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Introduction

Peter Weir, in his films, constructs and deploys what is most accurately described as a ‘mystical gaze’. This gaze constitutes one of the most important but neglected forms of spectatorship in the cinema. It leads spectators to contemplate their place in a larger frame of reference where physical laws count for less and a relationship with a metaphysical and, often, a meta-ethical world, is taken seriously. Either in the short or long term this leads the viewers to a new consciousness of their surroundings, ideologies and moral imperatives. The mystical gaze transforms the viewers’ awareness, suggests that there are realities beyond their sight and that the cinema is one way to contemplate and encounter this Otherness, especially in Western countries where religious collectives now play a lesser role than they have historically in providing a context for a mystical encounter. I am not arguing that watching a film is the same as a mystical experience, just that audiences report the occurrence as a meeting with Otherness. By an encounter with Otherness I mean that a film (intentionally or otherwise) has the power to lift viewers out of their daily, mundane world to encounter the mystical world—the belief patterns, ethical systems or personal and social mythologies of which transcend the everyday.

Initially Peter Weir received little critical attention from the academic film community and most commentary on his films was in the press, where critics and journalists began to notice his mystical and metaphysical predilections. Academics then began to name these qualities as the essential elements of a Peter Weir film and account for how and why this mystical element was present.

Every one of Weir’s films has been described, in varying degrees, as mystical, spiritual or attending to the metaphysical but the significance of this in relation to the deployment of a mystical gaze has not been fully appreciated. The cinema now rivals the previously popular venues of churches, temples or synagogues as the place where spectators deploy the mystical gaze. The language of magic and mysticism has been generously applied to the cinema from its inception to the present day. The primitive mysticism of magic and the more elaborate mystical traditions of the passion plays and light shows shaped the expectations of the cinema’s first viewers. Some of the most important hypotheses about the look or gaze of the cinema draw on the language and iconography of mysticism and magic, and have a hitherto unacknowledged relationship with these categories.

Some theorists have been interested in this relationship between religion and the cinema. They have variously described the cinema as transcendental, mythological, hierophatic, metaphysical, mesmeric, awe-inspiring, spiritual, theological, iconographic, sacramental or liturgical—but they have named or theorised mysticism as a constitutive element of the spectator’s gaze. There are shared codes within the act of spectatorship and mysticism and the cinema offers a place or context within which an increasingly secular audience encounters Otherness. I believe that the spectator’s memory and experience of light and dark, time and space, sight and sound, private and public, hierarchies and stars, sacred stories and ritual have strong roots in multi-faith and multicultural mystical consciousness. The cinema replicates the preconditions for a secular version of an encounter with Otherness and has borrowed the language of mysticism to describe the outcome. Of course, just as many mystical settings do not always lead to a mystical experience, not all film viewing leads to an encounter with Otherness. The cinema is a space within which a filmic text, in the hands of a director with a conscious or unconscious interest in the exploration of the metaphysical, can lead a viewer to report an encounter with Otherness using language previously reserved for religious experience.

Codified in the act of cinematic spectatorship is a mystical consciousness within which the cinema apparatus—the technical elements employed by directors: camera angles, framing of shots, lighting, sound design, music and editing, as well the positioning of the spectator to identify with the action upon the screen—provides the preconditions for people to exercise a mystical gaze. Like all other gazes, the mystical gaze does not exist in isolation from its object and is instituted or constructed within the cinema, and that meaning is constructed in the interaction between spectator and film.

The mystical gaze, in Peter Weir’s work and further afield as well, is achieved through a careful construction of elements in the narrative: in the mystical resonances in the text and especially in the intertexts; in the empathetic position of the audience to take the hero’s quest and make it their own; in the mobile and omniscient position the audience assume as they preside over the hero’s search; and in the illumination the audience achieves in relation to the narrative, as well as to the fluidity of boundaries between the seen and unseen, in this world and in the mystical domains. The mystical quality of films such as Picnic at Hanging Rock, Gallipoli and Witness goes beyond the creation of a distinctive atmosphere or an aesthetic construct. Their mystical quality demonstrates that Weir is one of many auteurs who knows how to exploit the mystical gaze of the spectator, constructed as illuminatory, mobile, cross-cultural and secular.

Some of the works I will quote in this thesis are gender exclusive. Rather than regularly refer to [sic], the reader can presume that in each case I am directly and accurately quoting the original text and am aware of its gender presumptions.


CHAPTER 1

The Mystical Gaze

There are those who dispute the reality of mystical experiences or conclude that these are manifestations or symptoms of a psychiatric pathology. One neuropsychiatrist argues that mysticism is part aberrant perception and part belief pathology.1 Since the Enlightenment, Western cultures, especially, have challenged the veracity of mysticism and its attendant structures as trading on illusions. It is argued that medical science can explain most of the culturally defined phenomena described as mystical.2 For Freud religious feelings and any appeal to the mystical was evidence of neurosis, to an ‘early phase of ego-feeling’ where the individual desires a father figure.3

 

The physical origin of religious ideas ... is illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind ... the terrifying impression of helplessness in childhood aroused the need for protection which was provided by the father; and the recognition that this helplessness lasts throughout life made it necessary to cling to the existence of a father, but this time a more powerful one. Thus a benevolent rule of a divine Providence allays our fears of the dangers of life.4

Other scholars equate mystical experience as an encounter with consciousness.5 Using John White’s phrase, each of these observers thinks that there are various ‘classic trigger situations’ during which a so-called mystical encounter can occur. Hans Penner has argued that there is no such thing as pure consciousness, only social relationships and therefore mysticism should be treated only in the study of religion as a whole. ‘The mystical illusion is the result of an abstraction which distorts religious systems. As such it is a false category, unreal, regardless of whether or not it is taken as the real essence of religion or a particular feature of a religious system.’6 Penner left the door open for mysticism to exist as an experience but only in the context of religion as a sociological phenomenon. Daniel Madigan went further.

 

It is not so much a direct experience of God as an experience of believing ... If religious experience appears to be a phenomenon common to all traditions, we cannot claim that it is because a single absolute or ultimate is clearly at work in them all. What gives these diverse experiences a tantalising commonality amid all their differences is the fact that they are all instances of human persons being drawn into communal vision or hypothesis about reality.7

There are, however, several other scholars, especially those without any confessional interest, who recognise mysticism as a multi-layered, multicultural, cross-generational event.8

Dismissing mysticism does not assist an understanding of what film critics and writers mean when they use terms like ‘mystical’, ‘metaphysical’, ‘magical’, ‘meditative’, ‘spiritual’, ‘mysterious’, ‘occult’, ‘religious’, ‘dreamlike’ and ‘supernatural’ to describe a theme in Peter Weir’s mise en scène. These writers have used these terms interchangeably. Generally, they have been struggling to find a language to describe what they see and experience in Weir’s work. If the reality of the mystical gaze stands up to scrutiny it needs to be a cross-cultural phenomena, independent of confessional definitions. Akin to mysticism are other important religious, theological and anthropological terms like ‘liturgy’, ‘mythology’, ‘ritual’ and ‘church’. These other terms are examples of institutionalised mysticism.

Why use the word ‘mysticism’ to describe this overlooked element in spectatorship? Mysticism has come to mean an action, separate from the activity of daily routine where an individual or a group experiences an apprehension, illumination or union that the members perceive to be something greater than themselves. Mysticism is found in every major religious group where there is a tradition of apprehending a presence greater than that of the adherents through union or illumination. Krishna, Divine Mother, Heavenly Father, Lover, Allah, Wakan, the wholly other, Buddha, the Lord, Amida’s widow, the Dreamtime Spirits or Satan: there is already a long history and a wealth of literature about the process of entering into a greater presence. The process and content of the experience can be mysterious for the participant, as repulsive as it can be alluring, but retains a compelling attraction.9 It has the power to be personally or socially transformative.10 Religious collectives, doctrinal beliefs, ethical systems or a particular culture, while related to long-standing definitions of a mystical phenomenon in other disciplines, do not define mysticism. The apparatus of the cinema, the act of spectatorship and the content of films are coded to enable the spectator’s experience to the mystical gaze.

Etymologically, mysticism is related to the Greek word ‘muein’, meaning ‘close the lips and eyes’. It has roots in the life of the Greek temples where rituals were conducted to express purity and moral righteousness.11 It is, however, from the writings of the Roman philosopher Plotinus and his interpretations of Platonism that the systematisation and study of mysticism have developed. Plotinus was a mystic. ‘He is living proof of the fact that mysticism is not a religious phenomenon in the conventional sense that it must appear in the framework of some specific religious system, such as Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism or Islam.’12

Common to both ancient and modern mystical traditions are three modes of apprehension: monism, theism and non-religious. Monism is the belief that the goal of mystical union is absorption into the Divine as an extension of the self.13 Theism acknowledges the distinction between the object of devotion and the subject. Mysticism in this tradition is the apprehension of the Divine while not being akin to it. The subject always remains a subject receiving mystical revelation.14 Non-religious mysticism recognises the reality of mystical experience, but does not accept that an ultimate being exists. It is not concerned with doctrinal revelation, metaphysics or making ultimate truth claims on the basis of individual experience. It is often called nature mysticism.15

In the common era of Western culture, the Christian religion has become the most significant definer of what constitutes a mystical experience. In fact the use of this particular term to describe a human experience is peculiar to Christianity16, though the phenomena it denotes are cross-cultural. In the fifth century the Syrian Christian monk, Pseudo-Dionysius used the term ‘mystica’ to describe the working of the subconscious.17 He was particularly interested in entering into the world of darkness so as to experience the Divine. ‘We pray that we come into this darkness which is beyond light, and, without seeing and without knowing, we see and know that which is above vision and knowledge; and thus praise, super-essentially, Him who is super-essential.’18 Pseudo-Dionysius defined the school of ‘apophatic mysticism’ as a conceptual darkness, where one empties the mind to encounter the Other.

Another, and equally significant, mystical tradition has been that of ‘katophatic mysticism’ or the mysticism of light. In this school the encounter with the Other is such that a suffusion of light illuminates a person’s experience and knowledge, even to the point of embracing oneness with the Divine.19 Teresa of Avila, the Spanish mystic of the sixteenth century, exemplified this approach. ‘The brilliance of this inner vision is like that of an infused light coming from a sun covered by something as transparent as a properly cut diamond.’20 Katophatic mysticism concerns itself with beholding the Divine and, as a result, coming to illumination about one’s life, destiny and directions. Unlike apophatic mysticism, it attends to conceptualisations as primary ground for mystical experience.

The third school of mysticism is ‘nature mysticism’. This school attends to the unity one can experience with perceived reality. It does not make reference to a significant Other, nor does it concern itself with achieving unity with Divine Beings. Many people claim to have had a mystical encounter whilst apprehending nature, feeling an extraordinary unity with their surroundings. Poets and artists have been well known for expressing their experiences in this regard. Wordsworth was an example:

A presence of that disturbs me with joy

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime

Of something far more deeply interfused,

Whose dwelling is the setting sun,

And the round ocean, and the living air,

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man,

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought

And rolls through all things.21

William James observed that there are four elements to all mystical traditions: ineffability; noeticism; transience; passivity. Each tradition speaks about the indescribability of the experience. James called this ineffability: a cognitive problem in trying, linguistically and adequately, to express feelings, concepts or descriptions that might enable another to understand the encounter. Second, James also claimed that each mystical tradition has within it a noetic quality. The person comes to a particular kind of knowledge that is central either to the encounter or as a consequence of it. This even applies when the task of the mystical tradition is to lessen cognition because this is the knowledge gained from one encounter as a preparation for another encounter. Third, James observed that transience is a hallmark of mystical traditions. The experience or encounter cannot be sustained. (It is important to note that ‘transience’ is also a hallmark of modernity and of the cinematic experience.) It may be either a once-in-a-lifetime or repeatable event, but the subject does not stay in the mystical state forever. Either way, it is meant to change the devotee’s life and so the long-lasting benefits are the reordering of a life in a way that reflects the insight gained or more easily mediates another encounter. Finally, James noted that passivity is associated with mystical experiences. Either a Divine Being reveals itself to the believer through darkness or light, or nature impinges on the consciousness of the beholder. In all mystical experiences the person feels as though he or she has been taken over by the external force.22

Karl Rahner argued that personal action is another common element to all mystical traditions.23 The person who has the mystical experiences either turns away from the world as a result of trying to repeat or refine the experience; enters into the world to live out the reality of the enlightenment attained; or understands his or herself as part of nature in a new way that leads to personal change or social action.24 Harvey Egan went as far as to argue for a ‘mysticism of liberation’, where one looks to ‘break open the socio-political, militantly-committed, prophetic dimensions of contemplation’. He maintained that a mysticism of the future had to include a mysticism of suffering, victimhood and the scapegoat.25

Criticism of these observations is significant. Islamist Daniel Madigan has observed that the centrality of the appeal to the mystical experience in the West has arisen since the anti-clericalism of the eighteenth century. Friedrich Schliermacher, William James and Rudolph Otto gave to the personal mystical experience a central importance, for it was an ‘immediate consciousness of the Deity’.26 James thought mystical experience was untainted by ecclesial or social doctrines and so was the primary religious event.27 Madigan, however, recognised that while purity, righteousness, darkness, light, visage, ineffability, noeticism, transience, passivity and personal action can be seen as cross-cultural manifestations of mysticism, study of these elements alone ignores that mysticism is ‘mediated for us by a community and situated firmly within that community’s tradition of belief’.28 Madigan did not dismiss the reality of mystical experience or its social and religious importance but argues it is ‘firstly an experience of oneself ... assenting to or achieving insight into and finally giving oneself over to the vision of reality proffered by a community that lives by that vision ... ’29 Furthermore, he argued that mystical experience is ‘not so much a direct experience of God as an experience of believing’. He concluded:

 

If religious experience appears to be a phenomenon common to all traditions, we cannot claim that it is because a single absolute or ultimate is clearly at work in them all. What gives these diverse experiences a tantalising commonality amid all their differences is the fact that they are all instances of human persons being drawn into communal vision or hypothesis about reality.30

These critical insights into the concept of mysticism provide the framework for exploring what constitutes the elements of a cinematic mystical gaze. The invocation of the term ‘mystical’, and its associated language, is a telling commentary on what the viewer takes to the act of film spectatorship and what some directors like Peter Weir make explicit in their films. To describe the cinema experience as mystical is a shorthand way of describing an ineffable encounter, where a sense of absorption, the breakdown in subject–object relationship, a heightened awareness of and unity with the natural and created order, of forgetting oneself or being illuminated, has occurred. This transient experience, if regularly repeated, is powerful enough to change visual and emotional perspectives, to impart information and to influence attitudes and behaviours. The experience of spectatorship is an encounter with oneself, one’s culture and, at its core, of the belief in the suspension of disbelieving which it demands.

The language of cinematic mysticism opens up the Other-world in film that James Palmer and Michael Riley suggested was ‘apprehended not so much by sight as by vision’ and that certain contemporary directors and films are not focused on religion but on ‘faith, which is another mode of vision or knowing’.31 It is possible that, in the end, what is at stake here is a form of ‘secular mysticism’, an issue I will explore later.

The History and Development of the Theory of the Gaze and Its Relationship to Mysticism

Cinema’s immediate antecedent was vaudeville’s ‘magic theatre’, which in turn was to beget the emergence of fairgrounds in the early twentieth century. Before the development of its narrative character in the period 1907–1913, film was one of main attractions of popular and public entertainment festivals and shows. These earliest films of arriving trains and stampeding elephants running straight toward the camera assaulted the senses of spectators and drew out of them astonished and terrified gazes as well ‘a pleasurable vacillation between belief and doubt’. These earliest manifestations of the film theatre had four characteristics: the images moved; the audience was safe no matter how terrified they were of what they were seeing; and the image addressed the spectators directly; they ‘explicitly acknowledge the spectator, seeming to reach outwards and confront’. Borrowing an image from a curious ally, Gunning concluded that this cinema of astonishment was what the fifth-century St Augustine of Hippo called ‘the lust of the eyes’.32

Gunning traced the roots of the cinema back through the fairgrounds and the vaudeville theatres of the mid-nineteenth century to the magic light shows in the centuries before. He did this to prove that the audience was not taken by surprise at the vividness of the first films they saw but that ‘the first spectator’s experience reveals not a childlike belief, but an undisguised awareness (and delight in) film’s illusionistic capabilities’. He is aware of the links between Spiritualism, the development of photography, the magic shows of the nineteenth century, the theatre of illusion and the earliest film-makers.33

 

While serving, on the one hand, as evidence of a supernatural metaphysical existence, spirit photographers also present a uniquely modern conception of the spirit world as caught up in the endless play of image making and reproduction and the creation of simulacra ... As revelatory images, evidence of an afterlife, such photographs led to byzantine conceptions of the spirit realm as engaged in the manufacture and reproduction of image doubles.34

In Europe the tradition that saw the development of these travelling shows of light and illusion was itself born from the exotic Renaissance circuses and, further back, the troubadours of the medieval period. Until the eighteenth century, these were often founded for the purpose of entertainment at religious festivals; magic was always connected to the supernatural.35 Christian Passion plays are recorded as early as the fourth century. Moving within a geographical area and by the calendar of local saints and feast days, travelling troupes of musicians and players were common throughout Europe by the eleventh century, with one troupe permanently performing the Passion at the Coliseum by the fifteenth century. In 1402 the Confrèrie de la Passion was given the Royal Warrant to the performances of the Passion in France. As their theatrical sophistication increased these troupes featured early light and illusion techniques in their retelling of the narratives about the work of Satan and, especially, in the staging of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension.36 In its narrative development, the earliest cinema even maintained these religious associations by showing the very popular Life of Christ and lives of the saints by the reel.37 For all of St Augustine’s grave concerns about representations of a lesser order38, generations of Europeans fulfilled their lust for Otherworldly stories though this world’s popular entertainment.

Tom Gunning’s contention that the audience’s ‘screams of terror and delight were well prepared for by both showmen and audience’39 is true but even more so when a fuller history of the development of the style of this presentation and its content is taken into account. It can be argued that the earliest preparation of the audience’s astonishment was their expectation of being presented with mysterious and mystical stories in these venues, as much as it was with the wonder of the apparatus delivering it in a new and extraordinary form.

Another support for this argument is in the application of the terms ‘carnivale’ and ‘carnivalesque’ to the cinema. Adapting the work of literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, Patrick Fuery argued that the cinema offers an entry into another world, one that can upset the social conventions of this one.40 Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivale was based on his study of the popular religious festivals in ancient Greece, Rome and of the medieval period.41 These carnivals contained an array of imaginative displays which often dramatised the consequences of living a life dissenting from the precepts of the local deity. These presentations amplified a theological message and promoted the mysticism of the dominant religious group.

Julia Kristeva’s dialogical theory of the carnivalesque has been important in this school of thought. What she said of its characteristics—the representation of excess; dream-like sequences and settings; themes of social disruption; dark humour and the transformation of violence; a resistance to laws; the acceptance of disturbing images; use of liminal spaces and the distortion of time—is said of mysticism and mystics as well.42 The European religious traditions of the travelling passion plays and the carnivale have been a largely unrecognised element in film theorists’ arguments as to why the gaze of the public so easily and quickly adapted to the cinema. Building on the foundations of these mystical festivals, the public already had a developed and heightened expectation of what the Other-world visual theatre could offer and the degree to which they could be sutured into the narrative. The catharsis provided by the carnivale, which has at its root the religious catharsis facilitated by popular piety throughout Europe, was transferred seamlessly to the earliest cinema. ‘When film was invented at the turn of the century it was hailed as a spectacular and uniquely modern form of entertainment. It brought together the mechanical and the mystical—magically on the screen before the astonished gaze of the modern subject.’43

Cinema, Magic and Primitive Mysticism

The fledging film industry’s first public exposure often came through shows by magicians. Georges Mèlies understood the power of the new medium and included it in his show. Harry Houdini did the same. Emile and Charles Pathé followed these examples and founded an enduring film empire. One of the common elements in these magic and film shows was their interest in the paranormal and spiritualism, which often included mediums who would speak with people beyond the grave. The public’s first exposure to film was in the context of a visual illusion and popular spirituality. By the end of World War I the dominance of the magic theatre had ended and the age of the cinema had been born.44 The public transferred their expectation and gaze from one to the next.

The earliest, continuous and most direct indicator to the mystical gaze in the cinema, however, came in the way the cinema was described as magical. Robert Herring, writing in Close-Up in 1929, maintained that one of the hallmarks of all reality was magic. It ‘is the name for the thing that is larger than the thing itself, and this larger thing is what makes it real’. Given his definition, the cinema was ‘part of a larger magic which finds expression in all sorts of ways in our daily life’.45 Herring could substitute the word ‘mystical’ for ‘magic’ and the sense of his argument would not change. Herring was not on his own. Ten years earlier, surrealist Louis Aragon combined language of magic and religion to describe the cinema experience.

 

Someone mentioned magic. How better to explain this superhuman, despotic power such elements exercise even on those who recognised them, elements till now decried by people of taste, and which are the most powerful on souls least sensitive to the enchantment of film-going ... only the cinema which directly addresses the people could impose these new sources of human splendour on a rebellious humanity searching for its soul ... We must open our eyes in front of the screen, we must analyse the feeling that transports us, reason it out to discover that cause of that sublimation of ourselves.46

It is not surprising that one of the leading surrealists uses theologically charged and magical language in reference to the cinema. Many of the surrealists had such an exalted view of the cinema; they believed it would permanently change the world for good and be a source of conflict resolution. They lived to see their expectations disappointed but their enthusiasm for the potency of the encounter is important. For Aragon, the experience of being a spectator and reflecting on what it engenders in us, how it enables a surrender of self, can lead to personal and social transformation.

In a similar vein Albert Valentin went even further than Aragon, calling the cinema ‘black and white magic’. He made an explicit link between film, magic and religion, with language bordering on the apocalyptic.

 

Two phosphorescent tails divided space at that time, though you observed the one that brought the end of the world with it without seeing the Other, which came out of the lens of the magic lantern, arrived before us full to bursting with a humanity that flows over us on every side ... It must be said that, if you thought about it a bit, you would not cross the threshold of the cinema without a feeling close to the one you get going into a church: a mixture of humility of sorts before the deception you are the object of, and admiration for the quality of the trap set you. In both cases someone is counting on a weakness of ours to trick us: in the temple on the feebleness of our understanding; in the darkened theatre on a defect in our retina that delights in visual puns and cannot succeed in isolating the succession of forms moving at speeds.47

It is hard to find a clearer example of a film theorist linking the act of spectatorship with a religious encounter. Demonstrating the tide of irreligious sentiment that gripped France during the late 1920s, Valentin even asserted that both the cinema and the church have an effect on us because we are too physically and mentally weak to unmask their deceptive powers. He alluded to the sense of presence created within the space where the theatrical and liturgical rites were played out. Mystics have regularly described their experiences in terms of standing in awe before the Other they have encountered, filled with admiration and humility, and feeling insignificant in such a presence. Furthermore the sense of bursting out and flowing over not only invokes the prophet Isaiah’s ecstatic experience48 but also alerts us to what Valentin observed in himself or others in both places. The temple claimed to conjure up the divine; the cinema delivered humanity writ large.

It is not by accident that the language of magic has been employed to describe the cinema and Valentin told us why. Beginning with the ‘magic lantern’, spectators thought the projection of moving images was miraculous.49 To underline the link between cinema and magic, early film-makers often used magicians in their scenarios and some movie-houses employed them as live acts during the sessions.50 It is not surprising that phrases like ‘movie magic’ and ‘the magic of the cinema’ have grown up with the industry and continue to be used by scholars today and that Ingmar Bergman chose the term ‘magic lantern’ as the title of his autobiography. In a recent and comprehensive study of magic, Simon During defined how the term ‘magic’ was used in these contexts and what it signified. It was ‘not the magic of witches or Siberian shamans ... [or] the subject of the occult, [but] ... “secular magic” ... shows [that] have helped provide the terms and content of modern culture’s understanding of itself’.51

André Breton, the leader of the French surrealists in the 1920s, was another theorist whose description of the cinema’s ‘convulsive beauty’ and its ability to enable spectators to enter into the ‘marvellous’ offers a foundation for the mystical gaze. For Breton the goal of automatic writing and simulation was meant to intoxicate the lost soul and lead to personal revelation52; devotees arrived ‘in a strange place ... accompanied by the direct sensation that something momentous, something essential depends upon them’.53 Breton saw the cinema as the place in which simulation could occur because it best deconstructed time and space as in the pattern of our dreams.54 He saw the cinema as the ‘the first great bridge between the day to this night’.55 While such a description is easily understood in the Freudian psychoanalytical terms that Breton so admired, it also has an equal resonance with apophatic and katophatic mysticism. In fact, Breton described the experience of spectatorship as ‘magnetising’, where the ‘important thing is that one came out “charged” for a few days’. Several elements in the cinema gave Breton this charge: the mysterious power of the cinema to disorient; the lyrical stories told there; the narrative interaction with the spectator’s life and dreams; and even its ability to pacify the spectator.56

In his later work Breton spoke more openly about the critical value in the reception of the experience and the way spectators are enticed back to behold the ‘convulsive beauty’ of the screen, to possess the love within the stories shown there, and even the invitation to desire that which is forbidden.57 Breton was not prepared to leave the fantastic as the sole domain of the Church. Indeed, he saw cinema spectatorship as a ritual akin to religious observance. By entering through a door that buffers spectators from the world outside, they enter into a world marked by darkness, the company of strangers and, by joining with them in the pilgrimage of what is presented to eye, the hope of the group for this marvellous experience not to end. ‘It is at the movies that the only absolutely modern mystery is celebrated.’58

Breton’s recognition that the codes of the cinema, through their beauty, repetition, light and dark, unity and desire, could best induce simulation, is not far removed from the argument that the cinema is the modern place where, for similar reasons, spectators can exercise a secularised mystical gaze. Where these positions diverge is in understanding the cause of the process as a way to explain and enjoy its effect. ‘The surrealists exposed what other filmmakers tried to hide: the underlying structure of the fetish and its role in the creation of desire.’59 This process of unmasking how the cinema seduced the spectators added even more enjoyment for Breton.60 In this analysis, however, mystical traditions side with non-surrealist film-makers. Many mystics and mainstream film-makers discourage their devotees from asking too many questions of the why and how of the encounter. They maintain that either there is something unknowable about how it works or that to know too much about the experience would rob it of some of its power.

Not that all writers and film-makers agree with the use of the application of this language to the cinema and the unstated relationship it has with primitive mysticism. Ado Kyrou made a distinction between the marvellous and the fantastic. It has to do with the attribution of sources. The fantastic recognises the possibility of religious or mystical explanations of transcendence whereas the marvellous sees the source for the inexplicable as coming from the world of materiality and the domain of the unconscious.

 

Everything fantastic is not marvellous. The fantastic without the marvellous (in which case the fantastic becomes the enemy of the marvellous) does not belong here: I gladly leave it to the priests, Cocteau and the spectacular revues. I don’t confuse monstrances with lanterns and I don’t get ecstatic about every vampire or every apparition ...61

Kyrou accepted that the cinema engenders a sense of Otherness but he had a distaste for any explanation that described the cinema in terms of magic or mysticism. He wanted to make a break with this legacy. For Kyrou surrealist cinema provided a visual language that supersedes any metaphysical explanations or reference.

 

The glance of a woman who loves is the bridge leading to the forces on the other side and these forces are as worldly as the glance. Therein resides the magic which, instead of reducing man to the level of a kneeling domesticated animal, lifts him up, makes him aware of the power of revolt and puts him in touch with the treasures he refused to see surrounding him. So-called ‘supernatural’ phenomena are only unknown human forces or the magnificent symbols of terrestrial power. Any religious, esoteric (in the theological sense), mystical interpretation of these phenomena can only diminish their liberating significance. That famous ‘reason’ perturbed by the fantastic and immersed in surreality obtains the authentic sense of materialism, which is not limited to its manifest content.62

By resisting a rational or meta-rational explanation for the effect of the cinema on the spectator Kyrou is in line with every mystical tradition in the world. For all the knowledge he and Valentin had about how the cinema drew the spectator in, Kyrou just wanted to enjoy the experience and fend off any analysis of it that would diminish the pleasure. Mystics who often report that they wanted to stay in the place where they were having the encounter or hold onto the associated feelings sometimes resisted others’ investigations and explanations of their encounter. Also shared between Kyrou and the mystical tradition is the altered perception of reality with which the individual is left. In so many cases Kyrou’s observation that the reality of surreality was a more real way of perceiving the world is matched by the hyperreality mystics report as well.

Kyrou’s advice to reject magical language as a descriptor of the cinema, however, has not been heeded and it remains as current in the thinking and language of spectators as ever. In recent years the link between magic and the cinema has grown due to the extraordinary development in animation, special effects and the digital manipulation of film images. At the same time that Kyrou was railing against using magic as a metaphor, Walt Disney was selling his magic mountain all over the world and David L. Hewitt was simulating space travel adventures in The Time Travellers (1964) and The Wizard of Mars (1964). In both films Hewitt broke technological ground in special effects and his work heralded a new era of visual surprises for the spectator. These developments reached a climax in George Lucas’ Star Wars. In 1975 Lucas founded a pioneering company to develop special effects for the cinema that he named Industrial Light and Magic. Since then, the ever-increasing sophistication of computergenerated images has continued to set new standards in this area.

On one level, the cinema’s relationship to magic in the popular imagination can be explained through film-makers promoting their work as a continuance of the line of entertainers who traded on optical illusions and magic acts that the public were accustomed to see and enjoy. It was in the film promoter’s interests to have the public not understand the science of film projection. More recently, special effects and digitisation keep this tradition alive by exploiting the spectator’s ‘How did they do that?’ response. The problem with this argument is that magic has traditionally been ascribed to something that cannot be explained by scientific methods; it is a pre-scientific phenomenon. Given this definition of magic the apparatus of the cinema has never been magical. It may be novel, new, fresh and exciting, but never inexplicable. If one were to accept Valentin’s observation that the Church trades on ‘the feebleness of our understanding’, then the same charge can be laid at the door of the cinema as well.

Valentin, however, was correct in saying that the cinema operates on a weakness of the retina.

 

The photoreceptors do record the image much like film, but there are roughly 125 million photoreceptors in the eye, and only one million fibres in the optic nerve that carries information to the brain. Thus, there is no way that every image imprinted on the photoreceptors can be transferred directly, dot-by-dot, into the brain; some sort of simplification or coding is required. The nerve cell layers in the retina organize and code the visual image, so that in a very real sense we begin to think about visual images inside the eye.63

The cinema works because film projection is predicated on the flicker fusion frequency in our retina where the centre of an image is sharper and the periphery of the same image is slower and more obscured, depending on the frame around the image and the light outside and within the image.64 Through trial and error projectionists discovered that twenty-four or twenty-five film frames per second are the optimum speeds for the eye to perceive the field of vision and to maintain focus on an image but that this speed is not slow enough for the retina to see that there is no image between each frame and that images in the movies are not moving at all.65 Amos Vogel noted that:

 

The many mysteries of film begin at this moment; the acceptance of a flat surface as three-dimensional, of a sudden action, scale, or set changes as ordinary, of a border delimiting this fraudulent universe as normal, of black-and-white as reality ... Without the viewer’s physiological and psychological complicity, there could be no cinema at all.66

While Vogel’s observations are right about the compromises demanded of and given by the spectator at the cinema, he seemed to ‘blame’ our retina for predisposing us to this exploitation in the first place. The physical illusions the cinema trades on, now more than ever, did not prevent Vogel from continuing the foreboding observations of Valentin by comparing film to a magical experience and the cinema to a place of worship.

 

Subversion in cinema starts when the theatre darkens and the screen lights up. For the cinema is a place of magic where psychological and environmental factors combine to create an openness to wonder and suggestion, an unlocking of the unconscious. It is a shrine at which modern rituals rooted in atavistic memories and subconscious desires are acted out in darkness and seclusion from the outer world.67

Vogel and Valentin were right and wrong. The magic of the cinema is not found in its apparatus. This claim was initially made to entice audiences into cinema by reassuring them that they would only find a better version of the sleight-of-hand they knew. As the cinema developed, the claim of magic has become a hook for audiences to be enticed back to see its technical advances and developments. The language of cinematic magic has continued to be used because it has been commercially successful. On another level, however, this language points to the effect of the cinema on an audience and its relationship to what it sees on the screen. Hence, the language of magic is more correctly applied to the effect rather than the cause of persistence of vision. In this, the apparatus of the cinema is important, and ignorance of it predisposes the spectator to the magical effects of what they see and hear. Writing seventy years after Robert Herring, bell hooks agreed with Herring that it was cinema’s relationship to reality that revealed its magical quality.

 

Movies make magic. They change things ... They give the reimagined, reinvented version of the real. It may look like the familiar, but in actuality it is a different universe from the world of the real. That’s what makes movies so compelling ... Movies remain the perfect vehicle for the introduction of certain ritual rites of passage that come to stand for the quintessential experience of border crossing for everyone who wants to take a look at difference and the different without having to experientially engage ‘the Other’.68

It is this focus on the effect of the participant, on the nature of cinema as ritual and its defining of reality that is most revealing of cinema magic and the mystical gaze.

While the concept and language of magic have been used to describe the cinema throughout its history because it is convenient and common and, while used indiscriminately, has no greater significance; they were inherited from the vaudevillian shows that the cinema superseded. They also describe the lack of scientific understanding on the part of the audience, especially in regard to the development of special effects. As Arthur C.Clarke observed: ‘any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic’.69 Another possibility is that without the commentators being aware of it, without scholars ever having studied the application of the term in relation to the cinema, the term ‘magic’ indicates we are in the presence of a mystical gaze, that is, the gaze spectators bring to the viewing experience with an expectation that they will experience Otherness.

The term ‘mystical gaze’, as a general description of cinematic spectatorship, is not misplaced in its application or without significance in its long-standing use, because magic is a first principle and foundation for mysticism. Even by his circuitous argument, Valentin recognised the existence of the mystical gaze when he claimed that entering a cinema was akin to entering a church, as both venues demand humility, admiration and feebleness of mind and body. The church to which Valentin had to be referring in France in the 1920s, would be Catholic where a daily diet of the Tridentine liturgy and a weekly sung Solemn Mass would have been celebrated. It is easy to see why he made the parallel: attending an especially dedicated building on a certain day and time; entering a dimly lit vast space, with seating directed toward the front; silent, attentive passivity required on the part of the congregation and the action occurring at the front where a ritual drama is enacted; a ‘sanctuary’ area swathed in light but inaccessible to everyone except those who live there; stories told of good and evil; suspending scientific rationalism to access the experience; being surrounded by sound; and, potentially, living life differently for having had the experience. As Simon During concluded:

 

... once the world is conceived of as lacking transcendence, and God is folded back into what there is, that is, into Nature then certain questions—about the limits of Nature, the relation between mind and matter, and more particularly, the finality of death—acquire a new and still potentially magical interest.70

It is only in recent years that scholars have been more guarded about making such links. It is one of the reasons magic has survived as a term to capture the act of spectatorship. The word ‘magical’ offers a more secular, acceptable and free way to describe the gaze as mystical but the two are inseparable.

Magic, Mysticism and Gaze Theory

The relationship between magic and mysticism is as ancient as it is complex. James G. Frazer, one of the founders of modern anthropology, argues in The Magic Art, one part of his twelve-volume series, The Golden Bough: A Study in Comparative Religion, that magic was the forerunner of organised religion.71 Magic tried to control the forces of nature and organise them for the desire of the subject. Where magic no longer effects a change in these forces and subjective desires are left unfulfilled, magic wanes in its power. Frazer observed that in the development of mystical traditions, an appeal to a higher being or power supersedes the claims of magic. Herring’s description of cinematic magic in terms of the ordinary elements of life holds with Frazer’s observations about the nature of magic and its powers. Magic draws a subject away from his or her everyday activity for a ritual that attempts to conjure up from natural forces a world in which the subject has the power to predict and control a desired outcome. Such a description of the power of magic can even be found in the Hebrew Scriptures.72

It was, however, Jean-Louis Baudry who applied similar insights to the cinema and proposed systematic theories of spectatorship. Baudry noted in an early article that the apparatus of the cinema deludes spectators into believing that they have control over the image projected on the screen; this sense of control enabled them to feel transcendent over the event they were watching and desiring to possess.73 ‘Cinema mimes a form of archaic satisfaction experienced by the subject by reproducing the scene of it.’74 Baudry’s argument that the cinematic gaze was akin to Plato’s cave has a special resonance with what constitutes the relational looking in the mystical gaze. Baudry described the common elements of both the cave and the cinema as being in a contrived, darkened place; shadowy images projected on a screen; the passivity of the spectator; and the creation of a special environment filled with particularised sound, sight and atmosphere in which spectators regress to the point where they accept the images as reality. Baudry argued that the machinery of the cinema enabled the spectator to be inherently narcissistic. While spectators consider themselves open to the world on the screen, they are, in fact, prisoners of the cave and of their own desires.75 Similar features are true of the mystical experience. Indeed Plato’s cave had a direct influence on the development of mystical traditions in Christianity, where early monasteries absorbed Neo-Platonism and, literally, went underground to seek enlightenment.76

Mysticism and Plato’s cave share an emphasis on strong auditory and visual stimuli and self-absorption leading to a sense of fusion between the interior and exterior worlds.77 This leads the individual to accept that what is seen as real. This has political and social consequences. Devotees change their actions in accordance with what they have seen and experienced78 and encourage others to have the same experience or accept as universally true what they have beheld.79 Indeed, in Christian mysticism much is made of the reflected light of God’s presence that shines in darkened places. ‘We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven while we were with him on the mountain ... You will do well to be attentive to this as a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.’80 Even echoes of Plato’s metaphor of the cave can be seen at work in the thought of Paul of Tarsus when he outlines how life is a mere reflection of hoped-for glory. ‘For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part, then I will know fully, even as I have been known.’81 Plato’s cave and Baudry’s commentary on the cinematic gaze have much to contribute to the mystical gaze. Interestingly, Baudry made a direct link between the ideology of the cinema and that of the church and state. I will return to the religious significance of this shortly.

There are sympathetic parallels here between psychoanalytical ideas about a deluded subject82and his or her desires for pleasure, and the way theorists have applied them to the cinema as a means of explaining the spectator’s need to control desire.83 These parallels are the foundations for contemporary theories of the gaze. The surrealist film-makers were among the first groups to adapt Sigmund Freud’s theories of dreams and the unconscious to cinema spectatorship. André Breton extolled the cinema as a means to entering into the marvellous, a realm of love and freedom.84 ‘For the Surrealists, the cinema had the transcendent capacity to liberate what was conventionally repressed, to mingle the known and the unknown, the mundane and the oneiric [dreamlike], the quotidian and the marvellous.’85 The surrealists argued that cinema reproduced the pattern of dreaming and so unmasked the unconscious desires of the self.

More recent post-structuralist theories of the gaze have drawn upon Freudian psychoanalytic theories of the unconscious. In summary, they stress that the look of the spectator is a complex interplay between the fulfilment of the desire for primal unity and the resistance toward it; the pleasure and displeasure of looking and of stolen gazes; the assertion of language and law (father-rule); and the development of sexuality.86 Three aspects of Freud’s theories have a particular importance for the mystical gaze: the sense of lack; the importance of dreams as an assertion of power over the symbolic order; and the function of stories.87

It is hardly surprising, then, that psychoanalytical theories have also had an impact on the study of mysticism. Julia Ching argued, for example, that Lacan’s mirror symbol is a helpful theory in understanding the complexities of Confucian and Taoist mystical experiences. Ching conceded that she and Lacan had different starting points. ‘Jacques Lacan seeks consciously to demystify all experience, by seeking out underlying psychological conditions of human personality ... I acknowledge and recognize a realm of experience, religious and mystical, which I consider to be not totally comprehensible to psycho-analysis.’88 Ching argued, however, that the myth of primal narcissism, upon which Lacan’s mirror stage is built, has resonances in many mystical traditions especially in the way water and the mirror reflect back to the mystic the mind, heart and soul.89 ‘Here the image in the mirror no longer represent merely the external form of the person as seen by others, but a more interior principle. In both Eastern and Western religions, it frequently represents the soul—or its equivalent.’90 A common task in mystical traditions is to recover the primal innocence of the soul. ‘Their hearts are like mirrors in the mud, enclosing the light within the darkness. Dust and dirt once removed, the mirror will reflect the beautiful and the ugly.’91 I have discussed the view that the cinema screen acts as a primal mirror for the spectator. Julia Ching alerted us to the idea that one of the elements present when we look is the mystical gaze.

Though Ching found connections between Lacan’s mirror stage and mysticism, Christian Metz, another foundational theorist of the gaze, was never given to making such a link. He did, however, use language laden with mystical references. In his work on the spectator’s gaze he spoke of it, ‘as a condition of the perceived and hence as a kind of transcendental subject’.92 The appeal to metaphysics to describe the gaze is underlined by the sense of power the spectator feels in relation to the screen. Mulvey argued that the dominant, heterosexual, erotic male gaze gives the spectator a sense of omnipotence93: what Metz called ‘an all-powerful position which is that of God himself, or more broadly of some ultimate signified’. In similar terms to these the gaze can be understood to be mystical. In certain mystical traditions the process of regression is not viewed negatively but as a positive element in the experience.94 The change of consciousness that includes an altered state of perception is seen as an action whereby the subject becomes aware of its origin and destiny, of a presence, a reality it once knew and rediscovers. Mysticism is an act of the conscious self becoming aware of an act of perception of an external image or experience through which the subject recognises and identifies part of his or her own desire.95 The experience bestows on the subject a sense of power and, indeed a literal participation in omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence.

 

It starts from a consciousness of the absolute superiority or supremacy of a power other than myself, and it is only as it falls back upon ontological terms to achieve its end ... that the element of tremendum, originally apprehended as plenitude of power, becomes transmuted into plenitude of being.96

Metz rejected the idea that the cinema screen acted as a Lacanian mirror because it cannot reflect back the viewer’s image to the viewer. For Metz, the act of cinema spectatorship was more related to scopophilic voyeurism, where, just as our Oedipal desires saw us watch or imagine our parents having sex, so the cinema enables us to steal a private look into the intimate lives and situations of others, places we would not normally go, or into which we would not be welcomed. In doing so we identify with an imaginary image and take it for reality. Because of the consciousness of spectators and the ability for them to identify with an imaginary world, the reality of the cinema was for Metz more akin to the phantasies of daydreams than those of the dreams of sleep.97 ‘This specific joy of receiving from the external world images that are usually internal ... of seeing them inscribed in a physical location (the screen), of discovering in this way something almost realizable in them.’98 Metz’s language here in describing the gaze of the cinema could easily be a description of mysticism. Metz was fully aware that Bazin and others were explicit in their appreciation of the cinema as a mystical event. Metz summarised Bazin and his fellow phenomenologists as arguing that ‘all conceptions of the cinema [are] a mystical revelation, as “truth” or “reality” unfolding by right, as the apparition of what is as an epiphany, derive from it.’99 Metz does not go this far, though he takes seriously Bazin’s point in relation to the type of ecstatic effect the cinema has on some spectators. ‘These cosomophanic conceptions (which are not always expressed in an extreme form) register rather well the “feeling” of the deluded ego of the spectator, they often give us excellent descriptions and they have advanced our knowledge of the cinema.’100 Building on Metz’s work, Richard Allen has coined term ‘iconic imagination’ to describe the interplay between spectator and the cinematic image as a ‘projective illusion [where] we step through the seeing-as corridor and appear to perceive directly a world instead of perceiving a photographic reproduction of something in the world.’ Each spectator exercises his or her gaze in ‘in a spectator-centered way.’101

There are four major intersections between foundational psychoanalytic theories in regard to how the cinema regulates the subject’s desires and the function of magic and mysticism: a sense of loss; a desire to regain innocence; a need to control the external world; and to posses powerful forces. Lacanian psychoanalysts recognise that loss is the primal human experience and that we become aware that we are not what we seek. The cinema, implicitly, and magic, explicitly, promise subjects that they can be perfect or complete if they obtain what they have lost. Nearly every ancient religious belief system, for example, has mythologies that centre on the loss of innocence and the need to regain it. Accompanying this lack is a loss of control over the natural and physical forces impacting upon the individual and the world, which are seen as a disruption of the harmony that once existed. Magic uses story, ritual, time, space, light, dark, smell, sound and people to conjure up the conditions in which a subject or a community might regain lost innocence and reassert control over the material world. Magic and the cinema act as gateways to a world of Otherness, Aragon’s ‘searching for the soul’, where access is regulated, outcomes predestined and enough pleasure is gained by the participant/spectator to want to keep repeating the experience.102 Cinema, magic and mysticism encode the desire to control, with a power to predict, the outcomes of the interaction between the imaginary, symbolic and the real.

Cinema shares with magic a process by which a participant seeks to live in harmony or identification with the object of the subject’s desire and, often, attempt to possess it and make it his or her own. The major difference between psychoanalytical descriptions of the cinema and the activity of magical mysticism is the consciousness of delusion. While most people are unaware of how the cinema might play in their unconscious desires and how they are constructed as spectators by the apparatus, they are aware that they are watching a fictional world. Many people who participate in magic, deluded though they may be, do not accept they are deluded at all. Magic and the cinema, therefore, bestow on their respective participants a misrecognition of themselves as transcendent103 at the service of a political and ideological intention and use.104

Contemporary Theories of the Gaze and Their Relationships to the Mystical

The Dominant Male Gaze

Laura Mulvey argued that the most important aspect of the gaze was that that it was split between the active, male gaze and the passive, female object. Mulvey argued that the cinema has traditionally presented women ‘as (passive) raw, material for the (active) gaze of man’.105 Her critical insight was that the dominant gaze of the classic narrative cinema was a sadistic male gaze. Mulvey deconstructed the look of the cinema by exposing how it is essentially ideological, formed by the dominant social order that uses it to reflect, reveal and play with patriarchal assumptions. She also theorised that it enabled people to be voyeurs of pleasure and pain, forgetting about themselves and identifying with the male subject on the screen, internalising and making normative his desires for union with a woman who is presented as an object to be claimed, saved, punished or overvalued.

To maintain the social order, ‘illusionistic narrative films’ play with time and space and create a world within which ‘the invisible guest’ accepts the order of a created objective world where desire is regulated and social ideology enforced. The unseen three looks of the cinema—what the camera sees what the audience sees on the screen and what the characters see as they watch each other106—prevent the audience from adopting a critical distance from the narrative and its political agenda and codifies social behaviour which reinforces the domination of the erotic, heterosexual, voyeuristic male gaze.

Given how the word ‘magic’ indicates that a mystical frame of reference is being invoked, it is striking to see that in Mulvey’s landmark theory about the nature of the gaze in mainstream narrative film, she adopted magical language to describe film. ‘It is helpful to understand what the cinema has been, how its magic has worked in the past while attempting a theory and a practice which will challenge this cinema of the past.’ Soon after in the same article she observed that ‘the magic of the Hollywood style at its best (and of all the cinema which fell within its sphere of influence) arose, not exclusively, but in one important aspect, from its skilled and satisfying manipulations of visual pleasure’. Still later she argued that the conventions of film that have consciously evolved, unwind ‘magically, indifferent to the presence of the audience, producing for them a sense of separation and playing on their voyeuristic phantasy’.107 Within the considerable commentary on Mulvey’s work there is not one scholar who questions or explores further the presumptions about the ‘magic’ of film in her theory; it is just accepted as a self-explanatory given.

The parallels, however, between the dominant sadistic male gaze and elements of magical mysticism are striking. Indeed, taking Mulvey’s central argument, one could argue that the reason the cinema’s gender codes exist in this form is because of the mystical and religious heritage from which all Western narrative is derived. If a god is imagined to be male, then male rule is assumed. If the task of mysticism is to encounter the presence of a higher being, predominantly imagined to be male, then the cinema, in the way it re-creates the pattern of that encounter, accepts the patriarchal assumptions that come with it. To the degree that women in religious traditions are goddesses and virgins to be adored, like the Hindu goddesses and the Virgin Mary, or temptresses or whores to be punished and saved, as in nearly all major religious collectives, then cinematic narratives, in continuity with most Western narrative traditions, have inherited this perspective from the stories of religious collectives. The gaze of the cinema is male because the mystical gaze is male and its object is the Other whose presence is sought as a means of necessary salvation for so-called fallen humanity, most especially for feeble and defective women. The sadistic gaze of the classic narrative cinema is sadistic because the devotee is encouraged to see that the perfect Other is almost always male, especially in the Western mystical traditions, and that women are corruptions of the reflected human form. Mulvey went as far as to say that, as a result of the patriarchal and ideological order the cinema reinforces, the male spectator feels omnipotent, perfect, complete and powerful. She could have been describing a mystic’s god, the Other they desire and the one he or she wishes to control and possess but never will.

Mulvey used other terms to describe the nature of the cinema that borrow heavily from mystical and religious paradigms. The idea of an ‘invisible guest’ seeking unity with the object of his or her desire, while being aware, and yet not aware, of themselves as subjects, participate in a ritual where time and space are manipulated so that another world is created, could just as comfortably describe mysticism as it does the cinema. This could also apply to her descriptions of the nature of the cinema as ‘patterns of fascination’; reflecting, revealing and playing with images and spectacle; establishing what is seen as pleasurable and beautiful; opening up a private world within which the spectator can look and glimpse a desirable order beyond; allowing a temporary loss of ego; and establishing a system of ‘stars’ who embody the story and give it validity away from the screen. Moreover, when Mulvey said that the cinema establishes an oppressive phallocentric order within which the idea of woman is the linchpin of the cinema and yet she is the bearer, not the maker, of meaning, she could have been describing, for example, the particularities of Christian mysticism and mythology that hold that sin entered the world through the tempting of a man by a woman but was put right by the compliance of a virgin mother who bore the son of a father-god to save fallen humanity. There is nothing in the nature of magic, mysticism and the cinema to suggest that it is value-neutral. Indeed, all three are as value-laden as any social construction. The use of language that signifies the magical or spiritual ‘desire for union’ is one key to the significance of the content and presumptions behind Mulvey’s arguments.

Within a year of Mulvey’s article being published, Camera Obscura: A Journal of Feminism and Film Theory began a series of responses to her work and so gave rise to a vigorous study and debate about the nature and ideology of the gaze. The conclusions of the criticisms of Mulvey’s work are important for the nature of the gaze under discussion here because they have centred on how Mulvey ignored other forms of looking related to gender, race, class and queer desire.108 These became the foundations of theories of the multiple gazes of the cinema, what Lacan called the interaction between different sets of gazes and, indeed, different competing orders of gazes as well.109 The variety of ways of looking and the multiple looks we bring into the cinema undermine any argument that we can manipulate or control the gaze.110

The Gendered Gaze

Scholars concluded that Mulvey’s ground-breaking paradigm of male spectatorship was too narrow—although at the time Mulvey was the first to theorise the nature of the gaze. Christine Gledhill argued that, despite Mulvey’s outstanding contribution to the development theories of the gaze, her research had overemphasised the film as a semiotic text and not focused enough on the context within which the film is produced and read. David Rodowick insisted that Mulvey’s male gaze was culturally inflexible and ahistorical. Elizabeth Cowie maintained that Mulvey only allowed for an exclusively ‘masculinist’ reading of the film text while film in fact prompts multiple readings and cross-gender responses. Mulvey responded to some of her critics that her work was a necessary, polemical contribution to open up the exploration of the multifaceted nature of the gaze.111

What has emerged out of this debate is a movement away from theorising the male or female gaze, as such, to a gendered gaze. In doing so feminist writers, in particular, became increasingly critical of the patriarchal assumptions in Freudian psychoanalysis. Mary Ann Doane argued that what cinematic theory and Freud have in common is ‘the eviction of the female spectator from a discourse purportedly about her ... one which, in fact, narrativizes her again and again’. Doane theorised that what female spectators do at the cinema is what they often have to do elsewhere in the world: masquerade as a man to assert their own power and control. Because of ‘a certain over-presence of the image—she is the image’, women have two options: ‘the masochism of over-identification or the narcissism entailed in becoming one’s own object of desire, in assuming the image in a most radical way’. For women to masquerade as a transvestite at the cinema empowers them to undermine the stereotype of ‘femininity’ and female power presented there. Doane’s interest in female spectatorship is not to preserve it or value it over other gazes but to see it as part of the wider discussion of the role gender plays in the cinematic gaze: ‘a theory of female spectatorship is indicative of the crucial necessity of understanding that position in order to dislocate it’.112 Doane’s become-what-you-see approach shares codes with many mystical traditions.113 In the Christian tradition, exactly the same choice Doane nominates for the cinema confronts a female believer as well. She has to overcome the problems of distance and proximity by becoming what she imagines and visualises: identifying with a father-god and his son or becoming the contemporary embodiment of the mother of Jesus.

Building on the work of Doane, Teresa de Lauretis has so far given the most comprehensive arguments for the various elements in, and the importance of, the gendered gaze. For de Lauretis gender mattered in spectatorship because the cinema helped to construct and deconstruct society’s gender assumptions, especially in its representations of sexuality and power.114 Basing her work on Freud’s observations in regard to how the girl child desires her mother and yet also resents her for not giving her a penis, de Lauretis argued that women and men bring different histories to the cinema and so have different investments in what they see there and, more importantly, what they do not see on the screen. This absence is a critical factor in the gendered gaze because the actual experience of women is rarely attested to on the screen and so women move in and out of the narrative. There is

 

the movement in and out of gender as ideological representation, which I propose characterises the subject of feminism, in a movement back and forth between the representation of gender (in its male centred frame of reference) and what that representation leaves out, or, more pointedly, makes representable ... These two kinds of spaces are neither in oppositions to one another nor strung along in a chain of signification, but they co-exist concurrently and in contradiction.115

What is lacking in de Lauretis’ important theorising of the gendered gaze, and even the differences between the way various women and men look, is the social and cultural resonances that inform it. To exclude religion from an analysis of the institutional discourses about ‘meanings, values, knowledge and practises’116 when its liturgical and mystical traditions have exerted the most profound and significant influences on the European artistic and visual imagination for a millennia leaves de Lauretis’ theory on the role of gender in the gaze, at best, incomplete. The recognition of the role of the mystical gaze and its ideological and theological history goes some way to explain how the male gaze has become so entrenched in the cinema. It also explicates the legitimation of male over female spectatorship given that many women and men—in Judaism, Islam and Christianity for example—have been told to imagine and behold a father-god and to exclude a mother-god. The preferencing of a male over a female gaze has translated into cultural, political and social roles and structures for women that enshrine a phallocentric power relationship that socialises men seeing women and women seeing themselves as secondary, ancillary and compliant.

The Masochistic Gaze

Doane was one of the first scholars to posit a masochistic gaze. She argued that—because women saw themselves overexposed on the screen in a way that did not represent them and because they were forced to adopt a transgendered gaze so as to identify and desire the image of woman on the screen—women participated in a form of masochism.117 More than any other scholar, Gaylyn Studlar has developed a version of this theory of the gaze primarily in relation to the male viewer.118 Studlar was critical of the phallocentrism of Freud, Lacan, Mulvey and Rodowick, which attended to the sadistic, voyeuristic and fetishistic scopophilic nature of the male gaze.119 Basing her work on Gilles Deleuze’s adaptation of Freudian psychoanalysis, Studlar focused on the pre-Oedipal phase, critical to the healthy development of the child’s ego, when the child has a unity with the mother and perceives the father is to be virtually absent. In this phase the child experiences the mother as a presence not as a lack. The child wants unity with the mother but cannot possess her in the way the child desires. None the less, in the child’s utter dependence, lack of power and submission to the mother, the child remembers the pleasure of the desire and the displeasure of separation.
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