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Foreword by Tom Cohen:
Pre-Carious Grant




“…decaying, never to be decayed…”





It has been a matter of time: that is, until the curious construct that is Cary Grant drew the semiotic imagination to cut deeper, or perhaps glide the surfaces that Hitchcock associated with him (since to a degree “Cary Grant” was, if not Hitchcock’s invention, then Hitchcock’s Semiotik, as Nietzsche says of Plato’s “Socrates”). If we are drawn back to read Cary Grant differently today, it is because of this primarily: Hitchcock took Grant up, first, as a knowing citation of himself in Suspicion, then cited and turned that again and again in three further works. Then he was through. So we start with Joshua David Gonsalves at the end of that production line, at the point at which the hole that is Cary Grant is complete. He has become a star’s star whose face is familiar and seductive, making women fall in love with it like an advertisement; yet his is also a face which, if you pass into it, is unreadable.


This unreadability is not the fulcrum of Suspicion; the undecidability of that too familiar and loveable face is socio-pathic, lie-generative (like Marnie later), murderous. Yet the film doesn’t have to go there, for good reasons it holds back, hung in between, generating more folds at the “end,” but placating stupid viewers about Grant’s brand (definitely not a murderer, please, and then, not of women, and then, not of a gullible, naïve, generous, mousy, irritating Joan Fontaine with reading glasses). He cannot stop calling her “monkey face,” always when his plastic face looks like a monkey itself, his ears propped. Grant is, for Hitchcock, a figure of defacement. This is not only because Hitchcock camera-claws him into becoming nothing but face: for instance, in North by Northwest’s quibbles about big faces and finally Mount Rushmore’s slippery ones. That, in the end, echoes too in George Kaplan, the non-existent hole in identity, a name which translates into “Head of the Earth.” If one pursues the enigma of Cary Grant as industrial product, it leads through the entire era of cinema (which for Bernard Stiegler begins with cave paintings and ends today). It passes through the organization of how we identify with faces, grant them credit, credence or identification. Hitchcock knew heads and faces—enough not to give them credit for being what they seem or where they claim to be. Face, Hitchcock said to Truffaut, doesn’t exist, it never emerges from the shadings of light that suggest its possibility. Prosopopeia never arrives and Mount Rushmore stares it down, looking across the American continent.


One has to return to the opening of North by Northwest, since the fact that Thornhill-Grant is an advertising executive links him to the media product marketed and sold as “Cary Grant.” Like his dictation to his amanuensis in the cab (make a note, remind me to “think thin”—which the film then proceeds to do), and like cinema, the idea of Cary Grant is circular; the product that precedes the original that copies it. Grant spoke of “Cary Grant” in the third person, as an artifact he inhabited. His private life never quite meshed with the artifact’s, but the LSD was a nice touch (to fight homosexual tendencies)—and, given his legitimate options for narcissism, that wasn’t an issue for Hitchcock’s cipher. Like Grace Kelly—and unlike many actors and actresses who would simply be run through the mill, tormented as needed, let go without knowing what was up—Grant seemed in on it. Not intellectually or knowingly, but because he was that good. He was the acrobat first, the protégé of Mae West and, for Hitchcock, a dead-zone cipher; he was the perfect zero or Ø, much better than James Stewart who seemed to like being defaced and emasculated. That is why North by Northwest opens with Grant stepping out of the elevator on the ground floor (on which Gonsalves comments). Cary Grant has left, in other words, Jimmy Stewart’s Scottie on the roof at the end of Vertigo, the preceding film. None of that psycho formalism here, nor anything like faux Wagnerism for the too worldly and too ambiguous Grant. Besides, he serves different algorithms: horizontal ones in lieu of vertical ones; ones running off the map (literally).


It is not accidental that George Kaplan’s hotel room is in the Plaza, where Grant kept an apartment. Hitchcock has Thornhill go to Cary Grant’s apartment, where there are nothing but fake traces. But this goes on, since where Grant leads Hitchcock, and vice versa, is to a defacement—not only of the actor Grant, whose skills are mocked by the Shakespearean James Mason, but of the earth through him. Grant is the last “superstar” product to hold Hitchcock’s screen. Later the stars will be birds.


This practice will recur. In Notorious, Grant is taken down—yet, surprise, it is the closest thing to a happy ending in Hitchcock’s films. Yet in To Catch a Thief, Hitchcock cites and dismantles “Grant” as jewel thief, his face stealing trust and identification, a walking copy chasing a “copycat” of himself (“the cat”). Don’t get carried away, says Kelly, inserting his unreal “real” name into the mise-en-scène, and his putative origin as a screen actor is cited in badinage: he was with a “travelling circus that folded.” Theft in this film is pre-originary, as of fire by Prometheus, or of the photographic shot. Even the sun is a technic, as exemplified by the pyrotechnics at Cannes. Grant’s sexual ambiguity ricochets about as references to “the boys” lead to an unmasking of his copycat, the original fake catching the copy it gave rise to against itself—and it’s a “teenage French girl” in disguise.


It’s about time, whines Kelly—“time” being the most used word in the work. If an original copy chases his copy, what comes first: the chicken or the egg, both of which crisscross the screen as if to materialize the problem of cinema? When tooling about in a motorboat, we see that its name is mockingly “Marquee Mouse.” The vessel puts Grant in what marks the origin of cinema in animation, cartoons, graphics. Every “origin” Grant encounters is technically cancelled. Even Mrs. Stevens’s diamonds are there because of oil discovered near her then-outhouse—where her husband, Jeremiah, a conman, never knew how close he was to millions. Diamonds enable the refracted surface of the cinematic to return to carbon, bijoux all the way back to oil, which yields the light that projectors cast.


It’s about time to Bio-Politicize Cary Grant. Specifically, time that this American cipher is engaged, tracked and, above all, deciphered anew.




Preface:
“We’re all living in Amerika”




“We’re all living in Amerika


Coca-Cola, sometimes war


We’re all living in Amerika”





This is not only a book about Cary Grant, nor is it simply about class, race and ethnicity in the United States of America. If “Amerika” is that everywhere-nowhere eviscerated by Rammstein in their song “Amerika” (2004), I hope to outflank this defense-formation here and once more in a book to come: Bio-Politicizing Nymphomaniac: Lars von Trier in the Shadow of Tarkovsky and David Lynch. In the meantime, Bio-Politicizing Cary Grant follows the trail left by the actor-star’s iconic trajectory through a study of Hitchcock’s preoccupations. The cinematic icon is not equivalent to the theological afterimage known as the “ikon,” but I defer that problematic to an analysis of Tarkovsky’s influence on von Trier.


Bio-Politicizing Cary Grant analyzes how American, Americanized and Anglophilic audiences have always looked at Grant so as to look away from other things. If Anglophilia functions as a way of unseeing being-American/ized, it also defers things that take too much time to think about. This book focuses, in contrast, on temporal vanishing points that stretch away into infinity leaving behind what William Blake calls a “slimy little substance.” If this post-human residue seems, at times, to tower over us as a “Polypus of Death,” or a Vampire Squid engulfing everything (Jerusalem, Plate 49; in Complete Poetry and Prose, 198), we do not lack names for this post-human submersion of subjective agency. We might call it the longue durée of a 5000-year-old world system alongside a techno-automated apparatus of everyday wartime, in which we are button-pushers situated in an irreversible genealogy of total war. Alternatively, we can dub it our mediatized capture by visceral media-feedback loops and administered-monitored perceptions. Thirdly, we now occupy an Anthropocene era in which humans are embedded by our capacities as a terraforming force that we cannot recognize as our own. And, finally, there is the Lacanian unconscious re-elaborated by Badiou’s post-human summa of our disappearance from our own anthropo-scene. So many ways of unseeing the military-historical real or what upholds this unseeing: the irrealization of the mediated by multimedia mobile devices. So many ways of substituting the identity-forming nexus of family, nation and bio-political benev(i)olence for encounters with the extinction of matter in motion or inhuman truth procedures. I prefer to maintain a trace of the real in lieu of encircling Hitchcock and Grant in the ludic, the reflexive or an aesthetic of the merely fictional.


Cary Grant focalizes, then, a moment in this fourfold genealogical process. We share this moment where race, ethnicity and class are “names” for a sustained unseeing of shadowy forces. If these inconsistent (socio-economic and geo-political) multiplicities are inoculated by the holistic foods of identity politics, imaginary advocacies and restricted media-feeds, this stance can also be reformulated in an alienating formula: ArabSpringBreakers of the World Unite! Enter, in lieu of this, a world where we have never stopped being displaced from ourselves: please leave all prejudices at the door, as if they were shoes, and this book a Japanese dasha. Hai!
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Bio-Politicizing Cary Grant:
Pressing Race, Class and Ethnicity
into Service in “Amerika”




“LORD, how are they increased that trouble me! many are they that rise up against me.”


Psalm 3, King James Bible





The diegetic action of North by Northwest (1959) begins in the bustling core of midtown Manhattan. Crowds of various classes exit office buildings as they rush home from work. The on- location shots teem with New York City area residents of diverse races and ethnicities.1 This diversity is, however, held in check by class, a status connoted by the Gray Flannel Suit signifying conformity to capitalism in Sloan Wilson’s 1955 novel The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit.2 Cary Grant appears out of an elevator wearing a top-shelf version of this armor that indelibly marks him as a professional-managerial upper-class master of the white-collar class in the narrative, while also reflecting his star power as a Hollywood apotheosis of class incarnate.


This sense of Grant belonging to “a class apart,” or beyond the middle and upper classes that consume this image of “class,” identifies him within an exclusive social geography only available to the superrich on the Riviera and other luxury spots where Hitchcock liked to vacation.3 Yet before the superstar emerges we see a non-descript man in a generic gray suit pop out of the elevator, suggesting the interchangeability of this class difference between the upper and middle classes. This indeterminacy is central to the film, for Grant’s character (Roger O. Thornhill) will soon be mistaken for the non-existent secret agent George Kaplan, created by the United States Intelligence Agency. The non-existent Kaplan has been painstakingly produced by this bio-political Agency to decoy the villain of the film Phillip Vandamm (British actor James Mason) away from their real agent Eve Kendell (played by American superblonde Eva Marie Saint), and the Agency is more than happy to let Thornhill take the fall to protect the far sexier Eve. Grant’s character is, as a result, profiled as a persona non grata by the authorities and pursued by the police for a crime he did not commit. This instability of identity is characteristic of America in the fifties insofar as it imagined itself to be threatened by homosexuality and communism within the heartland (see Corber), as well as by the worldwide underclass unrest communicated by Cold War fears of class and race war in Hitchcock’s paranoiac The Birds (1963). I propose to extend this state of siege by focusing on how race and ethnicity—including the ambiguous Anglo-American or transatlantic Hollywood ethnicities of Grant, Hitchcock and, to a lesser extent, Mason—complicate class dynamics in the film. I begin by drawing attention to the internal aliens populating the generic midtown crowd.
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