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...if a body meets a body

coming through the rye...

The catcher in the rye

As I am writing these lines, I can picture the audience of the Lumiere brothers’ film L'arrivée d'un train en gare de La Ciotat fearing for their lives and making their way out of the theatre in panic. It is hard not to laugh at this reaction at first, but if one takes a moment to think about it, it seems like a perfectly normal reaction, much like Xi’s reaction after seeing a bottle of Coca-Cola landing from the sky in Jamie Uys’ 1980 satire The gods must be crazy. Moreover, it still happens, in a way. Imagine how the viewer is drawn into the psychological situation imposed on them by the film they are watching that they cry when a sympathetic character suffers or become embarrassed when a character does something silly. During my research for the book you are holding in your hands, I came across different opinions as to the above reaction, with some claiming it was the case, while others doubt it. Either way, I do not intend to spoil a well-preserved urban legend in favour of a tasteless truth. Indeed, I should think that the reason we are taught the law of gravity at school is the fact that an Englishman decided to take a break and eat his sandwich under the shadow of an apple tree when a juicy apple fell on his head. A myth? Almost certainly. A funny story worth circulating? Definitely.

This brings us to the very theme of our book. Stories. Who doesn’t like stories? We wouldn’t have learned about the sly king of Ithaca having travelled all across the Mediterranean on his way back to his promised land ten years after the end of the war, nor would we know about the two boys raised by a she-wolf one of whom went on to found a city the beauty of which leaves its visitor in awe. Let us ask ourselves this: Do we care about how these stories are given? Does it make any difference if we read the story or hear it or watch it in a dark room with the smell of freshly made popcorn? Of course, not all films are of philosophical interest, nor does this fact lower their quality or impact. We don’t necessarily recreate Plato’s thought experiment every time we step into a cinema, at least not entirely, but we do look forward to a two -or three-hour break from our dull life only to step into the lives of others in an imaginary world far away. We like it so much that we don’t even care if the world is nightmarish or if the “far away” turns out to be a few blocks from where we live.

So why this book? What new does it have to offer? I am afraid I am the least appropriate person to be the judge of that. All that can be said is that my decision derives from my interest in cinema and in philosophy. As far as the films chosen are concerned, it is rather apparent that I enjoy them very much and I keep coming back to them. Moreover, it must be pointed out that perhaps the analysis of the films takes the fun out of them, but it must be kept in mind that this is merely the author’s perspective. Not everyone appreciates the same aspects of film (or any other form of art whatsoever). For some, it may be the ideas brought by the cinematography; for others, the acting or the concomitant (the music, the photography, the costumes, etc.). There is a story about a crew doing a shooting in Africa using indigenous people as extras. As they all watched the film, the indigenous people started talking about a chicken looking for food in the mud, but the director insisted that he had never shot such a scene. After watching every part separately, he realised that they were right; there was, indeed, a chicken looking for worms in the mud. It appeared in a blink of an eye, but the indigenous people noticed it.

As an academic discipline, Philosophy has been around since antiquity. The disciples of Confucius and Mencius, the students of Plato and Aristotle, and the followers of Zeno from Citium or Epicurus, one might say, were the first schools of philosophy. Nonetheless, it appears that our focus on classical philosophical works, from antiquity to the present day, has prevented us from focusing on other aspects of philosophy, and we seem to neglect to perceive philosophy as a tool for further and more profound reading of other forms of the human intellect. I strongly believe that it is high time philosophy penetrated the world of human cognition. In other words, along with trying to analyse and understand the classical works of philosophy, I suggest that we also use philosophy as the key to contemplate theatre, novels, poetry or movies from a different perspective, and this is what this book hopes to offer: a different use of philosophy. It strikes to me as an impossible task to educate students of Law without them having been taught the principles of just in, for example, Hobbes, or the concept of balancing things in Mencius. How can, indeed, a student of Literature be learning about the grief of Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye without having heard about the virtue of love for the family in the Analects of Confucius? Or, perhaps, about the republic of the children gone wrong in the Lord of the Flies without having wondered why the island of Atlantis met its end in the Timaeus and the Critias? How can society expect doctors to have integrity when they ignore the Nichomachean Ethics? How is it that an actor can perform as Xerxes in Aeschylus’ Persians without understanding the notion of balance in Heraclitus? How is it that we demand from those in power to be fair and honest, if we have not asked ourselves what we would do if we possessed a ring that could turn us invisible?

Allow me to acknowledge the contribution of others to this work and to dedicate this book to my parents and my brother, who have been there ever since I can remember. Also, I wish to dedicate it to my dear uncle, Giannakis Podinaras, for the in-depth philosophical discussions on cinema and poetry every time I visited the sacred island of Cyprus as well as to my late English teacher, Dr. Luke Prodromou, from whom I’ve learned so much more than just English. Lastly, this is my humble repayment to my late godfather, Athanasios Tsougranis, who offered me the opportunity to learn about cinema and initiated me into the world of visual images. He truly made me an offer I couldn’t refuse....

I sincerely hope that this book will encourage readers to “indulge” further in the philosophical issues in the films analysed and that this indulgence will bring a new perspective to their lives. I shall now let you enjoy the book, but I need to be excused. The fava beans and the Chianti are served and I am having an old friend for dinner...
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You’re so ugly you could be a modern art masterpiece!

Full Metal Jacket

Can cinema do philosophy?

It is far from easy to determine how cinema should be dealt with. Is it a form of cognition? A form of artistic creation? A form of sheer entertainment? Or, perhaps, a combination of all the above? Before stepping into the question about how cinema can do philosophy, it is essential that we mention the opposite opinion, according to which cinema is for entertainment only.

I have yet not managed to solve the puzzle about the relation between cinema and philosophy as put by Wartenberg: “One might wonder whether any philosophy is done by the film proper, or if instead it is always the interpretation that imposes philosophical content, which is not otherwise present, onto the film”, although I must admit that I lean towards the former as the more I watch films, the more I believe that films can be genuinely philosophical. Perhaps this distinction is owing to the cinema’s young age. Some may find it hard to acknowledge a film as philosophical, but this could easily have been the case with actual philosophical works of antiquity that we now consider of great philosophical value beyond doubt. Or, perhaps, as Mullarkey puts it: “the aim of seeing film as philosophy is more often than not reduced to «film as text as philosophy», in as much as the film’s audiovisual matter, no less than its cultural, technological and/or commercial dimensions, are nonetheless read or interpreted from a ready-made philosophical vantage-point”. Again, all that can be said is that a piece of work presents the point of view of its author. It is up to the reader to decide to which extent they will go along. When Plato wrote the allegory of the cave, he did present a ready-made vantage point and so did Nietzsche with his theory of eternal return in Also sprach Zarathustra, but no one forced the reader to believe in them.

Frampton attempted to bridge the gap by pointing out the need for a new concept of a particularly filmic thinking, a more poetical, non-linear concept of thinking in, of and about film. He considers images “to have their own logic of non-linguistic communication, and that film becomes “the exploration of a thought outside itself”. To what extent this book does that, I know not, but I certainly hope (some of) the readers will see it that way.

Of course, there is always the opposite opinion: even if a film does philosophy, why turn to a film rather than the traditional academic sources or, perhaps, to literature? To me, the answer is rather simple; because the films are there, ready to offer food for thought for those who are willing to dive into them. The evolution of human intellect goes through various means. Besides, no one said anything about abandoning the traditional sources. Adding films to our philosophical quiver doesn’t mean we will no longer philosophically examine classical philosophy. How some may be drawn to this conclusion makes no sense. McClelland himself went too far as to accuse Mulhall of going too far in the opposite direction by proposing that films can philosophise autonomously when the latter suggested that films themselves might have something to contribute to our understanding. To be more precise, he used a mainstream film, the Alien films, to indicate that films can be understood as “reflecting on and evaluating... views and arguments, as thinking seriously and systematically about them in just the ways that philosophers do”. Others have pointed out the dynamic of the role the viewer plays claiming that “film-as-philosophy, at least in the present instance, supposes a more robust degree of viewer engagement”; nonetheless, there are, of course, those who believe in film-as-philosophy on the grounds that “the common philosophical contributions that films make are more like the typical contributions made in the philosophical literature: they may help illustrate a position, an objection, or explore the significance of a claim, but they are rarely historically unique”.



Cinema as art

In ancient Greece, the concept of art (τέχνη) was far from the sophisticated concept we tend to give it nowadays. “Art” included anything that could be done by hand; an artist was initially a craftsman; even medical practitioners would be called “artists”. Heidegger saw the connection between art and philosophy based on the Greek notion of “subject” (υποκείμενον), where lies the fundamental Greek experience of the Being of the beings and which was later received by the Romans and delivered to modern philosophy as “subjectum”. Heidegger claimed that the being that derives thanks to the non-hidden Being of its nature is called “truth”. The German philosopher here attempted an etymological approach based on the Greek word for “truth”, αλήθεια, a negative relationship with our oblivion, resulting in the fact that the true work of art must be independent of its maker, suggesting some sort of ontological autonomy of art. As far as art is concerned, it is also related to knowledge, and Heidegger perceives art as “the emergence to the light and outside of the hidden”; in this respect, art is not an act of constructing.

Likewise, George Orwell spoke of the two fallacies when he discussed Salvador Dali: “To believe that since Mannequin Rotting in a Taxicab is a good composition (as it undoubtedly is), it cannot be a disgusting, degrading picture...”; and “To believe that because it is disgusting that it cannot be a good composition...”. “One ought to be able to hold in one’s head simultaneously the two facts that Dali is a good draughtsman and a disgusting human being. The one does not invalidate or, in a sense, affect the other”.

Heidegger tried to give a philosophical aspect of the profoundness of art, unlike, for instance, Oscar Wilde, who attempted to approach the profoundness of art through its superficiality. In addition, Hume makes central use of the idea that taste in art is developed in ways rather similar to taste for food or drink, while Kant, in his analysis of taste, advanced the modern distinction between aesthetic values and other kinds of values and objects of pleasure or satisfaction: moral, cognitive, instrumental. An interesting point of view is given by Levinson; he has claimed that since we often fail to express in words the exact meaning of what we have in mind, it is equally logical that the work of art does not fully express the artist’s desire.

It has also been claimed that contrary to classical art, the author of a film is not actually one, but many. Traditionally we would identify the director as the author of the film, but Gaut argues that there is multiple authorship in most movies; and even if we do think of a film as single authorship, does high degree of control and autonomy depict the director as the ultimate author of the work as a whole? Wartenberg’s criteria, on the other hand, are intended to mark out moving images as artworks that are of a different ontological type than paintings, plays, etc., possibly implying a hierarchical superiority.

The vast number of opinions expressed so far on art indicates that it is impossible to include them all. We have deliberately left out the Greeks and their points of view (Heraclitus, Empedocles, Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle etc.) as well as the modern theorists (e.g. Kandinsky). Our intention is not to come up with a definition of art; on the contrary, we intend to leave our horizons open for further interpretation.



Cinema as philosophy

As a form of art, cinema should be evicted from the republic in Plato’s homonym dialogue. But is there any connection between the two? Philosophy seeks the truth, while cinema presents a fictional plot (unless it is a plot based upon true events), and thus, the two seem to be in contrast. Nevertheless, fiction and lying is not the same thing. To understand the convention of fiction is to know how to tell the difference, as fiction is much more sophisticated than lying, argues Branigan, while Smith claims that film and philosophy are distinct because they have different goals that may come into conflict even if they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Both cinema and philosophy allure us to their core thanks to the richness of their ideas and the way these ideas are expressed. In a way, we all become the victims of the sexually alluring and dangerous, the very origins of storytelling. Despite the number of films, cinema and the introduction of the so-called “home-cinema”, “the movies”, remain a form of attraction and entertainment. The cinematic experience creates a special bond between the film and the spectator and in spite of being a means of mass entertainment (unlike the private character of television), it still preserves the aspect of individuality. Contrastingly, Morin considers television to be the beginning of the “cultural laboratory of modern individuality” ..., a statement that calls for serious doubt.

The philosophical subjects discussed in the films are pretty much the philosophical subjects discussed in classical philosophy. What makes a film philosophical is the way it discusses a matter to the extent that it refuses to give a definite answer, but rather pushes the viewer to think. In this respect, many films share this philosophical element of providing only a fraction of the story, which is left to the viewer’s imagination without being “philosophical movies”. For instance, in Woody Allen’s 2011 Midnight in Paris Gil (Owen Wilson) is last seen walking with the beautiful French girl he had met in Montmartre, but we don’t know whether he went back to the clock at midnight or not. It is this very lack of knowledge that constitutes the philosophical aspect of a film despite the epistemology interpreted as an attempt to refute skepticism, as claimed. An attempt, perhaps, but destined to fail; and, indeed, we hope that it does. Ignorance is the source of knowledge, as Socrates insightfully observed in the Theaetetus. We wouldn’t be philosophising, if we knew, would we? Moreover, the films to be discussed later in the book (and many more) share yet another similarity: the things that “ordinary human beings cannot help thinking about”. Painting, as non-moving image, may have led Hegel to consider art inferior to philosophy, because it cannot achieve the level of abstraction available to language and hence philosophy, though we can’t be certain what Hegel would say, had he watched a movie.

The true success of cinema is that the viewer becomes so much part of the story that they demand to know the back story (which probably has triggered the latest fashion of “prequels”), and if not, the viewer creates it as a fantasy. For example, the famous sitcom Friends has triggered numerous theories about its plot, with people commenting on social media or uploading their theories online. Was it all Rachel’s dream having cold feet before her wedding with Barry? Was it all Phoebe’s daydream owing to her drug abuse? Are we watching a group therapy? Or is it an extremely overpriced commercial for a coffee shop chain store? These are some of the most famously circulated theories, but there is always room for more.

Likewise, Quentin Tarantino’s 1992 Reservoir Dogs is a very violent movie, but the violence we witness is the shooting in the warehouse. The story is about a diamond heist gone wrong. From the amount of bloodshed in the warehouse (including the blood from the kidnapped policeman’s cut ear), we can only imagine that the shooting frenzy during the heist (from which only scenes are shown) was far worse, especially after we learn that Mr Blonde went mad. Also, in Reservoir Dogs, Tarantino makes the audience doubt the masculinity and the “efficacy” of the colours. Mr Pink didn’t want to be Mr Pink obviously because it is a feminine colour (and Joe confirmed that he gave him pink, “Because you are a faggot”), but he is the only one left alive and he is the only one who knows where the diamonds are.

Man’s thirst for knowledge is undisputed, but so is our inability to find it. We engage in philosophy not every time we read Kant or Schelling, nor every time we watch Tarkovsky or Kubrick. We engage in philosophy when we let ourselves loose to be carried away, satisfied that we haven’t reached the ultimate, for that would mean the end of the line. From Heraclitus to Lao-Zi and from the Upanishads to Nietzsche’s eternal return, we ought to agree with Falzon: “To understand philosophy in this way is to experience the limitless freedom of thought”.



Cinema as spectacle

Regardless of the philosophical interpretation of a film, its deeper meaning or its symbolisms, the film’s quintessence is entertainment. Its aim is to seduce us into surrendering to the ride offering a theme park of attractions: music, colour, story, performance, design and the sense of improbably fast motion, even if these attractions often result in negative or despicable emotions. The film not only manages to ignite emotions otherwise unnecessary, but it does so within a time frame that the film itself creates at that very moment; in other words, time is a cerebral function that is being created by the film. Ironically, cinema, in the beginning, was deprived of a place in the pantheon of art on the grounds that it was photographic in nature. Even nowadays, there is debate as to whether films are to be called “films” since they are no longer celluloid-based. Carroll counterargues that this happens with a lot of things, but it does not prevent us from using synecdochical names, such as Coke for Coca-Cola, Xerox for photocopiers or Levis for jeans.



Cinema as symbolism

To an extent, every piece of art is symbolic. There is hardly any poem, play, or painting that does not symbolise something. Sometimes, a symbol is on the surface and easy to detect; sometimes, it takes more than one reading to decode it. For example, in Edwin Abbott Abbott’s 1884 Flatland the Sphere enters the kingdom of two dimensions and tries to explain the concept of three dimensions but is put behind bars. Later, the Sphere rejects the world of the four dimensions just as the flatlanders had rejected the world of three dimensions. The novella discusses the narrow-mindedness of Victorian England and the fear of society for change, the fear before the unknown under a layer of strong social critique. Allen Ginsberg used Moloch, the god of the Judean tradition that demanded children-sacrifice, as a symbol of Capitalism and materialism in his Howl, and Sylvia Plath attacks Nazism and hatred through the patriarchic figure in Daddy (which is quite odd, as her father died when she was only eight years old).

In this respect, some films are considered thought experiments, such as Gondry’s 2004 Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, which, according to Wartenberg, may be interpreted as a thought experiment that provides a counterexample to the ethical theory of utilitarianism, although some have criticised the thought experiment argument proclaiming that it does not show how films could do philosophy, much less innovative philosophy, only how we could do philosophy with a film. Although this is a strong point, one can hold that in order to do philosophy with a film, there has to be something philosophical about it in the first place. Think of the Godfather trilogy; we cannot do philosophy with it, because there is nothing philosophical about it, even though it is a masterpiece (especially parts I and II).

Cinema has its fair share of the use of symbols, and in order for the viewer to engage in them, one must decode a film’s psychological dimension, even if this does not involve a sweeping anthropological, historical, if not historicized, enterprise, at least as far as the defining of cinema is concerned. This brings us back to Frampton and his concept of a poetic, rather than filmic, perception of film should we manage to see cinema as beyond the bounds of representation and be carried away by it: be scared with a horror film, laugh with a comedy or cry with a drama.

For instance, 2007 Richard Schenkman’s The Man from Earth tells the story of a farewell party for a university professor (John Oldman) who refuses to grow old (the name cannot be a coincidence) and proves to be someone his colleagues couldn’t have imagined, but what it actually discusses is the disbelief to anything new. Likewise, some see the “overinvestment in the nuclear family” as a symbol in many horror movies, especially the 1977 The Hills have Eyes. In Ingmar Bergman’s 1957 The Seventh Seal, the knight goes to confess in what he believes to be a church and kneels before a priest (but actually Death), and the rail between them resembles a chessboard, where the game was played. Some have considered this to be a symbol of the never-ending battle, which continues even when we think there is a truce. The endless loop in which the protagonist found himself in 1993 Harold Ramis’ Groundhog Day is the punishment for Phil’s behaviour from which he must escape by discovering how to live without making everyone else’s life miserable (probably why Sean Cubitt refers to him as “antihero”). There are even films that, instead of using symbols per se, act as symbolism in total. Terry Jones’ 1979 brilliant Life of Brian is a (blasphemous) satire of the way people are prone to believe and follow the leaders, while Bud Yorkin’s 1970 equally cleverly conceived Start the Revolution without me is an ode to Behaviourism. The 2020 Craig Zobel’s The Hunt is definitely worth a second watch, as it can be easily misunderstood for an action/shooting mainstream movie when it is actually a funny satire against the latest trend of political correctness.

If I could take a lucky guess as to why some still refuse to acknowledge the philosophical aspects of cinema, my money would be on the perseverance (or better yet, the obsession) with argumentation. In my opinion, philosophy is falsely taken for a series of arguments and counterarguments that aim at persuading. Socrates never cared to persuade the judges, nor did he take Crito’s advice to flee to Thessaly. On the contrary, he stood in front of the court and stated that should he leave a free man, he would carry on doing exactly what brought him to court for starters: philosophising. The problem with film as philosophy is a problem of the way many see philosophy in general: as a means of persuasion. A justifiable mistake, since the argumentative character of philosophy cannot be overruled. Even if we accept that “the usual method employed by philosophers in examining one of these questions is to describe and then argue for a particular answer to it”, philosophy does not care about the outcome of this line of argumentation. It is true that philosophy through film “denies the traditional argumentative role of classical philosophy as well as its written/oral discipline”, but this is hardly a drawback or even an advantage. It is what it is. Hence, points of view such as “if films are not arguments, it is hard to believe that they could genuinely be doing philosophy” or “when we do philosophy, we are trying to convince an opponent on a philosophical problem” are not to be taken seriously.

The fundamental question to be asked is this: Do these considerations apply to all films? I shall let Christopher Falzon answer that on my behalf: “It might be thought that philosophically significant issues are only embodied or illustrated in art house movies or those belonging to respectable genres, but this is a misconception. It is certainly true that some films have greater philosophical content than others, but philosophical issues are raised or invoked in a wide variety of films, both mainstream and art house, in a wide range of genres. It might be surprising to realize that a mainstream science fiction film like Total Recall (Paul Verhoeven, 1990) raises a wealth of interesting questions not only about personal identity but also about what we can be said to know”. The above brings us to the scope of the book. Apart from the obvious, the fact that I love the films analysed in the book and I wanted to communicate my personal points of view, the scope of the book is threefold:

Firstly, it attempts to focus on the instrumental character of philosophy. In other words, I believe it is time we used philosophy as a means of unlocking the doors of the human intellect. Thus, instead of focusing only on classical philosophy, I suggest that we see other means of thought through a philosophical lens, in this case cinema.

Secondly, I argue that there is room for philosophy in films that fall under the umbrella of what we call “mainstream.” We often identify commercial with low quality. I wish to change that by arguing that just because a film did well at the box office doesn’t automatically make it a low-quality movie.

Thirdly, I wish to point out that the quality of a film does not depend on the genre. A horror film, a thriller or an action movie may as well be “a good movie” or “a philosophical movie”.

As a last word, I would like to take the opportunity to push people to engage in whatever they feel like without “waiting for the right moment”, which may never come. In the words of Nobody from Jim Jarmusch’s 1995 Dead Man: “The eagle never lost so much time as when he submitted to learn from the crow”.



The honourable mentions

This book attempts to discuss the matter of existence, reality, fantasy, and identity in modern/contemporary American cinema, and since the matter is so broad, the films had to be narrowed down. This does not necessarily exclude other films that could easily be put under the microscope. Needless to say, the films mentioned in this book are to the author's liking. Here is a list of some films that broadly relate to the topic:


	A Clockwork Orange (Alex before and Alex after the Ludovico therapy)

	A Nightmare on Elm Street (How long can you stay awake? How long can you stay alive?)

	Abre los Ojos (the poetic narration of man’s thirst to conquer immortality through controllable dreams in Alejandro Amenabar’s masterpiece)

	Antichrist (human existence through grief, physical pain, and salvation)

	Brazil (surreal and dystopian... where the Monty Python meet Kafka)

	Candyman (a classic splatter from the 90s that leaves the audience scratching their heads, pointing the finger to the socio-economical division in modern America)

	Cronocrimenes (this is what you get for spying on women...)

	Dead of Night (where have I seen this house before?)

	Devil’s Advocate (a game of who-is-who turns into a game of cat and mouse in this undisputed triumph of John Milton’s favourite sin)

	Diabolique (don’t be diabolical...do not reveal the plot...)

	Dreams (a magnificent combination of colours, music and rhythm; we don’t care about what is real and what is not, as long as it is beautiful)

	Existenz (never before has a videogame been so real...)

	Interstellar (the epic journey in search of hope for humanity in infinite space turns out to be an epic journey in search of human relations)

	Mr Nobody (the multiplicity of the versions of a single life constructed out of Nemo’s recollections)

	Pan’s Labyrinth (when the real life is so nightmarish that you take shelter in actual nightmares)

	Repulsion, Rosemary’s Baby, The Tenant (the alteration of the heroes’ character and the loss of identity in Roman Polanksi’s “apartment trilogy”, where evil is always present without ever being revealed)

	Requiem for a Dream (the descent into madness and the loss of identity in the era of fake ideals)

	Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter...and Spring (poetry in motion for a young boy’s safari to spiritual fulfilment)

	The 13th Floor (the alter ego to The Matrix)

	The Machinist (when scruples haunt you)

	The Map of Sounds of Tokyo (a fishmonger by day, puts others to sleep with the fish by night)

	The Shining (an adaptation of epic proportions; the iconic scene with the axe remains classic)

	The Sixth Sense, The Village, The Happening (the clever twists that play with our trust)

	The Thing (the confusion of the identities under the threat of an extra-terrestrial form of life; ultimately, we can even justify the shooting of the dog at the beginning)

	The Truman Show (where The Matrix meets 1984)

	The Usual Suspects (...and like that... he’s gone)

	The Ward (a ghost story that is not a ghost story)

	The Wizard of Oz (where it all started)

	They live (not everything you see is true)

	Total Recall (the action thriller with the very thin line between reality and dream)



PS The initial idea was to include the three iconic films by David Lynch, which, in a way, form a kind of trilogy: The Lost Highway, Mulholland Drive, and Inland Empire, but the idea was eventually abandoned, despite the relation to the theme of the book. I am left with the impression that since the work of David Lynch has been significantly put under examination and the fact that the book preserves a more classical point of view, this would strongly interfere with the postmodernist approach that David Lynch wished to promote.



NB Spoiler Alert!!!



Chapter 1: In the lap of Morpheus; existence, reality, and identity in the dream state
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Dreams have always fascinated man; their role is undoubtedly significant in all religions and mythologies. The analysis of dreams dates to antiquity, while their significance has been brought to the surface many times through the works of some of the greatest thinkers. Moreover, the dream state has been depicted in paintings, poetry, novels, and theatre; cinema is no exception.

This chapter will attempt to analyse three films which deal with this matter to the extent that they highlight the issue of existence and identity through the ambiguous representation of reality. All three were box office successes and have been put under the microscope more than a few times in an attempt to examine a variety of philosophical and social issues. The films of this chapter are:

Eyes Wide Shut by Stanley Kubrick, 1999

The Matrix by the Wachowskis, 1999

Inception by Christopher Nolan, 2010

When a dream is presented to the viewer, it is like as if the actor and the viewer instantly take over two specific roles. The film might be something objective, but the interpretation is not. In some cases, the depiction of a dream requires a supernatural setting where the mystery of sleep and the differentiated reality of the dream attempt to bring the two realities together, exploring the state of the dream and presenting to the viewers a surreal and often nightmarish world where the laws of physics do not apply, such as in Alex Proyas’ Dark City (1998) or David Cronenberg’s Existenz (1999), while other films show a parallel, dreamy dimension, yet strictly earthly, pointing out a more social or political character, as in David Fincher’s The Game (1997) or Peter Weir’s The Truman Show (1998). Deleuze believes that the dream-image is subject to the condition of attributing the dream to a dreamer, and the awareness of the dream (the real) to the viewer; we are yet to discover whether this condition applies.



Eyes wide shut

A moment of reconciliation

is worth more

than a lifetime of friendship

Cien años de soledad

Intro

Eyes Wide Shut is Stanley Kubrick’s last film, possibly even unfinished; the emblematic director passed away in 1999, the same year as the film’s release. Kubrick is no stranger to adapting books for the big screen, and unsurprisingly, he had initially obtained the copyright for Die Traunovelle (the dream-story) in the 60s, a short story by Austrian author Arthur Schnitzler written in 1926 and set in Vienna, but decided to return to it only in the 90s. The plot of the film follows the basic plot of the short story, though some details have been omitted and others added, while the set is now modern-day New York around Christmas. As far as the genre is concerned, it has been the topic of several debates, as some have characterised it as an “erotic thriller”, while others believe that despite its eroticism and its “thrillery” sense, it should be considered a psychological mystery drama. Regardless of the above categorisations, with which I personally do not disagree at all, Kubrick’s grand finale is included in this book for its philosophical dimension, its highly symbolic style, and its connection to the problem of existence and identity.

Synopsis

Eyes Wide Shut follows the adventure of Bill Harford (Tom Cruise), a doctor, over a period of three days that starts with a Christmas party he attends with his wife, Alice (Nicole Kidman). They leave their young daughter (Helen) with a nanny and go to the party, thrown by Victor Ziegler (Sydney Pollack), a very wealthy man and Bill’s patient. Bill runs into Nick Nightingale, a classmate from medical school, who has dropped out and now plays the piano for a living. During the party, Ziegler has sexual intercourse with Mandy, a young drug addict who overdosed on speedball but is saved thanks to Bill.

The next evening Bill and Alice discuss their relationship over a marijuana cigarette, and Alice, obviously under the influence of the narcotic, shares her unfulfilled fantasy about a Naval Officer, whom she had met during their holidays in Cape Cod (in the original short story the set was Denmark) and that she had even thought about leaving Bill and their daughter. Bill is obviously shocked but has no time to argue with Alice, as he must rush to the house of a patient of him who has just died. There, while confronting the deceased man’s daughter (the latter flirts with him), Bill rejects her and walks around the streets of New York, until he encounters a prostitute, Domino, with whom he goes to her flat. As soon as things start getting intimate between them, Alice rings Bill up, who has a change of heart and leaves the flat after paying Domino for her time. He goes to the jazz club where Nick plays the piano, where the latter reveals to Bill his second job, playing the piano for a secret society, while blindfolded, to be kept in the dark about what is going on there. After Bill insists, Nick gives him the password in order to enter the event of the society and warns him to wear a costume and a mask, the only thing he knows about the gathering. Bill finds a place from where he can rent a costume, though it is closed. He rings the buzzer and the owner, Milic, an Eastern-European old man, opens and gives Bill what he needs, just before he finds his daughter in a ménage-a-trois with two middle-aged Japanese men.

Bill takes a taxi to the manor where the secret society meets; he gives the password and enters, but is later compromised as he does not know the second password, the one for inside the house. The leader of the society is about to punish Bill, when one of the girls offers to be sacrificed and Bill is left with a warning to forget everything he had seen.

He returns home, where a crying Alice admits that she had dreamt of having sex with the Naval Officer and Bill goes to Nick’s hotel only to find out from the receptionist that Nick was taken by two men. Bill returns the costume to Milic (he has forgotten the mask) and is shocked to see that Milic is “selling” his daughter as a sex slave. Bill goes back to the manor where the orgy took place, where he is given a letter addressed to him personally, warning him to stop any kind of inquiry about what he had witnessed. Without thinking clearly, he calls the woman who had made a move on him the night of her father’s death, but her fiancé picks up and Bill hangs up. He then goes to Domino’s flat, only to find out from her roommate that Domino was found HIV-positive.

Bill realises that he is followed by someone, and rushes into a café, where he reads in the newspaper about the death of a former beauty queen. He goes to the morgue and, pretending to be her GP, he examines the body, discovering that it belonged to the young girl he had saved at the party. He is called by Ziegler, and the latter reveals to him that he was at the orgy at the manor and that although the secret society’s goal is to frighten Bill off, their threats could be actualised. Bill is assured that the girl’s death was accidental, and that Nick is safe and sound and back in his hometown, Seattle.

Bill returns home and is shocked to find the missing mask he had rented from Milic on his pillow next to Alice, who is asleep. He bursts into tears and explains to Alice everything about his two-day adventure, and the next morning, they go, together with Helen, their daughter, to a shopping centre. Bill apologises and Alice reminds him of their good life, their marriage and their daughter and how grateful they should be for one another.

The analysis

There is no doubt that Eyes Wide Shut attempts to approach the complicated topic of human relations and sexuality, even if it takes the long route. Nonetheless, other themes pop up, strongly or loosely associated with sexuality. The first aspect of sexuality is the depiction of family life in the Harfords’ house when Bill and Alice are getting ready for the party. Alice appears showing her back to the camera, and her position is, argues Marriot, anything but random: “.... positions the spectator as a voyeur, as if they are peeping through a keyhole, a positioning that is inherent in the cinema-viewing experience, and which is here particularly emphasized...”. They are listening to classical music (Dmitri Shostakovich’s Jazz Suite No. 2), they live in a luxurious house, but it appears that the intimacy between them is, perhaps, too much; Alice uses the bathroom in front of Bill, and Bill is (almost deliberately) absent-minded, like as if he is not even slightly interested in what Alice says (00.01.20). When she asks about her hair, Bill responds that her hair looks great without even looking, and less than a minute after Alice asks him whether Rose, the babysitter, has got Bill’s beeper number, Bill asks the name of the babysitter. However, they both appear as loving parents who watch over Helen, “their little angel”, who wears feathers on her back (00.02.10).

The “psychoanalysis” of Bill’s and Alice’s relationship continues at the party. They greet Ziegler and his wife (firstly the men with each other and the women with each other, then Ziegler with Alice and at the end, Bill and Ziegler’s wife creating an X, 00.03.00), and they go to the dancefloor where they dance to the hypnotising rhythm of jazz, as does every couple around them, until Bill spots the pianist, an old classmate, Nick Nightingale. When telling Alice, she comments: “He plays pretty good for a doctor” (00.04.23). The reason behind this comment is uncertain, but it could be a pun on the use of practical skills by the doctor and the pianist. In antiquity, the Greeks used the same word for the artist and the labourer (the profession of the doctor was not nearly as prestigious as it is considered nowadays; the doctor was a craftsman rather than a scientist), although “art” is associated to “knowledge”.
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