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I was in those days a very great storyteller.

Charles Darwin
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INTRODUCTION


Why Darwin?

[image: Image]

Rare tapestry depicting a monkey operating a magic lantern, projecting an image of two lovebirds on the wall (circa 1920).
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Charles Darwin is one of the most original and influential thinkers of all time. His theories of evolution, descent and sexual selection have completely transformed the way in which we think about the major issues of life: our origins, the relationship between human and animal, race and sexuality, survival and the future of the planet. In particular, his ideas challenge the fundamental religious view that God created a purposeful universe, with humanity—the pinnacle of his achievement—at its centre. Darwin’s overturning of the anthropocentric view of life is arguably his most controversial achievement. It has led to a questioning of religion, race and empire, a new approach to the interpretation of philosophy, literature and the arts, a revolution in genetics and microbiology, a re-evaluation of the relationship between humanity and the environment, a focus on the emotional life of animals, and a new way of conceptualising the human mind and body in a post-Darwinian world, all of which have crucial consequences for the way in which we choose to live. This influence has rarely if ever been discussed.

Darwin’s revolutionary ideas exerted a profound influence on the fledgling cinema of the early twentieth century. The cinema did not simply happen; it evolved from an array of pre-cinematic inventions such as the panorama and diorama, camera, kaleidoscope and stereoscope, to name just a few. Many of these new visual technologies, including the cinema itself, evolved at the same time that the spread of Darwinian ideas were having an impact on European culture at large. As the newest art form of the early twentieth century, the cinema was particularly responsive to Darwinian ideas and to Darwinian-inspired narratives that explored a variety of related themes: humanity’s origins, deep time, the nature of human and animal, gender and sexual selection, generation and survival. It is crucial to emphasise, however, that Darwinian ideas affected the cinema in its entirety—not just in relation to narrative forms, although this is a significant area. Thus, Darwin’s Screens examines the influence of Darwinian theory on film in relation to film narrative, form and aesthetics. It also engages with the kind of subject—both the figure on the screen and spectator in the auditorium—who emerged in response to Darwin’s anti-anthropocentrism, a figure best described as the ‘entangled subject’.

Darwinian concepts strongly influenced film narratives. Throughout its history, the cinema—like nineteenth-century fiction—has always been drawn to stories with a basis in evolutionary theory. Just as Darwinian theory led to new narrative forms for literature, so it did for film. In her seminal work, Darwin’s Plots, Gillian Beer has analysed the profound effect of Darwinian thought on nineteenth-century culture, as well as the way Darwin himself was shaped by that culture. According to Beer, Darwin was able to create new narrative forms ‘that could be teased out or redesigned, by imaginative writers’: these included ‘the descent of man, the ascent of man, transformation, extinction, the great family, the tree of life, marriage as artificial selection or sexual selection’ (Beer 2000, p. xxiv). Beer argues that these new narratives exerted an important influence on nineteenth-century fiction and on writers such as George Eliot and Thomas Hardy. Following on from Beer’s groundbreaking work, George Levine (1988) has explored Darwin’s influence on Charles Dickens and Joseph Conrad, and Bert Bender (1996) on American novelists such as Henry James and Edith Wharton. Early films from the silent period explored Darwinian themes, particularly those of sexual selection, marriage and family, in cinematic adaptations of novels by the above authors. Many were made and remade, such as Daniel Deronda (1921), Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1913, 1924), Bleak House (1920, 1922, 1926), Little Dorrit (1913, 1920), A Tale of Two Cities (1907, 1911, 1917, 1922), The Age of Innocence (1924) and The House of Mirth (1918). Over the decades, Darwinian themes of sexual selection, partnership and generation have proven central to the love story, from romantic comedies (Bringing Up Baby, 1938; Groundhog Day, 1993) to racial melodramas (Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?, 1967; Mississippi Masala, 1991) and postmodern narratives of death and regeneration (The French Lieutenant’s Woman, 1981; Adaptation, 2002).

Darwinian theories also influenced early film through the adaptation of popular Gothic narratives. One of the most enduring of these is the human–beast cycle: its various formats have proven so popular that they have led to remakes, series and even complete genres. These include the ‘King Kong’ series and its classic remakes and offshoots; the numerous remakes of HG Wells’s classic novel The Island of Doctor Moreau; the cult ‘Planet of the Apes’ series; and the recent ‘Alien’ quartet, the latest of which explores Darwinian-inspired ideas of cloning, evolution and survival. There is also the ever-popular, ‘Tarzan, the Apeman’ subgenre of jungle films. The Tarzan subgenre has been so successful that it has generated more than fifty titles, stretching from 1918 to 2001. Darwin’s influence is also evident on early silent short films, although this has rarely been discussed. The first film-makers responded directly to the prevailing influence of Darwin’s ideas with stories about Darwinian theory. More than twenty films from the silent period explore ideas directly related to evolutionary theory. These include comic novelties (Joe, the Educated Orangoutang, Undressing, 1898), an early Danish film (The Human Ape or Darwin’s Triumph, 1909), a pioneering handmade cartoon (Gertie the Dinosaur, 1914) and early comedies (Flying Elephants, 1928). Prior to the birth of the cinema, evolutionary ideas had made their way into popular culture, even leaving their mark on various pre-cinematic devices. Magic lantern slides featured images of monkeys performing human activities, such as smoking a pipe. Monkeys were even depicted behind the ‘camera’, operating the magic lantern machine. This unusual image was woven into tapestries and even engraved on precious objects, such as a silver thimble. One such scene depicts the monkey screening an image of two love birds nestled on the branch of a tree, suggesting that animals also enjoy art and entertainment.

Darwin’s theory of natural selection created an unpredictable and secular universe, in which the human was no longer the centre of divine creation but simply one species among many, whose purpose in the universe was increasingly questioned. It could no longer be argued with certainty that humans were a separate or divine species created by God. As his biographer Janet Browne so aptly observes, Darwin’s revolutionary theory ‘signalled the death of Adam’ (Browne 1995, p. 543). The cinema responded in at least two distinct ways. Herbert Spencer created his own view of Darwin’s ideas and transformed Darwin’s theory of evolution into a theory about human superiority based on progress. Many Americans embraced Spencer’s evolutionary philosophy, which reasserted human uniqueness and spirituality. Clearly, a number of Hollywood narratives, particularly the classic Western genre, embrace a Spencerian vision of evolutionary philosophy. Other genres, however, such as horror, the gangster film and film noir, work in the opposite direction. They are much more interested in themes of entropy, devolution and retrogression. Horror explores these concepts by collapsing the distinction between human and animal; the gangster film and film noir transform the civilised world into a nightmarish urban jungle characterised by moral collapse and the representation of woman as animal—the predatory femme fatale, whose exotic beauty introduces the Darwinian motif of evolutionary aesthetics. I do not want to suggest that these genres can be reduced to a fixed or set Darwinian narrative. Narrative forms and genres are fluid, their themes and concerns caught up in a process of overlapping and intertwining as genres enrich one another in a practice of mutual enhancement and development.

Dudley Andrew (1984) argues that the study of narrative forms is crucial to the study of cinema that has been intimately connected to those theorists who work in narrative, such as Christian Metz, AJ Greimas and Tzvetan Todorov:

 

Cinema has confirmed that narrative is more than a set of texts or even a certain kind of text. It is first of all an innate capability, like language itself, which surfaces in many areas of human life and is dominant in some of these. Narrative competence holds our significations in place to give them an order and a thrust. We sense its power in our daily conversations and in nearly every form of communication. It has its impact in a host of art forms, in painting, dance, opera, and mime. It is celebrated in literature and, as we have seen, it is nearly synonymous with the word ‘cinema’ (Andrew 1984, p. 76).

Although Darwin himself did not work on theories of narrative, his theory of evolution gave rise to what Beer has described in relation to nineteenth-century fiction as ‘evolutionary narratives’ (as discussed above). These narratives are central to the cinema, yet they have rarely, if ever, been theorised in this context. In the cinema, as in nineteenth-century fiction, evolutionary narratives are also concerned with tales of marriage, family, sexual selection, extinction and transformation. In addition, the cinema’s evolutionary narratives are particularly focused on sexual display, the relationship between human and animal, devolution, species, deep time and future forms. Darwin’s theory of evolution is central to the origin and formation of a number of film genres based on evolutionary forms of narrative, such as horror and science fiction, the musical and love story, the detective film and film noir, insofar as the latter is considered a genre.

Another crucial aspect of the influence of Darwinian theory on the cinema concerns the way in which successful or long-established genres have evolved and adapted over time. We can, in fact, distinguish two major structures or influences at work in the cinema that arise from Darwin’s evolutionary theory: evolutionary narrative forms, and the formation or development of film genres. The former concerns a study of content and the latter a study of formation. Much of this book is concerned with evolutionary narratives and sexual selection, but here I wish to discuss how evolutionary theory offers an important theoretical tool for understanding the formation and success of film genres. I am not referring to what Andrew describes in his discussion of narrative as ‘the nineteenth-century Darwinian impulse to classify and interrelate species’ (Andrew 1984, p. 77), but rather to the way in which Darwinian motifs of change—such as struggle, chance and process, which became central to early twentieth-century culture—informed and structured the development of genre as a dynamic, complex system of interrelated, heterogeneous structures. Genres are not static, changeless forms. In his critique of the traditional view of genres as static and predictable, Steve Neale argues that genres should be thought of ‘as ubiquitous, multifaceted phenomena rather than as one-dimensional entities’ (Neale 2000, p. 28).

What is a successful genre? A successful filmic genre is one that has survived over many decades because of its ability to adapt to meet the changing interests of audiences. Insofar as genres present issues central to a given historical and social period, they speak to audiences about ideas and events that impinge on their own lives. John Frow refers throughout his book Genres to the importance of a genre being able to appeal to the interests of the audience. He argues that genres are ‘complex structures’ that must be defined in relation to three crucial and overlapping features or dimensions: ‘the formal, the rhetorical, and the thematic’ (Frow 2006, p. 76). The thematic, which relates most clearly to the issue of success, must be of interest to, or hold strong appeal for, the viewer: ‘Finally, each of these dimensions can be thought to be “thematic” in the sense that formal and rhetorical structures always convey meaning’ (p. 76, original emphasis). Meaning relates to the themes, motifs, ideas and issues that a genre explores. In order to explore changing ideas and issues, a genre may draw on aspects of a related generic form. The various film adaptations of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1920, 1931, 1941), for example, draw on elements of horror and science fiction to the degree that some critics cannot agree as to its genre, referring to it as ‘science fiction horror’.

A factor crucial in this process is the ability of a genre to draw on conventions belonging to other genres. As Frow writes in relation to Rick Altman’s theory of film genres:

 

Rather than accepting the standard view of genres as having a stable existence, distinct borders, and a regular and predictable development shaped largely by the film industry’s calculations of what it is that audiences want, Altman tells a much messier story about the prevalence of genre-mixing in the Hollywood studio system and the slow and uncertain emergence of the substantive genres (Frow 2006, p. 137).

Darwin’s metaphor of life as an ‘entangled bank’ applies just as well to the life of genres. Those genres that succeed do so because they draw on Darwinian principles of evolution, adaptation, change and transformation.

In the final analysis, genres survive because they speak to the desires and interests of an audience. However, what these desires might be is never predictable or known clearly in advance. In their quest to appeal to audience desires, genres experiment, change and adapt, but ultimately they explore questions that have always been central to human history. It could be argued that the success of the horror film, for instance, depends on the fact that over the decades it has continued to address a question that has been asked since ancient times, but particularly in the wake of the Darwinian revolution in ideas—that of the meaning of human nature. Is humanity a separate or divine species, or is humanity akin to the animal? This question (which relates directly to our discussion of the Darwinian uncanny in chapter 1) runs through the horror genre, from The Wolf Man (1941) and The Island of Dr Moreau (1977, 1996) to The Silence of the Lambs (1991). Similarly, science fiction has explored humanity’s anxieties about the outcome of evolution in films ranging from The Time Machine (1960, 2002) and Planet of the Apes (1988, 2001) to Gattaca (1997). Exploring new questions and values, cinematic love stories such as Gone with the Wind (1939), The French Lieutenant’s Woman and The Age of Innocence (1924, 1934, 1993) have always depicted the importance of sexual display and sexual selection in human affairs.

Darwin’s writings prepared the way for a range of new and subversive ideas that were to exert a profound influence on the cultural imaginary of fin de siècle society. Under the influence of his ideas, the arts began to assume a strange, uncanny dimension, where human and animal merged through ritual, desire and death, and where the primitive exerted a greater allure than the civilised. Writers focused on themes of devolution and degeneracy, whereby superior life forms threatened to devolve into more primitive ones. As discussed, the cinema has drawn upon Darwinian ideas over the course of the twentieth century to the present day in order to explore contemporary issues and the ways in which these issues have changed over time. This is a central function of film genres, from comedy to horror and the love story.

The early cinema was drawn to central aspects of Darwinian theory, and helped to shape the future direction of various film genres: tales of love, marriage and generation (the love story and woman’s film); narratives about the struggle to survive in the wilderness (the Western) and in the urban jungle (the gangster and police film); narratives of ‘tooth and claw’ (jungle films); tales of human–animal metamorphosis (werewolf, vampire and apeman films); tales of dissolution and death (horror); narratives about the power of chance, randomness and loss (film noir, the love story); and tales of anxiety about future forms and the end of evolution (science fiction). Darwin’s theories of sexual selection, the expression of emotions and the nature of survival influenced genres about human relationships. These included romantic comedies of sexual selection (Bringing Up Baby; His Girl Friday, 1940; Philadelphia Story, 1940; Sliding Doors, 1998) and Darwinian narratives of great familial and dynastic sagas (Gone with the Wind; Giant, 1956; Citizen Kane, 1941; The Age of Innocence; The Godfather, 1972) as well as the ever-popular musical, with its spectacles—or mating rituals—of song and dance, which form the central backdrop to tales of human pair bonding (42nd Street, 1933; Gold Diggers of 1933, 1933; Dames, 1934). As Beer (2000) argues, Darwin gave the world a new way of thinking by raising questions of human identity, generation, survival, sexual selection, excess and extinction—topics all central to the history of film genres.

With its focus on change and transformation, Darwinian theory resulted in new ways of conceptualising time. In her discussion of Darwin and time, Elizabeth Grosz emphasises that Darwin introduced ‘indeterminacy into the Newtonian universe’, which ‘posited a regular, predictable’ state of affairs (Grosz 2004, p. 9). Darwin’s universe is governed by ‘the surprising, unpredictable, and mobile force of time’ and by ‘unforeseeable transformations’: ‘Embedded in and incited by the force of unpredictable events, life evolves and transforms itself’ (p. 8). Early cinema responded directly to new and different ways of experiencing time with the development of an array of special effects designed to stop, slow down and speed up time, to move rapidly from present to past and back again, and to leap from the past and present into the future. These included freeze-framing, slow motion, lap dissolves, flashbacks, parallel editing and time-lapse filming. By drawing from its range of new filmic techniques, it also found ways of depicting natural selection visually. In his discussion of Darwin’s influence on Victorian culture, Jonathan Smith raises an important question: ‘how was natural selection to be depicted visually? How could something that acts at such a leisurely pace on such tiny variations be captured directly?’ (Smith 2006, p. 9). By inventing an array of special techniques, the cinema responded directly and imaginatively to the problem of representing time in a spatial context. As Erwin Panofsky first observed, ‘Cinema is the ultimate time–space art because time and space assume properties of the other. Time is spatialized because we can move about it as in space, and space is temporalized by cinema’s dynamic elements (moving camera, slow/fast motion, extreme lenses, etc.)’ (Panofsky 1985, p. 218).

Directors have used the aesthetic properties of the cinema (fast forward, reverse, time-lapse photography etc.) to depict time as fluid and unpredictable in science fiction films such as The Time Machine, Altered States (1980) and Planet of the Apes (1968). The horror film, which deals most directly with tales of evolution and devolution, continues to exploit the cinema’s unique ability to play with time in order to represent visual sequences of evolutionary change in films such as Altered States, Cat People (1982), The Thing (1982) and The Fly (1986).

The various chapters of Darwin’s Screens explore the different ways in which Darwinian ideas have influenced the development of film form and aesthetics. Chapter 1 discusses how many of Darwin’s ideas entered the early cinema through filmic adaptations of the late Gothic novel. It argues that Darwin’s emphasis on hybridity and the fluidity of forms created an uncanny, surreal view of the universe, which in turn influenced film style in relation to both Gothic and surreal forms.

Chapter 2, which commences the detailed film analysis of this study, argues for the notion of Darwin’s ‘pre-cinematic eye’ while exploring how Darwin’s theories of evolution and sexual selection were represented in the cinema. It examines Rouben Mamoulian’s 1931 adaptation of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Gothic novel The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Mamoulian’s film is famous for its experimental cinematic techniques, designed to capture the rapid passing of time, which enabled viewers to see evolutionary processes unfold before their eyes. Mamoulian’s film also presents a brutish male as an ambiguous object of sexual desire, thus opening up the topic of evolutionary aesthetics from a perverse perspective.

Chapter 3 examines the influence of evolutionary theory on science fiction cinema via the new genre of Victorian scientific romance, exemplified by HG Wells’s classic The Time Machine, which emerged as a direct response to Darwin’s revolution in ideas. It argues that evolutionary theory changed the way humanity perceived time, giving rise to anxieties about the future, other species, the fate of the planet and the possible outcomes of evolutionary change. Early science fiction films, such as A Trip to the Moon (1902), also introduced an aesthetic dimension related to the representation of scenes of wonder from a secular perspective.

Chapter 4 examines Darwin’s theory of the origin of human speech in music, and his writings on sexual selection, in relation to the musical. In response to Darwin’s theory of aesthetics and sexual display, early films also explored new ways of representing sexual display as a form of spectacle. This was particularly true of the 1930s musical (Footlight Parade, 1933; 42nd Street; Dames), an evolving genre designed to highlight the relationship between an aesthetics of display and sexual selection. This chapter concludes that the musical has proven so popular over the decades because it draws on ancient rituals associated with music and because it portrays human sexual display and selection in action. From its beginnings, the cinema has represented and explored images of sexual display, offering a powerful visualisation of Darwin’s theory of sexual display. Darwin’s Screens focuses on this throughout its analysis of specific films.

Chapter 5 explores the theories of sexual selection presented in Darwin’s revolutionary work The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871). It discusses Darwin’s view of life as an ‘entangled bank’, where the forces of growth, decay and death hold sway, and explores the representation of life as an urban jungle in relation to film noir, the workings of fate and the femme fatale. It argues that these texts represent woman as more powerful than the male and as an active agent of sexual choice. Film noir creates a Darwinian gaze—that is, a sexualised gaze in which male and female both acknowledge their mutual desire in scenarios of sexual display. These scenarios, in which the femme fatale is represented as an exotic creature of the urban jungle, explore the Darwinian-inspired concept of evolutionary aesthetics.

Chapter 6 argues that the early detective story is essentially Darwinian in that it explores the crucial question of whether humankind is capable of committing acts that would redefine human nature as essentially violent and amoral. The detective narrative also makes it clear that human civilisation—as Darwin argued—does not necessarily signify a superior form of culture. The discussion focuses on Robert Florey’s 1934 cinematic adaptation of Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘Murders in the Rue Morgue’, which is generally acknowledged as the first modern detective story. Florey’s adaptation is highly significant because of his introduction into the narrative of explicit references to Darwin’s theory of evolution. I argue that such references are in accord with Poe’s narrative, although it was published prior to On the Origin of Species, because Poe wrote at a time when pre-Darwinian ideas were already at large in the popular imaginary. The chapter argues that a devolutionary aesthetic is at work in detective and horror films that draws on the abject and its power to both fascinate and repel.

Chapter 7 focuses on the surreal in Darwin’s work. It explores the presence of a surreal underside to Darwin’s writings and takes up Margot Norris’s argument that Darwin in fact made surrealism, and other revolutionary movements in the arts, possible (Norris 1985, p. 42). It focuses on the representation of the Pacific in film, arguing that many horror films set in the Pacific have drawn on Darwinian ideas for their inspiration. These ideas include the workings of fate, the merging of human and animal, variations in species, metamorphosis and the creation of monstrosities.

Chapter 8 draws on Darwin’s important work The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872) in relation to the three film versions of King Kong. It explores Darwin’s belief that animals feel and express the same emotions as human beings. The chapter argues that the cinema has created structures that enable the animal to express emotions and to speak in its own voice, as a subject, and that this has led to the emergence of a ‘screen animal’—that is, a creature that belongs to the same continuum as the human animal. The notion of the screen animal draws on Darwin’s view that the difference between the intellectual and moral nature of animal and human is one not of kind but of degree. Grosz points to the implication in Darwin’s work that, under certain conditions, ‘there could have been, or could be in the future, a different path of development to morality and conscience, the very possibility of, say, an insect ethics’ (Grosz 2004, p. 61). A number of more recent science fiction films, such as Cronenberg’s The Fly, also raise this possibility. When the scientist of The Fly experiments with the possibility of teleportation and unwittingly begins to transform into a fly, he makes an impassioned plea for insect ethics. Wolfen (1981), which explores the extermination of the wolf population by hunters, contrasts the unethical behaviour of humans with the seemingly more ethical behaviour of creatures of the wild. In a similar vein, King Kong (1933) also argues that the death of Kong is brought about by the greed and crass materialism of the so-called civilised world. In contrast, Kong is represented as a tragic figure and more principled than the human beings who destroy him. The Kong trio also opens up the question of evolutionary aesthetics in relation to desire between human and animal. These three films all give the animal its own voice, encouraging the spectator to identify with the animal in order to endorse the world of the creatural and its values over the cultural.

Chapter 9 returns to Darwin’s theory of sexual selection and focuses on its satirical representation in Oshima’s surrealist film Max Mon Amour (1986), which stars Charlotte Rampling as a bored Parisian housewife in love with a chimpanzee. Oshima explores Darwinian ideas in order to satirise the rituals and values of the bourgeoisie. The film gives Max, the chimp, full agency so that the boundary between human and animal is subtly undermined, usually with surreal effects. It also offers a humorous study of the emotions of love and jealousy in both human and animal species.

So much has been written on Darwin that it might seem as if there is nothing left to say or that it is impossible to introduce new factors into our understanding of Darwin’s ideas. It could be argued, however, that Darwin is also the father of poststructuralist thought, which has played such a pivotal role in the development of contemporary film theory. Darwin undermined the dominant nineteenth-century view that man was the centre of the universe and that human subjectivity was superior to all other forms of consciousness. In dislodging humankind from its place at the centre of the universe, Darwin’s radical theories influenced the development in film of a non-omniscient narrative viewpoint, which influenced the generic structures of early horror and film noir. Darwin was not the first to adopt an anti-anthropocentric view, but he was the first to offer such a carefully reasoned case, accompanied by a wealth of meticulous observation.

Darwin set the scene for the emergence of the decentred subject, a concept that is crucial to the writings of poststructuralist thinkers such as Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. He also emphasised qualities, such as loss and instability, that are associated more with poststructuralism than with other theoretical paradigms. According to Kelly Hurley, the effect of the Darwinian explosion of knowledge—apart from a profound critique of religious belief—was ‘to demolish the model of human centrality in the universe and to replace it with one of human relativity, and potential “degradation”’ (Hurley 1996, p. 56). Human subjectivity in Darwin is perhaps best seen as ‘entangled’, in the same way that his ‘entangled bank’ signifies a domain in which nothing is singular or unitary. The entangled subject exists in close interrelationship with others and with the material world. Many films that have been influenced by a Darwinian world view create such a subject. These films undermine the spectator’s sense of self as singular and unitary, instead constructing the self as unstable and decentred. Darwin’s challenge to the anthropocentric view of the universe that was dominant in Victorian England had profound consequences for the representation of human subjectivity in the cinema.

Darwinian concepts are completely sympathetic to a poststructuralist view of human subjectivity. Arguably, the nineteenth-century Darwinian revolution’s most profound influence on twenty-first-century thinking can be observed in current preoccupations with a godless universe, the decentred subject, change and fluidity, and the undermining of fixed boundaries or categories in relation to male and female, human and animal, nature and culture. With its power to capture reality, combined with its fluid representation of time and potential for representing both science and the surreal, the cinema has, from its beginning, offered a perfect medium for an exploration of Darwinian theory and its impact on what it means to be human in the twenty-first century.
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Darwin, early cinema and the origin of uncanny narrative forms

 

It [the uncanny] is a crisis of the natural, touching upon everything that one might have thought was ‘part of nature’: one’s own nature, human nature, the nature of reality and the world.

Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny

A sustained exploration of Darwinian ideas first appeared in early cinema through the cinematic adaptation of popular Gothic novels. The 1880s witnessed a revival in Gothic literature that extended into the twentieth century. Classic themes of ghosts, haunted houses, madness and death were displaced by a new interest in fin de siècle themes that were influenced by Darwin’s theories and the ensuing struggle between religion and science. These included themes of decadence and degeneration, the collapse of traditional social structures, the sexually aggressive woman, the horror of crossing boundaries, the dangerous allure of the foreign, and the fragile line between human and animal species. In one way or another, these motifs drew on the power of the uncanny to unsettle and disturb the reader. Novels that explored the Darwinian uncanny included Bram Stoker’s Dracula, Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla, Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, HG Wells’s The Island of Dr Moreau and The Time Machine, and Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes. In a number of Imperial Gothic novels, such as Rider Haggard’s She, the crossing of geographical boundaries is represented as a source of horror associated with threats of primitive desire and devolution.1 These texts were all adapted into films during the first decades of the silent period and the first years of sound in the 1930s; these films drew heavily on the uncanny, and its focus on the double, to create atmosphere and to disturb the viewer.2 Many have been made and remade over the years. Although the popular Gothic novels of fin de siècle culture were generally not seen as warranting critical attention at the time, many did explore serious issues, particularly those arising from the Darwinian revolution in ideas.3

Despite the fact that Darwin did not say that man was descended from the apes, but from a common ancestor, many thinkers of the period, such as Huxley, argued that it was clear that public opinion would dwell on the possibility that man was descended from the apes. The Gothic novelists, and the films adapted from their texts, examined this problem from various perspectives. What was the nature of man? Was he composed of a double being—one human and civilised and the other animal and primitive—as Stevenson proposed in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde? Bram Stoker pushed the boundaries of what constituted the ‘human’ in his Gothic horror novel Dracula. Is man able to exert a primitive, hypnotic sexual power over woman? What kind of monster is able to metamorphose and assume the form of other creatures? HG Wells, who studied under Huxley, the famous Darwinian scholar, was particularly interested in issues of devolution and entropy or human degeneration. How strong is the animal in man and woman, Wells asks in The Island of Dr Moreau? If man can evolve, is he capable of devolution? Wells explored this question in his classic science fiction novel The Time Machine, where he created a future in which the process of natural selection led to the devolution of the human species into two monstrous forms: the Eloi and Morlocks. What separated man from the animals? Was it language, as Burroughs argued in Tarzan of the Apes? Is Tarzan the common ancestor, the missing link? Or is man simply a different kind of species, sharing emotions and instincts alike, as Darwin argued in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals? Greystoke, the 1984 adaptation of Burroughs’s novel, explored a different question: can man, a hostile and aggressive species, learn to live in harmony with the apes?

[image: image]

An evolutionary family romance: Tarzan, the Ape Man (1932).

[RKO/THE KOBAL COLLECTION]

The Darwinian uncanny

Sigmund Freud’s seminal essay of 1919, ‘The Uncanny’ (‘Das Unheimliche’), provides a theoretical understanding of this influential concept. In Freud’s writings, the uncanny is associated with automata, ghosts, doubling, castration, haunted houses and the undead. The uncanny is ‘undoubtedly related to what is frightening—to what arouses dread and horror’ (Freud 1975, p. 339). Drawing on his interpretation of ‘The Sandman’, a short story by ETA Hoffman, Freud argues that the uncanny is primarily related to castration anxiety. He places significance on the threat of loss—loss of one’s eyes, severed limbs, the castrating father, death. He is particularly interested in defining the circumstances in which the familiar (heimlich) becomes unfamiliar (unheimlich) or frightening—a process considered essential to the uncanny. He is also taken with Schelling’s definition of unheimlich as ‘the name for everything that ought to have remained ... secret and hidden but has come to light’ (p. ix). Repression, Freud argues, is the basis of the uncanny; that which should have been repressed emerges into consciousness. Theorist Rosemary Jackson argues that this gives the uncanny an ideological or ‘counter cultural edge’ (Jackson 1981, p. 69).

Although Darwin himself did not directly refer to the uncanny, his writings on evolution invoke the uncanny at every stage, contributing a new dimension to our understanding of this important concept. What could be more uncanny than a theory of human evolution, which completely unsettled all known stable categories of thought? A theory that caused the human subject to be forever tied to his secret double—the common ancestor that brought him into kinship with the ape? The Darwinian uncanny made the human species strange to itself. Nicholas Royle’s description of the uncanny applies with particular relevance to this discussion: ‘It is a crisis of the natural, touching upon everything that one might have thought was “part of nature”: one’s own nature, human nature, the nature of reality and the world’ (Royle 2003, p. 1). Royle also sees the uncanny as bringing about ‘another thinking of beginning: the beginning is already haunted’ (p. 1). This account is particularly relevant to the Darwinian uncanny. Darwin caused humanity to rethink its beginnings, ‘already haunted’ by a ghost of itself, by an ancient primitive ancestor that testified to the continuity of species. Darwin himself carried this troubling knowledge with him always and wrote about evolution in his secret notebooks (Browne 1995, p. 11). His theory brought to light what many believed should have been kept hidden. His writings were highly controversial, which endowed the Darwinian uncanny with a pronounced ideological edge.

The uncanny is essentially that which is both familiar yet unfamiliar, that which is different and strange. As Royle demonstrates, Freud was the first to reveal the distinctive nature of the uncanny as a feeling of something not simply unusual and odd, but strangely familiar. Darwin was constantly in search of differences and anomalies, and used the term strange repeatedly through The Origin of Species to signify anything that might offer evidence of his theory. The cuckoo possesses ‘strange instincts’ (Darwin 2003, p. 707); the male bird of paradise performs ‘strange antics’ before the females (p. 607); variations in nature and in the domestic sphere can be ‘strange’ (p. 600); aspects of the human digestive system are ‘strange’ (p. 686); the production of hybrids offers a ‘strange arrangement’ (p. 739); species spread into new territories because of ‘strange accidents’ (p. 788); vegetation grows with ‘strange luxuriance’ at the base of the Himalayas (p. 828); the condition of rudimentary, atrophied or aborted organs is ‘strange’ (p. 884); nature is filled with ‘so many strange gradations’ (p. 890); and species abound with ‘strange’ habits and structures (p. 899). Frequently Darwin describes the unusual acts he observes in nature as ‘strange’ in themselves: ‘How strange are these facts!’ (p. 614). He even describes a certain anomaly as ‘a strange anomaly’ (pp. 616, 809), indicating that some are even more abnormal or incongruent than others. The Darwinian uncanny, however, does not arise simply from the juxtaposing of familiar and unfamiliar.

Darwin’s method is to seek and identify variations—that is, traits or structures that stand out because they render the familiar individual (of a particular species) unfamiliar or strange. Such a trait might even make the individual appear incongruous or monstrous. In his discussion of inheritance and structural deviations in humans, he describes cases of ‘albinism, prickly skin, hairy bodies’ as ‘strange and rare’ (Darwin 2003, p. 547). He is constantly alert to the appearance of ‘occasional and strange habits’ in species as a way of identifying those characteristics ‘which might, if advantageous to the species, give rise, through natural selection, to quite new instincts’ (p. 703). The concept of the ‘strange’ is central to Darwin’s continuous search for variations in all species; it is variation that is the basis of natural selection: ‘I have called this principle, by which each slight variation [of a trait], if useful, is preserved, by the term Natural Selection’ (p. 61). ‘Several cases also’, he observes, ‘could be given, of occasional and strange habits in certain species, which might, if advantageous to the species, give rise, through natural selection, to quite new instincts’ (p. 703). The problem for discerning such changes in domesticated species is familiarity: ‘Familiarity alone prevents our seeing how universally and largely the minds of our domestic animals have been modified by domestication’ (p. 705). Darwin, however, is always alert to the strangeness of both wild and domesticated or familiar species. His insistent focus on the appearance of strange variations in nature is central to his writings.

In her fascinating book Beasts of the Modern Imagination, Margot Norris draws attention to the uncanny effects of Darwin’s focus on the role of variation in the processes of natural selection: ‘Darwin’s attention to monstrosity, excess, and incongruity makes his universe exceedingly strange and alienating to the modern as well as to the Victorian mind’ (1985, p. 42). Darwin’s fascination with the strange and uncanny in The Origin of Species is also reflected in his writings on monstrosities. ‘In monstrous plants, we often get direct evidence of the possibility of one organ being transformed into another’, he observes (Darwin 2003, p. 873), an idea that HG Wells explores in The First Men in the Moon (1901), in which the space travellers witness one of the monstrous Selenite species transform an ear into an eye. The other crucial thing about the uncanny is that it is not just something that is unusual or strange but that which lacks stable boundaries. It is the possibility of one thing evolving into another that was central to Darwin’s writings. Darwin’s theory of evolution and his methodology of identifying incongruity created a Darwinian form of the uncanny that also drew on a blurring of boundaries between human and animal. This new evolutionary interpretation of the uncanny was central to fin de siècle culture.

A cinematic bestiary

The evolution of the modernist cinematic bestiary owes much to Darwin’s writings on transformism and monstrosities. Since its beginnings, the cinema has specialised in horrific tales of the uncanny or unheimlich Other: giant apes, monsters, dinosaurs, werewolves, vampires, and other alien creatures. A number of these creatures, such as the werewolf and apeman, owe their physical form and definition to their origins in film. In addition, many films depict these creatures with a degree of compassion, and endow them with intelligence, so that we often sympathise more with the creatures than with their human counterparts. Compared with the latter, some even exhibit a stronger moral sense, so it cannot be said that they are in any way inferior or less evolved. Such an approach is essentially Darwinian. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin also destabilised the major distinctions between human and animal, maintaining that the emotional, moral, intellectual and cultural differences were a matter of degree rather than of kind. The monstrous creatures of the cinema are essentially uncanny in that they embody both human and non-human characteristics. It could be argued that the cinema has created an imaginary space—a Darwinian space—in which audiences are encouraged to view the world from the standpoint of the animal, to collapse the boundary between human and animal in order to see through animal eyes or to ‘become’ animal (see chapters 8 and 9). Such a stance was central to Darwin’s own methodology; in his journals he recorded how he tried to think and feel as if he were an animal or insect (Norris 1985, p. 34).

Darwin’s thesis about evolution and the relationship between humans and animals has, over the decades, inspired the many uncanny human–animal hybrids of science fiction literature. One of the most popular of these works is HG Wells’s satiric novel The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), which explores the dark side of evolutionary thinking, and which has engendered at least five screen versions. These include the remarkable Island of Lost Souls (1932), which starred Charles Laughton; a 1977 remake, The Island of Dr Moreau, with Burt Lancaster; and the more recent 1996 version starring Marlon Brando as the fabled doctor. Wells’s tale is a savage indictment of human nature, with its narrative of the mad doctor who uses vivisection to transform animals into human beings in an attempt to advance evolution. Deluded by his own grand ambitions, Moreau only succeeds in creating uncanny ‘beast-people’, monstrous human–animal hybrids who eventually succumb to the onslaught of devolution as the ‘stubborn beast flesh grows day by day back again’ (Wells 1993 [1896], p. 113). The monsters are made to repeat a chant to Moreau, their god, affirming that they are indeed men and must not behave as animals. When the novel’s hero returns to London, he looks at his civilised fellows but can only conclude that the ‘animal was surging up through them’ (p. 128).

Darwinian theory allowed for the possibility of reversal.4 Just as the human subject might evolve towards a higher, superior life form, it might just as easily devolve into a lesser, abject species. This possibility was further complicated by the fact that devolution was supposed to affect human beings differently. Popular writers of the day—such as Cesare Lombroso, the Italian criminologist—argued that women, children and indigenous people were more likely to devolve than to evolve, particularly if their lives were not subject to the educative and morally uplifting guidance and control of a husband or patriarchal father figure. As various writers point out, fin de siècle culture became obsessed with the idea of devolution or degeneration, a concept that early cinema explored from the very beginning with its narratives of transformation and metamorphosis in which both human and animal devolve into lower forms of life. The category of horror film that appears to be almost entirely devoted to the question of devolution is the werewolf film. Here the visual and narrative emphasis is placed on the concept of the divided self, in which the wild animal eventually wins out over the civilised human.

Devolution and desire

Darwin’s book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1872, demonstrates his clear intention of drawing connections between human and animal. His aim was to reveal parallels between human and animal in the expression of feelings in order to show that not just the body but the mind also is a product of evolution. Darwin supported his argument with reference to photographs and drawings that demonstrated similar emotional expressions on human and animal faces. It was one of the first scientific works to use photography to support scientific arguments. Darwin’s focus on the evolution of the same emotions in human and animal lent further support to the possibility of devolution. Although Darwin himself did not engage directly with the discourse on devolution, a number of his followers did. E Ray Lankester argued that if it was possible to evolve, it was also possible to devolve, and that complex organisms could devolve into simpler forms or animals (Danahay 2005, p. 20). Others, such as Lombroso, were more interested in the possibility of a kind of moral or ethical devolution. Lombroso went so far as to argue not only that criminals possessed different brains from those of the law-abiding but also that the criminal type was a kind of throwback to a more primitive human being.

The possibility of degeneration influenced a number of late Victorian writers, who exploited the uncanny parallels between human and animal in order to represent the processes of degeneration. Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde described the degeneration of a seemingly normal man of science into a brute. It became an instant hit with the Victorian reading public and was successfully adapted for the stage (see chapter 2). Bram Stoker also explored the horror of degeneration in his novel Dracula (1897), in which his monster has the power to unleash a woman’s base sexual appetites, much to the horror of her male companions. At one point, the inviolate heroine, Mina, noted for her intelligence, demonstrates her knowledge of the latest ‘scientific’ developments. She says of Dracula, ‘The Count is a criminal and of criminal type. Nordau and Lombroso would so classify him, and qua criminal he is of imperfectly formed mind’ (Stoker 1985 [1897], p. 406). Count Dracula is clearly a degenerate, whose ‘intellect is small’, although he exerts ‘a terrible power’ over his victims (p. 407). The fascinating thing about Dracula is that, as Thomas Richards argues, Stoker challenges the Darwinian position on morphology:

 

In particular, Stoker’s Dracula forcibly undoes the assumptions of Darwinian morphology in the form of a creature capable of both sudden and lasting mutations of form. Stoker’s vampire lurks in these two blind alleys of Darwinism. He is the origin of his own species, a human being suddenly transformed into the progenitor of a terrifying new species ... a mutant capable of the catastrophic mutation of form (Richards 1993, p. 59).

By having Dracula lie in a coffin filled with mould—that is, a substance in the process of decay—Stoker alludes to Darwin’s ‘The Formation of Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms’ (1881). As Richards points out, Dracula—whom he describes as a ‘Darwinian monster’—‘dies without decaying, and flaunts his condition elementally by living in mould’ (p. 61). The many film versions of the Dracula myth almost always focus on Dracula’s uncanny status as a creature who is both alive and dead, who defies the basic criteria of all living creatures in that he remains intact in his coffin, immune to decay. In order to restore Dracula to the realm of Darwinian evolution, though, Hollywood enhanced the myth by making the vampire susceptible to the sun’s rays, which cause him to turn immediately into dust.

Bram Stoker’s description of the Count as an animal is similar to Stevenson’s description of Mr Hyde: both writers create uncanny portraits of their human–animal monsters, particularly in relation to the emotions. Their accounts of Hyde and Dracula, and the way they expose their canine teeth when expressing fury, draw on Darwin’s descriptions of fury as expressed in humans. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin drew attention to the way in which the lips are ‘retracted, the grinning or clenched teeth being thus exposed’ (1999, p. 238). In Rouben Mamoulian’s 1931 film Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Jekyll’s metamorphosis into Hyde reveals him as a brutish man who constantly raises his lips in a sneer to reveal his sharp canine teeth (see chapter 2). In Dracula, Stoker also describes the vampire as a snarling animal: ‘As the Count saw us, a horrible sort of snarl passed over his face, showing the eye-teeth long and pointed; but the evil smile as quickly passed into a cold stare of lion-like disdain’ (Stoker 1985, p. 364). Later his teeth are described as ‘pointed like an animal’s’ (p. 207). When Mina first sees him, it is night and she cannot tell if he is ‘man or beast’, although she soon makes out ‘a white face and red gleaming eyes’ (p. 113).

Other neo-Gothic post-Darwinian novelists drew on the same uncanny tropes of degeneration and bestiality. Edgar Rice Burroughs explored the possibility of degeneration in his series of Tarzan novels, which create a form of jungle Gothic. Tarzan’s transformation takes place in the dark jungles of Africa, which Burroughs describes as dense with creepers, ‘matted undergrowth’ and ‘entangling vines’ (Burroughs 1976 [1912], p. 51). It is here that Tarzan, although he desperately tries to mark himself as different, fears he is changing into an animal: ‘grave doubt often entered his mind as to whether he might yet not become an ape’ (Burroughs 1976, p. 97). In the film Tarzan the Ape Man (1932), however, Tarzan’s affinities with the animal world are represented more as a source of pleasure than as a source of anxiety. Not only is he ‘King of the Beasts’, but he is also able to communicate with them via his famous chest-beating and jungle cry.
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