UNIVERSITY OF GDANSK
FACULTY OF LANGUAGES

IWONA KOSCIELECKA

VISUAL PLEASURE IN FILM THEORY AND PRACTICE:
LAURA MULVEY REVISITED.

Kategoria przyjemnosci wzrokowej w teorii i praktyce filmowej.
Wokot koncepcji Laury Mulvey.

PhD thesis written

in the Department of Film and Media Studies
under the supervision of:

Prof. Dr. hab. Mirostaw Przylipiak

Gdansk 2023



Summary

The presented Ph.D. thesis study tries to gather and categorize the most significant directions
of discussion generated by Laura Mulvey’s groundbreaking article “Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema” which has become the most influential essay in fields of film studies and
visual culture. Written in 1973 and published in magazine Screen in 1975 celebrates fifty years
of its prolific “transdiscursive disappointment”. Mulvey reveals and challenges the mechanisms
of the cinema and its magic in the past and applies psychoanalytic theory as a political weapon,
illustrating the way the unconscious of patriarchal society has structured film form. In her work
Mulvey uses psychoanalysis to discover how creation of films was dependent on pre-existing
patterns ascribed to gender and social formations that have shaped them.

The issues of visual pleasure and the male gaze concept together with psychoanalytic
perspective used by Mulvey created an explosive combination that has changed perspective in
most areas of humanities. In the heat of debate new paradigms of thought and new paths of
polemics were created. Limitations and blind spots of the essay, some claim, brought the visual
pleasure and representation of desire to the forefront of cinematic discussion about gender,
female gaze and spectatorship, category of erotic spectacle and fetish on screen. (hetero)sexual
difference concept, fluid identity construction, as well as invisibility of race, ethnicity, class,
and personal experience. Today considered as manifesto, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema” often provoked very harsh responses, but all these triggered the re-reading and re-
evaluation of heteronormative assumptions proposed by Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic
model which Mulvey adopts, and in consequence her male gaze theory sparked the creation of
gendered gaze theory, queer theory as well as fluid, intersectional models of identification.
Rejection of the ideological imperatives of Mulveyian Western white male gaze and
heterosexual binary looking relations in filmic theory is presented in photographic work and
visual projects of both gay, lesbian or people of colour, who responded directly or indirectly to
Mulvey’s theoretical assumptions concerning visual pleasure and subjectivity of desire. After
fifty years of essay writing, concept of female visual pleasure and female filmic erotic practice
has evolved immensely, both theory and practice. Even if the feminist and other filmic
theoretical response to “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” provocative categories is very
dispersed and difficult to embrace, essay lives its own life as says Mulvey and the polemic
around is worldwide known, still discussed, and appreciated. As for the female filmic practice

representing desire the field still seems to be less invisible than male, reason being for that it is



often depreciated and not supported enough institutionally, which all works for Mulvey’s male

gaze theory still being at work.



Streszczenie
Projekt rozprawy doktorskiej zbiera i kategoryzuje najwazniejsze kierunki dyskusji
wygenerowane przez przetomowy artykul Laury Mulvey "Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema", ktory stal si¢ najbardziej wptywowym esejem w dziedzinie studiéw filmowych i
kultury wizualnej. Napisany w 1973 roku i opublikowany w czasopi$mie Screen w 1975 roku
Swigtuje swoje piecdziesieciolecie "transdyskursywnego rozczarowania". Kwestie wizualnej
przyjemnos$ci i koncepcji meskiego spojrzenia wraz z psychoanalityczng perspektywa
zastosowang przez Mulvey stworzyly wybuchowa kombinacj¢, ktéra zmienila perspektywe
mysli humanistycznej. W ogniu debaty powstaly nowe paradygmaty myslenia i nowe $ciezki
polemiki. Ograniczenia 1 martwe punkty eseju, jak twierdza niektorzy, wysunglty wizualng
przyjemnos$¢ i reprezentacje pozadania na pierwszy plan filmowej teoretycznej dyskusji o plci,
kobiecym spojrzeniu, o kategorii erotycznego spektaklu i fetyszu na ekranie, jak rowniez o
(hetero)seksualnej koncepcji roznicy, ptynnej konstrukcji tozsamosci, a takze niewidocznoscli
rasy, pochodzenia etnicznego, klasy i osobistego doswiadczenia. Dzi§ uznawana za manifest,
"Przyjemno$¢ wizualna i kino narracyjne" czg¢sto wywotywala bardzo ostre reakcje, cO
powodowato ponowne odczytywanie i przewarto$ciowywanie heteronormatywnych zatozen
proponowanych przez freudowski oraz lacanowski model psychoanalityczny, ktory przyjeta
Mulvey. Wszystko to w konsekwencji przyczynito si¢ do powstania teorii mgskiego spojrzenia,
ktore zapoczatkowato teorie genderowego spojrzenia, teorie Queer oraz przyniosto modele
analizy spojrzenia oraz identyfikacji w kategoriach ptynnosci i intersekcjonalnosci. Odrzucenie
ideologicznych imperatywow Mulveyowskiego zachodniego bialego meskiego spojrzenia i
heteroseksualnych binarnych relacji patrzenia w teorii filmowej zostalo zaprezentowane w
pracach fotograficznych i projektach wizualnych artystow homoseksualnych, jak i 0sob
nalezacych do innych niz biala rasa, ktore bezposrednio lub posrednio odpowiedzialy na
teoretyczne zatozenia Mulvey dotyczace przyjemnosci wizualnej 1 podmiotowosci pozadania.
W czasie pieciu dekad, koncepcja kobiecej przyjemnosci wizualnej i kobiecej filmowe;j
praktyki erotycznej przeszla ogromng ewolucje, zardéwno teoretyczna, jak i praktyczng. Nawet
jesli teoretyczne odpowiedzi na prowokacyjne kategorie "Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema" sa bardzo rozproszone, esej zyje wlasnym zyciem jak moéwi Mulvey, a polemika
wokot niego jest znana na calym §wiecie, doceniana i wcigz dyskutowana w nowych obszarach,
ktore wychodza poza kultur¢ wizualng i filmowa. Kobieca praktyka filmowa reprezentujaca

pozadanie, wcigz jest malo widoczna, z tego powodu, iz czesto jest deprecjonowana i



niewystarczajaco wspierana instytucjonalnie, co wszystko dziata na korzys$¢ teorii meskiego

spojrzenia Mulvey, ktora wcigz wydaje si¢ prawdziwa.
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Introduction

Visual pleasure in philosophy and wider culture of Western humanities can be analysed in
various ways. In the thesis presented | focus on the concepts of the gaze and the visual pleasure
that were developed in an essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” written in 1973 by
Laura Mulvey, a film theorist and filmmaker. Their lasting polemical and political capital as
well as the potential to bring new perspectives of research and analysis in both contemporary
culture and historical context, prove their importance and generative power in the fields far

beyond the borders of visual culture.

Since the publication of her essay in 1975 in magazine Screen, the gaze itself became the
common platform-concept for re-thinking perspectives of gender, race, and politics of power in

the whole world, bringing new ideas and values to a wider cultural theory across humanities.

Polemics surrounding Mulvey’s iconic manifesto, as it is called nowadays, apply not only to
European and American cultural field, being so deeply theoretically involved into questions of
visual pleasure and its representation, but also allow to bring new angles of analysis into Latin
America, Asia, Afro-American cultures and re-examine postcolonial theories from the point of
view of the male gaze concept - today named as the male gaze theory - introduced to culture
and politics by Mulvey.

This thesis presents and analyses the influence of the visual pleasure and the inequality of binary
gaze paradigm on the mechanisms of consciousness and identity building which have
manifested themselves in feminism, art criticism concerning visual culture representations,
polemics around aesthetics of sign/semiotics, engagement of depreciated non-binary gender

identities into theory, and development of Queer theory.

Also, the idea of passivity of female protagonists and spectators, introduced by Mulvey opened
up an intense polemic about masculinization of female spectatorship and uniquely male
voyeurism. The male gaze became the ground for a pluralistic model of gender and the political
tool for analysis of all contemporary cultural trends. The gaze itself, considered until the mid
of 1970s as objective/neutral way of looking in dominant European and male philosophical
concepts, lost its credibility with the “male gaze” category introduced in “Visual Pleasure and

Narrative Cinema”.
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The aim of the thesis is presentation of the unique position and the invaluable meaning of Laura
Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” for contemporary humanities, which
influenced areas of visual culture, feminism, anthropology, art criticism, social studies and
anthropology, changing the theoretical humanistic background and bringing new identity

formations on all continents.

The subject of the thesis is important both for film and media studies, feminist film theory as
well as for other areas of humanistic thought that implemented concepts introduced by Laura
Mulvey. The thesis also has a practical dimension since analyses and conclusions included here
can serve both educational objectives and become a source of reference and inspiration for
institutions and organisations involved in visual production that care about contemporary

politics of gender and visual language.

Research problems posed in the thesis are to bring the answers to the following questions:
- how Mulvey’s essay influenced film/visual theory and filmic female practice
- how the concept of the “male gaze” changed both the feminist theory and wider
humanities by multiplying gender and ethnic theories as well as bringing new concepts
of seeing and identity constructions
- how the visual language and ways of looking have changed in the process of polemic
raised by Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”

The aim of the thesis is realised in a multidimensional way. Apart from analysis of existing
literature and internet publications, I use conclusions from participatory observations of
discussions during congresses, conferences and academic panels dedicated to gender, identity,
film studies. Numerous articles in international publications focusing on the gaze and gender
issues as well as data from interviews with female filmmakers, photographers, artists,
academics in the field of visual culture and gender studies provided empirical material and

verification to the following hypotheses posed in my work:

Hypothesis 1: Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ have become one
of the most seminal theoretical works of Western humanities influencing areas of film theory
and practice, visual culture, feminism, critical theories as well as black post-colonial studies in

the last fifty years.

12



Hypothesis 2: Concept of Mulveyian male gaze and masculine visual pleasure influenced the
radical changes in feminist film and visual theory which re-shaped and created new perspectives
of analyses referring and polemising with Mulvey’s disproportional gender binary gaze
concept, and in consequence all these brought the female gaze to the forefront of contemporary

polemics in the field of visual culture.

Hypothesis 3. Non-heteronormative ways of looking and Black/people of colour perspectives
of seeing have become important part of discussion about fluidity of the gaze, pleasure, as well
as intersectional identity concept which illuminated the dominance of White patriarchal visual

politics of power.

It is worth stressing that the research done is the first analysis trying to gather main directions
and problems of polemics that raised in various fields of cinema and visual culture, with areas
where Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” made its influential presence
and impact provoking the most productive critique and creating new trends in cinema.

The thesis opens with a chapter analysing theoretical and filmic works of Laura Mulvey and
tracing the importance of “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” to contemporary visual
culture both in theory and film practice. The aim of the chapter is to prove the hypothesis that
the essay, despite being written fifty years ago, is still relevant and provocative in its concepts,
brings new perspectives of analyses both in contemporary visual politics and visual culture
consumption. The first part points to essay meaning nowadays and influence it has had on
various academics, film theorists, art critics and film makers. It presents their reflections,
comments and analyses enclosed in special editions of film journals, books, or special events,
such as the one at the British Film Institute in London in 2015 commemorating “Visual Pleasure
at 40”. Examples of academic, filmic, art and visual culture initiatives that evolved from
Mulvey’s concepts opened up in 1975, closes the analysis of the importance of Mulvey’s
legacy. Next part of the chapter is dedicated to the history and context of writing the essay, its
inspirations and publication in magazine Screen and includes some bibliographical information
about Mulvey’s life and her further most important publications and film productions. Further
part places Mulvey’s concepts within frames of psychanalysis, feminism, avant-garde film
theory and artistic practice at that time to show their generative value for writing the essay. The
first chapter closes with identifying main directions of discussion following the polemics and
new paradigms of thought created in the heat of debate, after the essay has become

internationally famous.
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Chapter two is dedicated to critical responses referring to the concept of Mulveyian dominant
male gaze and female cinematic constructions in cinema and in visual culture which were
stimulated by essay’s categories. The analysis included displays how the language of looking
and ways of seeing in European and American philosophy with dominating male perspective
have evolved since 1970s and how the gendered gaze notion provoked changes and
disagreements in fields of feminism, film, and visual culture, especially in the area of female
functioning as a passive cinematic image. Presented research is structured around a discussion
rooted in visual semiotics and in a controversy defining and depicting a woman on screen as
sign, erotic spectacle, masquerade, or mute fetish. With all their negative symbolic connotations
which include passivity, illusionary mythology, fetishism as uniquely male, female masochism,
or masquerade which serve to please and satisfy the heterosexual male desire, the issues were
heavily re-discussed and brought into light the production of visual grammar. The chapter will
also demonstrate how visual pleasure politics have generated the permission to see for women
in the last 50 years. The analysis closes with presentation of the filmic active heroine and her
desiring gaze which has become a feminist hope for the female image change, illuminating
possibilities of conscious manipulation used by the female object that is looked at.

The aim of chapter three is to analyse and prove how male gendered concept of visual pleasure
have generated counter discussions about female active gaze, female spectatorship, and female
visual production depicting erotic on screen for women’s visual pleasure. It starts with
presentation of the notion of shame as a “revolutionary feeling” that has been crucial in Western
social and cinematic female gaze construction, regardless of race or class. Further it presents
the historical disappointment provoked by the Mulveyian psychoanalytic assumption of female
looking being treated as passive or enigmatic, as well as adjacent historical censorship of
cinematic female visual pleasure which brought the production of masochistic melodrama that
served as socially and politically correct genre for female viewers. Subsequently, contrary to
Mulvey’s assumptions, comes the issue of female spectatorship as active notion, which includes
existence of female scopophilia and voyeurism. Representation of female desire and its
representation on screen are presented on famous examples of male stars that function as
spectacle, sexual object, and fetish for women. Case studies of Valentino, James Bond and Brad
Pitt demonstrate the difference in power and agency which masculine heroes never loose,
contrary to female heroines. The last section follows various female photographic and cinematic

practices focusing on female visual pleasure and touch as a sense overlooked in filmic theories.
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This last part follows exemplary female authorship cinematic production of representation of
desire by avantgarde and mainstream female directors. It also questions and analyses the sexual
difference thorough categories of female non binary gaze in filmic practice, which has become
crucial in polemic with Mulvey’s paradigms and influenced discussion about female filmic
production which cannot be treated as universal heterosexual experience, discussed in the

following chapter.

Chapter four focuses on the emergence of counter theory of gay and lesbian homosexual gazes
and visual pleasure constructs which function beyond binary spectacle and enter fluid,
intersectional field of identification. Critique of Freudian and Lacanian heteronormative
psychoanalytic concepts applied by Mulvey generated new readings of visual pleasure and
proved its cross-gender mobility. Masculinity as homosexual erotic spectacle on screen is
analysed here, as well as phenomenon of detachability and ambivalence of the gaze which
proves to be transgressive. Primarily cinematic models of homosexuality culturally exorcized,
represented as monstrous and in the frame of camp model are presented here in the frame of
theoretical critique concerning the phallic binary gaze assumption. Further, the chapter
illustrates the lesbian desire discussed in opposition to categories included in “Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema”, with the critique of its cinematic and theoretical invisibility being
treated historically as non-normative and non-existent. The chapter closes with illustration of
the emergence of Queer theory, coined by Teresa de Lauretis in 1990, which came as direct and
indirect result of feminist and other discussions with Mulvey’s binary heteronormative notions,
concerning representations and narrative constructions of sexual identities. All these had a
generative value for visual pleasure being finally analysed as not dependent on heterosexual or

homosexual preferences.

Visual pleasure as fluid, in terms of ethnical and interracial identification, is presented in the
final chapter. All these proved to be the most transgressive turn in visual production. The
analysis goes through the decolonial frames of male and female black nude visual
representations. Then, follows the blind spots of Freudian psychoanalysis and imperial gazing
produced by Western culture, together with visual responses to its white heteronormativity in
image production. The chapter closes with presentation of oppositional black female gaze
emergence and first cinematic productions centring around representations of black femininity
other that dominating Western male productions which propose the image of black woman as
an alluring, exotic and erotic object, or voiceless servant. Thus, racial response to Mulvey’s

15



initial White heterosexual binary division of visual pleasure resulted in development of

innovative, fluid concepts that today embrace gendered, racial, and ethnic identity.

The thesis closes with the evaluation of the hypotheses and achievement of goals which focused
on the presentation of importance, meaning and influence of Laura Mulvey’s essay and filmic
practice on film theory and practice in the last five decades. It will be interesting to observe if
the tools for analysing the visual pleasure and the gendered gaze concepts in Western cultures

can be applied in new areas and directions of research outside the Western world cultures.
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Chapter |

The Most Influential
Text In Film Studies



1.1.  Legacy of Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”.

No other theorist has advanced considerations of women on the screen more than the British
filmmaker and academic Laura Mulvey with her “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema™?,
Originally written by her in 1973 and later published in Screen, in 1975, nowadays is treated as
manifesto and its legacy became invaluable years ago, creating first the breakpoint to the film
theory and feminism, and later influencing other areas of contemporary reflection and critical
thought. One can think that essay written 45 years ago belongs to a history but still raising
quotations and references made to its ideas, or at least the word gaze itself (in almost all fields
of academic research) prove that Mulvey’s essay has become the foundational text not only on
the male gaze in traditional narrative films, and women as the object of that gaze but made the
gaze as the main protagonist in contemporary analysis of any Western humanistic thought.
Incorporation of the gaze terminology into other scientific areas than humanism makes
Mulvey’s concept even more interdisciplinary, constantly bringing the new adapted and
transformed meanings to it nowadays, often without knowledge that it was Mulvey who brought
the gaze concept onto the stage in 1975 with her essay and that the discussion following its

issues made the idea word famous.

Mulvey’s article itself has become a “radical weapon” which was widely used, quoted, re-
defined, questioned and argued for the last forty-five years., bringing new directions to film
studies, various forms of feminisms, critical thought, gender concepts and their theories
following the gaze differentiation. Mulvey’s legacy is priceless and undeniable in Western
theoretical and critical circles, she functions as a kind of academic star and celebrity on every
continent. Since ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ first appeared in 1975, it has become
a crucial and lasting point of reference for filmmakers, feminists, visual culture and art critics,
theorists of literature and theatre, post-colonial analytics, black feminist movement, or gender
theorists. Mulvey’s compelling polemical analysis of visual pleasure has encouraged and
provoked others to take positions, she challenged heavily coined but at the same time invisible
socio-cultural structures of looking and representation, existing like the ghosts of habituated
perspective. As Jane Gallop rites, the first “professor of pleasure” ? in European philosophy is
regarded Roland Barthes since pleasure and desire became central to his theorizing and

culminated in his book titled The Pleasure of the Text in 1973.2 However, it was Laura Mulvey

1 From this moment | will use in the thesis the acronym of the essay title VPNC.
2 Jane Gallop, Thinking Through the Body, Columbia University Press, New York, 1988, pp. 100 — 106.
3 Steven Ungar, “The Professor of Desire”, Yale French Studies, no. 63, 1982, pp. 81-97, JSTOR, accessed:
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who brought visual pleasure with its connection to gendered looking into lights, provoking
multi-dimensional discussion at various levels of Western culture and subsequently other non-
Western regions, i.a. Japan where translation of VPNC appeared more than 20 years after its
publication, in 1997.4

Generative qualities of thoughts provided in her first work about cinema became so powerful
and influential that first homage to Mulvey’s essay came twenty-fife years later in the year
2000, where in a preface of the book gathering some crucial articles that polemized with VPNC,
E. Ann Kaplan, the American film theorist, wrote:

Mulvey work struck a chord so pertinent and provocative that it has remained to this day a site of both
appreciation for the insights and contestation and debate about their validity or utility. So, I could
produce a book of coherent essays by printing work that debated, argued against, or built out from
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema .

Kaplan describes a set of concepts worked and reworked by scholars and comes up with the
notion of difference: first male/female sexual difference, later gay/straight difference — that is,
the difference within female sexuality, later the difference within “gender” (as distinct from
sexuality), and finally with differences between women produced by race and ethnicity. She
stresses how feminist film research was “very much at forefront of questioning and analyzing
differences across all these territories, across all these borders”.®

Later came magazine Signs. Journal of Women in Culture and Society in 2004 with the special
edition titled Beyond the Gaze. Recent Approaches to Film Feminisms which included
Mulvey’s essay analyzing the evolution of feminist filmic theory on the background of
economic changes in Britain started in 1980s “Looking at the Past from the Present: Rethinking
Feminist Film Theory of the 1970s”.7

Further, thirty years after essay’s publication and the discussion following its concepts, in the
year 2007, Camera Obscura. Feminism, Culture, and Media Studies journal made the part of

its special issue Camera Obscura at Thirty, titled Camera Obscura’s Archive for the Future,

June 6, 2020, available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/2929833.

4 Adam Bingham, Modern Japanese Female Directors, accessed: April 6, 2023, available at:
https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748683734.003.0008

5> E. Ann Kaplan ed., Feminism and Film. Oxford Readings in Feminism, Oxford University
Press, Oxford 2000, preface V.

® lbidem.
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dedicated to Mulvey’s legacy. American approach towards European filmic thought presented
there converged with thirty years of VPNC and Camera Obscura itself, founded as a feminist
collective in 1970s, was first published in 1976 after a separation form Woman and Film. The
aim was to create the critical theoretical feminist response to paradoxical tension between the
presence of the image of women on the screen in mainstream film and at the same time their
absence in the area of filmic production as well as in the emerging discipline of film theory.
Parallelly in time to Mulvey’s first writings, central to the journal’s project were issues of the
representation of women in film, together with psychoanalytical inquiries and ideological
aspects both in commercial and avant-garde cinema. From the time of publishing that special
issue, VPNC has been called Mulvey’s Manifesto, as Mandy Merck titled her article for that
special edition in 2007.

Directions of discussions and other aspects of visual culture have shifted, illuminating interests
outside the question of sexual difference which, originally formulated in the 1970s, no longer
exists as main focus. Camera Obscura magazine today is interested in questions of difference
more broadly defined, equally invested in analyses of race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality,
gender expression, and generation, as it is in analyses of various genders. Further, in addition
to broadening its political and theoretical scope to encompass such concerns, Camera Obscura
has also enlarged the range of the texts it addresses, moving beyond a consideration of cinema
alone to other media formations and institutions like television, photography, digital
productions, medical imaging and so on. All these sound like Mulvey’s reflections nowadays

over the legacy and changes that were produced, according to essay intellectual potential.®

Year 2015 was marked by the fortieth anniversary of Laura Mulvey’s radical writing and in
order to mark this important event, a special celebration entitled Visual Pleasure at 40 was held
at British Film Institute Southbank on the 21st of April 2015. Organizers of “Visual Pleasure
at 40” invited to the event and discussion Laura Mulvey and thinkers of various fields who were
influenced by her essay’s provocative assumptions. John David Rhodes stressed that the
purpose of the occasion was to “mediate on the continued resonance and relevance of Mulvey’s
seminal article™ that has not dated together with its ability to cross various borders of

contemporary cultural consumption. He reflected on his experiences of lecturing essay’s ideas

8 “Camera Obscura at Thirty: Archiving the Past, Imagining the Future”, in Camera Obscura’s Archive for the
Future, pp. 2-26, accessed: August 11, 2020, available at: http://read.dukeupress.edu/camera-obscura/article-
pdf/21/1 (61)/400761/CO61_01_lIntro.pdf

9 John Davies Rhodes, “Introduction to Visual Pleasure at 40 ”, Screen, 53 4 Winter 2015.
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on the critical theory course where he finds teaching the essays throughout the years totally
compelling. The reason lies in his constant surprise and the response he is gratified by the way
in which the text provides the shock of unfamiliar as well as it delivers surprise, anxiety,
intensity, discomfort, and resistance. He wonders how it is possible that essay written forty
years ago, which has been already thoroughly celebrated, variously refused, cherished, and
laughed out, known, and assimilated still arises so passionate interest in contemporary readers
whose own historical moment seems so very different from the moment of the essay’s
composition and publication. Having this in mind he provides an explanation which is rather
sad claiming that despite so many years that separate us from 1975, not enough things in socio-
cultural thinking and in identification with an image screen have really changed. VPNC being
so embedded in time theoretical content of 1970s makes us think and realize what this
combination of passion, thought, politics and form might look like. It also provides the
dimension of perspective that demonstrates to which extent the look of the camera and the look
of the audience were made free and opened to dialectics in the next fifty years timespan. We
are still, in a sense, obliged to learn how to become this essay’s contemporary readers and how
to reinvent its message. Moreover, Rhodes adds:

What will remain forever pertinent, pressing, and poignant about Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema’, even if we imagine reading it in some future in which radical gender equality has been
realized, is the essay’s call to remember that the world can and shouldn’t be over that it is, and that art
— cinema — is a powerful means of imagining how things might be otherwise.®

In a contribution that followed the event in BFI Southbank as a form of publication, a group of
academics and filmmakers brought their reflection on the meaning that the Mulvey’s essay had
to them personally. Among others, Tamar Garb, an art historian, writes about the essay
historical power and uniqueness in times when it was published, while he was a student, and
how it became for him “the most formative articulation of the politization of the visual”!! he
had ever encountered. Until today he finds it the most compelling writing about both the process
of looking and the ways in which this act of looking in infused with the set of relationships
structuring power and politics. Fundamental was the fact that it opened up questions about the
relationship between eroticism and power, spectacle and authority that were totally different
from the ideas taught at art academia at 1970s. But the most crucial issue was that essay moved

away from the dominant idea that looking was disinterested. He brings the reflection of the

10 Ibidem.
1 Tamar Garb, Visual Pleasure at 40, Screen Winter 2015, Oxford University Press on behalf of Screen, pp.
473-474.
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study of art and its academic aesthetics taught at that time as being divorced from life and from
our human construction as sexualized and gender subjects. As no one before Mulvey brought
brilliantly and bravely onto agenda the imbrication of our sexual and gender identities in the
process of looking. Garb stresses that the essay opened up the possibility of thinking about the
operation of power in relation to “high art” in a way that was totally different from John
Berger’s moralizing style of how objectification and agency are constructed. Thinking
psychoanalytically about the multiple positions of the subject to the viewing images was
absolutely innovative. Another important historical point of the essay he raises is its position as
a totally different feminist gesture of the times both 1970s and later 1980s. Mulvey’s concepts
politicized and opened the visual pleasure which was so far restricted to male ways of looking,
arguing for its radical destruction in its old-fashioned version as a masculine privilege, which
does not take into account female gaze and female desire or any other non-heteronormative
ways of thinking. It allowed men to become conscious of treatment of women as spectacle and
question as well their own position in relation to images viewed. Garb stresses as well that even
though the male gaze invented by Mulvey became widely critiqued as a very narrowed
category, thanks to this category she was the first one to shake the walls of a monolithic notion
of looking and to open up the ways of exploration of our own desire in relation to concepts used
by her in VPNC.*2

Another voice about influence provided by Muley’s essay was brought by a filmmaker and
screenplay writer Joanna Hogg who claims that when she read Mulvey’s essay for the first time
in mid-eighties and when she reads its nowadays, its influence has not changed in its
inspirational power so much. For her, the essay is “a talisman, it is an object, like a poem”*3
and she reads and treats it this way, like the most inspiring poetry. She claims that the words
gathered there, are so powerful and meaningful that the text is not only about engaging the
intellect, it exists like instinctive, unconscious influence that triggers the imagination ““so that
the words act like a window, a mirror or a pool of water, where beyond or below the surface
there are many reverberations and ripples that in turn inspire and galvanize me into putting
words onto the paper myself”.2* Hogg feels herself “living in the aftermath of Laura’s essay”®
and recalls a scene from her house, when all women were leaving the room to enable the men

the serious conversation, and which after reading the essay she decided to include in her film.

12 Tamar Garb, Visual Pleasure at 40..., op. cit., pp. 473-474.
13 Joanna Hogg, Visual Pleasure at 40, Screen Winter 2015, pp. 474-475.

14 Joanna Hogg, Visual Pleasure at 40, Screen Winter 2015, pp. 474-475.
15 Ibidem, p. 474.

22



She treats the essay like a manifesto and a call to action, the bravery with which Mulvey was
discovering her own voice while she was writing is a further inspiration to her. Hogg closes her
reflection with conviction that Mulvey’s writing created a chain of thought that has not stopped
and has not aged at all, and she believes it is even more relevant nowadays.®

Position of VPNC in the history of film theory, as one of the most important and most cited
texts, was also developed by a filmmaker Isaac Julien who goes back to the 1970s and 1980s
pointing out the difference that Mulvey brought with her thinking, even into avant-garde
structures of that times. For him the development of ideas concerning the gender of the viewer
which were opened up by her in VPNC as well as a term of “fetishistic scopophilia” were the
most influential for his filmic work. Mulvey’s essay by raising the “question of desire of the
viewer, and its relation to desired self and desiring bodies on the screen” opened up the field
for gay and queer cinema to establish a parallel aesthetics, which as he says took a while. Taking
into consideration his own filmic inspirations, he brings the example of his cinematic realization
of Looking for Langston (1989) that “strived to connect contemporary black gay culture with
its long and ignored history, both within and outside African American communities”.}’ He
managed to do it thanks to analysis of the gaze that controls what we see and what we know by
exploring black male gay culture within the context of the 1980s. What is interesting from
artistic and gender perspective of Mulvey’s importance for him is the fact that he constantly has
learnt form Laura about means of ensuring desirable look of a male protagonist which can be
achieved by working closely with a straight woman director of photography, which he did while
working on Looking for Langston with Nina Kellgren and later as well, on his other films. As
Julien gathers his gaze concepts used in Langston which all evolved as an inspiration from
Mulvey’s pioneered conjunction of the question of representation in cinema and ways of
looking saturated with erotic desire:

Langston problematizes multiple gazes at once, asking how the white, straight male gaze affects black
gay men, how the straight, black male gaze affects black gay men, and so on... Visual pleasure and
narrative cinema’ really enabled my generation of young black filmmakers and theorists (...) to bring
psychoanalytic questions informed by gendered politics to our own developments in the field of racial
and postcolonial theory.®

Celebrating the 40" anniversary of VPNC at BFI in London academic and writer Emma Wilson
finds Mulvey’s essay at the heart of feminist film theory enquiry and first flows back to the 30"
anniversary event, organized as well by John David Rhodes in London, where she was talking

about relations between women in the films. She treated it then as a queer response to Mulvey’s

16 Ibidem, p. 475.
17 Isaac Julien, Visual Pleasure at 40, op. cit., pp. 475-477.
18 Ibidem, p. 476.
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work on female presence in cinema but as well as a reflection about Muley’s living presence
on the event, the strangeness and brilliance of her critical voice and passionate love of film that
generated the political strength infused in her work. As for her, moving through the pleasures
of fetishization remains the most interesting aspect of analysis she does constantly with the
students. This essay’s exploration of overinvestment in the image of the woman on screen,
“fetishization of and fascination with faces, glow, gloss, folds and silk” bringing her reflection
over her own overinvestments in femininity and generally “investment in the politics of visual
pleasure and spectacle”.*®

Laura Mulvey’s reflections came as the last one during the event bringing back and illuminating
insights of her “ancient essay”, as she calls her work from the 1970s. After many references to
all presenters and their insightful remarks she closes with the statement that juxtapositions
which the essay has made over the forty-five years between “politics and psychoanalysis” now
should be added to juxtapositions “art and politics” and “psychoanalysis and representation” to

make her believe in essay continued relevance.?°

Another contribution that took place in 2017, was a Special Issue on Laura Mulvey published
by New Review of Film and Television, which also celebrated the enduring discussion around
Mulvey’s concepts form 1970°s and the new directions of cultural and visual theoretical
research trends created by her evolving in time filmic theory and practice. Among others were
the articles and reflections on Laura Mulvey, “Mulvey and Trump on Citizen Kane” by Eliot
Bessette, “Unbound bodies” by Rebecca Bell-Metereau, “The uncanny nature of the cinematic
image” by John Belton, “The House is Black: Cinema of Ambivalence, Cinema of Delay” by
Brian Bergen-Aurand, “Death of Desire” by Cynthia Lucia, “Mulvey as Political Weapon” by
Kelli Fuery, “Complicating the Theory of the Male Gaze: Hitchcock’s Leading Men” by
Colleen Glenn, “From a Faculty Seminar with Laura Mulvey: Reflections on Visual Pleasure”
written by Lara Casey or “Mulvey, Patriarchy and Gender: Expression and Disruption in Visual
Art” by Lorna Collins.?*

Another Gaze magazine interviewed Mulvey in 2018 and she was asked if she finds herself
engaging differently in VPNC after its 40th anniversary. She admits that a few years ago she

really had to come to terms with it again and she found out that:

1% Emma Wilson, Visual Pleasure at 40, Screen Winter 2015, pp. 479-480.

20 |bidem., pp. 481-485.

21 Special Issue on Laura Mulvey, New Review of Film and Television Studies, Volume 15, 2017 — Issue 4
posted October 12, 2017, accessed: August 12, 2020, available at:
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rfts20/15/4 and https://doi.org/10.1080/17400309.2017.1376877
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I was more interested in it as a polemical essay or, as my friend [the academic] Mandy Merck called it,
a manifesto, rather than the actual accuracy, or lack of accuracy, of what it says. And, like manifestos
or polemics, it’s very much a one- Or two-idea piece and that, | think, is its power. | see now that |
managed to come up with some good turns of phrase that caught the public imagination, that have been
re-quoted and recycled in all kinds of ways.?

After all these years she thinks about going back to some sides of the essay that have got lost,
such as Sternberg content of it, as well as she thinks about the expenditure upon the fetishistic
side of it instead the voyeuristic one. She mentions also about the issues that ended up with her
publication of Death 24x a Second in 2006, namely her interest in stillness and the idea that the
pensive spectator is grounded in the voyeuristic spectator of VPNC. The spectacle of the female
protagonist does not stop and hold the film for her any longer and she finds the voyeuristic gaze
connected no longer to stillness but to the movement as well. At the same time, she thinks that
question of the male voyeuristic gaze “and how the cinematic gaze can actually be transformed
and rethought?® still possesses a connection. She points in the end that over the years after
writing the essay questions of race and the invisibility of African American talents and
protagonists in Hollywood and about the way how much it was an apartheid cinema were

issues, she has been thinking a lot.2*

Other Mulvey’s legacy examples that emerged in the last decades of technological changes and
the absorption of visual theory into internet spaces outside the academic field of research are
initiatives that evolved from her concepts of representation and visual pleasure. Among others
are artistic projects done around female gaze such as What She Wants. Women Artists Look at
Men photographic exhibition in 1994 in London with a catalogue grasping texts analysing the
changes in female western perspective, art exhibitions in Dallas and London gathering Sex
Works in Female Art: Black Sheep Feminism, which came into light after 50 years of
censorship, negation and overlooking, thanks to art curator Alison Gingeras, Bird’s Eye View
an NGO film project transformed after 20 years into Reclaim the Frame, now in co-operation
with British Film Institute, promoting female gaze in cinema both behind the camera and as a
conscious spectatorship. Further came photographic exhibitions exploring various gazes, to

mention the latest one Masculinities: Liberation Through Photography in London. Finally

22 Another Gaze, conversation with Laura Mulvey, “Suddenly, A Woman Spectator: An Interview with Laura
Mulvey”, posted August 15, 2018, accessed: May 17, 2022, available at:
https://www.anothergaze.com/suddenly-woman-spectator-conversation-interview-feminism-laura-mulvey

2 |bidem.

24| bidem.
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appeared, different internet projects discussing ways of seeing such as the Male Gaze Project,
the Scopophilic Gaze or Another Gaze journal publication promoting female gazes as well as
Mary White doctoral research which refers to fields affected by VPNC, to mention Art History,
Sociology, Literature, Theatre, History, Anthropology, Music, Lesbian and Gay Studies and
Theology.?

Legacy discussed above proves lasting relevance of VPNC in contemporary culture. Becoming
over the years an exemplar that still remains questioned as well as endlessly generates new
paths of conversations not only for film studies and visual theory but wide cultural criticism
and gender studies, crossing the boundaries, as mentioned above, into other fields that look at
the first glance situated far away from VPNC. The project undertaken provides an example of
relationship created between visual theory and practice, and its constant mutual influence or
interference, inscribing itself into the map of visual pleasure that has been contested for last

fifty years.

1.2. History of the essay writing and its publication in magazine Screen.

The historical and political contexts of writing VPNC are all very significant for many reasons.
Mulvey’s theoretical progression in the 1970s was anchored in the dysfunctional state of
women’s representation which she decided to settle in Freudian and Lacanian analysis. Her
deep political and intellectual interests were rooted in home atmosphere since all women in her
close family circle were very well educated in history and became critical commentators and
writers recognized in their academic circles/communities. In the 1960s, after finishing historical
studies at Oxford University, she was living in London in an atmosphere of fascination with

Hollywood cinema shared with Peter Wollen and other friends. She joined the Women

%5 For example, see BERDINI, P. "Women under the gaze: A Renaissance Genealogy', Art History, Vol 21, No 2,
1998, pp. 565-590; ROSENMAN, E.B. 'Spectacular Women: The 'Mysteries of London' and the female body’,
Victorian Studies, Vol 40, No.1, 1996, p. 31-64; EDMUNDS, S. Through a glass darkly: Visions of integrated
community in Flannery O'Connor's 'Wise Blood". Contemporary Literature, Vo137, NoA, 1996, p.559-585;
KLAVER, E. 'Spectatorial Theory in the Age of Media Culture’, New Theatre Quarterly, Vol 11, NoA4, 1995,
p.309-321; REEVE, K.K. 'Primal Scenes, Pleyel and Liszt in the Eyes of Berlioz', Nineteenth Century Music,
V0118, No.3, 1995, p.211-235.; JACKSON, E. 'Death Drives across Porntopia - Cooper, Denis on the Extremities
of Being', GLQ - A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, Vol 1, No.2, 1994, p.143- 161; LEYERLE, B.
'Chrysostom, John on the Gaze and a Term denoting the Subordinated Position of Woman as Spectacle and the
Subject of Scrutiny: A new perspective on the writings of Chrysostom on spiritual marriage’, Journal of Early
Christian Studies, Vol1, No.2, 1993, p.159-174 cited in Mary C. White, footnote in From text to practice:
rereading Laura Mulvey’s ‘Visual pleasure and Narrative cinema’ towards a different history of the feminist
avant-garde, accessed: August 19, 2020, available at:
https://repository.lboro.ac.uk/articles/From_text to practice rereading_Laura Mulvey s Visual_pleasure_and
narrative_cinema_towards_a_different_history of the feminist avant-garde/9333161/1
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Liberation Movement at the turn of 1969/1970, as already a very well educated and politically
conscious person.

Being a part of a Women Liberation Movement Reading Group, Mulvey became interested in
a history of and a philosophy of representation. She was acquainted with all crucial at that time
feminist discourses of Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, Michele Monterlay and Helene Cixous as
well as male writers and philosophers? all of which were in focus of her critical readings. At
the beginning of 1970s, she started to cooperate with Claire Johnston?” and Lynda Myles (the
director of Film Festival in Edinburgh) which resulted in incorporating into her perspective
works of visual avant-garde female artists at that time, including avant-garde of New American
Cinema — standing in opposition to Hollywood commercial productions. Another important
influence which became a context of her essay writing, was the relationship with Peter Wollen?®
who, as a historian and a film critic, strongly appreciated the power of theoretical feminist

movement as well as usage of its critical tools in revision and changes of political concepts.

The essay VPNC was written in 1973 when she was 32, what she sometimes stresses in
interviews, and was firstly presented during her stay with Peter Wollen in Evanston, United
States where he was working for Northwestern University. Wollen was invited there by Paddy
Wannel, a director of Film and Television School, who knew couple’s avant-garde interests and
proposed to use the school equipment in summer to make an experimental film. This first
cinematic avant-garde Mulvey’s adventure with Wollen was entitled Panthesilea: Queen of the
Amazons and certainly facilitated development of Mulvey’s concepts of VPNC. She reflects on
those inspirations fifteen years later writing about her filmic intellectual and emotional
engagements:

Before 1 became absorbed in the Women’s Movement, 1 had spent almost a decade absorbed in
Hollywood cinema. Although this great, previously unquestioned, and unanalyzed love was put in crisis
by the impact of feminism on my thought in the early 1970s, it also had an enormous influence on the
development on my critical work and ideas and the debate within film culture [...] In my case, the old
economy of fascination became displaced, rather than dispersed, into a fascination with the mechanics
of cinematic pleasure and voyeurism.?®

Dedicated to avant-garde and feminism, she comments on the contribution of Hollywood

production that brought to general public new concepts and images of a woman and opened

new terrains of collective fantasy and popular mythology. This mythology of the feminine

26 The most important male writers of that time for here were: Engels, Levi-Strauss, Freud, Althusser, and Lacan.

27 Claire Johnston (1940-1987), one of the most important and influential feminist film theorists at that time.

28 peter Wollen, historian, avant-garde critic writer for New Left Review and magazine Screen at that time.

29 Laura Mulvey, Introduction to the First Edition in Visual and Other Pleasures, Palgrave Macmillan, Second
Edition, p. xxxiii
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image constructed by male film directors generated a series of ambiguities and dualities of

visions in which a woman became a phantasm and a symptom at the same time.

VPNC brought new concepts and new terminology to analyze and understand the new political
and filmic philosophy of fascination with its unknown, unconscious areas. To study them,
psychoanalytic theory seemed perfectly suitable to approach all these problems connected with
collective fantasy and representations of femininity in cinema and the visual pleasure concept

dominated the perspective of fantasy and desire as forces of social and cultural relations.

The essay was published two years later in 1975 after Mulvey and Wollen returned from the
United States to Great Britain. It was “polemically and without regard for context or nuances
of argument” as Mulvey observed later in Screen. After innumerous publications in the
following decade, the essay started to live a life of its own, becoming a crucial point of reference
and the starting moment of feminist film theory, and which resonates until today in various
ways being an echo of Mulvey’s work. The essay has become an object, according to American
scholar Peggy Phelan performative approach, with its network and framework of meanings that
are created outside its context.®! Its publication in Screen in 1975 made four members of

editorial board to resign.

Mulvey’s essay, however, was not the first but the third one in the field of visual studies. The
first one was “The Spectacle is Vulnerable: Miss World, 1970 written for the London
Women’s Liberation Workshop together with Margarita Jimenez and described the contest
(Miss World) as not being an erotic exhibition or connection to the “underground world of
pornography”.2? The second one, written in 1972 by Mulvey and published in 1973 in Spare
Rib, challenged: “Fears, Fantasies and the Male Unconscious or ‘You Don’t Know What is
Happening, Do You, Mr. Jones?’® reflecting on a one-man show of sculptures of Allen Jones
held in London in 1970 and entitled Woman as Furniture. On the basis of Jones mastery of
artistic language of basic fetishism and his obsessions revealing artists fears and desires, Mulvey

explored the male unconscious in general, castration anxiety and its connection to visual

30 Ibidem.

31 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, London and New York, Routledge, 1996, p. 1.

32 Laura Mulvey, “The Spectacle is Vulnerable: Miss World, 1970 in Visual and Other Pleasures, Second
Edition, Palgrave Macmillan, New York 2009.

33 Laura Mulvey, “Fears, Fantasies, and the Male Unconscious or “You Don’t Know What is Happening, Do
You, Mr. Jones?” in Visual and Other Pleasures, 2™ edition, Palgrave Macmillan, New York 2009.
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production of fetishistic signs in a male-dominated culture. In the aura of the two previously
written essays VPNC written in 1973 seems a natural, subsequent intellectual consequence of

contemporary visual trends at that time of feminism of the early 1970s.

1.3. Mulvey’s further theoretical works.

Afterthoughts on Visual Pleasure

Since VPNC provoked innumerous unexpected responses and criticism, Mulvey next text was
a kind of response to various theoretical attacks and was presented during the conference
Cinema and Psychoanalysis, which was held at the Center for Media Studies SUNY, in Buffalo.
It was further published in 1981 in the Framework and was structured around reflections on
questions she was asked after publication of VPNC. In “Afterthoughts...” she explains the
usage of the male third person as the style ironically intended but closing down various paths
of inquiry and decides to focus on analysis of a female spectator and responds persistently asked
question of passive femininity by recalling Freud’s psychoanalytic observations enclosed in
Femininity, Analysis Terminable and Interminable as well as in his Creative Writers and Day
Dreaming. Mulvey expands in the paper Freud’s concept of “masculinity” in a woman as
corresponding to her concept of the “masculinisation” of the spectator’s position. Looking for
explanation, she goes beyond psychoanalysis and applies a cultural approach with references
to Western Greek misogynist mythology and folk narrations in which collective imagination is
unconsciously built in narrative texts with male fantasy of ambition and dominance, bringing
numerous examples of omnipotent male active, fighting heroes and waiting, passive princesses
or goddesses. In her analysis of Duel in the Sun (by King Vidor, 1946) Mulvey presents a
heroine’s crisis of sexual and social identity and her transformation from being an active female
active hero to a sexually passive lady and a perfect wife being a sublimation of a concept of
femininity that is socially valuable and needed. Further in her text Mulvey goes away from the
concept of female trans-sexual identification as a habit that easily becomes second nature
towards Lacanian concept of a woman as a signifier of sexuality suggesting that desire is “given

cultural materiality”* in narrative texts.

Before Mulvey decided to create a collection of her works and publish them in 1989, VPNC

has already gained international fame, both for its applause and criticism, and essay was

34 Laura Mulvey, Afterthoughts on “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” inspired by Duel in the Sun in E.
Ann Kaplan (ed.) Psychoanalysis and Cinema, Routledge 1990, pp. 24-35.
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published in numerous anthologies in Britain and the USA. To answer innumerous
controversies that have apprised after its publication, Mulvey decided to expand some crucial
notions in Visual and Other Pleasures published for the first time in 1989. It was not only the
first official response to the heated debate but also a collection of her articles written between
1971 and 1986. This book publication gave her an opportunity to present her most influential
essay VPNC, within the historical context and chronology amongst her other writings. After
many references, quotations, and counter-critique, VPNC “has acquired a balloon-like, free-
floating quality” as Mulvey wrote in the introduction, adding that she hopes that publishing it
in her new collection “will not explode it, but bring it back to earth”3%. She notes that this fifteen-
year period of her writing evolved from the Women’s Movement and broadened out from a
political organization into a more general framework of feminism. The collection brings a kind
of documentary quality to Mulvey’s writings since she was trying to articulate and catch the
interests and ideas that were around in the air, and within the constantly changing theoretical
terrain provided by the Women’s Movement. In this way, articles collected have preserved the
historical link with their historical moment and acknowledgment of intellectual importance of
feminist theory by the end of the book.*® That includes parts such as Boundaries and Thoughts
and Afterthoughts, with articles titled “Changes: Thoughts on Myth, Narrative and Historical
Experience”. Mulvey also gets back to melodrama issues directed by Sirk and Fassbinder, and
Godard’s images of sexuality as well as to a female avant-garde “Film, Feminism and the
Avant-Garde” written in 1978. Finally, she brings back analysis of myths taking them into and
beyond her movie made in 1977 in an article ”The Oedipus Myth: Beyond the Riddles of the
Sphinx”.

Fetishism and Curiosity, the book published for the first time in 1996, brings the new collection
of Mulvey’s essays containing her writings from the previous five years. She explores there the
relationship of European intellectuals’ theoretical fascination with Hollywood melodrama as a
phenomenon of “magnificent obsession”. Then essays begin with analysis of Douglas Sirk
cinema, move to Godard’s ontological association of female beauty with the cinema and his
visions of femininity. She reflects as well over displacement created by censorship that did not
take sexuality out of the movies but displaced it with the visual concentrating on woman as
signifier of sexuality. Later collection ranges from analyses of Pandora’s Box and its

topographies of curiosity with its relation to significance of myths and negative iconographies

35 Laura Mulvey, Introduction to the First Edition..., 0p. Cit., pp. XXVi-XXXV.
% Ibidem.
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of the feminine coded there as an important field to decipher cultural production. There is also
an extended engagement with the work of the American Indian artist Jimmie Durham and the
feminist abjection artist and photographer Cindy Sherman. Finally, she goes back to Freud,
psychoanalysis and history in Citizen Kane, the film language of Xala with aspects of
importance of African culture and the presentation of film significance to film theory beyond
its cultural context and lastly to the story of Oedipus myth within the frame of Blue Velvet

narration.®’

Mulvey moved in her theory and reflection beyond the question of spectacle and objectification, to
cinema’s unique relationship to time which effected in with her next publication of Death 24x a
Second: Stillness and the Moving Image in 2005, which was a project that she had started in the
mid 1990s. Stillness versus movement, photography, via Roland Barthes, versus the moving
image, were her preoccupations for ten years. Mulvey framed 24 moments of rupture per second
as being hunted by death. She had explored over the ten following years various moments of
spectatorship that became central at that time for her, how it can be slowed, disrupted, repeated,
creating in this way new perspectives of seeing. Her experience with video as a new digital tool
that advanced language of cinema became the basis to her research. Mulvey uses the video
works by Chris Petit, Jeff Wall, and later turns to classical films she was analyzing before, made
by Jean-Luc Godard, Alfred Hitchcock, Roberto Rossellini, or Abbas Kiarostami — looking at
them through the lens of disrupted time. As Mulvey told to critic and cultural journalist Ela
Bittencourt: “Writing my book on the centennial of cinema, when everyone was talking so
much about the death of cinema, | wondered if this new kind of viewing could help us retrieve
some of the beauty of film”.3® Considering above, spectatorship in her work became a series of
historical adaptations, which are never static and always re-inform the ways how history of film
should be re-written. While her essay on visual pleasure was very much an explicit feminist
text, Death 24x a Second does not deal directly with women. Here Mulvey is concerned
generally with a fetishistic spectator regardless of gender and this aspect she sees as bringing

more control, stresses Bittencourt.®°

Visual and Other Pleasures, second edition in 2009 brought again Mulvey’s new reflections

responding to another twenty years of VPNC its own life, and as Mulvey claims “the book is

37 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity. Cinema and the Mind’s Eye, Indiana University Press 1996.

3 Ela Bittencourt, “The Importance of Laura Mulvey’s Feminism in the Age of #MeTo0”, accessed: August 5,
2020, https://www.frieze.com/article/importance-laura-mulveys-feminism-age-metoo

3 |bidem.
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symptomatic of feminism’s pioneering engagement with this politics of images”*°, and adds
about discontinuity aspect: “the form of writing changes, alongside changes taking place in my
own life”.*! Two subsequent decades after first edition of Visual and Other Pleasures published
in 1989, brought political changes that negatively influenced avant-garde production, and also
stopped Mulvey making moving images. The height of Thatcher period in the late 1980s
brought two essays which were not included in the first edition, and which emerged out of new
political context dependent on cuts of the funds for artistic, independent British cinematic
production together with its intellectual surroundings: psychoanalytic theory, feminism, avant
garde aesthetics and cinephilia. All these overlapping and varying areas contributed to the
politics of representation that was crucial at that time to both theory and practice. Within its
thematic consistency of the book, there is also Mulvey’s disappointment with the feminist hope
for a radical change concerning politics of visual image. The book begins with an experience
of Women’s Movement activism, the Miss World demonstration, and ends with the Oedipus
myth that covers the time passage from activism to academia. It flows from journalistic essays
to critical and academic essays and the writing frame and background moves from the
publications in Spare Rib, Screen, Shrew with Women’s Liberation context to catalogues and
academic journals since Mulvey academic position dates to 1979 at Bulmershe College. Most
essays in collection echoed the era of political optimism with feminist culture which was
assumed not only being in progress but also to be the “mainspring of progress”. Mulvey’s
optimism and a confident expectation that feminist politics will bring radical changes to politics
of representation start to blur and finish with doubts and disappointment in her unpublished
article ending the collection: “Thoughts on the Young Modern Woman of the 1920s and
Feminist Film Theory”. There she revolves around films made both in Hollywood and in

742 as well as responds to the

Europe, and “looks at their relevance for feminist film theory
article written by Miriam Hansen who criticizes her passive female spectator concept by

analyzing phenomenon of Rudolf Valentino.

Feminisms published in 2015, was a book project initiated by Anna Backman from University
of Amsterdam with the main aim to invite Laura Mulvey to this project as a co-editor and to

illuminate half a century debate and new trends in feminism and film theory generated by

40 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, Second Edition, Palgrave Macmillan, New York 2009, p. ix.

1 Ibidem.

42 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, publisher note, accessed: March 9, 2023, available at:
https://www.worldcat.org/title/Visual-and-other-pleasures/oclc/148906824
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VPNC. Collection of essays by various authors was to revisit the concepts and controversies
that have shaped the field of contemporary film studies, to clarify lines of transmission from
the founding texts, their re-interpretations and re-evaluation in which hybridity of feminist
filmic theory is based. Since research in the history of film theory developed much in the light
of the changes in media devices and viewing practices, the need to clarify and refocus
fundamental issues seemed even more important in the context of contemporary media
environment, as co-editor Ann Backman Rogers stresses.*

The book aims to contribute to the feminist debates by staging notions of diversity, difference
and multiplicity engaged with a historical context in the first place. It focuses on new
perspectives on the female agencies in television series analysed by Janet McCabe. Examines
the extent to which the popular series can be read as a critique of post-feminism, centering on
striving for an impossible image of success in the form of “the can-do girl” and its relationship
to “cruel optimism” by Anne Backman Rogers. There are reflections over production,
circulation, and reception of images of women in an age when the female body is even more
dematerialized and digitalized with visual pleasure focusing on Angelina Jolie as a cyborg by
William Brown. Theoretical developments in the issue of safe space in feminist pornography
are analysed by Ingrid Ryberg as well as important insights are provided by Sophie Mayer on
New Queer Feminist Film/Theory with subverts and underscores hegemonic cultures.
Publication also addresses new experimentalism and its “nomadic approach” which is done by
Janny Chamarette. Finally, there come analyses of the contemporary woman filmmaking
provided by Annette Brauerbach, Anette Hastle, Lynne Joyrich, Patricia White and Shawn
Willis, which center on feminist film journals that have survived from groundbreaking days of
the 1970s to the present enormously contributing to the development of feminist film studies
that have centered around VPNC. The collection is closed with dialogues of editors who discuss
the recent emergence of women directors in transgressive cinema in France and their focus on

the body, corporeality, and the sense of touch with relevance to feminist film theory.**

Mulvey’s latest book project Afterimages. On Cinema, Women and Changing Times, with
workshops run by her at Porto/Post/Doc Festival before the publication of it in January 2020,
returns to feminism again. She drifts there historically both forward and back. It takes a new

approach in the era of #MeToo movement “as more and more women make cinema, their image

43 Laura Mulvey and Anna Backman Rogers (eds.), Feminisms. Diversity, Difference, and Multiplicity in
Contemporary Film Cultures, Amsterdam University Press 2015, pp. 10-14.
4 Ibidem.

33



on screen is no longer so much part of the circulation of a commodity to be consumed”.*® Yet
the reflection is not so simple since the question of women as subjects is still overwhelmingly
present and persistent in visual culture and women directors are still of little visibility and
appreciation. Mulvey goes back to various questions she was asked over decades, and this time
she additionally takes into consideration representations of women in the films made by female

directors, instead of women being visualized by male directors.

Summary of Mulvey’s writings and thoughts

Laura Mulvey’s filmic thought has evolved significantly across the last 50 years, encompassing
a wide range of topics, and expanding beyond her initial focus on the male gaze and classical
Hollywood cinema. The analysis of the key themes and developments in Mulvey’s filmic
thought throughout in last five decades involves firstly examination of binary gendered concept
of male gaze. Secondly, it refers to critique evolved around passive objectification of women
on screen, that according to some critiques was reinforcing patriarchal power dynamics.
Mulvey’s call for a critical examination of gender representation in film highlighted the passive
positioning of women within cinematic narratives and opened the space for visual production
of alternative representations which could challenge dominant norms and empower women on
screen. Over time, Mulvey incorporated more considerations of historical, political, and post-
colonial contexts into her analyses as well as engaged in project involving racial gazing and
identity construction from non-white perspective. She also followed in her thought the
construction of New Queer Cinema and influence of new technologies on cinema and visual
arts, as well as changes generated by new medias in spectatorship construction. Nonetheless,
her engagement with psychoanalysis and insufficient female gaze cinematic production and still
not well supported distribution of female movies have remained consistent threads throughout
her career.

In further works like Fetishism and Curiosity (1996), she examined the relationship between
culture, myths construction, curiosity and fetishisation as masculine rights, filmic notions of
colonialism, exoticism, and the male gaze in various films, highlighting the broader socio-
political implications of cinematic representation. Mulvey’s engagement with filmic thought

from the beginning of her writing expanded beyond traditional cinema to include other forms

4 Ela Bittencourt, “The Importance of Laura Mulvey’s Feminism...” op. cit., accessed: March 27, 2020,
available at: https://www.frieze.com/article/importance-laura-mulveys-feminism-age-metoo
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of visual culture. Later she explored the impact of new media, video art, and interactive

installations on the construction of meaning and spectatorship.

Mulvey’s book Death 24x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image (2006) marked a
significant shift in her thinking. She investigated the significance of stillness and movement in
cinema and examined how film captures and manipulates time. By analyzing concepts such as
freeze-frame, slow motion, and repetition, Mulvey expanded her exploration of temporality in

cinema and its impact on narrative and spectatorship.

In more recent years, with the publication of essay collection Feminisms referring to Mulvey’s
legacy, she has engaged with intersectionality and queer theory, broadening her analysis to
consider the multiple axes of power and identity with other white and black feminist theorists.
She has engaged and examined how other non-binary genders, sexuality, race, and additional
social categories intersect and shape representations in film and visual culture. As academic
Matgorzata Radkiewicz analyses the evolution of Mulvey’s thought, changes and feminists
critique lasting form the 1970s brought its revision including especially female gaze perspective
which has started to reconstruct the dominant masculine historical narratives and cinematic
representations from the point of view of a woman being a subject and an author.*® As
Radkiewicz adds, new concepts of time were also raised by Mulvey who claims today that
electronic and digital technologies of image registration bring new potentials to the cinema
which is treated as a source of metaphor that enable reflection over our understanding of
meanders of history in which female experience before was not visible as being not important.*’
All these, according to Mulvey create a new kind of spectator, and new kind of receptions which
allow the viewer to manipulate the rhythm, the direction and content of the plot to create new
spaces for analyses of visuality.*® But what is important concerning the change generated by
Mulvey, as Radkiewicz points out, “the gaze overruled the fiction”.4°

However, as Mulvey stressed in 2018, in the interview for Another Gaze, her assumptions about
the end of Hollywood era were wrong: “At the time, we felt very strongly that Hollywood was

finished. If you’d asked me in 1972, I would have said that Hollywood would continue to make

46 Matgorzata Radkiewicz, Wiadczynie spojrzenia. Teoria filmu a praktyka rezyserek i artystek, korporacja
halart, Krakoéw 2010, p. 105.

47 lbidem, p. 49.

48 Matgorzata Radkiewicz, Wiadczynie spojrzenia... op. cit., p. 105.

49 Matgorzata Radkiewicz citing Re-Vision. Essays In Feminist Film Criticism, eds. Mary Ann Doane, Patricia
Mellencamp, Linda Williams, Los Angeles 1984, in Wiadczynie spojrzenia... op. cit., p. 49.
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films, but that it would no longer have the power — either cinematic or industrial — that it had
possessed before”.>® Thus, as she reflects back, her predictions from the 1970s, about future
Hollywood weakness, have fallen apart. Nevertheless, VPNC still remains a groundbreaking
work in feminist film theory, rarely not referred to by visual and film theorists, and still remains
a central aspect of Mulvey’s legacy even if her current focus on expanded notions of cinema
acknowledges the evolving landscape of visual culture, race, other genders, new technologies

and its influences on our understanding of moving images.

1.4. Between text and practice - Mulvey ’s avant-garde film projects.

Mulvey’s visual production has been situated in the second place after VPNC publication and
its fame that came in film and visual theory Western circles. But it has to be stressed that it was
both her theory development and practice made, that were intertwining together and thanks to
this the new meanings and new stimulus were produced mutually. Mulvey’s move into
filmmaking provides an important context to her thought in the late 1970s, as she stresses
herself, and adds that “the collective experience of the Women’s Movement was
complemented, even overtaken by the collective experience of independent cinema in Britain
at that time™®*

First films Mulvey made in collaboration with Peter Wollen (between 1974-1984) but they are
not well known, nor particularly well thought of and this filmic production has always been
treated rather separately from her written texts. Only recently came new approaches trying to
consider the use of their filmic context and film making activity as the key element of analyses,
since films by Mulvey are regarded as less cohesive than her writings. It is also pointed out that
many arguments and commentaries included in the essay failed to acknowledge the essay
emergence from visual practice. Mulvey and Wollen adopted a cultural counterstrategy that
deployed writing texts and making films, and the exploration between both practices was to
open up new paths in filmic and critical language. Following above, for Griselda Pollock
Mulvey’s simultaneous engagement in film practice makes the essay the matrix of practices
that address the question of pleasure and engage in a network beyond the purely theoretical and

critical area. This becomes a very important point that Mulvey was both a theorist and

%0 Another Gaze, conversation with Laura Mulvey, “Suddenly, A Woman Spectator: An Interview with Laura
Mulvey”, posted August 15, 2018, accessed: May 17, 2022, available: https://www.anothergaze.com/suddenly-
woman-spectator-conversation-interview-feminism-laura-mulvey/

51 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, Introduction to the Second Edition, op. cit., p. xxi.
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practitioner and in order to explicate fully the context and the emergence of the essay VPNC

both aspects should be examined.>?

Filmic Practice

During the 1970s, the space of counter-cinema was like a rough travel, a kind of rite of passage
necessary to go through, so as “to come out to the other side”. Mulvey and Wollen were
introduced into American Avant-garde (New American Cinema) thanks to their London
colleagues writing for Afterimage magazine.> Filmic cooperation with Peter Wollen lasting
between 1974-1984, started abroad during their stay in the USA. There was a strong reciprocal
influence between Mulvey’s writings, and the films directed with Wollen, as she reflects in
1989. From her point of view, “each of the films we made in 1970s responded and extended the
problems | was trying to pose in my writing”.>* She wrote about this connection of her texts
and period of filmmaking:

In the films, theory and politics could be juxtaposed with narrative and visual poetics, reaching out
beyond the limits of the written word and its precision to something that had not yet found a precise
means of verbal articulation. The films could confront the questions of film criticism with film itself,
debate images with counter-images, intellectual strategies with visual play.>

As she reflects again in 2009 about this move into filmmaking was a very important context to
her thought at that time. This collective experience of independent counter-cinema in Britain
complemented and even overtaken the collective experience of the Women’s Movement at that
time. All that convergence of feminism, counter-cinema and political created the conditions to
become a great, influential movement. The high level of political consciousness in the
independent film sector culminated with the formation of the Independent Filmmakers’
Association IFA in 1975, where Mulvey and Wollen were both in the board, and to which
“feminism made a key contribution” both in terms of actual production with an attempt to create

female cinema and in terms of intellectual debate about representation.>® Mulvey also stresses

2 Mary C. White, From Text to Practice: Rereading Laura Mulvey’s ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’

Towards a Different History of the Feminist Avant-garde, accessed: August 19 2020, available at:

https://repository.lboro.ac.uk/articles/From_text to_practice rereading_Laura Mulvey s Visual_pleasure_and

narrative_cinema_towards_a_different_history of the feminist _avant-garde/9333161/1

53 Laura Mulvey, “Unravelling the Puzzle”, Interview with Lara Thomson in Kamila Kuc, Lara Thomson (eds.),
Laura Mulvey. Do utraty wzroku. Wybor tekstow, halart-era Nowe Horyzonty, Warszawa-Krakow 2010, pp.
325-327.

54 Laura Mulvey, Introduction to the First Edition of Visual and Other Pleasures, included in the Second Edition
of Visual and Other Pleasures, Palgrave MacMillan, London 2009, p. xxix.

%5 Ibidem.

% Laura Mulvey, Introduction to the Second Edition of Visual and Other Pleasures, Palgrave MacMillan,
London 2009, p. Xxix.
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that the presence of women filmmakers in independent cinema production was unproportionally

more higher than their presence as filmmakers in mainstream cinema production at that time.>’

Mulvey cooperation with Peter Wollen brought six film productions: Panthesilea: Queen of the
Amazons (1974), Riddles of the Sphinx (1977), Amy! (1980), Crystal Gazing (1982), Frida
Kahlo and Tina Modotti (1983) and The Bad Sister (1983).

Panthesilea: Queen of the Amazons, the first filmic avant-garde production (1h 39m length),
created in Evanston in 1974, brought onto the screen their shared at that time interest in Greek
mythology and symbolism. It also has certain links with Mulvey’s article “Fear, Fantasies and
the Male Unconscious (about art of Allen Jones)”. As Mulvey reminds it: “Both the Amazon
myth and Allen Jones’s collection of pin-ups tell a story of male castration anxiety, how it can
be projected on to female image and produces a fascination with phallic femininity”.%® In
Panthesilea she tries to interpret the myth of the Queen of the Amazons in the context of fierce
feminist polemic of the 1970s that referred to heroic position of women in myths. The film is
made without an editing, based on experimental, anti-narrative formal tricks such as didactic
monologues, collages of pictures, sculptures and comics deconstructing and questioning the
myth of femininity as well as the dominant image of female in cinema. The first part presents
the actress of pantomime who presents the shortened version of the Kleist’s play from 1808 and
titled Panthesilea. In the second part, Wollen is talking about the myth of Amazon as being an
unreachable ideal. The last part presents the previous elements on four different screens and
ending with the main actress cleaning her face from make-up and turning directly to the

camera.®®

Riddles of the Sphinx (1977), 1h 32 min movie, followed the publication of VPNC in Screen
and “draws on the critical writings and investigations by both filmmakers” and “addresses the
position of women in patriarchy through the prism of psychoanalysis.”.8® For Wollen, the
impulse for its making was Mulvey’s work on voyeurism and spectatorship. But for Mulvey

herself it meant much more since it was an attempt “to break away from the polemical and

5" Laura Mulvey, ‘Unravelling the Puzzle...”, op .Cit., p. 319.

%8 Laura Mulvey, Introduction to the First Edition of Visual and Other Pleasures”, op. cit., p. XXix.

%9 Lara Thomson, 2010, ,,Retrospektywa: Laura Mulvey”, Archiwum Programowe, Era Nowe Horyzonty 10 ed.,
accessed: July 7, 2020, available at: https://www.nowehoryzonty.pl/film.do?id=4346

8 Lucy Reynolds, Riddles of the Sphinx, Screenonline, accessed: March 19, 2020., available at:
https://www.luxonline.org.uk/artists/laura_mulvey and_peter wollen/riddles_of the sphinx.html
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iconoclastic spirit”! of VPNC and a struggle to find other ways of looking at pleasure on the
screen that could challenge her concept of the male gaze through the work of the camera
offering an “alternative formal structure through which to consider the images and meanings
of female representation in film”.52 It was also a trial to “take an initial step into a positive
cinema and to move beyond the negative aesthetics of counter-cinema”®® to search and
propose new images and formal means that depict experiences and feelings that can be
representational for women’s maternal experiences and feelings. “The film is constructed in
three sections and 13 chapters, combining Mulvey's own to-camera readings around the myth
of Oedipus's encounter with the Sphinx with a series of very slow 360-degree panning shots

encompassing different environments, from the domestic to the professional.””®*

Mulvey describes the moment of Riddles creation as probably the highest moment of “Utopian
optimism”% when the counter-cinema seemed the real filmic future solution. The iconography
of the Sphinx and her riddles are important for Mulvey because of motifs that draw together
femininity and curiosity.®® Curiosity as a source of danger, pleasure and knowledge with
pleasure derived from desire to know and fulfillment of it was a masculine privilege. Here
Mulvey ascribes this possibility of curiosity as a positive drive to femininity. This pleasure of
curiosity brings the detective and investigative pattern of narrative - female one.%” For Mulvey

the film was also important from the perspective of woman relationship with the language.®®

AMY1, a 30-minute film, was influenced by “Afterthoughts on Visual Pleasure”, specifically
trying to deal with the narrative fields ascribed to female protagonist in cinema. It is a portrait
not in the conventional sense of a heroine Amy Johnson coinciding with the fiftieth anniversary
of epic solo flight to Australia in 1930 to commemorate it and comment on. Historic documents
and relics, metaphors and re-enactments evoke the person. The film having a theoretical

background, asks the question “what is a heroine?”. It also seeks to display “frustrations from

61 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other ..., op. cit., p. XXiX.

52 Lucy Reynolds, Riddles of the Sphinx, op. cit.

83 Ibidem.

%4 Ibidem.

8 Chris Fennell, Laura Mulvey remembers shooting avant-garde classic Riddles of the Sphinx, 17 October
2013, accessed: May 15, 2020, Available at: https://www.bfi.org.uk/interviews/laura-mulvey-riddles-sphinx

% Lucy Reynolds, Riddles of the Sphinx, Screenonline, accessed: March 19, 2020., available at:
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/film/id/567526/index.html

67 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other ... Op. Cit., pp. XXXiX-XXX.
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which the heroism is born and to which it is condemned”.®® Maya Deren and Gertrude Stein
were both formally points of reference as artists state officially in 1980.7° As Jane Clark wrote
“The film is not so much about Amy-the-woman as about the power of representation to fix the
meaning of events. Amy becomes a legend that can be consumed, and her actions lose its
subversive potential”.”* What Mulvey stresses, heroine fate here is in active relation to the
narrative area and she is the one who resist intimidation created by the camera, being no passive

female anymore."

Crystal Gazing, a 92-minute movie, was made on the break of 1981/1982 and was a reaction
to tensions of the era of Thatcherism with an attempt to prefigure and demonstrate various
political and aesthetical issues of that time. Thatcher was elected in 1979 and the film tries to
capture very fast changes and implications of its phenomenon that it brought and hit Britain so
quickly as they reflect after years, looking back at this production. Mulvey mentions the book
Fabian written by Eric Kastner and whose action takes place in Berlin in the 1920s, and which
was a point of departure for Crystal Gazing making. The book describes the passage from the
energy and dynamics of Weimar epoch into the feeling of crisis and approaching catastrophe.
So, the analogy she felt between the crisis in Britain between the 1970s and 1980s and the
previous crisis in the 1920s was conceptualized in the film. It also brings the vision how
technologies influence contemporary life and brings a notion of “crystal gazing”.”® For the first
time the production flows away from the feminist program which was rooted in utopian politics
and radical aesthetic with theory having the key meaning towards Thatcherism that changed
political and economic surroundings totally. Thinking in categories of feminism was extremely

difficult at that time as they both claim.”

Frida Kahlo and Tina Modotti was a first essayistic documentary (29 minutes) done by Mulvey
and Wollen in 1984, recording the Whitechapel exhibition organized by them in 1983 in

London and documenting the catalogue that accompanied the event, to which the text was

% Nicolas Helm-Grovas, Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen: Theory and Practice, Aesthetics and Politics, 1963-
1983, PhD Media Arts, Royal Holloway, University of London, p. 213-235, accessed: February10, 2022,
available at: https://pure.royalholloway.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/30904436/2018helm_grovasnphd.pdf

70 Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen, “Statement by the Artists”, 1980, accessed: August 23, 2020, available at:
https://www.luxonline.org.uk/artists/laura_mulvey and_peter wollen/amy!.html

L Jane Clarke, “AMY! Laura Mulvey and Peter Woolen 19807, Spare Rib, August 1980 accessed: August 23,
2020, available at: https://www.luxonline.org.uk/artists/laura_mulvey and_peter_wollen/amy!.html

2 Laura Mulvey, Introduction..., op. Cit., p. XXiX.

73 Cristal gazing : the activity of looking at a crystal ball in order to predict the future, accessed: May 7, 2020,
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written as well together by them. The project was to “grasp the idea of curation” and make
“almost like a document”.” After visiting their friend in Mexico in 1979 they were both
intrigued by Mexican avant-garde which did not have its roots in the industrial society so at the
exhibition prepared in 1983, in the text written to it and in the film following the event they
wanted to put into light the female radical art in Mexico which was “hoovering in the air” but
not known in Britain at the end of 1970s. They chose to compare two different artists — a painter
and a political photographer - with various radical aesthetics through their relationship. After
the exhibition, making the film seemed just a logical move forward. They wanted the movie to
be simple and raw the same as it was the assumption of their previous of filmic productions.
The main assumption was to entwine both artists lives and arts in a way that they stay separated
but deeply submerged in the context of post-revolutionary Mexican culture and politics.”® As
Elisa Wouk Almino points out, Mulvey makes sure not to make a focus on Diego Riviera with
whom both women were also romantically involved.”’” The film was recently presented in 2022
at the exhibition “Laura Mulvey: revisiting Kahlo/Modotti 40 Years Later” in Zurich with Laura
Mulvey being invited to “look back on the exhibition to revisit aims and aesthetic choices

behind the curatorial work”’®, as the organisers write.

The Bad Sister (TV movie 1983, running time 93 min) returns to feminism and sexual
ambivalence, it looks as if the mythic ideal of femininity with its theoretical and
psychoanalytical plots were abandoned here by Mulvey and she decided to move towards and
develop the feminine fantasy filed here. The very important point was the change of the medium
from 16 mm tape to the video tape which was forced by Chanel 4 that became an independent,
experimental, fiercely anti-Thatcher wing of television in 1982, where the film was to be shown.
It was a filmic trial to adjust to changes without a radical aesthetics from 1970s, to find new
ways and directions of narration to reach wider audience with more populistic divagations about
fantasy, in opposition to psychoanalytic theory as Mulvey claims years later. Research of the
relation mother-daughter is made here in less rigoristic way, with a kind of distance different to

what they were exploring in Riddles...”® By 1980 the political and aesthetic atmosphere was

S Daniella Shreir and Dorothy Allen Pickard, “In Conversation with Laura Mulvey.... «, op. cit.

6 LLaura Mulvey, “Unravelling the Puzzle...”, op. cit., pp. 334-335.

7 Elisa Wouk Almino, “The Art and Friendship of Frieda Kahlo and Tina Modotti in Laura Mulvey
Documentary”, accessed: August 30, 2020, available at: https://hyperallergic.com/443011/laura-mulvey-frida-
kahlo-and-tina-modotti/

'8 Cabaret Voltaire Gallery , “Laura Mulvey: Revisiting Kahlo/Modotti 40 Years Later”, Zurich, accessed: May
8, 2023, available at: https://zuercher-museen.ch/en/museums/cabaret-voltaire/archiv/laura-mulvey-revisiting-
kahlo-modotti-40-years-later

78 Elisa Wouk Almino, The Art and Friendship of Frieda Kahlo..., op. cit., pp. 337-339.

41


https://hyperallergic.com/443011/laura-mulvey-frida-
https://zuercher-museen.ch/en/museums/cabaret-voltaire/archiv/laura-mulvey-revisiting-

changed under various pressures, financial cuts for independent cinema and new circumstances
of production appeared, before avant-garde was ready to end this journey and the Bad Sister

was made in these totally new conditions.®

Disgraced Monuments (48 mins., video) was a documentary production that was made between
1991-1993 by a Canadian photographer Mark Lewis and Mulvey. It was his first movie and the
beginning of filmic adventure, for her it was the last film, which she always stresses. It was
Lewis who was taking pictures of the ruined Russian monuments being fascinated by the fact
that with moments of political crisis monuments become emblematic and their dismantling by
the crowds brings a kind of symbolic meaning with a ritual aspect of the process. He was
wondering, and these questions create the plot of the documentary, if these regime monuments
should be destroyed or adjusted to another stage of history serving as traces of the past that
should be forgotten. But it was Mulvey who suggested making a documentary about it which
is the footage of the celebration, broadcast around the world as emblematic of the end of the
state, dismantling the statue of Felix Dzerzhinsky who was the founder of the infamous Soviet
secret police.®! Filmmakers remind us that history is cyclical since Dzerzhinsky himself was a
revolutionary, a part of regime that tore down religious iconography and monuments to czarist
rule systematically. As an art historian interviewed in the film notes, “it’s easier to struggle with

monuments than with concrete reality”.%2

Summary

Even if Mulvey’s filmic production is less known than her theoretical work, it seriously
demonstrates her engagement with experimental and feminist filmmaking addressing themes
of gender, myth, power and desire with an implementation of non-linear storytelling. Her filmic
works complement her theoretical contributions, as they embody and explore the concepts and
themes central to her scholarly work. Mulvey close collaboration for twenty years with Peter
Wollen (1974-1984) on various, described above projects, their individual contributions to film
theory and criticism extend beyond their joint filmic productions. Apart from the short film
about Marlin Monroe lasting 3 minutes (2000) Mulvey’s break in making movies lasts until

today. As artist claims the conditions have changed after Disgraced Monuments production

80 Laura Mulvey, Introduction to First Edition of Visual and Other Pleasures, op. cit., p XXix.

81 |_aura Mulvey, “Unravelling the Puzzle...”, op. cit., pp. 339-341.

82 Jennifer Lange, Laura Mulvey and Mark Lewis. Disgraced Monuments (1991-1993), accessed: August 19,
2020, available at: https://wexarts.org/film-video/laura-mulvey-and-mark-lewis
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with new rules introduced by art galleries and she did not have time to adjust to them being
absorbed so much in academic work. But she does not deny the possibility of making a movie

based on interviews with people engaged in politics.®

1.5. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” main concepts and methodology used.

Since “literature is replete with attempts to summarize” the Mulvey’s essay, as Andrew Tudor
noted®4, the project undertaken seeks to cast the light over developments and its implications
specifically into the field of visual pleasure both in visual theory in practice. That is why it
seems necessary to bring a short summary of Mulvey’s arguments included in her text without

an attempt to offer another textual interpretation.

As it was mentioned before, the essay was the first Mulvey’s writing in the field of cinema and
film analysis. Given primarily as a paper in the French Department of the University of
Wisconsin in the USA in 1973, it diagnosed how Hollywood cinema reinforced pre-existing
patriarchal social codes. She incorporated psychoanalytic theory to analyze film and forms of
gendered spectatorship to decode and juxtapose the connection of politics of seeing and
representations of women. In doing so, she cast men in dynamic roles, women in passive ones
applying above to construction of images of women on the screen as well as construction of
narration process and camera movements She critiqued traditional cinema’s inherent
voyeurism, and masculinisation of the spectator looking which influence both male and female
ways of looking. Central to her argument is the fact that women’s place in cultural symbolic
order is cumulated in fetishistic representations that are symptoms of unconscious masculine
drives, desires and fears towards femininity. Male visual pleasure is identified via concepts of
scopophilia, voyeurism and fetishization all ascribed to erotic pleasure in looking as basic
human instinct. All above is applied by Mulvey to analysis of some classic Hollywood films in
which an active male spectator looks at the passive, voiceless female star who stops the
narrative with her “to-be-looked-at-ness”. For Mulvey the filmic convention of creating the

looks on the screen, exchanged between film protagonists and with which the spectators identify

8 Laura Mulvey, “Unravelling the Puzzle...”, op. Cit., p. 342.
84 Andrew Tudor, Decoding Culture: Theory and Method in Cultural Studies, Sage, London 1999, p. 140.
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need deconstruction and intervention into mainstream cinema pleasure codes in order to resist

and destroy patriarchy.

Going deeper into Mulvey’s polemical concepts, first part of VPNC focuses on the usage of
psychoanalytical tools which become applied into unmasking the ways in which film uses the
coded stereotypes of sexual difference, these differences unconsciously taken for granted
strengthen the collective imagination created by cinema. Her main assumption here is to destroy
the visual pleasures created by patriarchal phallocentric system of signs where woman is the
central symbol and signifier of sexuality, following the patriarchally constructed idea of
feminine symbolic equality to nature (and masculine equality to culture production). She
stresses that the idea of a woman and symbolism constructed around her image is the core of
the patriarchal system. She brings here into light how the Freud’s concepts of masculine fear of
castration by a woman who is as a person without a penis and the concept of the memory of
lack which transforms a woman into phallic symbol in culture formulate the unconscious
patriarchal perception. Nature and anatomy of women are the basis of these social and cultural
assumptions creating the clear frames and sharp edges of intellectual sexual difference with
female impossibility of constructing the cultural meanings. She brings the phallocentric cultural
order with its linguistically constructed oppression and psychoanalytical concepts supporting
the systematic lower status quo of women in society. Even if the usage of Freudian
methodology seemed at that time unacceptable by the feminist film community, she proposes
examining its tools as the way to get closer to the roots of female oppression.

In further paragraph she moves into the analysis of changes in Hollywood cinema over the last
few decades and finds the unconscious background for its formalized productions and ways of
directing. She notes that images produced on the screen become the symptoms having its roots
in repeating common unconscious psychical social obsessions and points of view. Adding that
the magic of Hollywood cinema was created and flourishes thanks to the ability of manipulation
with visual pleasure. Not having rivals in cinematic production until 1960s mainstream cinema
was coding erotic field and male fantasies under the visual language of patriarchal system and
its dominant rules. The central point becomes the analysis and destruction of this dominant and
formalized erotic pleasure production in Hollywood film narrative serving male fantasies and
their visual satisfaction. And this satisfaction she wants to attack as the peak point of fiction

movies, stepping outside the format to understand the new language of desire.
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Following above she seeks the ways to analyze the dominant human pleasure of looking and its
fascination with a human/female form. Mulvey brings Freud’s term of scopophilia where
looking is only for a pleasure sake and the situation of pleasure when we are looked at. Freud
described scopophilia as the element of human erotic instinct operating independently outside
erogenous zones and stated that it is active instinct in its form developing as well towards its
narcistic version in situations when we are looked at or watching ourselves in the mirror.
Developing cinematic possibility of satisfying pleasure of looking she moves into scopophilia
in its narcistic aspect and its connection with curiosity as well as our cinematic fascination and
idealized identification with protagonist. She brings Lacan into analysis of cinema and the
process of identification taking place there where we are projecting repressed desires onto the
protagonists in the film. Citing Lacan’s ides about child mirror phase and its idealized
identification which brings the formulation of the self-subject and ego construction Mulvey
applies this to cinematic identification with the objects/ persons screened, with the cinematic
screen serving as a mirror of ‘us’/protagonists and satisfying our narcissistic viewing of
ourselves. By the similarity of mirror and screen our fascination and identification with the
ideal ego is strongly build in and strengthen. This background unconscious structure used by
cinema produces ideals and celebrities/stars with whom we identify. Mulvey constates that our
erotic instincts and identification processes gain their meaning in symbolic order which
articulates our desires. All above in the context of the screen and female image imagined can
be pleasurable in form but fearsome in its content bring us back to the masculine castration fear

and creates the paradox connected with viewing.

Here she comes to the third part of the essay and the concept of woman as image and man as
bearer of the look which is based on inequality of sexes in the area connected to the pleasure of
looking. The gaze is divided here for a masculine, dominant and active one that casts its
fantasies on the appropriately styled female image which provides erotic and visual pleasures.
Women become an erotic spectacle and sexualized objects to be looked at and fulfil male
desires. She cites the words of Budd Boetticher who stresses that woman itself does not have a
meaning, the only meaning comes from love, fear and the provocation which heroine create.
Mulvey also uses Molly Haskell interpretation of diegesis construction where the desiring gaze
of the male protagonist and the gaze of male viewer focus on the women from the same
perspective, cumulating the tension as it was from the first-time with Marylin Monroe, Marlene
Dietrich and Greta Garbo unreal images constructions. According to above the ruling
patriarchal ideologies and hidden psychological constructions the man cannot bear the burden
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of being the sexualized object and does not want to look at his own exhibitionist image on the
screen. He is the one overwhelmingly ruling the film fantasy, the whole narration, action and
creation of woman as passive spectacle, an icon. He is the ideal to identify with as someone

powerful, dynamic, active far more than being only male erotic object.

Further she goes into the analysis the masculinisation of gaze constructions and its reasons
rooted into male scopophilic pleasure and the satisfaction of expectations. The viewer possesses
the dazzling, loaded with erotic spectacle woman in both ways via the male hero and via
diegesis, all happening thanks to identification with the male character. At this point Mulvey
moves into psychoanalysis and the fear of castration connected to sexual difference and
feminine lack of penis which becomes the frame of symbolic order with a woman as a symbolic
lack and the Father’s law. She points out two ways of escape for masculine unconscious from
the fear of castration, first one is researching the woman and disavowing her mystery by her
depreciation and punishment both of which are connected with voyeurism and sadism with
many other plots as she further presents it on the basis of fetishism in Sternberg films. The other
escape is created by making a woman as a fetish object which brings more masculine hope,
fantasy, and visual satisfaction than fear. It is called by her a scopophilic fetishism and looks

more satisfying since erotic instinct is satisfied with looking itself.

By analyzing Sternberg’s Morocco with Marlene Dietrich as a star, Mulvey points how much
the heroine becomes a fragmented, fetishized perfect product with close shots of all parts of her
body which make them the main content of the film narration. As for Hitchcock she claims that
he was fascinated with both ways of masculine voyeurism connected with fear of castration and
male desires supported by the fetishistic scopophilia as well. She follows Hitchcock fascination
with voyeuristic fetishism and erotic obsessions through analysis of three male characters from
three films Vertigo, Marnie, and Rear Window. All of them are in powerful positions in
symbolic patriarchal order and fighting with their erotic instincts ruling them. Women are
always punished for their curiosity and misbehaviors; men are not subjected to the law having

money and male power constituted by language and symbolic order.
Mulvey also sought the way for new cinematic narrative solutions and new ways of

representations being new options to Hollywood formalized patriarchal production which she

hoped can be realized in counter cinema and female avant-garde proposals. For her the 1970s
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was a time which ended the Hollywood cinema which was fading away to the past with the

beginning of a new era of experimental cinema as a new filmic path and counterproposal.

Summary of the essay contains conclusions about above complex interaction of looks and its
pleasures and displeasures delivered by a fiction film which are created through
psychoanalytical mechanisms of scopophilic instinct (the pleasure of looking at the other person
as an erotic object) and contrary to it drives that form identification processes. Here she stresses
again the structure of representation on the screen which is produced according to existing order
of patriarchal ideology with a woman as a castrator. To mask this fear of castration the image
of a woman invokes voyeuristic and fetishistic mechanisms, changing the ways of looking. and
producing the filmic codes and female spectacle to create illusion and satisfaction of male
desires. To break this pleasure of the active masculine gaze both as a spectator and voyeuristic
recording of the camera she finds solution in radical cinema that has already undertaken trials

to blow against the traditional, monolithic film conventions.

Methodology used by Mulvey in VPNC

Mulvey’s essay explores the power relationship between the cinematic apparatus, the spectator,
and the representation of women on screen. She argues that classical Hollywood cinema
operates within a scopophilic framework, where the male viewer is positioned as an active
subject with male dominant gaze which permeates patriarchal cultures, and women watch
cinema with a man-spectator perspective being reduced on screen to passive, fetishized objects
of male visual pleasure. Even if the usage of psychoanalysis was regarded by feminist theory
as heavily incorrect at that time and Freud’s concepts were considered as profoundly
misogynistic, Mulvey decided to apply psychoanalytical terms of Sigmund Freud and Jacques
Lacan to destroy masculine pleasure governing the cinema. Bringing examples of Hitchcock
and Sternberg films she analyses further the ways how camera techniques, narrative structures,
and the positioning of the female body on screen contribute to the reinforcement of patriarchal

norms and power.

Cultural journalist at the 1970s, academic at present and Mulvey’s friend - Mandy Merck’s
analysis of the essay in her dossier during the celebration in British Film Institute in 2015 casts
a light over essay’s contemporary application to every form of visual culture and at the same

time its total lack of conventional academic structure. She stresses its important feminist
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manifesto form even if feminist were condemning “the oppressive operations of sexist imagery”
used there and the result being condemned by famous male scholar David Bordwell “for its
outrageous attempt to excite feeling of liberation”.%> As Merck claims, to the consternation of
Mulvey’s critics, VPNC is “hyperbolic in its claims, selective in its examples, and largely
without page citations or quotes”. To re-construct methodological horizon of Mulvey’s essay
Merck has spent much of her teaching career trying to discover the “missing” footnotes left
out by Mulvey. When Merck begun to reconstruct the theoretical archeology of the essay a few
years ago an interesting comment was raised. Attempting to see what would happen if the essay
was published today, she asked her colleague at Royal Holloway to analyze and estimate VPNC
with the mark it would receive today. John Ellis, heading the Media Panel at UK universities
and Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) rated it as follows: “Originality: 4. Significance 4.
Rigour? [here mulling over a short essay with, in its final published form, no footnotes at all]
... ummm. .. 2”. ¥ As Merck concludes:

In these days of absurd regulation of higher education by research evaluations and impact assessments,
it is wonderful to celebrate a work of criticism that was written, as Laura said, ‘from political necessity’
and which has created the greatest impact of all.®’

The consternation is even stronger when we apply Bordwell’s concept of the exemplar provided
in the same book where he critiques Mulvey and which definition cannot serve better to describe
the essay today importance, even without explicit methodology included: “The exemplar
instantiates ‘what the field is about’: if it progressive, it shapes future work; if it has been
superseded, it still must be acknowledged, attacked, quarreled with. Essayistic and academic

critics write in the shadows of exemplars”.8

Sigmund Freud traces in VPNC

Fascination and critique of psychoanalytical perspective, both in British feminist film theory
and artistic practice in 1960s and 1970s were overwhelming, especially after first translation
into English of Lacan’s “Mirror Stage” which was published in New Left Review in 1968. So,
there is no surprise that Mulvey who belonged to Historical Reading Group in Women’s

Movement read almost all that Freud wrote. The aim was to read psychoanalysis to find the

8 David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in Interpretation of Cinema, Harvard University
Press, 1989, p. 207 cited in Mandy Merck, Visual Pleasure at 40. Dossier, British Film Institute 2015, p. 478.

8 Quoted in Mandy Merck, Visual Pleasure at 40, British Film Institute, 2015, p. 478 after Mandy Merck,
“Mulvey’s manifestd”, Camera Obscura, Vol. 22, No 3, 2007, p. 19.

87 Mandy Merck, “Dossier. Visual Pleasure at 40”, British Film Institute, 2015, p. 478.

8 David Bordwell, Making Meaning... op. cit., p. 25.
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point of departure, discussion or controversy that could be applied to feminist theory and
discussion of the concept “woman as image” that was a center of polemics around female

representations in culture and art as Mulvey recalls that times.%

For Freud scopophilia belongs to basic human erotic instincts but he divides it into an active
one — the male active scopophilia and the passive one associated with feminine looking. The
origin of definition comes from Greek skopein ‘look at’ + -philia® which in psychoanalysis is
transmitted into sexual pleasure derived chiefly from watching others when they are naked or
engaged in sexual activity, later being called voyeurism. The similar definition is given by
online dictionary: “Scopophilia as sexual pleasure derived from watching others in a state of
nudity, undressing, or engaging in sexual activity. If scopophilia is persistent, the condition is
essentially voyeurism. Also called scoptophilia”.®

After Mulvey, scopophilia enters contemporary visual culture as “literally, the love of looking”:

The term refers to the predominantly male gaze of Hollywood cinema, which enjoys objectifying women
into mere objects to be looked at (rather than subjects with their own voice and subjectivity). The term,
as used in feminist film criticism, is heavily influenced by both Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis.%

Sigmund Freud for the first time uses the term in Three Essays on Sexuality (1905), where he
isolates scopophilia as one of the component instincts of sexuality existing as a drive
independently of the subject’s erotogenic zones. Mulvey uses the term after Freud in VPNC
and applies it to analysis of possible pleasures offered by the cinema, as she writes:

One is scopophilia. There are circumstances in which looking itself is a source of pleasure, just as, in
the reverse formation, there is pleasure at being looked at. Originally, in his Three essays on Sexuality,
Freud isolated scopophilia as one of the component instincts of sexuality which exists as drives quite
independently of the erotogenic zones. At this point he associated scopophilia with taking other people
as objects, subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze.*

But it needs to be pointed out that this contemporary definition with an adjective “curious”
comes with Mulvey’s essay publication and in following years she gets back to “curiosity” in
her book Fetishism and Curiosity (1996) as a masculine attribute of the adventurous and curious
male character, which traits are culturally forbidden to women. The fact that the term gaze as

being male and patriarchally differentiated was introduced to visual culture and psychoanalysis

8 _aura Mulvey, Interview with Lara Thomson, “Unravelling the Puzzle...”. op. cit., pp. 322-323.

9 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/scopophilia

9 https://dictionary.apa.org/scopophilia

92 https://www.cla.purdue.edu/english/theory/narratology/terms/scopophilia.html

9 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, accessed: June 5, 2023, available at:
http://www.georgesclaudeguilbert.com/mulvey.pdf
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by Mulvey in 1975 is often overlooked and Lacan is treated as the father of the term without
appreciating Mulvey’s gendered indication. About origins of her concept talked Andy Dwyer

in 2012, during International Women’s Day event.*

As for medical definition, “scopophilia is a desire to look at sexually stimulating scenes
especially as a substitute for actual sexual participation”® Whereas psychiatry specifies
passive scopophilia as deriving pleasure from viewing nude bodies, sexual acts or erotic
photographs which is subsequently named voyeurism and treated as its synonym. And active
scopophilia, also named scoptophilia, is described as abnormal desire to be seen, especially
genitally which is named exhibitionism. However, medical nomenclature does not consider the
terms within the sexual difference or gender difference schemes, the only differentiation comes

with giving the terms grammatical parts —scopophiliac, n. — scopophilic, adj. %

Summing up, the conjunction of scopophilia, voyeurism and curiosity used firstly by Freud
transformed themselves in Mulvey’s essay and created a totally new potential regarding the
imbalance of gendered gaze with its binary division for an active male gaze and passive female
gaze. The influence of VPNC on changes concerning the mere existence of female voyeurism
will be discussed further. There is not a footnote in VPNC about Freud’s works to support
Mulvey’s choices since the publication was written with an assumption of an essay form, but
references are made in the text itself and she mentions her Freudian inspirations in interviews

and further writings.

Mulvey terminology of VPNC and John Berger concepts: similarity and difference.

Concurrence of Mulvey essay with John Berger television series and later subsequent
publication of essay “Ways of Seeing” should also be illuminated. Berger’s essay and his series
done for American television became the basis and point of departure for Art Academies
syllabus starting from its first publication in 1973. Berger’s “Ways of Seeing” still seem more
popular reference at Fine Art Academies than Mulvey’s VPNC but as for theory of visual
culture and feminism, they often appear nowadays close together in anthologies, i.a. in The

Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, published by Routledge in 2010.

% Mandy Merck foot note no 5 in her Dossier during ‘Visual Pleasure at 40’ celebration at BFI, 2015, p. 478.
9 https://www.merriam-webster.com/medical/scopophilia
9 https://www.thefreedictionary.com/scopophilia
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Berger writes in “Ways of Seeing” that social presence of women is different than masculine
high and dominant historically position in society which is embodied by the process of the
promise of power. Describing this ‘promised power’ he brings its economic, social, physical
and temperamental aspects which are guaranteed and sufficient in the context of the masculine
appearance only. Masculine capability is socially ascribed by societal codes of thinking, so man
exercises this power on others as granted.®” The concurrency in Mulvey and Berger’s thoughts
and terms appears striking and worth pointing out, here as he constates:

Men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This
determines not only most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to
themselves. The surveyor of a woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus, she turns herself
into an object — and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.%

The similarity of thinking with Mulvey is also included in Berger analysis of “woman’s self as
being split in two” and her continuous attempt to watch herself as if she was constantly
accompanied by her own, critical and surveying image of herself. He provides social conditions
forming this attitude “from earliest childhood she has been taught and persuaded to survey
herself continually”, so the surveyor and the surveyed create her double identity as a woman. %
Worth stressing is also the masculine narcistic attitude that Berger supports in his writing
concerning female permission to see and permission to female desire, as he states about female
nude symbolism as being before anything else a painting of sexual provocation but what is more
important according to European tradition of art is the fact that the “woman’s sexual passion
needs to be minimalized so that the spectator may feel that has a monopoly of such passion”.
Women are there represented to feed masculine sexual appetite, not to have their own one.®
The mirror and pleasure become the conjunction area for Mulvey, Lacan and Berger as well,
even if used by Berger in the context of female vanity produced by men:

The mirror was often used as a symbol of the vanity of woman. The moralizing, however, was mostly
hypocritical. You painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at her, you put a mirror in her
hand and you called the painting ‘Vanity’, thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness you
had depicted for your own pleasure.'!

9 John Berger, “Ways of Seeing” in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, Amelia Jones (ed.), Routledge,
New York, 2010, pp. 49-52.

% |bidem, p. 50.

% lbidem, pp. 49-52.

100 1hidem, p. 50.

101 bidem, p. 51.
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Another similarity comes with the idea of masculinisation of the spectator, which in Berger
terms there exists a cultural assumption that always “ideal” spectator is male and the “image of
the woman is designed to “flatter him”.1%2 There he follows the female representations as objects
in arts claiming that contradiction can be stated simply: “on one hand the individualism of the
artist, the thinker, the patron, the owner: on the other hand, the person who is the object of their
activities — the woman - treated as a thing or an abstraction”. 1%

In the analysis comparing both theoretical texts art historian Tamar Grab finds Berger’s style of
writing as a kind of moralization and existing for centuries in art Western culture patriarchal
ways of looking and representing women. Considering Mulvey’s polemical approach to the
images of women discussed widely at that time Grab constates the re-production of the
masculinisation of the process of looking, searching its background with the usage of
psychoanalytical theories. As Grab states about her different perspective on both essays:

I did not come to the essay from perspective of film studies; | came to it from looking, particularly for
me, | came to it from looking at painting and sculpture, and it opened up the possibility of thinking about
the operation of power in relation to fine art — not in John Berger’s mode of moralizing dictates about
what constituted objectification and agency, but rather in thinking psychoanalytically about the multiple
subject positions [...]. 1%

The surprising fact comes out, how few analyses in visual culture and film theory reflected
about and attempted to compare Berger and Mulvey’s lines of thoughts, their convergence but
also striking different approaches, as mentioned above by Grab moralizing tone of Berger’s
article, and analytical tools used by both to carry the polemics or more statement of facts in
Berger case. Even if there appeared an attempt in 2018 to make a parallel analysis using both
Mulvey and Berger concepts in the article “She’s Gazing like the Man”: Parallels between
Laura Mulvey’s and John Berger’s Feminist Film Theory in Andy Flickman’s She’s the Man’
written by Julia Sebastien'®, it needs to be noticed that it overlooks or missuses the fact that
the term male gaze coined by Mulvey is applied to Berger concepts, who never himself used
such terminology and its association with erotic instinct provided by Mulvey from the
perspective of psychoanalytical theory. It was Mulvey who introduced and coined the male
gaze and gaze itself for the first time in film theory and generally in all the analyses of ways of

looking which is not noticed there.

102 john Berger, “Ways of...”, op. cit., p. 51.

108 1bidem, p. 52.

104 Tamar Grab, Dossier in Visual Pleasure at 40, op. cit., p. 473.

105 Julia Sebastien, “She’s Gazing like the Man”: Parallels between Laura Mulvey’s and John Berger’s Feminist
Film Theory in Andy Flickman’s She’s the Man’, The Western Undergraduate Journal of Film Studies,
Volume 7, Issue 1, 2018.
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Similarity of Berger’s and Mulvey’s concepts seem striking, however Mulvey herself has not
publicly discussed her knowledge of John Berger’s essay “Ways of Seeing’, therefore without
any explicit statements or evidence from Laura Mulvey herself it is uncertain whether she was

aware of Berger’s essay or its specific ideas.

1.6. Feminist theory and female erotic art practice as historical background of VPNC.

To outline the meaning of second-wave feminist era, that started in America in the early 1960s
and continued throughout 1970s, for writing the Mulvey’s essay and its methodological
inspirations, Women’s Liberation Movement needs to be mentioned again. Theoretical tools
that feminist theory took then as an initial stand were connected to the body as a site of struggle
which moved beyond the social and legal issues towards sexuality and its representations. As
Mulvey recalls “the belief that woman’s reality could adequately counter male fantasy was not
enough”. Feminist Reading Group as well as most feminist writers then, with their aim of
female “consciousness rising” and critical reading of dominant philosophical trends, discussed
and wrote about the need of social and cultural relations being analysed in terms of fantasy as
a force of desire and its materiality. Among other were famous feminist writers and
psychanalysists such as Luce Irigaray, Michele Montrelay, Helene Cixous or Claire Johnston.
Psychoanalysis became firstly widely criticized by many feminists of second-wave era as a
misogynist theory and approach, with Freud as the main enemy, to became later, starting in
1970s with Mulvey’s VPNC the main source of methodology with its tools to analyze film and
visual culture. For Mulvey, “psychoanalytic theory opened up the possibility of understanding
the mechanics of popular mythology and its raw materials: images of sexual difference, instincts
and their vicissitudes, primal fantasy”.1%

Semiotics and structuralism played also central role in second-wave feminism opening up the
possibilities of understanding how images works as signs and symptoms, patterns of rhetoric,
narrative and narration as Mulvey recalls their meaning in the Women’s Movement twenty
years later. A world whose images and sensations were previously invisible and not grasped,
materialized themselves with the language, being decoded, named as objects “like the
appearance of invisible ink in front of the flame”.1%” That is why semiotics and signs played so
important role in feminist deconstruction of representation and its critical approach, bringing

108 |_aura Mulvey, Introduction to the First Edition in Visual and Other Pleasures, op. cit., p. Xxxiii.
107 Ibidem. pp. xxxiii-xxxiv.
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the pressure to juxtapose codes of collective fantasy and interwove them with politics, culture,

cinema, and art.

1.6.1. Black-Sheep feminism and feminist approach to pornography and visual pleasure.
Black Sheep Feminism was a group of artists who are the best example how feminism was
divided in the second wave and how strongly it differed in the area of looking for both the
female body and the male body as well as the rights to visual pleasure itself. In times when it
was male fantasy and desire with its fetishistic symptoms as areas to decipher and analyze, on
the feminist theoretical main stage artists like Anita Steckel, Betty Tompkins, Joan Semmel,
Cosy Fanni Tutti and Marylin Minter were exploring their female ways of seeing and perceiving
sexuality, masculinity and female pleasure from producing and looking at the explicitly erotic
male nude. Their radical contributions to art history were parallel to feminist theory that
together with decoding male symptoms produced in visual culture was trying to avoid female
pleasure and desire represented in art by the above artists, both by its omission in analyses and
depreciation of its value. As curator Alison M. Gingeras notes, even today the politics of erotic
representation and the question of pornography remains one of the most fractious issues within
feminist political and artistic circles. She recalls that female artists “who embraced a sex-
positive attitude in their work have been systematically excluded from important exhibitions
and catalogues devoted to women’s art” as well as in many cases were actively subjected to
censure in the 1970s. Still nowadays they are largely overlooked within the legacy of feminist
art as a whole. 1%

It is worth noticing that at the time when Mulvey wrote her famous essay, women artists
mentioned above strayed from the established feminist flock and created Fight Censorship (FC)
group in 1973. In a press release given that year, the collective described itself as “women artists
who have done, will do, or do some form of sexually explicit art, i.e. political, humorous, erotic,
psychological”. Semmel, Steckel and their FC colleagues under the banner “Women Artists
Join to Fight to Put Sex into Museums and Get Sexism and Puritanism Out” attempted to push
sexually explicit artworks done by women for wider acceptance. Scholar Richard Meyer wrote
about artists handling with the male body: “they eroticized the male body in ways that
conformed neither to heterosexual convention nor to mainstream feminist thought at the time.

The art they produced reminds us that sexuality cannot be made to align with politics, including

108 Alison M. Gingeras, “Black-Sheep Feminist Artists”, posted May 26, 2016, accessed: February 17, 2019,
available at: www.artnews.com/art-news/news/black-sheep-feminist-artists-4191/
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the politics of feminism”.2% In a 2007 interview with Meyer, Semmel said that she was trying
to “find an erotic language to which women could respond, one which did not reiterate the male
power positions and prevalent fetishizations in conventional pornography and art” 1 and she
wanted to develop a visual “language whereby a woman could express her own desires,
whatever they might be, without shame or sentimentality”.!1t

Many historians view the second-wave feminist era as ending in the early 1980s with feminism
disputes around sexuality and pornography which started feminist sex wars and Mulvey’s essay
was one of the main fuses generating that ferocious discussion about female visual pleasure.
But hardly anyone notices the contribution made by these women artists of black-sheep
feminism circle who stayed away from the mainstream feminism of the 1960s and 1970s
providing essential performative, discursive, and iconographic precedents of contemporary art
exploring female visual pleasure, sex-positive terrain in art for women and female sexual
agency. As Gingeras finally concludes:

While these women continue to be the black sheep who strayed from the established feminist flock, today
they provide essential performative, discursive, and iconographic precedents for a host of contemporary
art practices that explore hardcore, sex-positive terrain—from Jeff Koons’s “Made in Heaven” series
to more recent porn-inspired work by John Currin. Despite being shut out of the mainstream canon of
“feminist” art, these four artists represent the unsung matriarchal forebears for those artists who seek
to push the limits of body art, political correctness, and (female) sexual agency.*?

The controversial conference Towards a Politics of Sexuality, better known as Barnard Sex
Conference, was held at Barnard College (a private women’s liberal arts college in New York
City) in April 24, 1982 and was a key event often regarded as a starting point of the Feminist
Sex Wars of the 1980s. It was an important event in the light of growing movement WAP,
Women Against Pornography led by Andrea Dworkin, Susan Brownmiller, and Robin Morgan.
Therefore, the aim was as Jane Gould, the director of Women’s Center then, noted “to move
beyond the debates about violence and pornography and focus on sexuality apart from
reproduction”.!*® Organized and led by Carole Vance to explore the politics of sexuality and

female pleasure the conference was picketed by antipornography groups.!* Event brought

109 Richard Meyer, “Hard Targets: Male Bodies, Feminist Art, And the Force of Censorship in the 1970s”,
accessed: March 25, 2019, available at:
https://www.amherst.edu/system/files/media/1098/Butler Hard_Targets Male Bodies.PDF

110 Alison Gingeras, “Black-Sheep Feminist...”, op. cit.

111 1bidem.

112 Ipidem.

113 Jane Gould, Juggling a memoir of work, family, and feminism, New York: Feminist Press at the City
University of New York, 1997.

114 Heather Love, “Diary of a Conference on Sexuality, 1982”, GLQ: A Journal of Leshian and Gay Studies, Vol.
17 No. 1, 2011, pp. 49-51. Project MUSE, accessed: May 7, 2022, available at: muse.jhu.edu/article/409150.
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together a diverse range of feminist perspectives, with some arguing for a more permissive and
sex-positive approach to sexuality and pornography, while other critiqued pornography as
inherently exploitative and degrading women. Among organisers were feminists Ellen Dubois,
Ellen Willis, American cultural anthropologist Gayle Rubin, and Heather Love.

Conference divided and conflicted feminism particularly regarding the issue of visual pleasure

and depictions of women in pornography.!*

It stimulated a vigorous and heated debate around
relationship between visual pleasure, pornography, and women’s empowerment which brought
these issues to the forefront and encouraged feminists to critically examine their positions and
engage in nuanced discussions.

The conference highlightened the deep divisions within feminism itself on the topic of
pornography and visual pleasure. Feminists who held differing views disagreed over the
question of agency, objectification, and the potential positive impact of pornography on
women’s liberation. These division continues to this day and continues to shape feminist
discourse on sexuality and visual pleasure. It paved the way for the exploration of sex-positive
feminism, which argues for the embracing of sexual agency and the celebration of diverse
expressions of sexuality. It also brought attention to the intersections of race, class, and
sexuality within feminist debates on pornography and visual pleasure.

While the conference did not bring about a definite resolution to the debates surrounding
sexuality, visual pleasure, and pornography within feminism, it played a pivotal role in shaping
the ongoing cultural and academic discourse and contributed to the diversification of feminist
perspectives, and finally prompted further research with deeper analysis of the topic of sexuality

and visual representation. 6

1.7. Female avant-garde practice in 1960s as an inspiration for Mulvey’s essay writing.

Examining 1970s avant-garde film making in London and New American Cinema practices
from 1960s provide a very important context for Laura Mulvey's theoretical concepts and
identify the moments that preceded and were significant for Mulvey’s paper VPNC in 1973.
Without her knowledge and enthusiastic involvement in avant-garde film culture Mulvey's

essay may not have taken the form of a polemic with Hollywood productions and may not have

115 Allice Echols, “Retrospective: Tangled up in Pleasure and Danger”, Signs. Journal on women and Society,
Vol 42, No 1, Autumn 2016, Pleasure and Danger: Sexual Freedom and Feminism in the Twenty-First
Century, available at: https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/toc/signs/current, accessed: August 17, 2020.

118 Material from presentation of research titled “Feminism and Pornography” at the conference held in Cracow
at Jagiellonian University in June 2018, titled Theories and Practices of Looking.
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crystallized such productive historical filmic intersection, as British academic Mary C. White

stresses. '

There are many traces following Mulvey’s theoretical concepts, and some discuss its influence
on visual pleasure practice. There are also analyses that trace the theoretical inspirations which
became contingent to essay creation and Mulvey’s inspiration provided by visual pleasure
produced on screen by contemporary American artists working in Britain who challenged “the
sexual evasion and euphemism of mainstream cinema!!®, as David Curtis claims. Here he
points Carolee Schneemann, Sandy Daley, and Stephen Dwoskin. Generally, Curtis who was
one of the founders of London Independent Filmmakers Co-op reflects in his book over the
time of 1960s and 1970s, as being a remarkable gap with very little knowledge of American
avant-garde visual pioneers exploring sexual liberation which influenced the development of
the British film-making scene, even if these movies had a relatively wide circulation at that time
in London. “Schneemann herself identified the reason”!°, as he claims, and brings her words
recited in a sound tape that accompanied her film (1973-1975) titled Kitch's Last Meal.:

I met a happy man
A structuralist filmmaker
- but don’t call me that — it’s something else I do —
he said we are fond of you
you are charming
but don’t ask to look at your films
we cannot
there are certain films we cannot look at:
the personal clutter
the persistence of feelings
the hand-touch sensibility
the diaristic indulgence
the painterly mess
the dense gestalt
the primitive techniques
I don’t take the advice of men, they only talk to themselves.'?

As Curtis stresses, until the mid 1970s stern injunctions against representation and “particularly
any depiction of women, had taken hold among the Co-op group” with Peter Gidal, an

American being its main leader. That is why Dwoskin being the only one of the 1960s

Americans who was rooted in Britain at time “had become loner in his pursuits”.*?! The same

117 Mary C. White, From text to practice: rereading Laura Mulvey’s ‘Visual Pleasure..., op. cit., p. 7.

118 David Curtis, 4 History of Artists’ Film and Video in Britain, British Film Institute 2007, p. 250.

119 1bidem, p. 250.

120 Transcript in the BAFY Study Collection in Davis Curtis, 4 History of Artists’ Film and Video in Britain,
British Film Institute 2007, p. 251.

2David Curtis, A History of Artists’ Film..., op. cit., p. 251.
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applies to Schneemann®??, her Fuses was to shake the walls and rearrange the avant-garde
masculine look in filming sexuality in 1960s. It brought strong resistance and condemnation in
Fluxus that finished with removing her from the movement, but it also became one of the first
female movies exploring visual pleasure construction on the screen. Its reality and honesty in
pleasure representation for both sexes, without objectifying anybody, being mutual exchange
and joy were the Schneemann’s filmic counter-response to male dominated avant-garde where
she functioned only as a muse. The future brought loads of disappointments both from female
film theory, art critical circles and avant-garde writers of that time which pedantically omitted
it in their analyses. Schneemann’s idea “liberation through transgression”” and metaphorical use
of the body performance “finds echoes in many of the feminist works of the late 1970s and
19805122 put feminist analysis of her sexually explicit art came in the beginning of the 1980s,
more than ten years after Fuses was screened in London, when feminism split itself and its pro-
sexual direction noticed its value.

Schneemann’s self-shot experimental film Fuses (1964-1967) lasting 18 mins. is a painted
movie-collage with sequences of lovemaking between her and James Tenney, composer - her
then partner and great love. As artists wrote about this project:

I wanted to see if the experience of what | saw would have any correspondence to what | felt-- the
intimacy of the lovemaking... And | wanted to put into that materiality of film the energies of the body,
so that the film itself dissolves and recombines and is transparent and dense-- as one feels during
lovemaking... It is different from any pornographic work that you've ever seen-- that's why people are
still looking at it! And there's no objectification or fetishization of the woman.!24

David Curtis is the rare example of Co-op founders and activist who brings into the light evasion
of Mulvey’s inspiration by Schneemann’s Fuses proving that the emergence of VPNC from
female filmic practices of visual pleasure representation at the time is still very rarely
acknowledged. The lack of critical response to her films in Britain was commented by
Schneemann herself and illustrates the time delay between the beginnings of filmmaking by
female artists and arrival of feminist film theory (marked historically by the Women and
Cinema event that was organized during the Edinburgh Film Festival in 1972 mentioned

before). Officially Mulvey’s own Panthesilea (1974) marked the beginning of native British

122 Carolee Schneemann - multidisciplinary artist. Transformed the definition of art, especially discourse on the
body, sexuality, and gender. The history of her work is characterized by research into archaic visual
traditions, pleasure wrested from suppressive taboos, the body of the artist in dynamic relationship with the
social body — from Carolee Schneemann Bibliography, accessed: January 23, 2017, available at:
http://www.caroleeschneemann.com/bio.html

123 David Curtis, 4 History..., 0p. Cit., pp. 252-253.

124 Carolee Schneemann, available at: http://www.caroleeschneemann.com/fuses.html, accessed: March 14,
2017.
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female artists filmmaking. Since Schneemann commented iater upon Mulvey’s omission of

Fuses!?®

as being first explicit film about female visual pleasure, what was widely discussed
and critiqued in avant-garde circle in London in 1970s after its screenings. Curtis recalls
Schneemann’s disappointment:

Fuses was being shown in London, 1968, 1969, through the early 70s when | lived there — as Mulvey
began writing her film essays. Mulvey talked to me about the rapture Fuses made in pornography - how
important Fuses was as an erotic vision. It was going to change the whole argument and discussion of
filmic representation of sexuality and... then she couldn’t touch it! Mulvey has never mentioned my
films. But perhaps it was a touchstone behind critical theory for Mulvey. We were there at the same
moment, in parallel.1?®

Even if feminist film theory in 1970s was just making first steps to mention in the context of
the importance of Schneemann Fuses and its omission by Mulvey’s in VPNC, the essay could
be classified itself from psychoanalytical perspective as female visual pleasure symptom or its
displacement, using Freud’s categories. It needs to be stressed that not only female artists doing
sexually explicit visual art then were “invisible” in theoretical feminist circles, which reason
was the theoretical trend against naked female representations. Generally, all female filmic
avant-garde practice was systematically omitted which was pointed out by Mary C. White in
her analysis and interviews made with Lis Rhodes (member of Independent Filmmakers Co-
op) about marginalization of female practice visibility in London avant-garde at that time.!?’
Following Mulvey’s comments on “utopian optimism” of the 1970s as she reflects herself about
that period as well as her faith into counter-cinema which was to bring new visual pleasure
perspectives she says that all these was lost in the 1980s together with new politics, cutting
funds for experimental cinema in Britain and parallelly explosion of pornography that started
another directions of debates about representations of female visual pleasure and female rights
to be authors in this field.

1.8. The male gaze as groundbreaking conceptual terminology applied by Mulvey.

It can be suggested here that the “concept of pleasure in looking” was taken by Mulvey from
both Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, even if in her later writings appears Rolland Barthes

and his pleasure categories applied to the pleasure of the text. “Mirror phase” used by her

125 David Curtis, 4 History... op. cit., p. 252.

126 Carolee Schneemann cited by David Curtis in 4 History..., after note in Some Films from Tony Morgan —
self-published, c. 1998, in BAFY Study Collection op. cit., p. 252.

127 Mary C. White, From Text to Practice: Rereading Laura Mulvey’s..., op. Cit., pp. 25-33.
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belongs to Lacan ideas of child psychoanalytical development stage which Mulvey incorporates
into considerations of voyeurism. She uses English translation (1968) of Lacan French text,
which for the first time uses “the gaze” referring to Lacanian French le regard and fixer, but
what’s the most important, she goes further and transforms meaning of gender neutrally
Lacanian gaze into the male gaze concept which becomes the most controversial and

transdiscursive concept of VPNC from that time on.

Generally, following terms used by Mulvey in VPNC, it is easier to outline the methodological,
theoretical and female artistic practice inspirations used by her. Only the mentioned concept of
the male gaze itself has become her unique invention applied for the first time in film theory,
specifically its division into the male gaze and female gaze which in various contemporary
theories in the Humanistic thought are often used as granted without quoting Mulvey and
without knowledge that the concept itself belongs to her. It needs to be stressed that all male
philosophers and writers before Mulvey’s essay used terms of looking applied to any analyses
of ways of seeing, perceiving or representation. In French, as was mentioned before, it was le
regard, or fixer which is closer in meaning to the gaze, in Spanish the term functions as la
mirada, Italian language has its vista and during the conferences in which French philosophy
was presented it never happened that research presenting have heard about primary usage of
the gaze in other languages than English. Specificity of the word comes historically from
Norway and Sweden where gasen was associated with a dog staring and following its pray with
his eyes, which also can bring a metaphorical meaning to Mulvey’s concept of the (male) gaze
in culture. Into English it was incorporated in sixteenth century but until 1973 when Mulvey
wrote VPNC it was never used in the context of visual culture, film theory or other theoretical
fields beyond the mentioned ones.

Its raising fame is presented in a diagram analyzing its popularity, proving that from 2010 the
gaze gained its peak and is constantly spreading as a word very frequently used, overshadowing,
and entering other languages without having the direct equivalent of the gaze in their vocabulary
sets what changes language of looking internationally. As in diagram analyzing the usage of

the word gaze presented here:
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It is worth stressing that widely accessed and popular internet sources misuse nowadays and
mistranslate le regard (the look) used in French philosophy directly into the gaze.l?
Additionally, they often ascribe its modern usage to writes such as Jean Paul Sartre Being and
Nothingness (1943), Michael Foucault Discipline and Punish (1975) or Jacques Derrida and
his The Animal that Therefore I Am (More to Come) (1997).

The term male gaze, as Mulvey recalls, was used only once by her in VPNC?°, but has become
later the central reason and issue of critique, bringing in following decades new concepts not
only in film and visual studies but in various fields of humanities where it transformed into

Male Gaze Theory and has become the key perspective of research, analysis, or disagreement.

2. New paradigms of thought. In the heat of debate.

2.1. Feminist film theory, psychoanalysis, and the crisis of reason.

Within the feminist philosophy as a whole, it was the feminist film theory that has become a
confluence of new reflections attributing new meanings through psychoanalysis where
Mulvey’s concepts “have been massively influential in establishing a psychoanalytical
framework in feminist film theory”.**° In this context, it is important to acknowledge the early

work of Juliet Mitchell Psychoanalysis and Cinema which was published in 1974, a year before

128 In the context of desire and power, the French term “fixer” used by Lacan in the early papers of the Mirror
Stage, who according to prof. Russell Grigg “never used the term gaze himself”, refers to someone who has the
ability to exert control or influence over others, particularly in relation to their desires or aspirations. So, “fixer”
is more often associated with situations where power dynamics come into play, such as in politics, business, or
personal relationships. That is the reason why the term “fixer” is closer in meaning to English translation as the
“gaze”, not as it is often mistakenly translated with the usage of French “le regard” which is “the look” not
“the gaze”. Suggested and explained in mail correspondence with Lacan’s Australian translator, Professor

Russell Grigg, January 21, 2021.

1291 aura Mulvey, Interview with Nina Menkes in documentary Brainwashed. Sex-Camera-Power, director Nina
Menkes, released March 2022.

130 Taylor Ashton McGoey, "Toward a Fluid Cinematic Spectatorship and Desire: Revisiting Laura Mulvey’s

Psychoanalytic Film Theories" (2020). Electronic Thesis and Dissertation Repository. 7401. pp. 1-2,
accessed: April 7, 2022, available at: https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/etd/7401.
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Mulvey’s essay as Taylor Ashton McGoey notes. Mitchell re-evaluates previous feminist
criticism surrounding Freudian psychoanalysis as being misogynistic and proposes a new
approach that can bring new understanding of psychoanalysis in feminist theory:
“psychoanalysis is not a recommendation for a patriarchal society but an analysis of one. If we
are interested in understanding and challenging this oppression of women, we cannot afford to
neglect it [psychoanalysis]”.*** McGoey repeats that the ground-breaking work of Mitchell has
helped to “reframe the use of Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis in early sexuality and
gender studies by prioritizing a psychoanalytical model that investigates the formation of
masculine and feminine identities as a reflection of patriarchy”.**? He also recalls two other
important figures in the feminist theory, Gayle Rubin and a philosopher Luce Irigaray, who
both acknowledge that Freud’s psychosexual concepts actually had intrinsically feminist
implications and claim that it was because of Freud’s own patriarchal unconscious that he
misinterpreted his own theories of sexuality!3® and put him in a “crisis of reason” situation.

The crisis of reason®*

as a concept is associated with feminist theory that acknowledges that
dominant systems of knowledge production, such as science, philosophy, and rationality, have
been shaped by patriarchal norms and values. These systems tend to prioritize and reinforce
masculine perspectives, while marginalizing or excluding the experience and knowledge of
women and other marginalized groups. Feminists thinkers argue that this exclusionary approach
to reason has resulted in “crisis of reason” because it perpetuates and maintains gender
inequalities. They contend that traditional rationality often dismisses or devalues subjective and
embodied knowledge, emotions, and experiences that are stereotypically associated with
women. Feminists emphasize the need to broaden and diversify our understanding of reason by
incorporating different ways of knowing and experiencing the world. They advocate for
inclusive and intersectional approach that recognizes the importance of personal narratives,
emotions, intuition, and contextual knowledge in shaping our understanding of truth, morality,
and social issues. By challenging the narrow definitions of rationality, feminist theorists seek

to address the gaps and biases in traditional knowledge production.!®

131 1bidem.

132 | bidem.

133 bidem.

134 Elisabeth Grosz, “Bodies and Knowledges. Feminism and the Crisis of Reason” in Space, Time, and
Perversion. Essays on the Politics of Bodies, Routledge 1995, pp. 25-26.

135 Ibidem, p. 26.
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The crisis of reason has threatened to infect various fields of knowledge, but particularly
humanities and social sciences, in which the film studies were not immune to its influence and
implications either. This crisis has had its methodological and political implications for
emergence of new concepts of knowledge and their manifestations, where visual culture and
film theory play immensely important role. Considering all these, VPNC turned out to be one
of key aims of feminist attack for its psychoanalysis usage but at the same time it has become
a challenge to many of the founding presumptions and methodological criteria governing visual

knowledge.

Publication of VPNC and issues included there by Mulvey have enhanced enormously the
discussion that feminist thought has already started, namely the critique of a phenomenon
labelled historically as the “male rationality”, “male theory”, “male science” or “male
philosophy”. Arguing, as Toril Moi writes, that “such forms of structured thought are
inextricably linked with traditional sexualized — and sexist — categories of dominance and
oppression”.'*® Science, philosophy, and rationality were constantly evoked by feminist’s
writers in the 1960s and 1970s re-enacting the Cartesian mind/body split in its most basic
methodological assumptions and the subject/object division treated as homologous with the
male/female opposition. The male gaze concept, being illuminated in Hollywood cinema by
Mulvey, only proved it such a binary dominant structure. Feminist theory at that time mainly
applied sociological rather than psychoanalytical methodology - as Mulvey used it against the
feminist current - and to which sociological aspect Moi refers in her essay “Patriarchal thought
and the drive for knowledge”:

Always and everywhere the rational, active, masculine intellect operates on the passive, objectified,
feminized body. To be intellectual — to think? — under patriarchy, the argument goes, is willy-nilly to
take up a position marked as masculine. If one doesn’t, one has an option but to embrace the other side
of the tedious series of homologous patriarchal oppositions, where irrationality and thoughtfulness is
equated with femininity, the body, object-being, emotionality, and so on.*¥’

Yet, the problem was far more complex and referred not only to the way the science, philosophy
or community was structured and organised, but also included an individual or a group
perception, identification, and expectations. And here, as one of the most provocative, came

Mulvey with VPNC concepts of binary gendered visual identification, the male gaze concept

136 Toril Moi, “Patriarchal thought and the drive for knowledge” in Between Feminism and Psychoanalysis, ed.
by Teresa Brennan, Routledge 1993, p. 189.
137 Toril Moi, “Patriarchal thought...”, op. cit., p. 189.
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and passivity of a woman represented on the screen, illuminated by her to the extreme in

Hollywood cinema.

Historically, gendered gaze, even if not named as such at that time, was already enclosed in the
French feminist theory of Simone de Beauvoir and Jean Paul Sartre. Daphne Hampson recalls
the theoretical heritage of both personalities. Beauvoir, who translated Hegel’s master/slave
paradigm into the gender polarity of men/woman relationship, called a woman a “slave”.
Building upon Jean Paul Sartre’s insight into false consciousness, she “recognises that the
‘slave’ sees the world thought the eyes of the one who occupies the subject position, the
‘master’”.1% As the first generation of French feminists, she writes that women do not position
themselves as Subject and this is the reason why they do not create myths in which “their
projects are reflected”, and they “still dream through the dreams of men. Gods made by men
are the gods they worship”.*® The concept of myth creation and collective fantasy production
via mythology was also very important for Mulvey, which she later developed in her further

writings and films.

Parallelly to Mulvey’s writing of VPNC, and years following its publication and discussion
about gendered structure of visual language, the second generation of French theorists, Irigaray
and Kristeva, were strongly influenced by the Lacanian psychoanalytic thought as well,
“recognizing that our language, which is the ’symbolic’ (gendered male), is fundamental to
what we are”.*® Here, Hampson draws attention to the fact that women not only have to come
into their own dilemma, ceasing to see the world through the eyes of men, but they also lack a
place other than a masculine construction of a “woman” in the culture already received.!*! This
Lacanian ‘lack’ of a woman who does not exist in culture as its producer or creator has become
a crucial aspect in feminist discussion concerning the crisis of male reason. And Mulvey herself,
even if she does not consider this Lacanian concept directly in VPNC, creates a visual-filmic
and theoretical variation to this ‘lack’ conception, by incorporating the notion of representation
of a passive woman on screen, which made VPNC join and heavily intensify the ongoing

discussion.

138 Daphne Hampson, “The Sacred, The Feminine and French Feminist Theory” in Between Feminism and
Psychoanalysis, ed. by Teresa Brennan, Routledge 1993, pp. 61-62.

139 1bidem.
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141 Daphne Hampson, “The Sacred, The Feminine and French...*, op. cit., pp. 61-62.

64



Since it was a female body that that has become the main theoretical path of critique and re-
analyses and theoretical crisis in general, it was the second wave feminism and further polemics
in the field of gendered representation, that came to deconstruction of iconography and visuality
as something heavily important in visual grammar construction. Mulvey’s assumption of
woman as a passive object of the male gaze sparked research that re-analyses and challenges
sacred passive female images and their connection to female sexuality. As an example can serve
intersection of the concepts developed by Griselda Pollock and Victoria Turvey Sauron which
move between the sacred and the feminine, referring to Mulvey’s theory and films in various
ways!#2, Sauron, an art historian who works on Western “visual representation of the ecstatic
woman’ as an “undefinable figure of the challenge to art and culture posed by female sexuality

»143 questions i.a. Bernini’s sculptural installations that hoover between a

and subjectivity
spiritual and erotic experience. For her, numerous visual representations of embodied feminine
subjectivity and sexuality refuse monistic interpretations and instead bring into “view shifting
borders between interior and exterior”.}** These contemporary studies of female representation
in the 21st century brought the strategic research of the Politics and Ethics of Indexicality and
Virtuality — as a “challenging exploration of both the imaginary and the semiotics in relation to
embodiment, materiality, sociality and history itself”.}* As Pollock and Sauron explain the
notion virtuality:

Virtuality and virtual spaces appear to be the territory of a new media and technologies that are capable
of unforeseen fabrications and hence destabilization of our notions of the real, possible, and actual or
artificed. (...) We must distinguish between debates about virtualities and materialities and virtualities
and indexicalities: the indexical drawn from the semiotics of C.S. Peirce retains its status as a form of
meaning-making, a signifying process, in which the relation between signifier and signified has some
kind of existential or experiential connection.46

Wandering in feminism, done by Pollock, starts with the legacy of Freud’s and Lacan’s
psychoanalytical concepts and their influence on anthropology, which appears troublesome but
very stimulating at the same time. Their deep resonance can be traced in histories of the social
bonds and film, where subjectivity of thoughts, fantasies, and their representations of the

feminine and the sacred can be identified.*4’

142 Griselda Pollock and Victoria Turvey Sauron, in Editors’ Introduction to The Sacred and The Feminine.
Imagination and Sexual Difference, 1.B. Tauris & Co. 2007, pp. 26, 191, 193, 196-7.
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146 Griselda Pollock and Victoria Turvey Sauron, The Sacred and The Feminine..., op. cit., p. 1.

147 Nina Danino, “Sabat Mater — A Nameless Place. Film, the Feminine and the Sacred”, in The Sacred and The
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The critique of psychoanalysis regarded as a misogynistic perspective also influenced the crisis
of male reason, which has resulted in feminist reflection and response not only in film studies
and visual culture but generally in what Julia Kristeva describes as “awakening of women in
the coming millennium”. Feminism has begun to articulate the “profound discontent of the
phallocentric-patriarchal in all its myriad forms, with the exclusive occupation of our symbolic
and imaginary universes by the Sky-God, the father, the One”*® as Griselda Pollock puts it.
She reflects on life and the meaning “in, of, from the feminine” point of view and its sacred
symbolic throughout the history of theology or spirituality to articulate that human societies
and their sacred thought systems are today the domain of sociology, anthropology,
psychoanalysis, and aesthetics. Thinking within a set of models arising from psychoanalysis at
its intersection with feminism and art, Pollock finds exceptionally worth exploring works of
Bracha Ettinger and Julia Kristeva who pose their practice on the mentioned, intersectional
territory.

According to Pollock there is no going back for feminism and humanity, and everything is to
be gained by understanding what forms of ancient and contemporary culture respond to our
need for understanding the question of our becoming a human being:

The growing up enjoined upon us since the Enlightenment by Kant and then Freud involves the painful
self-realism and disenchantment of adulthood, and hence the move into cultural theory: the space of
critical knowledge combined with psychoanalysis as a method of learning about the layers and strata
of our own formations that charge our adult worlds with their archaic intensities, anxieties, and
fantasies.14°

The crisis of reason, especially evident in present visual culture, and as Elizabeth Grosz’s recent
re-explorations of the body prove, with the implications of accepting the body and the role it
plays in the contemporary production and evaluation of knowledge, can never be
underestimated. Working through the meaning of crisis of twentieth-century reason, she echoes
an often-voiced anxiety as a “consequence of the historical privileging of the purely conceptual
or mental over the corporeal”.™®® With the Western knowledge relying on and disavowing the
role of the body, the body becomes acknowledged condition of knowledge and sexual
specificity of the bodies must be treated as relevant factors. She addresses the “explicit
sexualization of knowledge” with the concept of “sexed corporeality”” which can help to draw

out some of the effects and relations between those who know, and the object known. The

148 Griselda Pollock, ”Sacred Cows: Wandering in feminism, Psychoanalysis and Anthropology” in The Sacred
and the Feminine. Imagination and Sexual Difference, op. cit., pp. 41-42.

149 1hidem.
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fundamental assumption, which has been brought into the question by the crisis of reason in
humanities and social sciences, is that reason and knowledge based upon it, are

“methodologically appropriate” to their object of investigation, the human subject.'®

Grosz evolved her thought about procedures and tools of socially legitimated knowledge and
their growth which are assumed to be conceptually “transparent and neutral as well as
unproblematically disposable”. “They are tools whose influence or productive contributions
can be calculated and distinguished from their objects” as she writes. This proves only the
instrumentalization of methods used so far, functioning outside the real connection with life
and realistic approaches to knowledge, without positions analysing visual reality and its objects
of knowledge. What Grosz stresses is largely instrumental aspect of methodological procedures,
saying that methodological values reside in relation to goals, strategies, and ideals, but what is
totally missing is their “representative relations to reality”.?>? This lack of gendered and
imbalanced representative relations referring to reality was one of the main issues that Mulvey
raised in VPNC. The question framed by VPNC context “How does this knowledge, this
method, this technique, constitute its object?”’*® could not be raised and answered without
psychoanalytical tools. “If methods of knowing were indeed transparent and neutral, being mere
tools that could be replaced by others*** VPNC wouldn’t be such a massive provocation. Until
VPNC we were assured that knowledges “do not distort, manipulate, or constrain their objects.

Instead, they describe and/or explain without loss or residue”.!>®

Generally, film was slow, as Kaplan notes, “to gain the entrance in academia as a scholarly
subject, there were no psychoanalytic film analyses during the forties when American
psychoanalysts initiated the literary approach”.?® First British psychoanalytical approaches in
cinema appeared only in the late sixties, moving rapidly through the phases thanks to Mulvey’s
VPNC and gained more viability in the end of the 1980s and in the 1990s, which all added its
valuable contribution to the discussion surrounding the male crisis of reason and psychoanalysis

being critiqued again as male concept functioning within with patriarchal frames.

151 Elizabeth Grosz, “Bodies and Knowledges...” op. Cit., pp. 25-26.
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The conjunction of cinema and psychoanalysis, and specifically the feminist film theory and its
diversity of methods analyzing films with psychoanalytical tools is generally attributed to
Lacan, what E. Ann Kaplan finds as common misconception. Given this “journey” from Freud
to Lacan, i.e., from Freudian to Lacanian psychoanalysis, Freudian film analyses have not been
at the center of film research until Mulvey VPNC. But as Kaplan recalls, part of the US sixties
movement felt that neo-Freudianism “had distorted reality” and rejected the Freudian thought
a center piece, since Freud was looked upon as responsible for sex-roles oppressive to women.
Moreover, there was an anxiety to “establish validity outside the popular Freudian theorizing
that reduced all political activities to unresolved Oedipal issues”.’*" Thus, Mulvey had a
difficult task to base her VPNC concepts of Freud’s binary and oppressive — t0 many at that

time — categories.

Thus, the crisis of reason in humanities and film studies has provoked by the critique of the
male reason and visual representations of woman’s body functioning as passive erotic object
for the male gaze and brought the visual theory to the new areas of research and re-analyses of
dominant perspectives and notions of representation. Thinking in Grosz’s terms, VPNC
concepts have become the key-turning points in the history of the crisis of reason in the 20"
century, breaking transparent neutrality of ways of looking and bringing psychoanalysis as a
critical field for a new gendered methodology and its multi-gendered tools as a weapon and a
fuse for further analyses of various gazes in visual culture and culture theory in general. The
question of adequacy of methods or criteria of evaluation of knowledge as well as the
presumption of the transparent neutrality of ways of knowing and ways of looking to the objects

investigated, have fallen into ruins in 1975.

2.2. The Gendered Gaze theory

Grammar of visual culture today is enormously based on gendered genealogy of the gaze and
its methodology produced by feminism in which Mulvey unquestionably belongs to its key
figures. As professor Daniel Chandler, visual anthropologist, has expounded again after many
other theorists: “the gaze concept derives from a seminal article VPNC by Laura Mulvey, a

feminist film theorist”*®®, pointing out to the fact that it is one of the most widely cited and

157 E. Ann Kaplan, “From Plato’s Cave...”, op. cit., pp. 2-9.
18 Daniel Chandler, “Notes on the Gaze”, 30" June 1998, accessed: January 21, 2020, available at: http://visual-
memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/gaze/
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anthologized (thought certainly not one of the most accessible) of articles in the whole of
contemporary film theory” 1%

Some contemporary film theorists underestimate the role of Mulvey and argue that the gaze
concept belongs uniquely to Jacques Lacan. But the facts are different. Lacan himself, as was
mentioned before, never used the English term gaze but a French word fixer in his French
writings, since he was not writing in English, as noted by Russell Grigg, one of the most
acknowledged Lacan translators in the world.®® It was the first Jean Roussel’s translation of
Lacanian “Mirror Phase” and its publication in the New Left Review in London in 1968 that
made Lacan’s works famous in philosophy and culture of English-speaking world, and from
this text Mulvey implemented the issue of the gaze which she transformed into the male gaze
concept. This first usage of Lacan’s fixer which was translated into English as the gaze has
begun the unexpectable career of the concept in next decades, even if latest translations of the

“Mirror Phase” do not use the gaze term anymore in English translations.6!

One of contemporary film theoreticians, Clifford T. Manlove, recalls Mulvey’s usage of the
gaze to examine male pleasure in narrative cinema but at the same time he points to the fact
that Lacan’s gaze is considered to be more primary part of human subjectivity than a patriarchal
culture which, even if being so powerful, still functions for Lacan as a secondary manifestation
of culture.'®2 Today, when the question about the origins of the gaze is addressed to associations
connected to the New Lacanian School, their members find it so obvious that the gaze is
uniquely Lacanian.'®® But, it has to be stressed that the paths of the discourse around the gaze
concept radically divided after its gendered context introduced by Mulvey in 1975. Lacanian
school has made the gaze usage in its own way and the ferocious discussion generated by
Mulvey’s gendered gaze concept brought totally new discourses and fields of analyses which
will be discusses in following parts of this and next chapter.

Even if ways of looking were present and discussed in the male Western philosophy, the gaze

itself with its power and erotic possession connotations was not functioning in the philosophy

159 Ibidem.

160 Russell Grigg, private mailing correspondence, January 2021.

161 Richard G. Klein, Freud-Lacanian scholar, former contributing editor for Lacanian Ink, former associate
editor of the Lacanian journal, Journal of European Psychoanalysis, comparatist of Freud and Lacan English
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and film theory until Mulvey exposed its strong erotic, dominant and gendered aspect, binary
at that time.

Mulvey’s essay may well be considered as a historical document, as she sometimes refers to it
herself, especially to the feminist film theory and film studies, with her ideas about the
pleasurable and controlling aspects of vision that have been highly influential in several
academic disciplines, as Clifford T. Manlove stresses in his article “Visual “Drive” and
Cinematic Narrative: Reading Gaze Theory in Lacan, Hitchcock, and Mulvey”. He claims that
her thesis concerning the patriarchal structure of an active male gaze has “spread its influence
far beyond feminist film studies critiquing Alfred Hitchcock and Hollywood movies”.1%4
Mulvey’s project, as he writes, unmasked firstly the power of patriarchy in Hollywood cinema
but further gained the importance in broader practice of theory and criticism that can be
measured by its inclusion in Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. He brings names
included in this comprehensive collection that includes both “Western and non-Western
authors, from Plato, Aristotle, and Augustine to Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche to Achebe, Bhabha

and hooks”.1%°

Laura Mulvey’s male gaze theory thanks to its gendered assumption proposed by her has made

its way into Western®®® and post-colonial literary studies'®’, which were considered the highest

168

culture level. It also stimulated or contributed to development of popular culture*® and visual

studies®® with visual sociology and visual anthropology as new trends in social sciences’,

164 Clifford T. Manlove, “Visual “Drive” and Cinematic Narrative...”, op. cit., p. 84.
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Association CSA, Santa Marta, Colombia June 2019.
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169 James Elkins, Visual Worlds: Looking, Images, Visual Disciplines, Chapter 4, "The Gaze" (different forms of
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aesthetics!™, Queer theory!’?, post-colonial studies'’®, Holocaust studies'’®, black/whiteness

175 and the critical race theory (CRT)®. In most cases the gaze has been used to explain

studies
the hierarchical relations of power between two or more groups or, alternatively, between a
group and an “object”. Nowadays, one can refer to a heterosexual and homosexual gaze, white,

black or people of colour/color gaze, imperial gaze'”’, or a tourist gaze.'™

Summing up briefly the Gendered Gaze Theory, one must admit that Mulvey’s assumption
about visual pleasure found in one person gazing at another which can be used to impose or
signify male power and dominance, still has the potential for broad applications despite infinite
criticism and revisions made by many in film and feminist studies. Mulvey’s psychoanalytical
concept of the male gaze has been widely adopted by theory and criticism across a variety of
fields mentioned above and brought cognitive and pragmatic approaches to film and culture
studies since the 1980s. Mulvey’s theory of the gendered gaze analyzes an aspect of vision that
is powerful and present in cinematic art and the politics of gender but “cannot be measures or

counted and thanks to these it has maintained its force”'’®, as Manlove claims.

2.3. Breaking the patterns. Reception of VPNC.
VPNC was published in magazine Screen together with five other essays. The essays were

written by Jacqueline Rose “Writing as Auto-Visualization: Notes on a Scenario and Film of

171 Michele Bertollini, “Gaze”, International Lexicon of Aesthetics, Spring 2019, available at:
https://doi.org/10.7413/18258630053

172 Sara Fisher, “Other as Spectacle Woman, Queerness, and the Male Gaze”, NC State University, College of
Design, May 2020. Available at:
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acle_revisions.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Aron Lee Christian, “Are We Killing the Boys Harshly. The Consumption of The Male Gaze In Queer Pages”,
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Publisher Jean Ait Belkhir 2011, pp. 217-229.
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Studies”, Cinema Journal, Vol. 52, No 3 Spring 2013, pp. 49-74, University of Texas Press.
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Peter Pan”, Raymond Bellour “The Unattainable Text”, Edward Braningan “Formal
Permutations of the Point-of-view Shot”, Edward Buscombe ‘“Notes on Columbia Pictures
Corporation 1926-41”, and Peter Baster “On the History and Ideology of Film Lightning” and
were more pragmatic in character and approach, as Manlove recalls, and presented a
“methodological split not only in film studies but in literary textual, and cultural studies more
broadly between formal/scientific and critical interpretative approaches”. &

E. Ann Kaplan who has investigated the historical background of the New Left Review at that
time, which was a British theoretical new horizon magazine influencing Screen, notices that
many writers contributing to Screen were at the same time authors of the New Left Review and
all of them male. Recalling a complicated mixture of various kinds of thought in Screen based
on the intellectual movements in Britain in the wake of May ‘68, she writes about the dominant
strands in film scholarships between 1975 and 1985 which included Freudian and Lacanian
psychoanalysis, semiotics, post-structuralism, Russian Formalism, feminism, Althusserian
Marxism, and-Brechtian “politics of modernism”. As she observes from a different, American
perspective, British intellectuals in the mid-1970s came to psychoanalysis with “freshness

unattained by prior negative associations that marked the American sixties generation”.8!

From the moment of its publication, VPNC has become a subject of debates and an object of
criticism. The first critical note, included in the introduction to Screen presenting the essay,
came from Ben Brewster — a translator of Christian Metz — who says: “She [Mulvey] argues
that the visual pleasures offered by the traditional cinema reflect contradictions inherent in the
patriarchal psychical order dominant in our societies and that film theory should expose their
mechanisms”.*®? This emphasis on Mulvey’s “pursuit of social contradictions and mechanisms
of visual pleasure”8 carry an implication and a forecast of more critical responses to Mulvey’s
statement that there is a gaze at work in all cultural and power relations. Numerous critics tried
to delete Mulvey’s male gaze concept, depending on whether their object of attack or polemic
was film, feminism, or psychoanalysis. Some of them went further seeking not only how to
“reject Mulvey’s theory of the gaze” '® but to reject the use of psychoanalysis, feminist film

theory, or other interpretative approaches to film as well.

180 I bidem, p. 85.
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Application of psychoanalytic theory to film studies became the object of direct and indirect
attacks on Mulvey. The first one came from the publishers of Mulvey’s essay and enclosed in
the issue of the Screen published just after the number featuring VPNC. It contained an article
co-written by four out of eleven editorial board members who claimed that “the use of
psychoanalysis in film studies and in Screen particularly was a failure”. In their “Statement:
Psychoanalysis and Film”, Edward Buscombe, Christine Gledhill, Alan Lovell, and Christopher
Williams considered VPNC a failure on two accounts, first was its “account of women” and
second was its “lack of a consistent, interpretive method”. What is interesting, as Manlove
points out, some of their criticism regarding the use of psychoanalysis in film studies, forecast
attacks on its application in literary and film theory which were to come twenty years later with
cognitive and pragmatic approaches: Another of the critics, Stephen Heath, argued in 1978 that
psychoanalysis “failed to account for the complexities of sexual difference because it is defined
in relation to phallus (or its lack) which is ahistorical. Focusing on the same issue of lack
resulting from sexual difference, in 1981 Susan Laurie claimed that: “the image of the castrated
woman” that Mulvey borrowed from Lacan is a patriarchal, rather than psychical
construction.® An important statement against application of psychoanalysis by Mulvey was
also made in 1982 by D. N. Rodowick who “extended argument on the manifestation of gender
difference”*8® which went beyond the mirror-stage polarity. He suggested that the difference

outside the mirror may not be analysed by means of psychoanalysis.®’

Doubts about the usage of psychoanalysis by Mulvey are ironically shared by the
cognitive/quantitative intellectuals and Marxists who question its validity and verifiability,
rather than historiography as Manlove observes. Stephen Prince, one of the Post-Theory
contributors, writes about the problem with psychoanalysis: “theories of spectatorship fly well
beyond the data (...) about how people watch and interpret films”.'¥ However, Manlove
stresses that it is clear that theories of spectatorship are concerned “not only with how people
watch media and what they have to say about it, but also with the social and psychical

dimensions of vision and the visible”.18?
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Within last forty-five years not only the feminist film critics sought the way to question or
redefine Mulvey’s focus on three main issues. First problematic assumption was the position of
gender in the gaze theory, second the notion of homosexual critique which has become the
contra assumption about heterosexuality of the gaze, and finally seeing the gaze as exclusively

male pleasure and male voyeurism with its sadistic associations.

The essay also provoked the question about visibility and existence of female aesthetics which
was evolved by Silvia Bovenschen asking if “Is There a Feminine Aesthetics?” in 1977.1% In
1980 Kaja Silverman questioned a definition of male subjectivity and desire for visual pleasure,
arguing that Mulvey “leaves unchallenged the notion that for the male subject pleasure involves
mastery”. Further in 1981, Judith Mayne introduced a new metaphor to describe Mulvey’s gaze
and compared the gaze to looking through the keyhole, using this to distinguish between male
and female ways and space of looking. One of the most important questions, posed in 1980 by
Mary Ann Doane, was based on the argument about the role of identification in the gaze. In
“Misrecognition and Identity” she writes that “rather than effecting a complete collapse of
spectator onto character or film, identification presupposes the security of the modality”.1%

Another set of critical arguments raised by feminists was based on the concern about the role
of pleasure in the gaze and was much harsher in their tone. These feminist responses contained
a redefinition of the gaze challenged by its heterosexual assumption and focused on binary gaze
as assumed in VPNC. Some of critics focused on leshian spectators or the gay male, while
others tried to integrate several sexual objects. The notion of bisexuality and heteronormativity
of sexual behaviors, together with the critique of sexual difference as something inborn and
“natural” were exposed and criticized parallelly to Mulvey’s concepts by French psychoanalyst,
who strongly disagreed Freudian and Lacanian concepts of femininity, Luce Irigaray, in 1975
in her book This Sex Which is Not One, originally published in French Ce Sexe Qui N’En Est
Pas Un. Irigaray focuses there on exploring issues of gender, female sexuality, language, and
subjectivity within the context of Western philosophy and psychoanalytic theory. As a theorist
standing against Lacanian vision of women, her work does intersect with discussions on visual

representation and looking focusing in parts on female theorists and psychoanalysts like Maria

190 Silvia Bovenschen, “Is There a Feminine Aesthetics?”, New German Critique, No.10, Winter 1977, accessed
on: May 10, 2020, available at: https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Is-There-a-feminine-Aesthetic-
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Klein and Maria Bonaparte who critiqued i.a. Freudian concept of women as “a dark

continent”.1%?

Later in 1991, Judith Mayne also argued for the need of inclusion and taking into account the
female lesbian spectator. In 1983, Steven Neale claimed that a passive, feminine sense of ‘to-
be looked-at-ness” introduced and described by Mulvey, can be also applied to images of
masculinity, “both with regard to heterosexual female and gay identification”. Further, in 1998,
Robert Samuels used this argument by applying explicitly Lacanian theory to propose two
perspectives, first about the unconscious being primarily homosexual rather than heterosexual,
and second claiming that when consciousness is repressed and replaced consciously with the
heterosexual vision of the result is “bi-textuality” in film and culture.!®

The third issue feminists explored was the question of voyeurism, the fetish as masculine, and
pleasure as not exclusively heterosexual experience — masculine or feminine. For example, in
1984 Gaylyn Studlar argued that Mulvey did not consider the masochistic and unpleasant
dimension of the male spectator and Gertrude Koch opted for phenomenological theory of the

gaze because “focus on pleasure invites reliance on psychoanalytic theory”.1%

Almost fifty years after its publication VPNC still occupies a central place as a key text in Film,
Media and Gender Studies reading and referential lists. Since it is also widely appreciated as a
pivotal essay in the Humanities and disciplines such as Art History, Literature, Theatre, History,
Music, Lesbian and Gay Studies, Queer Studies, Post-colonial Studies, and Theology. It is
enclosed in numerous anthologies and, to mention only a few, these are: Women and Cinema,
New York 1977; Kay, K., Peary, G. (eds.); Popular Film and Television, Bennett, T. et al (eds.)
British Film Institute, 1981; Wallis, B. (ed.) Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation,
New York, The Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984; Mast, G Cohen, M. (ed.), Film Theory
and Criticism, 3 ed. New York, Oxford 1985; Nichols, B. (ed.), Movies and Methods, Vol. II.
Berkeley, 1985; Feminism and Film Theory, 1988 published by Routledge, London and New
York.!®® We also find numerous publications and articles, like: by Leyerle, B. “Chrysostom,

John on the Gaze and a Term denoting the Subordinated Position of Woman as Spectacle and

192 _uce Irigaray, Sex Which Is Not One, translated by Catherine Porter, (French publication 1977) Cornell
University Press, New York 1985.
198 Clifford T. Manlove, Visual “Drive” and Cinematic Narrative: Reading Gaze Theory in Lacan, Hitchcock,
and Mulvey, Cinema Journal 46, No 3, Spring 2007, p. 86.
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the Subject of scrutiny: A new perspective on the writings on Chrysostom on spiritual
marriage”, Journal of early Christian Studies, Vol 1, No.2, 1993; Jackson, E. “Death Drives
across Porntopia — Cooper Denis on the Extremities of Being”, GLQ — A Journal of Lesbian
and Gay Studies, Vol 1, No.2, 1994, Rosenman, e. B. “Spectacular Women: The ‘Mysteries of
London’ and the female body’ in Victorian Studies, Vol 40, No. 1, 1996; Edmunds, S. “Through
a glass darkly: Visions of integrated community in Flannery O’Connor’s ‘Wise Blood’”,
Contemporary Literature, Vol 37, No.4, 1996; Klaver, E. “Spectatorial Theory in the Age of
Media Culture”, New Theatre Quarterly, Vol 11, No.44, 1995; Reeve, K. K. “Primal Scenes,
Pleyel and Liszt in the Eyes of Berlioz”, Nineteenth Century Music, Vol 18, No.3, 1995;
Berdini, P. “Women under the gaze: a Renaissance Genealogy” in Art History, Vol 21, No 4,
1998.19%

All these responses to Mulvey’s essay present the main concepts that were formed thanks to
reception and critique of its content in the field of female symbolic representations on the

screen.

2.4. Main directions of polemic generated by Mulvey’s essay VPNC.

Using Mulvey’s favorite myth, VPNC has become a kind of mythological Pandora’s box itself,
invoking and opening up all possible traces of curiosity, critique, condemnation as well as
admiration to its political courage, challenging concepts, and incisive critical intelligence. The
essay opened up and still stimulates the evolution and transformation of the gaze concept and
its influence on visual arts and critical culture studies. The analysis will include the display how
the language of looking and ways of seeing in European and American philosophy, with
dominant male perspective, have evolved since 1970s and how the gaze concept was absorbed
in fields of feminism, film, and visual culture. One of the main directions of polemic evolved
in the area of visual pleasure politics which generated the feminist response around the female
permission to see, to desire and to fantasise in the last 50 years. The psychoanalytical approach
in feminist film theory will be followed in its evolution and exploration of pleasure concepts.
The analysis will be structured around a discussion rooted in semiotics and in a controversy
defining and representing a woman as a sign and a spectacle on the screen. Further will be
discussed points of view arguing with the issue of female passivity and its negative connotations
which include repetitive in cinema illusionary mythology of collective fantasy or the concept

of woman as masquerade and transvestite. The crucial point of discussion also came with the

196 |bidem, pp. 8-9.
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area of theorizing pornography in 1980s when feminism divided itself ferociously on the

grounds of visual pleasure and its representations.

Later will come the focus on the way how the horizon of all contemporary visual culture has
changed and influenced the contested lens of Western female authorship in visual pleasure
across years following the essay publication. Taking into consideration European and American
female visual pleasure avant-garde filmmakers and photographers as well as visual pleasure
representations in female pornography trials and will be illustrated by works of female directors
shooting visual pleasure as examples of Western failures in mainstream narrative cinema. One
of the directions was as well countercriticism around the issue of fetishism as being masculine
that will be analysed by including concepts of female spectatorship, feminine fetishistic and

erotic gaze and a man functioning as a spectacle or a constructed myth.

The important discussion path evolved in 1980s after the introduction of Black gaze and post-
colonial visual pleasure codes analyses serving with time as the mostly used perspectives to
analyse identity concepts evolved around visual politics of Western power. Questioning and
analysing difference through these categories has become crucial in new areas of gender studies
other than its initial heterosexual binary division and resulted in new concepts and constructions
of identity, race, and ethnicity, taking the gaze analysis as the main methodological perspective.
The aim of it will be to analyse and prove how identity concepts have changed and opened up
new areas of discussions around the gaze categories introduced by Mulvey. The research will
focus on the emergence of ways of looking and visual pleasure constructs in non-binary looking
gender identities such as lesbian gaze, male ga(y)ze, queer gaze and man as queer spectacle. It
will also depict the process of emergence of the Oppositional gaze which aimed at the
“decolonisation” of camera and white masculine spectatorship ruling the visual codes. Analysis
included here will present the Black female theories and visual pleasure practices as strategies
of construction of the Black female spectatorship, deconstructions of female myths, unmasking
the rooted post-colonial gaze and creation of new positive representations with black female
sexual agency. Future of visual (pleasure) theories and proposals of seeing differently with a

matrixial gaze concept as an exemplary proposal will close the analysis.
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Summary

Laura Mulvey’s essay VPNC has received in decades following its publication lots of criticism
mainly for usage of psychoanalysis itself, its narrow binary focus on the male gaze, exclusion
of possibility of active female spectatorship, and omission of considerations involving visual
pleasures of other than non-binary genders, race or alternative perspectives and experiences of
viewers. Additionally, Mulvey emphasis on the objectification of women and woman being
treated as a man-spectator watching the movies, as perspective absorbed culturally, has been
criticised for its point of view disregarding female agency and active participation of female
viewers. All these issues have become subjects of debates arguing “limited and exclusionary”
complexities “overlooked”, as many critics claimed accusing Mulvey’s VPNC. Generative
values of her “manifesto”, as it is treated from today perspective, brought numerous points of
polemics within this transdiscursive disappointment around female gaze, other genders and
representations in cinema and visual arts which generated i.a. gendered gaze theory and Queer

theory, which will be discussed in following chapters.

VPNC and heated debate, which concepts of the essay provoked in fields of film and visual
culture studies, overshadowed Mulvey’s filmic practice and her further critical writings, in
which she has engaged and responded to constantly repeated questions and accusations during
last fifty years. Even if she claims herself that little has changed in mainstream cinema since
her essay was published and female gaze in filmic productions is still relatively little visible
because of various reasons dependent on production and distribution systems®®’, the debate
provoked by her VPNC concepts has become worldwide famous and brought irreversible

changes to critical film studies and humanistic thought in general.

197 Laura Mulvey, Interview with a director Nina Menkes in her documentary Brainwashed. Sex-Camera-Power,
released March 2022.
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CHAPTER I

Critical Perspectives
for Mulveylan male

gaze



2.1. The critique of the male gaze and male visual pleasure concept

This part of the thesis serves to verify a hypothesis claiming that a concept of male gaze and
visual pleasure influenced film theory, visual culture, art criticism in the field of visual
semiotics. It has become questioned and prompted controversies especially among those who
claimed that the gaze itself is not a gendered issue but a cultural one. The chapter presents the
critiqgue of ways in which the female dominant representations in cinema were constructed
regarding the male gaze and its visual pleasure. It evolves around re-evaluation of a woman
who has been functioning long on screen as passive sign and object of desire to fulfil male
desires and unconscious fantasies, as well as its fetishistic and masochistic symbolics. Further
is analysed the concept of a woman cinematically constructed as a spectacle, with masquerade

and transvestic aspects to please the male gaze.

The critique of the male gaze concept has been focused on the counter assumption about male
gaze that does not have to objectify women, even if they are presented as visual pleasure. The
second point against Mulvey’s postulation connected to the masculinization of female spectator
was supposition that women do not have to and often do not identify with the male gaze. The
third issue concerned, was the accusation about cinematic possibility of the active female gaze
existence, which Mulvey only marked as a hope in the end of the essay opening the space for
future female avant-garde directors. Finally, the last important direction of critique went into
polemics with the Mulvey’s statement about the power possessed by a man while watching a
woman, which proved wrong in cinematic examples where women are active and manipulate
the male gaze by using their sexual potential, as in the case of Basic Instinct which is presented
as a counter-concept to the dominant and narrative ruling male gaze, and which has become a

kind of a feminist hope for female image change.

Women’s movement and feminist film theorists ongoing concern was the re-evaluation of
culture in which women were socialized and educated. Feminist critics found it extremely
important to analyse “sexual politics” paying attention not so much to the content but to the
process of “how meaning is produced”. As Ann Kaplan points out, feminism was very unusual
in its combination of the theoretical and the ideological, being influenced by semiology,
sociological approach and stressing the links between the cinema and psychoanalytical process.
Even if many feminist critics primarily were harshly against the Freudian and Lacanian theory,
which were treated then as patriarchal inventions, they all finally agreed that psychoanalysis
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can serve as a very useful critical tool. So Mulvey’s VPNC using psychoanalysis as weapon,
has become a kind of trans-historical generalisation about human gendered-psyche process,
which was very difficult to prove since the means for verification of such generalisations did
not exist. In 1970s Britain psychoanalysis became the main tool for explanation of needs,
desires, and male-female positioning reflected in films, among which Mulvey’s male gaze
concept based on application of Freudian and Lacanian patriarchal categories provoked infinite

feminist contestations and has continued to be so until today.1%

American scholar E. Ann Kaplan was the first one to ask “if the gaze is necessarily male for
reasons inherent in the structure of language, the unconscious, symbolic systems, and thus all
social structures”.1®® She found it important to consider whether we could “structure things so
that women own the gaze” and if so, can it be possible that “women want to own the gaze and
what does it mean to be a female spectator? 2 Asking such questions within the framework
of psychoanalysis made it possible to find the fissures and gaps through which women could
be inserted into a male-dominated historical and filmic discourse as active participants of
culture and spectatorship. Kaplan finds this way as a beginning of personal change and the first
step towards society changes.?*!

2.2. Symbolic and gendered critique of cinematic female constructions

2.2.1. A'Woman as passive sign and object of desire

This part presents selected aspects of discourse in feminist film and visual theory that evolved
from categories introduced by Laura Mulvey in VPNC and focused on passive female images
and myths about femininity that were dominant in Hollywood film productions and visual
culture in general.

Female representations that have become the aim of the discourse in feminism treated a woman
as a sign, a passive image, a voiceless spectacle, a masquerade, a transvestite, a masochist, or a
sadist. VPNC also had an impact on a discourse about motherhood, its images, and
interpretations, or about a monstrous woman with fears built around a myth that a woman is

evil by nature.

198 E. Ann Kaplan, “Is the gaze male?” in Women and Film. Both Sides of The Camera, Routledge London and
New York 2000, pp. 23-25.

199 bidem.

200 Ihjdem, pp. 24-25.

201 |bidem, p. 25.
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In the beginning of 1980s together with Barnard Sex Conference in New York?%, there came
feminist sex wars around pornography, provoked directly and indirectly by Mulvey’s
illumination of masculine visual pleasure production. Her idea of the male gaze as possessive
and dominant, echoes in the feminist sex wars around pornography and in visual representations
productions, which brought the radical split in feminism since 1980s. With development of
technology, there appeared new female figures like cyborg women, which sometimes related to
Blackness and a concept of a black woman as a cyborg, which appeared in the Black Feminism
theory of cinema.?®®

Myths of women adopted and multiplied in the cinema have become one of the main feminist
fields of exploration since the 1970s. The first one to ask, “what we are left with, if we accept
that the development of female stereotyped was not a conscious strategy of Hollywood dream
machine?” was Claire Johnston. In 1973 she recalled Panofsky’s detection of the primitive
stereotyping which was characteristic for the early cinema and could be useful for discerning
the ways in which myths of women operated, and posed more questions asking why “the image
of man underwent rapid differentiation, while the primitive stereotyping of woman remained
with some modifications.”®* One of possible explanations she finds in the origins of
iconography and stereotyping in cinema and considers it as justified in terms of practical
necessity since the audience at that time had a lot of difficulties with deciphering what appeared
on the screen. Fixed iconography was introduced to help understanding and provide basic facts
to comprehend the narrative. But at the same time Johnston observes: “iconography as a specific
kind of sign or rather cluster of signs” was based on conventions within the Hollywood genres
and for this reason became largely responsible for stereotyping of women in the commercial
cinema. Another aspect of stereotype noted by Johnston was the role men and women play in
the films, their values and importance attributed by society. The difference between male and
female roles reflects not only sexist ideology but also “inherited” position of a woman as
carrying no meaning as well as the fact that a man is always placed inside a history, and woman
outside as ahistoric and eternal. That image was carried over for decades and the main visible
modification done to women on screen was in terms of clothes and fashion, not the values or

meaning connected to character or achievements.?%

202 Barnard Conference on Sexuality is referred in more detailed way later in following Chapters.

203 Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto. Science, Technology, and the Socialist-Feminism in the Late
Twentieth Century” in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Jones, Routledge, New York
2010.

204 Claire Johnston, “Women’s Cinema as Counter-Cinema” in Feminism and Film, ed. by E. Ann Kaplan,
Oxford University Press 2000, p. 22.

205 |bidem, pp. 22-23.
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In 1981, another film feminist thinker, Mary Ann Doane said that there were “no images for
her or of her” at that time and recalled words of Peter Gidal about relationship between film
making practice and the feminist concerns of the 1980s:

In terms of feminist struggle specifically, | have had a vehement refusal over the last decade, with one
or two minor aberrations, to allow images of women into my own films at all, since | do not see how
those images can be separated from the dominant meanings. The ultra-left aspect of this may be nihilistic
as well, which may be a critique of my position because it does not see much hope for representations
for women, but | do not see how, to take the main example | gave round about 1969 before any
knowledge on my part of, say, semiotics, there is any possibility of using the image of a naked woman —
at that time I did not have it clarified to the point of any image of a woman — other than in an absolutely
sexist and politically repressive patriarchal way in this conjuncture.2%

As Doane claims, a woman can define itself only in negative terms and a female body is
associated only with the problematic issues or placed within quotation marks. The concept of
natural sexual difference carries the ideological complicity and makes it impossible to return to
an “unwritten body”, the concept discussed very often in feminism of last decades.
Contemporary film making is focused on decoding and deconstructing the images rooted. Yet,
this does not necessarily aim at seeing the female body differently but at exposing “the habitual
meanings and values attached to femininity as cultural construction.”?%’

The myths governing the cinema are no different from those governing other cultural products,
says Johnston, adding that in general they “relate to a standard value system informing all
cultural systems in a given society”. Myths use icons, but the icon becomes its weakest point
because the mythology associated with them can be used both for and against. A myth of a
woman, being a form of discourse, represents mechanisms of how women have been used in
cinema. It transmits and transforms the ideology of sexism and makes it invisible. The mythic
qualities of stereotypes become easily detachable and visible and can be used for referring to
ideological tradition and to provide a critique in feminist film theory, pointing out to a sexist
ideology and a male-dominated cinema, where a woman is “what she represents for man”. 2%

Johnston claims that despite the enormous emphasis on displaying a woman as a spectacle,
which will be discussed later, a woman as a woman in the cinema is largely absent. She brings
sociological analyses, which were based on the empirical studies of motifs and roles of women

as the central figures in the narrative, with the main notions oscillating around:

208 pater Gidal cited in Mary Ann Doane, “Woman’s Stake: Filming the Female Body” in Feminism and Film,
ed. E. Ann Kaplan, Oxford University Press 2000, p. 87.

207 Mary Ann Doane, “Woman’s Stake: Filming the Female Body” in Feminism and Film, ed. E. Ann Kaplan,
Oxford University Press 2000, p. 87.

208 Mary Ann Doane, “Woman’s Cinema as...”, op. Cit., p. 24.
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career/home/motherhood/sexuality. All these produce an impression of realism, or as she calls
it the “law of verisimilitude in the cinema” which is precisely responsible for the repression of
representation and image of a woman as a woman, as well as the celebration of her non-
existence. Johnston recalls the idea of the female star, mentioning the critics of Sternberg’s
Morocco gathered around Cahiers du Cinema, who described the cinematic system in
operation: “in order that the man remains within the center of the universe in a text which
focuses on the image of woman, the author is forced to repress the idea of woman as a social
and sexual being. (...) The woman as a sign, then becomes the pseudo-center of the film
discourse”. It becomes merely the trace of her exclusion and repression.?%°

Johnston also makes critical notes about the auteur theory that was to subvert existing myths
but eventually reinforced the female mythology and have become ‘an oppressive theory making
the director a superstar as if film-making were a one-man show’. She recalls first editorial of
Women and Film, where editors expressed quite clearly their critique of the overall tendency to
idolize the personality of the male director. Andrew Sarris became the major target of the attack
for his derogatory treatment of women directors in The American Cinema and gave a clear
indication of his sexism. Development of the auteur theory brought an important intervention
in film criticism and polemics aroused around it stripped off its normative aspects of
classification based on films made by a masculine director and presentation of women on the
screen as sexual objects. As stresses the director Nina Menkes, lots of films at that time were
called “masterpieces mainly for showing Brigitte Bardot buttocks in very long takes” and “still
male commentators were asking Godard why the takes were not even longer”.?*? Taking such
perspective that sets a woman in the frame of a stereotypical image and a cinematic sign used
by male directors proves their unconscious desires being projected on the screen in the auteurs
way. Making use of findings and insights in the auteur theory critiqued by feminists theorists,
it is possible to see the usage of myths of woman and even if an image of a woman gets
different meanings within each author’s work, it follows and copies all the time the cultural
schemes encoded in the “collective fantasy”, as Mulvey pointed out in VPNC. What Peter
Wollen calls the “force of the author’s preoccupations”, including the obsessions about women,
is generated by the psychoanalytic history of the author, as concludes Claire Johnson, adding

that this “organized network of obsessions is outside the scope of the author’s choice”.?!!

209 1pidem, p. 25.

210 Nina Menkes, director comments the sexualization of women on screen in cinema by male directors,
Brainwashed. Sex-Camera-Power, documentary by Nina Menkes, released March 2022.

211 Mary Ann Doane, “Woman’s Cinema as Counter-Cinema...”, op. Cit., pp. 26-27.
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For feminist criticism of the cinema, specially the one coming from the background of
Women’s Movement, the issues of realism working against the rooted, idealistic female
mythology and its cinematic repetition within the visual sign scheme or its repeated negative
iconography of a female as an evil or a monster, were in a total opposition to the real woman.
The Hollywood films represented the fictional codes of patriarchal culture producing macho
heroes and subordinated, meaningless, and objectified women. The divergence of a female real
world in fictional production was analysed in uncountable ways. As Christine Gledhill stresses,
the “realism embraces such cultural values as ‘real life’, ‘truth’ or ‘credibility’, and genre
production holds negative connotations such as an ‘illusion’, a ‘myth’, ‘conventionality’, and
‘stereotypes’”.?1?

If we apply above considerations about realism to an ideology, understood in Althusser’s terms
as a “system of representations (images, myths, ideas or concepts, depending on the case)
endowed with a historical existence and a role within a given society”, we come to masking
and displacing meanings that push circulation of ideas, conventional wisdom, or common-sense
understandings. ldeology, defined as a system of representations that possesses a material
organizational force in society, enters the film theory with its role of art as a practice developed
specifically for the purposes of aesthetic representation and a star system of dream production,

while not having much connection with a representation of the female reality in everyday life.?'3

A woman as a sign, in terms of images presented in films, has become an important part of the
work produced by feminists reflecting on women stereotypes, stories about women, and types
of roles women play in films. “A woman as a fully human form have completely been left out
of film (...) That is, from the very beginning they were present but not in characterizations any
self-respecting person could identify with”?* Yet, as Elisabeth Cowie observes, there is a
double problem in addressing women and film, first is “the production of a woman as a

55215

category”®’® and second understanding a “film as a signifying system”.?!® Analyses of films

95217

done by feminists classify a “woman as an unproblematic category”~*‘, which ich is constituted

through categories already defined by a society and reflected in films: as a mother, a housewife,

212 Christine Gledhill, “Klute 1: Film Noir and Feminist Criticism” in Feminism and Film, ed. E. Ann Kaplan,
BFI1 Publishing 1986, p. 67.

213 Christine Gledhill, “Klute 1: Film Noir...”, op. cit., p. 70.

214 Elisabeth Cowie, “Woman as Sign” in Feminism and Film, BFI Publishing 1986, p. 48.

215 1hidem.

216 1hidem.

217 1bidem.
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a sexual partner, a sexual object, a second-class worker. Another, this time a religious female
icon and an illusory myth coined in the collective fantasy is the one of Saint Marry in Catholic
Church reproducing harmful and unrealistic icon based on a female immaculate purity and an

eternal virginity (consequently producing male and female unconscious desires).

A woman is generally positioned as the secondary to men in practices of society. Cowie
compares social definitions of women’s roles that are regarded as the “lived practice” with a
film that is “merely a representation”. In this comparison a woman is treated as a category and
an effect produced by political and economic practices, later distorted, and reproduced by a
film. This practice has ideological effects, particularly on “the definitions of women in society,

the images of women, masking or reinforcing those definitions”.?8

Cowie notes the development within the theory of cinema in Screen special issue, which argued
that film is not simply a reflection of other practices in society. Instead, she finds afilm as a
system of signs that “produces meaning through the articulation of signifying elements”. That
is, the film produces definitions of its elements by which they obtain their meanings and are
understood as objects of desire, a spectacle, a masquerade, a fetish, a femme fatale, a monster,
or a Saint, to quote a few. But again, asks Cowie, what happens with a woman and the political
project of feminism that questioned the representation of a woman as a passive object
functioning against active men representations. We come to the object of a woman