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A New Field
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working paper

A new lield for historical research: such a sentence sounds like either
a joke or heresy. Is it not obvious to everybody that psychoanalysis is
central to the study of human behaviour and is becoming more and
more fashionable for social scientists. Listing the meetings, conferences,
books and reviews devoted (o the links between social life and psychology,
between knowledge of the unconscious and cinema would take hours
and hours ; thus the title of this study ends with a question mark.
Starting upside down, I shall write my conclusion at the very beginning
of my text: the historian cannot avoid using psychoanalysis, since today
psychoanalysis affects not only individual lives but also collective
demeanour; al the same time, we must use the tools and concepls of
psychoanalysis with care for it is a dangercus and unreliable instrument
of inquiry.

When dealing with politics or economics, the historian works on safer
ground; his job consists in establishing if, according to the available
evidence, changes occurred or did not eccur at a certain lime. But many
historians are no longer satisfied simply with reading lexts, comparing
data, classifying events or statistics; they are more inclined to suppose
that changes occur after long periods of maturation and that it is
necessary to trace them to their origins. There are now a number of
historians who contend that it is important to describe and assess the
attitudes, expectations and capacity of understanding which can be
detected in the periods preceding the germinal events and subsequent
changes. To make sense ol society these historians claim that it is
necessary to inveslipate the prejudices, opinions, and beliefs in order
to understand how they develop.

Hopes, feelings, fears baffle current observation. We need an accurate
‘thermometer’ which reliably indicates the ‘mental temperature’ of a
society. Is not psychoanalysis the key we might use to have access to
that until now invisible world, for do not psychoanalysts claim to open
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the way of the unconscious? Given facts, which are apparently trivial
or unimportant, or which seem deprived of any signification, the psycho-
analyst interprets them after having attributed them to a source. [t has
often been said that he goes back from the present effects 1o the past
causes and, thus, practices ‘regressive history'. If a psychoanalyst is able
o correlate defined behaviours with precise deceplions, failures or
{raumas, as it not plausible that the historian could use the same method
with analogous material. Was not Ereud the first to attempt to match
analysis and history in his case study of the Amenican President Woodrow
Wilson #?

The ‘psychoanalysis’ of lhe epreal mens is possibly based upon their
public and private papers {or tape-recording in the instance of President
Nixon) in addition to contemporary external evidence, Such evidence
helps us understand how certain politicians challenged adversity and
came to such and such decision, hut it does not throw any light upon
the confused feelings ol average people. How often have historians
wondered about the comprehensiveness of their accounts of Nazism

which — despite giving full consideration to factors like frustrated
German nationalism, endemic class conflict, and GCermany's €Conomic
crisis — seem not to have fully grasped the essential appeal of the

Nazi ideology to a majority of the German population? Perhaps there
is after all something which is basically irrational in the appeal of
Nazism and can only be uncovercd by using psychoanalytic techniques
of study.

For many vears historians have looked at novels, drawings, stage-plays
and movies to clarify the conceptions and values and weakness implicit
in the Weimar Republic. Imaginative works necessarily vefer to situations,
places and men af which we are more or less knowledgeable, for a
minimum of familiarity is necessary for us to accept the fictions. At
ihe same time, fictional works do not exactly ‘imilate’ social life. Some
are more realistic, some less but it is often possible to attempt a
‘doubledevel’ analysis with comstand references to the material problems
of a society on the one hand, and 1o the ideas, mea nings, theories, and
heliefs of the same society on the other. But we cannot grasp ideas in
the same MAnNner as We car grasp af event ora relation between events.

Alter having Tead a greal many papers devoted to what social scientists
call 'mentalities’ I am still puzzled by Lheir concept of ‘realism’; meanings,
beliefs are often considered as things which are easily detected and
explained with reference to Freudian theories. Here is a purely fmagi-
native example of the problem. In the French cinema of the thirties,
we see many children who have lost their fathers, and many fathers
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who know nething about their children, sometimes ignoring the fact
that they have children; these movies usually reunite fathers with their
children, It is well known fact that thousands of men died or disappeared
during the First World War and a great many French children orew
up with no father at home. These fatherless Frenchmen were twenty
vears old in 1940 and forty years old in 1960: it is their generation which
successively supported two father figures, Marshall Petain and General
de Gaulle, accepting them as heads of the French state. According {o
popular Freudanism, is it not possible to suppose thal these men
‘missed’ the oedipal phase in their psychological development and thus
longed for a fatherly figure? Such a theory would be tenable: the use of
French feature films as supportive evidence raises important objections:

1) The oedipal phase and the roles of the parental figures are central
to the western cinema; is il then proper to restrict them to a particular
pericd and to a single country?

2) The quest for father — or children — might be interpreted in many
ravs, lor instance in connection with the dramatically low birth rate of
the thirties. If [ say that the cinema urged Frenchmen to act as
fathers — and was not ineffective in doing so since the birth rate started
to increase in 1942 — who will be in a position lo say that my theory is
wrong whereas the other one is right?
3) The interpretation only takes into account the cedipal phase; we
must admil that a critical method which seizes upon one or a few
unconscious themes and uses them to erystallise the total meaning of
a whole series of movies is altogether too crude, for it levels all of the
subtle dilferences of plot, imagery and storyline down to a single, unitary
meaning,

4} The ‘theory’ ignores wormen who strongly supported Petain and voted
lor de Gaulle.

5) The most serious criticism is that when we corrclate political or
diplomatic events with 'feelings’ expressed in films, we do nothing but
we rediscover what is already well known.

The scholarly social science papers which are structured in the way
I suggest only lind in feature films whal was firmly asserted outside
Films.

Using cinema and psychoanalysis to find something which might have
been found more easily scems to be rather absurd. Is it possible to
perceive something new? Little has been done in this precise field of
research ™ and this article seeks to ask some preliminary questions.
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I first have to define the terms which will be used; readers are well
aware of what psychoanalysis and cinema are and I do not for a moment
imagine I shall teach them anything; I merely want to make clear what
the words are supposed to mean in this context,

Psychoanalytical theory, at least as it was redefined by Freud after
1924 ¥ distinguishes two systems in the psychic apparatus: the id and
the ego. Directly connected to the instinetual drives, the id aims at getting
immediate pratification, At {he beginning of his/her life, the ba by is only
pressing for limited satisfaction (food, maternal fondness): when he
does not achieve them immediately, he is able to anticipate them in
imagination, to hallucinate them. As the infant grows up, his requirements
increase and the outer world resists them; the child is now obliged to
take external reality into account and lo attempt 1o exploit the opportu-
nities for gratification. The ego is thus the part of the mind which
develops to adapt the needs of the i to the conditions existing in the
external world; it is able to delay the claims for immediate gratification
and has at the same time the capacity to distinguish between halluci-
nating wish fullillment and material satisfaction. In other words, it is
the means of adaptation to environment, that part of the mind which
adapts to reality (‘reality’ is the knowledge of possibilities and restrict.
ions resulting from the existence of 4 material world), The ego, which
was, al first, a mere executant for the tel, eventually becomes the
‘socialised’ part of the mind.

Until now, the theory is not so different from many other ones, Ti
is generally recognised that we cannot restrict the understanding of

our personality — or {he personality of the other human beings — to
the ‘conceptualised'/ socialized’ part — the ego-part; we recognise that

subconscious drives sometimes determine our behaviour. Complications
arise with the division of the ‘socialised’ part into the ego and the super-
ego, which is an important characteristic of the Freudian theory. Child-
hood represents a period of protection and relative freedom from the
domination of external realities: it is in that phase of weakness and
dependence that the child comes up against an obstacle which is felt
by him as a threat. Roughly speaking, the child is now reaching the
oedipal phase of his development: the infant understands he is not
alone, he does not have his mother (more generally the person he depends
upon) all to himself . He recognises al least one rival (most of the
time his father) who treatens (o supplant him. Unable to compele with
this rival, the child comes to terms with him and resigng himself to limit-
ed aspirations. By internalising the omnipotence of the rival, and making
it a part of his mind, the infant accepts a law — the law of the parental
figures, which is the law of the moral commands and prohibitions. The
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superego is the part of the mind which has lo do with the moral
functions. Man's choice of action results from an interaction among the
three systems of the mind, It would be, of course, casier to deal with well
defined acts or thoughts, to separate the ones which are correlated with
the unconscious and the ones which belong to the conscious. That is
impossible for instinctual drives, adaptation lo external factors, and
moral rules play an important if not pivotal paric in all human behaviour,
The conscious and unconscious constantly mix in our life, in the way
we make films as well as in how we look at them and enjoy them,

What is this unconscious? The concepl of the unconscious is an ima-
sinative interpretation of some data {a hypothetical construct we cannot
see or study) directly used to denote certain consistences in a person’s
mistakes, errors, feelings, In the same way, gravity is also a concept
we do not observe directly, vet we can infer it from the persistance
of relationships between physical phenomena, Hypothetical though it
is, the unconscious is not vague and indefinite but has a characteristic
mocde of funclioning: constant mobility, lack of logic, timelessness, and,
what is most important for us, preference for visual IHEMNFY Traces,
Thinking in visual images, [reely mixing plastic representations, and
shifting from one lorm to another with no continuity are vpical of the
unconscious at work,

Freud, deseribing the work of the unconscious, while it is transforming
thoughts into visual images, reminds us of the work of the seript-writer;
he points out we are ‘thrown back from alphabetic writing to picture
writing"®, Is it possible to say that every [lilm is shaped to some
extent by the unconscious? The characteristics of the work of the
unconscious that we have mentioned earlier suggest that the answer is
no lor a movie sequence is nol often timeless or completely illogical
and only occasionally do directors make inconsistent pictures. But that
is not exactly the problem. First it is necessary to agree upon a definition
of what a movie is. A moving picture is a set of various visual and
auditive elements put together in order to form a whole which might
be ‘sold’ to as many people as possible. The viewers pay for gratification
and they are generally supposed to fear the saturation which might
result from the variety and complexity of the various components. Film-
malkers thus help their audience o select information by binding as
many elements as possible into a logical continuity which is, in most
instances, the continuity of a narralion, If we agree on that preliminary
definition, we must add that:

1) Logic is not absolutely nccessary or is more or less useful, according
to the ‘genre’.




2) The style of the ogic’ evolves with what we shall call the ‘culiural
context’: in the thirties, movies scarcely used the breaks of continuity,
whereas Lhe overlappings of various and often undetermined periods
which are common today.

3} Spectalors often agree on what is the general line of the movie they
have just seen, bul differ so much about important details, that people
who did not attend the same performance are tempted to ask ‘are
vou sure you have secn the same picture?’ It is a common place 1o
say that the plcture we perceive is a mixlure of external contingence.
We reject what we would feal unpleasant or offensive with the help of
ouUr eyes, we select what gives us pleasure to see. In many cases, the
lack of visual sensagion can be considered an attempt to obstruct the
perception of a disagrecable sight . Any moment of a movie encloses
more visual and aural information than that which is necessary for the
viewer to understand the plot. Some movies do not allow the audience
the opportunity of wandering away from the main line, whereas other
[ilms have pauses and allow spectators to grasp details, Our perception
of the meaning of a movie is the result of our ability to repel or attracl
the ‘reality’ and of the latitude of scanning that the pictures provide
us with.

[t is my belief that movies dealing with the unconscious ‘psycho-films’
have constituted a ‘genre’ [or many years. Today logical continuity is
much less important to movies; the ‘cutting and chopping’ produces more
and more difficulties for the viewers, the consequence being that psy-
choanalysis has become deeply involved in film analysis. The cinema
has always been concerned with mental diseases; the silent period
stopped at the hypnosis fremember The Cabinel of Dr. Caligari) and the
Freudian theories (or at least some aspects of the Freudism) took over
in the late 1920°s with the talkies. From 1940 onwards, American and
consequently European Screcns have been overwhelmed with psycho-
analysis ¥, To list the movies devoted to the new science would itself
necessitate a book but a few comments are important here. The main
characters of the ‘psycho-films’ have been fixated to a particular stage
of their past; the anal ytical theorics provide the film-makers with three
constituents: 1) Trawmatic events: the characters witnessed or sometimes
carried oul an action they were unable to deal with: in two of Alfred
Hitcheock’s films (Marnie, 1964) Marnic witnessed a murder and Norman
Bates (Psycho, 1960) Killed his mother. As these characters were not
strong enough to ‘work off" that experience, they fell mentally ill.

2} Amnesid, the characlers are amnesic as a result of the trawma.
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3) Sereen memories: These are well preserved recollections of impressions
that the patients felt just before the trauma. The characters themselves
have forgotien the events from which their obsessions derive and have
replaced them by another one, casually connected 1o it. The prominence
of these three aspects suggests that the cinema offers an orthodox
though elementary illustration of certain aspects of psychoanalysis. Take
Norman Bates (played by Anthony Perkins), for instance, He is, in one
sense (and only in one sense for we shall see there are many other
issues) a man who is constantly dominated by a strong conflict between
id and superego. Id presses for immediate sexual salisfaction but he
fails to achieve it because ol the resistance of the women he desired
(Marion on the screen, but we are told by the sheriff that there have
been many others before). Ego acls as the servant of id as Norman
welcomes Marion, persuades her to stop al the motel and to accept
the room where he will be in a position to secretly look at her. However,
MNorman's mind has internalized his mother's prohibitiens. Norman's
superego, identified with the mother, motivates the young man to punish
the fd by suppressing what gratifies it — in other words by killing the
women he would like to gaze at,

This perception is not particularly clever or interesting because it seems
to be too simple, too consonant with basic theory — but it works and
that is important. Psyeho and hundreds of similar pictures have given
Western audiences an extensive and precise knowledge of the unconscious
and its operations. Cinema was not alone in making psychoanalysis one
of the most appreciated intellectual ‘gadgets’ of our time but it
extensively contributed to it*™. Tt is nol possible 1o understand a
greal many current attitudes and beliefs without laking inle account
what the ‘common’ man or woman think of the unconscious and what
they have been told cinematically of the [unctioning of the mind. This
is where they get such knowledge, not from The Scientific American.

The first time T saw Marnie (19643 1 was struck by the similarities
between it and The Enforcer (1951}, The two stories have litlle in common
but, in both cases, there is a voung lady who wilnessed a murder when
she was a yvoung girl and has been suffering the consequences ever
since. Marnie steals money and was involved in a criminal affair. She
is not chased by the police because the film is not a detective story but
a ‘psycho-film’. If you disregard the ‘genre’, you find that Sean Connery's
role is that of Bogart's private eve, investigating, searching everywhere
For details and clues since there is no hope of Marnie's mental recovery
if ‘the truth' is not discovered. ‘Psychofilms’' are often thrillers with
the usual murders, detectives, and inguiries. Where do the distinctions
Iay? In the psycho-lilms the investigator is usually a private individual
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and, in many cases, a close friend of the men tally ill person. The central
issue, however, is a reexamination of the meaning of the concept gill:
Marnie is not guilty although a thief, nor Norman ‘guilty’ of murdening
women. Psvcho-films and detective-films may use the same devices bul,
in the latter, the ‘aood’ unmasks the ‘ayil’, whereas in the first, the
‘gond’ helps the ‘frenzied’ to recover consciousness. This cinematic Te-
evaluation ol individual responsibility with its emphasis upon psycho-
logical Lraama o and the statement of how difficult is 15 Lo demarcatd
mental illness from health " is of imporiance for the history of the
social life in the second half of the pwentieth century.

The end of Psvcho 15 especially frustraling; 2a psychiatrist tells the
audience (the audience which is around him, o1 the screen, as well as
‘he one which is in the movie theatre) that Norman was psychotic: id,
supereso, qurder, The End. 1t is as if, at the end of a good play an
iptruder said: Now, it s time Lo come back to serious things'. Typically,
Hitcheock's last shot is the uninteresting phﬂtugruph of Marion's car
being pulled out of a muddy pool and the l1S}’Chf}ﬂliﬂl}*tiCﬂ1 lecture |
achieves nothing. When we are very involved in a movie — and it is
difficull not to be involved in Psycho — we fecl uneasy if we have 1o
come back o0 srealistically’ to our exeryday-life. The last-minuie disclo- |
sure of Psyeho makes us feel uncasy and 1 am sure this 15 not accidental. .
w— psycho should be considered as the syimbol of a new relationship between .
films and puychoanalysis. Of course, such a change does not come in i
a day; Marnie (1964) is less :nvolved in the mew ynanner than Psycho
(1960) and many contemporary piclures (Eves of Laura Mars among many
others) prove that the old style 1s still alive today, fwenly vears alter
the transformation had begun, What was new with Psycho? Some
aspects of the movie require analysis before giving a general statement .

Many pictures begin like Psycho: a lown, seen from above; a long
(racking shot which ends inside an hotel room; @ man and a woman |
speaking about their lack of money and of the impossibility pf getting
married. The shooting i at the same time sophisticated (the tracking
| shot) and rather banal. First we witness {from outside) the long conr
versation between the Lwo lovers; sool fter we Jeave the man and we
Follow the wornan. Manion, whom the film is nOwW focused on, is the main
character. Semiologists call 1he interests and concerns which are pre-
valent in one sequence and which make the viewers imagine they look
at the scenery according to the hopes and wishes of one of the characters
| ‘the point of view'. Marion's point of view 18 predominant in the
_ beginning of the film, that is 1o say We see her ‘secing’ the world; we
ol are with her giealing the money and preparing to join her lover. The
o point of view then staris in shift, almost imperceplibly, in such a
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manner thal we may fail to recognize the shifting ™, As T am not
writing an article on Psycho 1 am not in a position to give all the
evidence and I have had to be content with a general survey. After
she has stolen the money, Marion is seen driving her car by the man
she had told she was ill and had to go to bed immediately. No more
than a detail but it produces two consequences:

1) The primary aim of joining her lover is now out of range. If Marion
does not retwrn the money to her employer, she will be charged with
theft. She then goes on and commits blunder after blunder. (We are
slightly out of the logic development of the initial sequences).

2} Marion is seen brietly az an object as we see a man looking at her.
As we are driven by her in the car, we more and more perceive her
from an oulside point of view. Marion is seen by the garageman, by the
policeman, by Norman, by Norman's birds (the pictures make perfectly
clear the direction of their dull eves) and we now ignore her point of
view. Whom arc we seeing with? With an imprecise series of eyes we
might be tempted to call ‘the looking men' (the man in the street, the
sarage-manager, the policeman, Norman) but that would be a mistake.

After having looked at the young lady through the hole-in-the-wall (an
episode duaring which we are also peeping-toms), Norman goes to his
house whilst we, spectators, still see Marion under the shower ™. We
witness the shower and the murder from owr own point of view, The
first sequences were filmed as seen through an external eve and what
was shown was a psendo-chjective vision: a subtle devise gets us to
shift from a realistic description to an admittedly subjective one. The
position of the spectator/witness has been destroved and the viewer
is temporarily forced to take part in the story. It is only when Marion
is dead that the audience comes back to characters’ point of view. What
do we see while we play the role of witness? 1t is important 1o note
that people generally do not agree on the details of the shower episode.
The same data (water, limbs, knife, blood, eve) are redistributed by the
spectators i various, inconsistent sels of pictures. Furlhermore the
change in perspective is not essential Tor keeping the spectator in
suspense as is proven by the terrifving sequence which leads Marion's
sister to the basement of the old house. Although seen from her point
of view, the audience is held breathless,

At the beginning of the movie, the shots are bound by the predominance
of one point of view and by the logic of the aclions; this binding,
weakened by the ruptures in logic, becomes temporarily ineffective —
just for the moment of the murder. It might easily be shown that TILATLY
other, less important ruptures of the logical structure occur in the
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film. Il is possible to secure important information by looking, for
mstance, at the shifting of eves, or at lhe variations on bisexuality. What
emerges from this briel discussion is that it is not possible to account
precisely for the significances and effecis of the shifting point of view,

We are able to isolate a sequence of disturbance and to suggest what
that sequence adds to the narration (although there is also a disturbance
in the storv: spectators ignore who is the murderer and, most of the
time, are mistaken} but it s very hard to account for a si ngle ‘meaning’
ol this sort of passage. May I explain that this is not, of course, specilic
to Psveho, Tt is a common place 1o say that a turning point oceurred in
Western cinema at the oulset of the Sixties. One of the most important,
and often underestimated aspects of that turning point is the disruption
of the binding or logical struciure and the intrusion of shifting or
disconnection of causal line. A predominant narrative line with zones of
disturbance, as developed by Alfred Hitchcock, concerns us and not
experimenial movies, Robin Wood has given a psychological commentary
on Psyeho which is perfectly valid ™%, MHe says ¥ou may interpret the
picture as a thriller, or as a ‘dlinical’ exhibition of a case of psychosis.
However vou explain it, thare is always a ‘residue’ and that is what
lilm-commentators are often puzzled by. They can neither ignore the
shifts nor ‘justify’ them. Meanwhile such shifting becomes the techni que
more and more [requent in conlemporary movies,

We are facing a new phenomena. In the traditional Western cinema
(between roughly 1935.65) film-makers iranslated into pictures some
‘messages’ that their audience was supposed to ‘decode’. It was (hus
possible to write: ‘such was the purpose of the film-makers; such are
the filmic tricks they used to make it effective; such is the result’ Today
the message is only a part of the movie. Many sequences are pu rposeless,
which does not mean they are boring for everyone accepts the according
to his hopes and his fears giving way to his personal associations,

Instead of a message, we have what | would like to call ‘some raw-
material for imagination’. This is by no means unexpected for Eisens tein
wrole extensively to announce what ‘another’ cinema might be: «the
method is clear — 1o abstract ‘inner tonalities’ of all ‘external’ malter.
Such a method consciously atiempts 1o divorce afl formal elements
from all content elements; everything touching theme or subject is
dismissed, leaving only those extreme formal elements that in norial
creative work play only a partial roles, Furthermore: «A work of art,
understood dynamically, is just a Process of arranging images in (he
feelings and mind of the Spectators. It is this that constitutes the
peculiarity of a truly vital work of art and distinguishes it from a

10




lifeless one, in which the spectator receives the represented result of a
given consummated process of creation, instead of being drawn into the
process as it occurs» Y%, Eisenstein takes & very simple example, the
colour yellow, and spends twenty pages to enumerate the mental
connections that can arise from the mere perception of that colour.

By mixing colours, shapes, sounds and motions, without binding them
by an external logic (the logic of the *message’ for instance) contempo-
rary movies offer 1o the viewer an almos! infinite multiplicity of asso-
ciations, What aboul the work of film-commentators, of film-analysts?
Is it doomed to failure and thus obsolescence? I think not. A moving
picture remains a human product, artificially made with edited clements.
The products no longer ‘say’ or ‘demonsirate’ anvthing (or do not
constantly aim at ‘saving’ something) bul they do impress their andience.

One task of the eritic should be to understand — and then to explain —
how hilms exert pressure upon its audience. May [ risk a comparison?
Are historians able to adequately describe how spectators feel and
respond {o athletic events? We realise that a social historian must
take into account such athletic meetings only because of the potentialities
they offer to mass audiences. How do contemporary [ilms challenge
spectators? That is one question which historians oughl to be asking.

Many movies still send a message and with them the traditional style
of ‘content’ investigation is always cffective. Other films leave distur-
bances a clear lield: here, we have 1o use new tools. 1 have alrcady
said that we cannot ‘prove’ the validity of the Freudian concepts:
the psychoanalysis is only a set of hypothesis which provide us with
some keyvs for the study of the unconscious. TF we want lo describe
whal will probably catch the attention of the viewers, and make them
react in a ‘shifting’ sequence, then we have to use the tools of psvcho-
analysis since there are presently no other tools available to the historian
of film or social historian,

An excellent example is found in the Italian flm, Strategio del Ragnof
Strategy of the Spider (19700 which ofTers a direct link to narrative, socio-
logical and historical analysis. Briefly, a voung man, Athos Magnani
(Atheos s). arrives in Tara, the village where his [ather, Athos Magnani
(Athos [.) used to live and where he was killed during the fascist era.
Athos £, is regarded as a hero but his murderer has never been unmasked.

The movie is, partially, a detective-story in which Athos s. is supposed to
investigate the crime. As a matler of fact, he never asks the questions
which would give him the sclution. There is a narralion which is
constantly disrupted and never succeeds in being a coherent story. Bul
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alter all, cohesion might be found elsewhere; the 1970 generation ool
at the 1936 generation and judges it. Is not the reevaluation of fascism
and anti-fascism a good topic for historfans? Unfortunately, there is T
political opinion expressed by anybody, young or old, upon the past.

Athos £ is the hero of Tara and his name is 10 be found everywhere
in the village, in the streels, on buildings, and in the middle of the central
square, The inhabitants speak of him with admiration — but who was
he? Towards the middle of the film; Athos s. goes to the cemetery al
night and destroys the inscription engraved in honour of his father.

The hero was a traitor and his political friends, after having killed
him, made the death that of a martyrdom. Is not Athos Magnani . a
mythical hero, one of those eponyns invented io give a past toa place
or people? What of the village? At first, we would describe it as typically
Northern Italian, with its church, 1is railway station, ils sguare and
its houses. If we try Lo make a ‘sociological’ study, we very soon Comc
to a dead end for we shall never know if there are many people or
not, if the village is small or large, poor or rich. Tara s in turn, @
village and a backdrop, an impressive architectural setting.

The [ilm had opened with a perfectly circular panning shot which, star-
ting from the country-side, integrates the station into the landscape: the
classic outset of a documentary film. But the second shot sets Lhe
audience in front of a stage, with the station as a background, two sym-
clrical clumps of trees as a foreground and people moving from the
backeround to the bac cground and then to the wings. Theatre, opera,
SCENCTY constantly intervene in the movie which is nat, nonetheless,
supposed to be a fantasy and often displays a virtually ethnographical
level of information, In narration as well as in socio-historical description
the positions that are presented as lrue arc simultaneously shown as for
false. No character has a [irm position, just as the norms ol the world
they live in are unstable, We fail every time we try 1o catch ‘the meaning
of the picture [or everything happens as if no solution could be achieved.

Turning from the story 1o the shooting, we notlice three main things:

1) The camera movement of the introductory shot is regularly reused.
The camera constantly pans, all its motions are done during simple shots,
without interruption and that mechanical continuity give the feeling of a
closed, round, restricted space.

) The ‘theatrical shots’ and even the pans are olten constructed with an
internal prospect as if the main action was spread out, extended (or, on
the contrary, annulled?) by another one. One example is typical of this.
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Having left the station, Athos s. goes across Tara and we see him walking
through a long vista of arcades. He visits his father's mistress, Draifa,
and as they are speaking Draila slewly moves, Photographs of Alhos £,
taken under arcades, are pinned on the walls. The cumera swivels round
to lollow Draifa’s face in closeup in a background of first the garden,
seen through the window, and then photographs of Athos [. This panning
shot is a constant demultiplication of the house, In the same frame we
catch two dilferent images and this type of endlessly opencd shot
implies a feeling either of disjunction (garden = outside, Draifa’s face =
inside) or of close conjunction (Athos [, under the arcades, like Athos s,
a few shots earlier).

3) In the previous example, the two Athos's are distinet and comple-
mentary; the same result can be obtained by suddenly subsliluting one
figure for another: we see Athos s, running; now its Athos . and Athos s,
again, ete., or we see Athos f. in closeup, a lion in closeup, Athos .
aain.

It is almost impossible 1o account for all these devices and to
suggest how they might be supposed to contribute to understanding
the story. But, if we remember the work of the unconscious, as
described by Freud, we cannot avoid to notice the similarities with
the three above mentioned tricks. As we alre ady know, in the unconscious,
ideas and images substitute one for other with an ease and freedom
quite unthinkable in the conscious. Frend speaks of condensation —
super lI[IPUHlTIUl‘l of signifiers ™, displacement — a transfer of signi-
fication *, and transformation of thought into visual images®”, In
order to be understood, Freud separates the work of the unconscious
in three achieverments: in fact, the three constantly overlap, in our mind
as in the Hlm Strategy of the Spider. Some ol the associations that the
movie makes use of look very naive. Athos . was as brave as a lion.
As we develop the character of Athos f., we realize that the lion was
not a banal metaphor. In the preceding close-up, Athos . was shown
behind the bars of an iron pate. He is encaged, whereas the lion is
free. The bars of this shot correspond to the bars of the same gate which
are at the background of some preceding and following shots standing
in contrast with intercul shot of Draifa and Athos s. in the open air. The
pictures are never fully conlradictory, nor absolutely complementary
and they camnot be sreads cither separately or in short series.

Before going farther, T have to clear up a possible misunderstanding.
I do not say that the work — shooting and ediling — which produced
Strategy was unconscious. Did the [ilm-makers knowingly resort to asso-
clations, substitutions, shiftings, lor clear psychological reasons? For our
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pUrposes an answer is not important. Our assumption is that there is
no well defined ‘message’ in the movie and that the speclators, whi
attend a lilm showing are immersed within a process which develops
similarly to the process of the unconscious, The viewer's response can be
cold and adverse (forgetting of some film passages, unpleasant feeling) or
warm and sympathetic. Take the simplest of the camera tricks we have
detected, the ‘enclosing’ shot. The swivelling camera delimits an invisible,
impassable barrier; a progressive confinement eventually results in
Athos & (and the viewers) being prisoners in the village. Inside the
circle, Athos s, is trealed as if he were a child, overfed by Draifa and by
his father's friends, browbeaten by some people, roughly handled by
others. Athos s. is typically in a phase of regression, i.e. of return (o
an earlier, infantile stage of his life 5 Regression is rarely total; it
Affects some parts of the mind, whereas others are unaltered. Athos s.
is not mad for he still communicates with the inhabitanis of Tara bul
some aspects of his demeanour are characteristic of a repressive activity.

In the regression, the three associated systems of the mind shift towards
a previous stage of mental funclioning. Supercgo often regresses 1o a
stage when the child was constantly heing watched by adults, which
leads to what Freud calls the delusion of being watched #'. When Athos s,
arrives in Tara, people do not turn their heads towards him — but,
progressively, he is ca ught, caplured by eves, the most impressive being
the eves of his father’s statue. The regressive ego is a weak, not vet
stabilized ego. In the film, there 15 a constant ambiguily around sexual
identity ¥ and, as we chall see later, particularly arcund Athos £s
identity, It is nol difficult to spot, in the picture id regression which
reactives wishes from the pre-genital levels. Reference is made 1o
phantasms of consuming {oral level) and of rejecting {anal phase). Some
frames are filled with food and Athos s. is obliged to eatl too much.

People make threats of devouring him and in one af the sprospect-shotss
quoted earlier, we see Athos . and Draifa in closeup while in the
background, an unknown woman rushes to seize and carry away a
child, In the same passage a lion is often spoken about which in the
past escaped from a circus. We have the lion substituted for Athos [.
but what is so frightening for children? The lion or Athos £.2 This is
an indirect fear of cannibalism {fear of being devoured by the Father).

Strategy of the Spider, unlike Psveho, is nol a clinical description; it is
a polentiality, an opportunity for phantasms that viewers accept or mot,
according 1o their wishes. Some of the bindings that are characteristic
of the conscious no longer work. We have said that the unconscious 18
limeless and the time is upset in Straiegy. Athos s. looks very young
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(20-25) whereas, being born in 1936, he should he 34, The [Glm is a
comslant intercut of Mash-back to 1936 and contemporary scencs: Draila
and the three riends of Athos [. are identical in the past and in the
present; Tara, Draifa'’s house are unchanged and the old lorry where
Athos [, and his fellows used to have their meetings, unalfected by
the passing vears, still serves as a meeting-place for Athos s. and the
three men, Deprived of the ordinary time-reflerences, the speclators
gither try to restore a chronology or admit that past and present,
vesterday and today, coincide. In the [lirst case, they endeavour to
establish fixed relationships, logic and continuity resisting the work of
the unconscious. In the second instance thev give [ree rein to mobile
displacements and condensations — the work of the unconscious.

When people do not master the mobility ol images, what may happen?

I believe [hat, with a movie such as Srrategy, every viewer is sure he
will achieve a sel of perceptions consonant with his structure of mind.

Freud calls the stories the children tell themselves to imaginarily muodily
their ties wilh their environment ‘Tamily romances’ %, Athos s story
is a Lypical family romance. We incidentally learn through Draila, that
Athos 5. was born and grew up in Milan, with his mother. He never
speals of his mother or of his childhood and wvisiting Tara, he changes
his life becoming the son of a hero. Once he is in the village, Athos s.
slowly shifts from admiration of his father to identification with his
father. There is one scene which the film editor ‘mixes’ the father with
his son, there are other examples as well. But it is not only the
incorporation ol parental values and commands which oceurs during
the vedipal phase. Athos s. behaves like his lather, he is, o a certain
extent, his father — who, as we have said, might have been no more
than an Eponvm. And the process does not stop al that point for Athos s.
is anxious, shares his Father's Fears, thinks he is watched and threatened.

Are these threats real or phantasmatic? The film fosters ambiguity.

A young man (who appears only once in the film and about whom we
know nothing) strikes Athos 5. Does this attack actually happen, or is
it a dream? However, too close ldentification with the father results
in detestation and Athos s, while obliterating his father’s name in the
cemetery, ‘kills' his father. When he does that, he does not vet koow his
Father was a traitor — but we might suppose that it is Athos s, himsell
who changes the former, now detested, hero into a traitor, In conclusion:
‘family romances’ are common in rearosis; megalomania and the delusion
ol being alttacked frequently occur in psyohosis; attective disturbance
and lack of self-representation are characteristic of schizophrenio:
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whatever their mental structuration is, the spectators can eel casy — or
uneasy.

The Sirategy of the Spider has been intentionally studied as a complex
object, excluding a traditional socio-historical approach. The aim was
to point out that, though it may not be conscipusly noticeable to the
spectators, the movie is shaped by processes which are very close to
the work of the unconscious, Two additional questions must also be
raised, however briefly.

Firstly, is it possible 1o use Freudian theories when dealing with films
in which all components are [irmly linked hy the general line of the
story, the dialogue, the editing — in short the majority of the piclures
shot before 19607 1 might answer by referring to a film classic of the
‘thirties', Stage-Coach. When Ringo (Tohn Wayne) jumps onto the road,
he seems to ignore everything which could hinder the fulfillment of his
wishes. He intends to kill the Plumers regardless of the law, for in his
mind, the id drives pressed for immediale satisfaction. Curly, the
Marshall (= the law) seizes Ringo’s gun, This metaphorical castration
is enhanced by the position of the young cowboy, sitting does on the
coach floor, as if he were a boy, by the downward glances that the
passengers cast at him and by the way Doc calls him ‘son’. Ringo then
begins to develop contacts with the outer world — to build his ego.
He internalized the moral commands (superege) so effeclively that, af
the end of the movie, he asks Curly to take him to jail. Remember
Curly is not a sheriff but a marshall: he should not have released a
ynan who has just killed three men — nor would he il the [ilm was not,
in one way, symbolical: the development from the id 1o a fully structured
mind. The basic scheme ol psychoanalysis operates perfectly  with
noticeable alterations: women do not interfere in Ringa's solving of
his own cedipal conllict; the law the cowboy submits to is the prohibition
of unauthorized violence, not the prohibition of incestuous impulses;
finally the ‘father’ (the marshall) gives Ringo the ‘girl’ (Dallas) as a
reward for having accepted the castration. A significant number of
movies shot during the period 1930-1960 include aspects of the soedipus
complex» and a comparison between the various ways the complex is
staped and solved is likely to illuminate the conceptions of family
relationships among western societies.

Secondly, if historians are supposed to infer facts from evidence, what
results can be expected from using psychoanalysis, whose formulations
can never be demonstrated in the traditional manner? 1 assume that the
“acis’ here lie in the dilference between movies which deliver a message
and movies which do not. Film making has been changing since the
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sixties; some categories such as ‘causality’ or ‘time’ have become more
‘flexible’; films have become ‘indefinite’ and the constant overlapping
of the snon-rationals does not permit the simple use ol historical or
sociological explanatory schemes to comment on the pictures, If the
Freudian theories help us, even indirectly, to delineate the beliefs,
attitudes, mental views implied in the movies, to understand how they
work in lilms and how they may impress the film-viewers, should we
not use them? If that question is of no importance — or if historians
only ask psychoanalysis for quick recipes — it would be better to give
up the unconscious and, along with it, the rich seam of Freudian theory
altogether.

PIERRE Sorpax
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NOTES

M See — among many other books — 5.0, Lossie, Fiction and (he Uncotscions
iBoston, Beacon Press, 19571 W, Purncnires, Art and Peychoanalysis (Meridian Books,
19633 F, Crew od, Psvchoanalesis ond Heerary process (Cambridge, Winthorp, 19701
2 Sanunn Freop and Winnmaa Burrr, Thomas Woodrow Wilson, Twenev-Eighth
President of the United Steles. A psychological Study {Boston, Houghton Mifflin,
1966), For the velationship betwesn Psvchoanalysis and Social Sciences, see T.
Parsons, «Social Structure and the Development of Personality: Freod's concribution
mo the integration of Psveholooy and Sociologys (1938, reprinted in Social Struciure
ard Personality, Glencoe, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1964) and, more recenlly,
. Bocock, Frend and Modarn Society (London, Nelson, 1976).

31 See Marshall Buan, «The probklem of Form in the Psyvehoanalytic Thoeory ol
Arte, Pavehoarnalviic Review, 1967, pp. 533,

W Is il necessary (o remind the reader that, in fts first presentation, Frewdian

theory divided the mind into three systems: Lhe conscious, the preconscious and

the unconscious, thoses svstems being separated one from the olhers and the
mind being conceived as snalogous 1o a series of pigeon-holes, Freud himsell
pointed owt {The Ego and the [d, 1923, The Standard Edition of ihe Complete
Pevehological Works of Sigimwnd Frewd, London, Hogurth Press, vol, 19 that a
theosry which isolates he conscious from the unconsclous is unable 1o give an
account of mental conflicts; he then elaborared a deseription in lerms of functions,
nob in termas of toposraphy.

% Freud savs the child Tears to be castrated by his rival, in retaliation for his
own wish to diplace this nival or, more commonly, in punishment for sexual
naughtiness, A greal many examples show thal the threal of castration has offen
been used — supposedly as a joke — apainsl young boys, But it is nob neccessary
to- meneralize;  Lhe most important thing, in the ocdipal phase, is that the child
acknowledges he is not atone and that other people have some rights. See FrEun,
Three essavs o the Theory of Sexualify (1903), Standard Edition, vol. 7 and T,
Parsons, «The Father Svmbol: an appraisal in the Light of Psychoanalylic and
Sociological Theorys (n Sociel Sivectire amd Porsonality, see note 2).

6 FreEun, {wircductory - Lectures on Psychoonalvsis (1916171, Standard  Edivion,
15, 175, and The Interpreiation of Oreqnis (190, Standard Edition, 4, 3. See also
Winasarr, The Verbal Teon (Moonday, 19600

0 Bee Geobpiece, «Vision, the World of the Eve and Scing withoul the Ewyes (in
The Meauing af Hiness, London, Hogart Press, 19705,

WAL is necessary to i oa starting point, 1 suggest (his might be Blind Alley

(193,
@ In Shock Corridor (19630 Péter Breck tells Constance Towers the hest way 1o
win [he Poblitzer is Lo owrite a book on madness — «Thal’s whal people pay fors,

000 Frend paid much attention to war traumas (especially in Bevond the Pleasure
Principle, 1920, Stapdeard Bdition, vol, 18}, Is il by chance that traumas became 2
central theme Lor pictures during the World War 11 and that a change cccured in
Psicholilms during the Vielnam War?

i Marnie and Norman act in day-toeday life as ordinary people; on the contrary,
the investigator of Shock-Corridor goes mad al lhe end of the Ffilm,

U The descriptions of Stage Coach, Psveho and Sivafegy of (he Spider are based
upont shot analysis. T think it wnecessary to cile Whe shol numbers in a paper
which is simply a gencral introduction to the queslion.

(3 Mare information on the filnv is to be found in Jasvns NareMope, Fibm Guide
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fe Poveho (Bloominglon, Indiana University Press, 1973, For the point of view, sec
NOoRMANN Pricpaans, «Point of wview in Fictions (1935, reprinled in Stevick ed,
The Theovy of (he Novel, New York, 19267).

I The shower gives rise Lo various interpretations, Some people say that Tanet
Leigh (Marvion), having decided (o return and give back the money, washes out
her mistakes and starts again from scratch while others claim she acls out a form
of sexual intercourse with the running water, A scene edited in such a quick
manner, with constant motion and no verbal commentary, is precisely intended
to serve as a pretext for the expansion of individual phantasms,

U5 Hitcheook's Filnes (London, 1967, po 110 [

98 The Filvi Sense (London, Faber and Faber, 1943), p. 24,

% The Fibn Sense, po 97 £ Frewd often refers Lo yellow, a colour which had an
important function in his life and seems 1o have been linked with some of his
sercen-memories (sce BERNPELD, «An unknown autobiographical fragment by Freuds,
Awrerican Tmago, 196, T Tt is worth mentioning (although his has nothing to
o with the present paper) that even if he (rvied to st all the rdations between
that colour and his wishes or fears, Fread had certainly lorgotten one of the
most important relationships; thot vellow has been associated with the Jews for
a long lime, especially in the Gorman countries; ez vellow star worn by Jeas
in Germany and occupied Daropa during World War 1.

“# Shall [ underling the signification of thal name: Tara is Scarfet's estate in
Gree with the Wind, after having dnheriled @ lrom her parents, she locks herself
there as Athos s does in his father's village.

U9 The formation of fresh unities out of elements which, in our waking state,
would have remained separate, «latent elements which have something in commean
being combined and fixed into a single unitys (Freco, Standard Foivion, 4, 279 and
15, 171}

M e latentl element is replaced ... by something more vemotes; «the psychical
aveent is shiften from an important eloment on o another which is unimportants
{FREUD, Standard Edition, 4, 305; 15, 173).

() See above, note 6.

22 Frevn, The fnterpretation of Dreams, chapler VIT (Standard Edition, 51, esp. p.
540, See also J. Rosg, «Paranoia and the Film Systems, Screen, XVI1, 1974,

BV FREUD, On Narcizsisin: an Iafvoduction, Stevdord Fdition, 14, 96

4 Three scenes are built upon the fncertainty of sexual determination.

L Trevn, Family Rowmances, Standarvd Edition, 9, 237 £, «The later stage in the
development of the nearoetie’s estrangement from his parents might be desecribed
as the ‘neurodic family romance’, For o guite peculiary marked fimaginative activity
emerges Tirst in children’s play and then, stacting roughly from the period before
puberty, takes over the lopic of family relationss {(p. 2385,
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