even at this point, though, Fred's humiliation isn't complete—Lucien almost immediately discovers them thrusting away. Alcott desperately tries to get Fred to finish anyway, but he's not even man enough for that. Instead, ruined pants still hanging open, he scurries back to the truck to tell Harry about his exploits.
 
Women-in-prison sexploitation films are infamous for voyeuristic scenes of nudity and torture—for sadism, in other words. The encounter between Fred and Alcott, however, is a fantasy of male infantilization, castration, impotence, and humiliation. It's not sadism, but textbook masochism.
 
Masochism is, in fact, the organizing erotic principle of Doll House. Certainly, there are lots of scenes of women being tortured. But I think it's a mistake to assume that the intended male viewer is automatically or solely identified with the torturer. Instead, the viewer primarily identifies in the torture scenes not with the butch Lucien, who is doing the whipping, nor with the shadowy and masked male figure who watches in many scenes, but with the more feminine victim. This is natural enough—the victims are the protagonists. In fact, the movie takes care to only torture the inmates after they have already been established as sympathetic, so that we are worried about, and involved in, their fate. For instance, early in the film, Alcott seems pretty hateful; she taunts Collier's distress and then joins Grear and the other inmates in stuffing the newbie's head in the toilet. It is only later on, after Alcott has repeatedly demonstrated courage and compassion, that she is tortured by Lucien. The movie makes sure, in other words, that the fate of its victims is a matter not of joy but of suspense since, as Giles Deleuze notes, "suspense always places us on the side of the victim" and so is an essential technique of masochistic narratives.13
 
In her 1992 book Men, Women, and Chainsaws, Carol Clover argued that men identify with the victims in slasher movies. Clover explains cross-identification as a kind of deliberate psychological deception. In horror movies, she argues,
 
"female figures are made to stand for, and act out, a psychosexual posture [victimization] that in fact knows no sex, but which for a variety of reasons that add up to male dominance, is routinely dissociated from the male. It is, in short, an operation which ensures that men can eat their psychosexual cake and have it too: experience the pain/pleasure of (say) a rape fantasy by identifying with the victim, and then disavow their personal stake on grounds that the visible victim was, after all, a woman, and that they, as spectators, are 'naturally' represented by the visible male figures: male savior or sadistic rapists, but manly men however you cut it."14
 
Clover's book is very convincing when it claims that horror is based around an embrace of, and distancing from, masochistic feminization. But I don't think this dynamic quite applies to Doll House. On the contrary, Jack Hill seems determined to make the links between masochism and feminization explicit. There are scenes in the film both of male humiliation and of female torture, and the two are ingeniously and unavoidably linked.
 
Perhaps the clearest example of the way Hill does this is in his second women-in-prison movie, The Big Bird Cage (1971), which I discussed briefly in the introduction. Early on in the movie, the protagonist, Terry Rich, is captured by a revolutionary named Django (Sid Haig), who threatens, rather jovially, to rape her. Terry responds in kind: "Oh baloney," she laughs. "Besides, you can't rape me. I like sex."
 
Not a politically correct sentiment, obviously,15
and one which seems to have more to do with the particular flirtation between Django and Terry than with any generalized philosophical statement—Terry seems really to be saying not that she would like sex with anyone, but that she would like sex with Django in particular. In any case, Django doesn't get to take her up on the offer; the police catch up to them, Django bails, and Terry is railroaded into jail as his accomplice. Terry does, though, get to test her molestability later in the film. After she manages to escape from prison, she is gang-raped—and she does not, as it turns out, like it at all.
 
However, there is a more appreciative observer. Rocco (Vic Diaz), one of the prison guards, catches up to Terry just as the gang rape gets going. Rocco is, like all of the guards in the movie, flamboyantly gay, and he is excited not by Terry but by her attackers. He smiles evilly, twitches his nose, does a characteristic shoulder shake, and declares ruefully, "Damn! Nothing like that ever happens to me!" 
 
But as with Terry, to ask is to receive—in the film's denouement, Rocco is captured by the sex-starved women prisoners and himself gang-raped. Rocco, then, is deliberately feminized (through his swishy gayness, and through the parallel with Terry); deliberately victimized (through the rape) and deliberately linked to the male viewer (through his maleness, and through his position as observer in Terry's rape.) Only a very determined viewer could miss the point: in the rape-fantasies provided here, men are the raped, not the rapists. 16
 
Indeed, Hill seems almost to set traps for any would-be manly-man looking for a rapist or savior with whom to identify. This isn't a matter of "implicating the viewer"—a wearisome canard that generally just means that the filmmaker wants to have his violence-against-women and eat it too. Rather, Hill goes out of his way to actively undercut any safe heterosexual male position on which his audience might alight. In Bird Cage, the sadists, such as the camp commander, are generally gay and/or Filipino—the film takes full advantage of feminizing stereotypes about Asian men. Django does seem a likely hero prospect—but he spends the majority of his time on-screen pretending to be fabulously gay in order to pass himself off as a camp guard.
 
In Doll House, the manly-man deficit is even more dire; as we've noted, none of the actual men qualify at all. The one exception is the mysterious figure in the mask, who may or may not be Col. Mendoza, the head of the secret police. The hooded man never speaks; he merely gestures to Lucien, who, at his bidding, lets down her long straight hair—sexualizing and feminizing herself—and gets to work. The hooded man, as dream-like, unspeaking watcher, who causes the scene of torture but does not affect its progress, is certainly a good analog for the sadistic male viewer. There's only one problem—when the mask is finally removed, the man is shown not to be a man after all, but a woman—Warden Dietrich.
 
Dietrich is, moreover, not just a woman, but a mother. This is not to say that she has a child; in fact, whereas pregnancy is central to women-in-prison melodramas, it is almost never mentioned in women-in-prison sexploitation. Instead, Dietrich's status is established partly through her age and physical presence—though she's certainly not unattractive, she appears older and more zaftig than the other female cast members. Mostly though, we know Dietrich is in a mother role because of her icky Oedipal relationship with the physically slight and apparently younger Dr. Phillips. The doctor describes Dietrich glowingly early in the film as "a warm, caring person"—and when he makes his move, he does so by telling her, "You're so much younger than I expected, and more beautiful." Dietrich is actually unmasked in front of Phillips—a kind of primal scene in which we discover not that mom and dad are having sex with each other, but that they are the same person.
 
The conflation of mother with father is characteristic of masochistic fantasies—though nobody seems to quite agree as to why. One of the more influential theories, proposed by Freud, is that "the beating-phantasy has its origin in an incestuous attachment to the father [italics in the original.]"17 For Freud, then, the male masochist's fantasy of being beaten by the mother is meant to conceal the desire for the father.
 
Gilles Deleuze, on the other hand, argues that this is exactly backwards: the male masochist identifies with the mother not to hide love of the father, but rather out of a hatred or rejection of him. Thus it is not the father who beats, but the father who is beaten.
 
"The masochist feels guilty, he asks to be beaten, he expiates, but why and for what crime? Is it not precisely the father-image in him that is thus miniaturized, beaten, ridiculed and humiliated? What the subject atones for is his resemblance to the father and the father's likeness in him: the formula of masochism is the humiliated father."18
 
In feminist readings, the "father" is often mapped onto patriarchal authority or masculinity itself. In this context, the question becomes, is The Big Doll House a carefully concealed love-letter to masculinity? Or is it a rejection of masculinity in favor of femininity and, perhaps, of feminism? And are these possibilities mutually exclusive?
 
Let's take the first question first: is The Big Doll House a furtive expression of agonized homosocial longing? Certainly it is possible to read it this way. Many of the woman in the film have aggressive characteristics usually associated with men—Bodine knows her way around a machine-gun; Grear, the predatory butch, refers to herself as "old man" and acts towards Harrad and Collier as an abusive husband; Alcott is sexually frustrated, sexually aggressive, and sexually violent in a stereotypical male way; Dietrich explicitly takes the power and gender of a man. These characters are all physically attractive, variously nude, and fetishized. By lusting after these strong, masculinized women, then, you could argue that the male viewer is expressing his wish not to be emasculated, but to be enmasculated—possessed by the father. The last prison torture scene is, in this context, especially suggestive. Lucien hangs a cobra above Collier, and the audience is asked to contemplate a death by phallic symbol—an injection ordered by a man later revealed to be a woman that will make the feminine finally stiff.
 
The thing is, that scene with the cobra is just a little too pat. Jack Hill is a smart guy, and had, moreover, directed at least one explicitly sadomasochistic film in Mondo Keyhole (1966). There's just no way he wasn't aware of the phallic connotations in this scene—and if he knew they were there, then he knew they were ridiculous. Lucien lovingly describing the effects of the venom and then intoning in a funereal accent "it would be a sad thing for one so young to die so horribly,"19
 the suspended snake being slowly lowered, Collier shouting for help in her girly-girl whine—it's all completely over-the-top camp melodrama. It's not celebrating or lusting after phallic power; it's mocking it.
 
This scene, then—and, I think, the movie in general—fits much better with Deleuze's interpretation of masochism. For Deleuze, the point of masochism is precisely to humiliate the father (or as we're saying, masculinity) by goading him into extremes of absurdity. The masochist, Deleuze argues, "is insolent in his obsequiousness, rebellious in his submission . . ." In comparison to Freud, Deleuze better captures the excessiveness of The Big Doll House—the theatricality of the abuse, torture, and violence. When Alcott rapes Fred, it's a joke both on him and on masculinity in general. As Tania Modleski says, "the humorous effect [is] achieved precisely by the incongruity of placing a woman in a position of authority, of substituting her presence for that of the law."20
 
Modleski also notes that, when the Deleuzian masochist allies himself with the feminine, he is not necessarily allying himself with feminism. For Deleuze, as Modleski sees it, linking women and the law "has the effect not of empowering women, but of throwing the law itself into question . . ."21 Certainly, Deleuze never considers for a moment what women might get out of masochism. His whole interest is in what's in it for the guys. He wants to eliminate the father not to help the mother, but "to generate the new man." 
 
This "new man," we are assured, will look nothing like the old man—though on whether he will look like the sensitive new age guy, Deleuze is silent.22  Certainly in The Big Doll House the change tends to seem fairly superficial; an old phallus in a new hand. Bodine and company may save Collier from the cobra, but that doesn't mean the cobra doesn't get a victim. On the contrary, Lucien takes Collier's place . . . and since Lucien is despicable, vengeance is justified, and the viewer is invited at last to find unabashed pleasure in the torture of a woman.
 
Dietrich's fate is even more revealing. Captured and unmasked, she is tied down in the back of the truck. Then Alcott, who has stripped Harry nude and taken his clothes, demands that the deliveryman rape the warden. Harry is less than eager, but Alcott tears open Dietrich's shirt, cocks the gun, and commands, "Action, big mouth!"—an oral reference particularly appropriate given the Oedipal nature of the rape. Harry swallows, doffs his cowboy hat, acknowledges Dietrich with a polite "Ma'am," and then proceeds to mount her. Dietrich screams and thrashes in horror, but after a few thrusts, Harry gets into it, licking Dietrich's face, feeling her breasts, and chuckling lasciviously to Alcott, "You're not going to need that gun" . . . the implication being that Harry's gun is working just fine.
 
In this extravagantly perverse scene, Harry gets to be both masochist and sadist; indeed, he gets to be a sadist because of the masochism. Alcott is humiliating him, but this humiliation is contractual—Harry had earlier asked for something in exchange for helping the women escape, and, apparently in fun, Alcott offered him Dietrich. Alcott is, therefore, in the masochist tradition, merely enforcing an agreement Harry entered into of his (more or less) free will.23 And in return for this humiliation, Harry gets to fuck not so much the mother as the father. Through a mockery of a contract, in other words, Harry rapes the main lawgiver of the film, who has been transformed from a mysterious, distant man into a hysterical, violated woman. In humiliating himself, Harry humiliates masculinity in general—and, by doing so, he contradictorily asserts his masculinity in particular. Alcott is the woman torturer who, in Deleuze's formulation, states, "‘You are not a man, I am making a man of you.'"24 And, however stridently Deleuze denies it, the masculinity that the woman makes through humiliation looks an awful lot like the masculinity she made through birth. In any case, whether it's the new man or the old man who's raping you is a question of less than academic interest when you are the woman on the receiving end.
 
Melodrama in the Mask
 
Harry's rape of Dietrich is a masochistic fantasy for a male audience; Harry is the subject and the women are, as Deleuze says, not people at all but merely "a realization of the masochistic phantasy."25
 
And yet something else is going on as well. Sid Haig is an immensely compelling actor, but even his magnetism can't hide the fact that Harry is not the main character in the film. At best, he's part of an ensemble—in terms of screen-time and narrative development, Alcott, Grear, and Collier are probably all more important. Even in the rape scene, Alcott holds her own as a center of interest. It is she, after all, who thought up this perverse scenario, and she who, with vicious glee, instigates and watches it. If you're going to get all Freudian, the rape could as easily be about her conflicted Oedipal issues as about Harry's.
 
In fact, one of the most interesting facets of the movie is the ensemble nature of the cast. This is not unprecedented in the genre, though the speed and enthusiasm with which Collier is relegated to the status of just one player among many is unusual. Without the corruption narrative that underpins so much of the genre after Caged, Doll House can follow anyone it pleases, and so it does. The plot is built not around teleology, but around a series of shifting affections, grudges, bonds, and betrayals—around relationships, in other words.
 
To take only one example: in a scene midway through the film Alcott and Bodine are in the prison yard plotting ways to break out. They realize they will need the help of some of their cellmates, and Bodine says in frustration, "Outside of Ferina [Gina Stuart], I don't trust any of them." Alcott, remembering Collier's come-on in the shower, counters that she knows someone who wants out as badly as they do. She then leads Bodine over to where Grear is lovingly combing out an apparently happy Collier's hair. Grear stands and hands the comb to Harrad, snapping, "Here, creep, hold this for me!" Grear then walks off, and Alcott congratulates Collier on her blissful situation. Collier tries to strike her, Alcott gets Collier in a hold, and then Alcott and Bodine march her aside to get her help with the escape. Grear comes back while they are conversing and reacts with vicious jealousy, calling Collier a "little slut" and demanding that Alcott agree to a fight in the near future. A battle date agreed on, everyone disperses, except for Collier and Harrad. Collier plaintively asks, "What's gonna happen to me if Grear wins?" Harrad responds with satisfied loathing, "That's Grear's decision . . . you've already sold yourself, Collier. From now on, you're just property. How do you like it?"
 
This isn't an especially long scene, but the relationships, all between women, are presented with remarkable nuance, conviction, and variety. There's the close, trusting friendship between Alcott and Bodine and (though not explicitly depicted) between Bodine and Ferina. There's the visible affection between Grear and Collier, barely concealing jealousy and hatred—and the antagonistic relationship between Grear and Harrad, which we know conceals at least some level of affection. There's also the relationship between Collier and Alcott, which is supposedly just instrumental, but which Grear's reaction suggests may be something more—Alcott, remember, may not have been entirely indifferent when Collier approached her in the shower, and I don't think it's an accident that, when Collier is being tortured by Lucien later on, it is Alcott who is most visibly upset by her screams. Finally, there is the relationship between Collier and Harrad, built around a shared fate and a shared contempt—which is also shared self-contempt. The perspective here is, moreover, multiple. This isn't a good-guy/bad-guy scenario; we are asked to identify, at various points in the movie, with all of these women. Collier's fear and anger, Alcott's desire for escape, Harrad's bitterness, and Grear's jealousy are all justified and sympathetic.
 
A film built around multiple female relationships in which the viewer is encouraged to adopt multiple points of identification—that's a good working definition of female-oriented melodrama.26
 The Big Doll House is, from this vantage, an elaborate genre slight-of-hand; a story structured for women but marketed for men. The punch line is, of course, Dietrich's unmasking, the revelation that the watching man is not, in his essence, a man at all. This trick works because the movie recognizes, and the woman-in-prison genre has been built upon, a thematic and spiritual link between (female-directed) melodrama and (male-directed) masochism. In both, pleasure comes out of identification with pain. Lost love and physical pain aren't, after all, so different—and, indeed, The Big Doll House cheerfully conflates the two when, at the end, the mortally wounded Bodine, writes a last letter to her revolutionary boyfriend, complete with earnest voice-over, poignant upward looks, and heart-tugging prose ("My dearest Rafael, I know now that we will never meet again in this world . . .")
 
Melodrama is different than masochism in many ways, of course. It emphasizes relationships rather than bodies, and it is a female genre rather than a male one. Because of this, it is much more easy to reconcile it with a feminist narrative . . . and Hill, at many moments, comes perilously close to providing just that. In The Big Doll House, the women break out by coming up with a complicated plan that requires mutual trust and respect. And in The Big Bird Cage, the message is even more pointed. Several of the women have escaped and are being pursued by the authorities. Carla (Candice Roman) is carrying the sole gun, and she points it at Lin Tsiang (Rizza Fabia), a woman they have just discovered is an informant. "You know the rules about snitches," Carla snarls. "No!" Terry insists. "We're free now. We don't need to follow the rules anymore." Freedom doesn't mean just getting out of one cage; it means changing the way you treat each other, and replacing the law with love.
 
Of course, everything goes to hell; in The Big Doll House Harrad proves that you really can't trust junkies at all, while the informant for whom Terry pleas in The Big Bird Cage gets eaten alive by dogs. Which isn't to condemn the films, but merely to say that the women in them get to fill a whole range of roles. They're sexy male-surrogates, blasting away with guns and wreaking horrible vengeance. They're sexy male-fantasy dominatrixes, humiliating the guys to the delight of the phallus. They're sympathetic victims. And they're also something that looks a lot like real women, who have their own histories and their own desires, but still turn to each other for strength and support. At their best, the films give men an erotic stake in female liberation . . . without forgetting that there can be no liberation if there are no women.
 
Escape to Nowhere
 
The Big Doll House did inspire a number of imitators, often starring the same actors, or shot by the same studio, or set in the same Philippine location, or all three. Of these, Caged Heat (1974) is probably the best known. Directed by Jonathan Demme, it was, in most ways, a pale imitation. There is full female nudity, lesbianism, and voyeurism, but the more extreme permutations are downplayed. The torture is far less graphic, all grudges between inmates are easily transcended, and moral lines are clearly drawn—the bad guys are conveniently killed off by friendly fire so our heroines won't have to murder unarmed hostages. Because of its reticence, the feminism and the T&A are never really integrated, and both come off as glib. To compensate for the movie's weaknesses, Demme sprinkles the narrative liberally with cabaret references, Freudian dream sequences, and irritatingly self-conscious camera-work—a ploy that has worked wonders, at least with academic audiences. As a result, Caged Heat has the dubious distinction of being the most, if not the only, overrated women-in-prison film in existence.27
 
Less heralded, but more interesting, is Gerard De Leon's Women in Cages (1971). The protagonist, Jeff (Jennifer Gan), is an innocent in the tradition of Caged; her boyfriend is a drug dealer who sets her up, gets her jailed, and then tries to protect himself by paying incarcerated junkie Stoke (Roberta Collins) to kill her. Sandy (Judy Brown), on the other hand, tries to help Jeff—not out of female solidarity, but because she's been promised that she'll be released if Jeff does testify. Prison in this film is a claustrophobic, paranoid nightmare (even discounting the evil butch warden), and when Jeff escapes, things only get worse. Stoke double-crosses her by leading her to a floating brothel—only to herself be betrayed, as they are both sold into a life of prostitution.
 
But . . . the cavalry arrives! The good-guy law enforcer shows up disguised as a sailor and closets himself with Jeff under the pretext of being a customer. He says earnestly, "Remember me?" to which she replies, more or less, "Oh, yeah, baby, we had a great time. We'll do it again right now." Especially given Jeff's initial innocence, it's a chilling moment—even more so than Marie's corruption in Caged, as Jeff has gotten nothing in return for her exploitation. The good guy does manage to remind her who he really is and that he's there to rescue her—at which point she, understandably, starts to weep, partially in relief, partially, perhaps, in humiliation. The movie then quickly veers off on a tangent, as good guy reveals himself to be a super-martial-arts expert and kicks the bad guys' collective asses. Throughout this sequence, Jeff looks on nonplussed, as if something's gone bizarrely wrong, and she's wandered into the wrong movie. She does manage to escape, and all is well—but the last frame of the movie isn't of her but of Stoke, who is still on the ship, still in a drugged stupor, and, indeed, still being raped. Even the wish-fulfillment hero just wants to catch the drug lord. He's interested in the (bad) guys; women aren't really his concern.
 
Where most women-in-prison movies make a strict division between the world inside and the world outside, De Leon suggests that there really isn't much difference between one and the other. His prison walls are permeable; male power, or patriarchy, reaches easily through them. There is no space in which women can band together to resist oppression. It's a bleak view but not anti-feminist—the women's movement had a tragic vision as well as a utopian one. Indeed, Women in Chains is an almost perfect fusion of masochism, melodrama, and feminist critique, as betrayal in love merges seamlessly into sexualized violence and sexual exploitation.
 
Several other decent movies came out of this period: Terminal Island (1973); The Arena (1974); Black Mama, White Mama (1973); The Hot Box (1972). Looking back, though, what's surprising is not how much influence Doll House had, but how little. In retrospect, the movie was perhaps too idiosyncratic to have a lasting impact; it depended a great deal on Jack Hill's individual sense of humor, and his even more individual ability as a male director to treat female characters with dignity. Even his immediate followers avoided some of the most obvious homages—there are way fewer male rapes in the genre than you'd think. Caged, with its focus on innocence and corruption—often leavened, after Hill, with a touch of more or less hypocritical feminism—would remain a much more popular model.
 
Today, the women-in-prison genre is just about dead, commercially and aesthetically. Indeed, though there are many kick-ass women on-screen, there are very few movies marketed primarily to men that fetishize not just strong women but strong female relationships. In Hill's movies, the mystical source of women's sexual power is actually located in the way women bond with each other—which is also, if feminism is to believed, a real source of female power and resistance. The power of the fetish and the power of sisterhood are linked, and men are encouraged to seek sexual satisfaction through contemplating their own exclusion from, and marginality to, the more important female-female bonds. Few movies in the '70s embraced this dynamic. Since then, it is almost unheard of.28
 
There is one exception I can think of to prove the rule. Death Proof, Quentin Tarantino's marvelous half of the Grindhouse (2007) package, is a tribute to exploitation fare in general and, it seems to me, to Jack Hill in particular. Tarantino's movie consists, in large part, of hot women talking to each other for a really long time and eventually beating the hell out of a whimpering "tough guy." Perhaps inevitably, Death Proof was panned: male reviewers found the talk boring and the beating gratuitous, or unbelievable, or anything that could substitute for "kind of upsetting." Robert Rodriguez's Grindhouse offering, Planet Terror, with its more traditionally fetishized tough female action lead, its superstud action male lead, its string of big-budget action clichés, and its feeble "irony" for the hipsters, made everyone much more comfortable.
 
So it goes. Andrea Dworkin is dead, second-wave feminism is gone, and nobody wants to pay to be castrated anymore. Which is the movies' loss. And women's. And men's.





Waiting for the Revolution
On Switchblade Sisters
 
Switchblade Sisters (aka Jezebels) is the last major film of Jack Hill, one of the greatest and least known American directors. Hill worked almost entirely in exploitation film, toiling away mostly for the Corman studios on women-in-prison, blaxploitation, and other genre crap. Switchblade Sisters has everything you’d expect from such a director; there’s gratuitous violence, gratuitous sex, gratuitous T&A, and gratuitously preposterous acting. As Roger Ebert noted with a sniff, "this movie falls far below Pauline Kael’s notion of 'great trash.'"
 
And, indeed, this has been the consensus opinion. Switchblade Sisters bombed on its first release in 1975, and it's re-release with much hoopla in 1996 by Quentin Tarantino's Rolling Thunder Pictures didn't exactly rehabilitate it. Tarantino's DVD package has just been re-re-released, and I doubt that'll change things much either. Rotten Tomatoes gives the film a pretty rotten 53% fresh rating, and the intensity of scorn on display from many of the critics is impressive. Stephen Holden of the New York Times sneers, "To watch "Switchblade Sisters" is to visit a never-never land of shopworn media images colliding in a tabloid high school of the mind." Richard Harrington of The Washington Post fulminates inaccurately, "The acting is so bad that apparently none of the performers ever got another job in the movies." He adds, with more justice that "the costumes in Ben Hur seem less dated that those on display here." 
 
Why exactly dated costumes would be a drawback is something I don't entirely understand; the crazy retro-to-a-world-that-never-was wardrobe seems like a feature rather than a bug to me. My favorite stylistic choice is the gigantic ornate uber-tacky beret things that Lace (Robbie Lee) wears in her hair so she can look like Princess Lea (before there was a Princess Lea) while toting a machine gun in the climactic firefight. Props also to whoever decided that gangsters should wear day-glo patterned shirts.
 
As this suggests, the film has many defenders of the so-bad-it's-good variety. And there's no doubt that Switchblade Sisters is a delirious camp-fest from beginning to end. From the amped-up woman-in-prison juvie lesbian nightmare to the bloodbath at the roller rink to the macho black female revolutionaries quoting Mao, the film careens from one flamboyant set-piece to another. The dialogue is chock full of profane melodramatic quotables. For example:
 
"You know, sooner or later every woman's bound to find out—the only thing a man's got below his belt is clay feet."
 
"My old man, God rest his ass, told me once, 'Son, don't ever let 'em push you, because once they get you moving, it's awful hard to stop.'"
 
"Everybody knows your crank can hook a tuna."
 
And, finally, there's Robbie Lee as Lace—leader of the Dagger Deb girl gang—who speaks all her lines like her teeth have been epoxied together and she's sucking helium through a straw. Her performance starts out outrageous and moves on up to utterly insane, culminating in a full-on wild-haired wild-eyed Shakespearean rage of jealousy and despair. Her deranged, "He was treating me like a little gutter cat!" has to be one of the most ludicrously bile-filled lines in film.
 
It's also, counter-intuitively, one of the most poignant…which is why I'm not exactly comfortable with the so-bad-it's-good reading here. As Quentin Tarantino points out in his commentary on the film, Switchblade Sisters for all its goofiness, is a film with some surprising depths.
 
As in many of Jack Hill's films, those depths involve a sympathetic and unusually nuanced take on female-female friendships. The movie is about the relationship between Lace and Maggie, the newest, toughest girl in school. The two fall into an intense, love-at-first-beatdown friendship. This quickly turns into a love triangle, as Patch (Monica Gayle), Lace's former first lieutenant and best friend, tries to pry Lace and Maggie apart. And then that turns into a love quadrangle when Lace's boyfriend Dominick, leader of the Silver Daggers boys' gang, falls in lust with Maggie. Despite the fact that he sort of rapes her, she reciprocates his interest.
 
So far that sounds a lot like YA teen girl melodrama, complete with crushes, jealous backbiting, and bitchy rivalry. And it is that in part. But the film balances this toxic depiction of women's relationships with a more positive view. In the first place, Maggie and Lace really do care about each other. Lace goes out of her way to protect Maggie from a punitive cavity search in juvenile detention. For her part, Maggie reacts with rage when Dominic mocks Lace's love letter in front of the rest of his gang. And even though Maggie is attracted to Dominic, she tells him repeatedly and convincingly that her primary loyalty is to Lace.
 
Moreover, the film makes a thoroughgoing call for feminist revolution. The Dagger Debs are more or less the ladies' auxiliary of the Silver Daggers…and they are mercilessly exploited. The boys' literally pimp them out to other students, and force them to hold lit cigarettes in their hands so the men can bet on which of the girls will flinch first. Dom treats Lace like crap, sneering at her behind her back to his friends, sleeping with Maggie, and reacting with a torrent of abuse when Lace tells him she's pregnant ("You think I'm ready to haul freight in some fucking warehouse for two dollars an hour so you can have a little brat suck on your tit? No thanks baby.")
 
The solution to these myriad indignities, the film says, is feminism. Maggie's courage and competence inspires the other girls to toss the boys out of the clubhouse and go it on their own, changing their name from "Dagger Debs" to "Jezebels" in the process. Instead of allying with white men, they then ally with a group of black women revolutionaries. In the triumphal apocalyptic showdown, the multiracial sisters sweep down with superior planning, courage, and firepower to kill the drug lords and politicians who oppress them. Death to the man!
 
If that was the end, we'd have an unambiguous but simplistic vision of feminist triumph. But Hill's too clever for that. After the showdown with the man, there's the showdown with the woman. Convinced that Dom was cheating with Maggie, Lace had betrayed the gang's attack plans to their rivals. The hope was that Maggie would be offed; instead, Dominic is killed along with Lace's unborn child. In one of the most painful scenes in the film she lies in her hospital bed and hysterically spins a fantasy of domestic bliss, pretending that Dominic had proposed to her rather than demanding she get an abortion. "Can you see me having a kid, hanging around some dumb house doing housework and dishes and diapers…," she laughs in that helium-fueled whine, both pathetic and terrifying.
 
The death of her man doesn't free Lace. While the other girls throw off their false consciousness, Lace clings more tightly to hers, challenging Maggie to a knife fight over the dead jerk who was worthy of neither of them. Maggie's victory, seen in silhouette, is a kind of exorcism, killing the part of herself that chose Dom over her sisters.
 
Again, though, this isn't exactly a happy ending. Lace isn't just a part of Maggie; she's a sister herself. By combining the teen melodrama with the feminist parable, Hill complicates both. Maggie never would have joined the Debs without Lace; it's their love for each other that makes the wider sisterhood possible. Until the moment that Lace calls her out to fight, Maggie insists that all she's done has been for the other girl…and she's not lying. Without the personal relationships, sisterhood isn't possible—but those personal relationships are mired in poisonous sexism and jealousy. 
 
The society we've got furnishes the materials of the revolution; those are the only materials around. But that means that the revolution is inevitably tainted. Lace's act of faith—her decision to befriend Maggie—makes sisterhood possible. But Lace's weakness, and Maggie's as well, means that Lace can't stay true to her initial act. She doesn't see the promised land, and as a result the promise is stained. By murdering Lace, Maggie gives the police the ammunition they need to put her away. The final scene shows her being shoved into the paddy-wagon covered in both Lace's blood and her own. It's not entirely defeat: the gang seems rededicated to each other, and Maggie is defiant and exuberant. But it's not victory either.
 
Stephen Holden concludes his review of the movie by claiming that Switchblade Sisters is "a place where the only thing that really matters is holding onto your unworthy louse of a boyfriend." This is such a thorough and obvious misreading of the film that it's hard not to wonder what's behind it. After all, this isn't Pretty Woman, or Yes Man, or Boomerang, or any other of a billion Hollywood romantic comedies where the louse of a boyfriend gets the girl and that's supposed to be a happy ending. In Switchblade Sisters, the fact that Lace holds onto her boyfriend is not romantic comedy. It's hyperbolic, melodramatic tragedy. 
 
Perhaps that's precisely what makes Holden and other critics nervous. Maybe the problem isn't holding onto the lousy boyfriend, but portraying him as a louse in the first place—and suggesting that Lace's love for him has not just personal, but social, and even apocalyptic consequences. For all its exploitation goofiness, Switchblade Sisters really believes that sisterhood matters more than men. Thirty-six years after it came out, that's still an unsettling message.





Embrace the Exploitation:
On Calum Waddell's Jack Hill
 
Jack Hill: The Exploitation and Blaxploitation Master, Film by Film, by Calum Waddell. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2009. Paperback $35.00. 224pp. ISBN: 0-78643-609-3.
 
Exploitation filmmaker Jack Hill only directed a small number of movies, but his work is filled with so many great scenes that it's hard to pick a favorite. The amazing hysterical and yet genuinely sad over-the-top shoot out at the roller rink in Switch blade Sisters would, of course, be high on anybody's list. Then there's the multi-prostitute catfight at the salad bar in Coffy, with tits popping out like small critters in a whack-a-mole game, and the coup-de-grace delivered by razor blades hidden in an Afro. Or if you prefer something a bit more perverse, try the climactic girl-rape-girl set-piece of The Big Doll House: a female prisoner holds a gun on a male deliveryman and forces him to fuck the female warden (who has herself spent most of the movie cross-dressing as a man.)
 
None of these moments is mentioned in Calum Waddell's new book Jack Hill: The Exploitation and Blaxploitation Master, Film by Film. That's not necessarily a problem—no matter how thorough your book is, you can't talk about everything in a filmmaker's oeuvre. But as you page through Waddell's cheery, readable prose, it does start to seem like he's left out not just one or two vestigial organs, but the whole digestive system. Waddell covers every one of Jack Hill's films in detail, from the famous Foxy Brown to the forgettable Track of the Vampire. He identifies who worked on every one of these projects. He explains how the financing and distribution worked. He gives thorough plot summaries and judges whether the movie is, in his opinion, good or bad. He offers lengthy interviews with important figures, including delightful discussions with Jack Hill about every film he made.
 
But despite all this welcome information, Waddell never manages to tell us why he wrote this book in the first place. What is it about Jack Hill's movies that thrills him? The closest he comes to an actual statement of purpose is in the introduction, where he claims the "time is right for this book" because of the release of the Richard Rodriguez/ Quentin Tarantino film Grindhouse in 2007, which supposedly increased interest in '70s exploitation movies. In other words, Waddell is writing about Hill in an effort to ride the zeitgeist. He's a marketing flak.
 
I don't for a moment think that Waddell actually is a marketing flak. This book is simply composed with too much care and love to be some kind of cynical ploy. Waddell has done yeoman's work—this is the first monograph about Hill ever, and as a guide for Hill junkies and cinephiles, it is superb. I know from experience that to find any information about some of these movies is extremely difficult. As just one example, I can't tell you how excited I was to finally be told what the hell was up with Hill and the German sexploitation disaster Ich, Ein Groupie. Nor was I aware that Hill was responsible for some of the great grindhouse ad taglines, including this gem for Naked Angels (1969): "Mad dogs from hell, hunting down their prey with a quarter ton of hot steel throbbing between their legs."
 
In other words, Waddell knows his stuff and has done his homework. To spend that much time on a project indicates passion . . . but it's precisely that passion that he seems to have trouble communicating. He calls the Mad Dogs line, for example, "frankly brilliant." I'd agree. But why toss in that slightly distancing, slightly apologetic "frankly"? I appreciate Waddell's refusal to descend into gibbering fanboy apologetics; never trying to claim, for example, that Mondo Keyhole is so bad it's good, when in fact it's just bad. But on the other hand, I do love Jack Hill, I presume that Waddell loves Jack Hill. Wouldn't a bit more enthusing have been in order?
 
The problem seems to be that, though Waddell likes Hill, he simply doesn't know how to justify his enthusiasm. The best he can do is praise the director's technical skill: the description of the camerawork in a suspenseful early scene in Foxy Brown is probably the closest Waddell comes to lyrical praise.
 
Once you get past formal considerations, though, Waddell is lost. His main critical touchstone seems to be political correctness, which is not an especially propitious tool for evaluating Hill's work. As Hill himself remarked in one DVD commentary, "I was never PC. PC is a bummer." And indeed, over and over Waddell is forced to admit that, yes, that particular rape scene is really problematic . . . and, oh, yes, there's the homophobia . . . and, er, all the bare breasts are hardly feminist . . . and, ouch, there he's making fun of campus radicals . . . .
 
 In his interviews with Hill, Waddell attempts to redeem the situation somewhat by getting the director to admit to some political subtext: an anti-drug theme in Coffy, for example, or a subversive intention in the female-on-male rape scenes. But Hill cheerfully and even hilariously stonewalls him. "I don't ever try to make political statements unless it makes a good story," he insists. Waddell is left lamely defending, say, the torture scenes in The Big Doll House—scenes so vicious for the time that they even upset Roger Corman—on the grounds that they're too over-the-top to be taken seriously, and, anyway, the characters weren't really traumatized by them . . . a statement which is neither exculpatory nor, as it happens, true.
 
Waddell has a bit more success reclaiming Hill's blaxploitation efforts like Coffy and Foxy Brown, which at least showcase a black woman kicking white boys' butts, and so can be seen as some sort of revolutionary statement. Still, no matter how much you mutter about undermining authority and Reagan-era capitalism, you just can't turn Coffy into Putney Swope or even into Sweet Sweetback's Baadasssss Song. If you're looking to fight the power, you probably shouldn't be writing about Jack Hill.
 
What's most depressing about Wadell's predicament is that it's completely unnecessary. There are lots of ways to think about and appreciate exploitation cinema without engaging in constant confused disavowals and breast beating. One of my favorites is Carol Clover's superb book Men, Women, and Chainsaws, which discusses exploitation cinema in terms of male masochism. Clover's discussion went a long way toward helping me figure out why I found the female bonding, female-on-male rapes, and hyperbolic castration fantasies in Hill's movies so appealing. When Foxy Brown chops off a man's testicles and sticks them in a bottle, that makes her dangerous, exciting, hot. Yet even as her hyperbolic edginess converts her into a fetish, Hill still manages to respect her as a person and a character—wounded, betrayed, alone, she has coherence in a way that, say, Russ Meyer's women rarely do. 
 
Hill's female characters are both psychosexual props and real people. In The Swinging Cheerleaders, Rainbeaux Smith, who during filming was in the early stages of pregnancy, is there both for the exploitation value of her massive breasts and for the incredibly winning, innocent-yet-skeptical way in which she watches her klutzy boyfriend prepare her dinner and then drop it all on his pants. The way Hill vacillates between humor and sleaze, between shock value for shock value's sake and a real love of his characters and actors, is why for me the movies are such a vertiginous romp—unexpected, delightful, and disturbing in a way a straightforward gorefest, or, for that matter, a mainstream movie, could never be. That's why I'd take The Big Doll House and Swinging Cheerleaders over anything by Kubrick or Coppola or Scorsese, and I'd do it in a heartbeat.
 
Waddell, in short, seems embarrassed by the exploitation elements in Hill's work. For him, Hill's a wonderful director who could have made a masterpiece if he'd only gotten away from all that icky rape and violence and sexism and taken a more explicit stand against capitalism. But Hill was great not despite his exploitation trappings but because he managed to embrace their extremity and turn it into soul. Quentin Tarantino called Hill the greatest living American director, and I'd at least put him in my top five. Perhaps Waddell would as well, even if his otherwise useful book never manages to come out and say so.
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Wonder Woman: Bondage and Feminism
In the Marston/Peter Comics, 1941-48

 
 
"In this smart and engaging book, Noah Berlatsky reveals how psychology, polyamory, bondage, feminism, and queer identities inspired comic books' most enduring superheroine. A fascinating read for anyone interested in comics, pop culture, or gender politics!"
(Julia Serano Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity)
 
"Zounds! Who knew the wonders of Wonder Woman's sadomasochistic complexities? If you only know the TV show, get ready for the ropes and lassoes and chains of the 40's comics as examined by Noah Berlatsky. Be sure to buy the e-book to see the original images in glorious color!"
(Linda Williams UC Berkeley)
 
 
William Marston was an unusual man—a psychologist, a soft-porn pulp novelist, more than a bit of a carny, and the (self-declared) inventor of the lie detector. He was also the creator of Wonder Woman, the comic that he used to express two of his greatest passions: feminism and women in bondage. 
 
Comics expert Noah Berlatsky takes us on a wild ride through the Wonder Woman comics of the 1940s, vividly illustrating how Marston's many quirks and contradictions, along with the odd disproportionate composition created by illustrator Harry Peter, produced a comic that was radically ahead of its time in terms of its bold presentation of female power and sexuality. Himself a committed polyamorist, Marston created a universe that was friendly to queer sexualities and lifestyles, from kink to lesbianism to cross-dressing. Written with a deep affection for the fantastically pulpy elements of the early Wonder Womancomics, from invisible jets to giant multi-lunged space kangaroos, the book also reveals how the comic addressed serious, even taboo issues like rape and incest. 
 
Wonder Woman: Bondage and Feminism in the Marston/Peter Comics 1941-1948 reveals how illustrator and writer came together to create a unique, visionary work of art, filled with bizarre ambition, revolutionary fervor, and love, far different from the action hero symbol of the feminist movement many of us recall from television.
 



Embracing Dracula:
The Hammer Vampire Films
 
Coming later in 2016, a collection of essays on the nine Hammer horror Dracula films, and maybe some other vampire films too. For previews, more information, and to support the creation of more filthy creatures of the night, visit Noah Berlatsky's Patreon: www.patreon.com/noahberlatsky
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My discussion of butch, femme, and Caged is indebted to Mayne, 119-128; and Judith Halberstam, Female Masculinity, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998, 199- 202.
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Mayne, 127.
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Estelle B. Freedman, "The Prison Lesbian: Race, Class, and the Construction of the Aggressive Female Homosexual, 1915-1965," Feminist Studies, 22:2 (Summer 1996), 399. Note that the butch whore hasn’t entirely disappeared as a meme in modern days; Jamie Lee Curtis’ prostitute character in Trading Places (1983) is at least one latter-day example.
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Anne Morey believes, for reasons which are unclear, that Elvira is not a prostitute, but is instead, like Kitty, the head of a shoplifting ring. (p. 86) It’s true that Elvira’s profession is never spelled out; surely, though, that fact is suggestive in itself.
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Dworkin’s Right-wing Women (1978), for example, points out that the traditional marriage structures favored by conservative women are often less exploitive than the free-love sexual availability promoted by liberal men in the name of sexual revolution.
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You can see the meme in Ginger (1970) and Beyond the Valley of the Dolls (1970), to cite just two examples. 
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My paraphrase of Mulvey’s complicated argument should probably be judged against the original; Laura Mulvey, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," in Patricia Erens, ed. Issues in Feminist Film Criticism, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990, 28-40. Linda Williams, "‘Something Else Besides a Mother'": Stella Dallas and The Maternal Melodrama," 137-162 in the same volume provides an extremely clear summary of Mulvey, and provides a feminist argument for the potential worth of some forms of narrative cinema.
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Gilles Deleuze, Masochism: An Interpretation of Coldness and Cruelty, trans. Jean McNeil, New York: George Braziller, 1971, 31.



[←14]

Carol J. Clover, Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992, 229.



[←15]

In his DVD commentary to Big Bird Cage, Jack Hill notes that "I’m not PC. Never was. PC is a bummer."



[←16]

Some viewers were, apparently, determined not to get it . . . or at least nonplussed. In the DVD commentary, Hill notes that Rocco’s one-liner about wishing to be gang-raped never got the laughs it should have. Hill thinks the audience didn’t understand the joke, though it also seems possible that they understood it a bit too well for comfort.



[←17]

Sigmund Freud, "‘A Child Is Being Beaten’: A Contribution to the Study of the Origin of Sexual Perversions," trans. James Strachey, in Margaret Ann Fitzpatrick Hanly, Essential Papers on Masochism, New York: New York University Press, 1995, 176.



[←18]

Deleuze, 53.



[←19]

If this sounds familiar, it should; Quentin Tarantino lifted much of this episode for Kill Bill 2.



[←20]

Modleski, 155. Modleski specifically argues that the Deleuzian masochistic humor is not camp or parody, but is instead "militantly explosive derision." Personally, I don’t find this distinction convincing. Camp can certainly be militant, explosive, and derisive. Moreover, what we’re talking about here is gender-bending in the interest of mocking traditional gender roles — which, to me, sounds like camp.



[←21]

Modleski, 69.



[←22]

Deleuze, 86.



[←23]
Deleuze, 79ff, talks at some length about the importance of the contract in masochism. 
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Deleuze, 86.



[←25]

Deleuze, 37.



[←26]

Linda Williams, "Something Else Besides a Mother": Stella Dallas and the Maternal Melodrama," in Patricia Erens, ed. Issues in Feminist Film Criticism, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990, 137-162, discusses the importance of multiple identifications and female relationships in melodrama.



[←27]

Caged Heat is also probably the most written-about women-in-prison film. Among the lengthier positive assessments are Mayne 135-138 and David Gonthier Jr.; American Prison Films Since 1930: From The Big House to The Shawshank Redemption, Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2006, 49-56. I should add that, while it is not a great movie, Caged Heat is infinitely superior to later Demme efforts like Silence of the Lambs and Philadelphia.



[←28]

Even ’70s exploitation movies that linked masochism and feminism tended to downplay female-female bonds. For example, the excellent I Spit on Your Grave has only one major female character, and the masochistic charge from the film comes from the intensity with which she hates and brutalizes the male characters, not from the way she ignores them.
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