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Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen have both worked systematically as film theorists in order to show in what ways the popular film is conformed to the dominant ideology of our times and also to propose an alternative to the cinematic discourse that dominates the Hollywood industry. The films they made together were for them opportunities to put theory into practice and open up possibilities for a new way to make and view cinema. Their most influential film, Riddles of the Sphinx (1977) provides an example of this “other” cinema of which they have been writing about. The two theoretical texts that will be used in this paper – Mulvey’s Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema and Wollen’s Counter Cinema: Vent D’Est – make this correspondence between their theoretical work and their work as filmmakers explicit and also provide some very useful keys for the reading of the film, a film that is rather complex and difficult, and one that we would describe briefly as a multi-layered texture of semiotics, psychoanalysis, left-wing politics and feminism.

In Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema Laura Mulvey applies Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis in film theory as other theorists like Christian Metz had done earlier in their writings. Mulvey’s innovation though, was the fact that she introduced the category of gender for the first time in this kind of analysis. She develops a theory about spectatorship whereby the fascination with Hollywood narrative cinema is explained through the notions of scopophilia and narcissism. According to Freud, scopophilia, the desire to see, is the fundamental drive that is associated with objectifying other people, and deriving pleasure as active subjects looking at passive objects. At the extreme, scopophilia becomes voyeurism, a perversion whereby sexual pleasure can only be derived from watching. According to Mulvey, mainstream cinema promotes a voyeuristic separation between the cinematic representation on the screen and the spectator’s seat in the auditorium. The spectator becomes a voyeur watching from a dark secure place to what appears to be a private life of individuals who are unaware of his/her existence. One of the rules of narrative cinema that very early in film history were established in film language was the fact that the actor must never look at the camera. In Mulvey’s terms, the spectator’s gaze on the characters must never be returned, because this would destroy the illusion of separation. This is what Christian Metz has called the “keyhole effect”. Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1959), a film on which Mulvey has commented extensively, foregrounds this voyeuristic aspect of the cinematic experience.

Narcissistic pleasure is derived from the spectator’s identification with the male protagonist. Mulvey stresses the screen/mirror analogy and describes a process of identification similar to the infant’s jubilant (mis)recognition of its ideal form in the mirror as described by Lacan in his essay The mirror stage. The spectator derives narcissistic pleasure from identifying with the perfected image of the human figure on the screen. Christian Metz distinguishes between primary cinematic identification (the spectator’s identification with the act of looking itself) and secodary cinematic identification (with the characters). Metz relates the primary cinematic identification to the mirror stage and describes how it explains the fascination with the cinema. The spectator temporarily looses his/her ego, as he/she becomes someone else (through the process of secondary cinematic identification), and at the same time his/her ego is reinforced through the invocation of the mirror stage. As Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis (1992: 152) put it, “the film viewer both looses him/herself, and refinds him/herself – over and over – by continually re-enacting the first fictive moment of identification and establishment of identity”.  
According to Mulvey, both pleasures – voyeuristic and narcissistic ones – are structured on the axis of the active/male and passive/female opposition. She argues that “the unconscious (formed by the dominant order) structures ways of seeing and pleasure in looking” (Mulvey, 2001: 2183). The patriarchal structures are reflected on the narrative and visual techniques of cinema and manipulate the ways pleasure is derived from them. The scopophilic gaze is turned towards the female character which is always passive and powerless in classical cinema, while the narcissistic gaze – the identification – is turned towards the powerful male protagonist, who always has an active role in advancing the story. So, the female character functions as the erotic object for both the male characters and the spectators. The three levels of the cinematic gaze (camera, character and spectator) are combined in order to objectify women and construct the pleasure of spectatorship as a male prerogative. Mulvey’s intention in her article was to analyse this pleasure, and by doing so, to destroy it (Mulvey, 2001: 2183). As an alternative, Mulvey proposes “the thrill that comes from leaving the past behind […] transcending outworn or oppressive forms, and daring to break with normal pleasurable expectations in order to conceive a new language of desire” (Mulvey, 2001: 2184). An attempt to speak this “new language of desire” and establish a new relationship between spectator and cinematic spectacle, is her film Riddles of the Sphinx.   

The Riddles of the Sphinx are divided into seven sections, as an inertitle informs us in the beginning of the film:

1. Opening pages

2. Laura speaking

3. Stones

4. Louise’s story told in thirteen shots

5. Acrobats

6. Laura listening

7. Puzzle ending

MacDonald (1995) recognizes in this pattern a reference to Lacan’s “mirror stage”. The three first sections are reflected as mirror images – in reverse – in the three last sections, with the central, narrative section, functioning as the mirror. The immobility of the Egyptian stones is contrasted to the graceful movement of the female acrobats, Laura Mulvey speaking is contrasted to Mulvey listening to her recorded voice, and the opening of the pages, that suggest linear narrativity, are contrasted to the ending of a puzzle game, suggesting playfulness and non-linear development (the mercury ball in the labyrinth goes back and forth before it reaches the center).   

In the title of the film, Pauleit (2004) identifies an allusion to Freud’s “riddle of femininity”. In his lecture Femininity (“New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis”, 1933), Freud has famously stated that “throughout history people have knocked their heads against the riddle of the nature of femininity” (Freud, 1966: 4716). The Sphinx is the Theban sphinx of the Oedipal myth which Mulvey will use in order to raise questions about the meaning the Oedipal complex has for women. 

The middle section is a third-person narration of the story of Louise, a young mother who struggles to manage work and childcare after her separation from her husband. In the beginning, Louise is in her domestic environment with her husband Chris and her two-year-old daughter Anna. We are informed that she is too close to her daughter and is alienated from the outside world. Chris understands her need to be alone, and decides to leave the house himself. Louise gets a job and finds day care for Anna. At the nursery, she meets Maxine, who becomes a supportive friend for her. At work Louise, with the help of Maxine, learns about the Union, and she tells them about the need she feels for a day-care nursery at work. The Union refuses to support her idea, so she decides to let Anna stay with her own mother. She sells her house and moves in with Maxine. Together they visit Chris, who is editing a film about the artist Mary Kelly, and he lets them listen to an extract where Kelly reads from her diaries. In the end, Louise and Anna visit the Egyptian Room of the British Museum.

The section is divided into 13 segments, 13 circular pans of 360 degrees, where the camera describes from fixed positions different environments, from the domestic to the professional, signifying the various stages of Louise’s progress: Louise’s kitchen, Anna’s bedroom, the hall of Louise’s house, the nursery, Louise’s work, the canteen, the roundabout, the shoping center, the playground, Louise’s mother’s garden, Chris’s editing room, Maxine’s room and the British Museum Egyptian Room. MacDonald (1995: 95) characterizes this circular pan as “the opposite of the phallic centering of the camera in conventional cinema”. 

This section tells the story of Louise’s gradual transformation from housewife and mother to an individual with her own identity and position in society. In the first three shots, we hear Louise’s voice articulating a speech that is fragmented and incoherent. In the first shot she is in the kitchen preparing breakfast:

“No time to make amends. No time for tea.

Time to worry. No time to hold.

Things to hold. Things past.

Meal time. Story time.” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 100)

In the second shot she watches Anna as she falls asleep:

“Nesting. In the nest. Comfort. Effort.

At the breast. At rest. 

Resting.” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 101)

The third shot finds Louise still in her domestic environment, but this time is the instance when Chris is leaving home. We hear Louise’s voice again reflecting on the life she is about to leave behind:

“Transformed. Preoccupied.

I could have cried. It never died.

In repose. From warmth to cold.

Frozen. Controlled.

Preoccupied.” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 102)

In all these three first shots, Louise is heard as a voice-over, and the low camera angle reveals only parts of Louise’s figure. It is only in the fourth shot where she first meets Maxine, that we hear her voice in synchronical sound, articulating complete sentences. We also see Louise’s face and complete figure for the first time. All these indicate that Louise has begun to acquire a sense of her own identity, no longer confined in her domestic environment and trapped inside the endless circle of the mother-daughter relationship. 

In the end of the first shot Chris is entering  the frame as an intruder in this idealised dyadic relationship. His dominating presence and the symbolic order that he represnts in Louise’s unconscious force her to retreat to her own mind. The phrases that we hear indicate anxiety, nervousness, alienation and a disturbed interior world that is in the danger of loosing its ability to communicate properly with its external reality. After Chris leaves the house, and Louise gets a job and enters the social life, other voices begin to enter this interior world gradually changing it. Inside the community of her fellow women workers she forms questions about her own situation as a single working mother and adopts for the first time an active role in complete opposition to the passivity of her previous domesticated life. Her friend Maxine functions as the catalyst in this transformation from passive “angel” to active “monster”.

The first section of the film, “Opening pages”, is a shot of two hands turning over the pages of a book. After a text with the heading “Le Mythe de la Femme”, there are pages with images of mythological female monsters and finally a photo-montage of Greta Garbo as the Egyptian Sphinx, under the title “Sphinx Moderne”. In “Visual Pleasures and Narrative Cinema”, Laura Mulvey had referred to Garbo’s face in her discussion of fetishistic scopophilia. Greta Garbo was turned by classical cinema into a fetish in order to ease the castration threat that the female body signifies to men and so to become reassuring rather than dangerous.  

In the second section, “Laura speaking”, Laura Mulvey comments on the central, narrative section of the film, that is about to follow. The Sphinx will be used in the film as an imaginary narrator, because her voice is “not an answering voice, but its opposite, a questioning voice, a voice asking a riddle”. Afterwards, Mulvey attemps a re-reading of the Oedipal myth focusing not on Oedipus as the hero of the myth but on the character of the Sphinx, on the part of the myth which, according to Mulvey is often overlooked. The Sphinx lives in exile outside the city gates, outside a culture that suppresses and excludes women, one that they cannot feel as their own. With her riddles and the active role the Sphinx assumes, she challenges the culture of the city. “To the patriarchy, the Sphinx as woman is a threat and a riddle. […] We live in a society ruled by the father, in which the place of the mother is suppressed. […] And meanwhile the Sphinx can only speak with a voice apart, a voice off.” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 98-99).

In the narrative section of the film, Mulvey expands on these ideas and questions Freud’s interpretation of the myth. The artist Mary Kelly whose recorded voice we hear in the eleventh shot, reads from her diary memories and thoughts concerning her experiences as a mother. In the film, her voice is “a voice apart, a voice off”, it is the voice of the Sphinx. In the end she makes several psychoanalytic observations about the mother-child relationship. She talks about the father intervening as a “third term” to the mother-child dyad. This reminds us of the first shot of the section, with Chris entering the circle of the dyadic relationship between Louise and Anna. Mary Kelly concludes: “This intervention situates the imaginary ‘third term’ of the primordial triangle (that is, the child as phallus) and the paternal ‘image’ of the mirror phase within the dominance of the Symbolic structure through the Word of the father”. (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 109). This scene has a special significance in “Louise’s story”, since it marks the decisive moment of Louise’s tranformation.

In the last shot of the section, we find Louise and Anna wandering through the halls of the Egyptian Room of the British Museum, around the ruins of a civilization long forgotten and lost, the world of the Sphinx (in the film, the Egyptian Sphinx is identified with the Greek Sphinx). We hear Louise’s voice talking about herself in third person and past tense and her voice now is a voice off (voice-over). She describes a distant memory of hers about a box with the phrase “Anatomy Is No Longer Destiny” written on it, from which the Theban Sphinx came out talking in a language she could not understand. Trying to reconstruct the memory, other memories of her childhood and her relationship with her mother come to her mind. Finally, it all becomes clear to her: “the voice of the Sphinx, growing louder, until she could hear it clearly, compellingly, and she knew that it had never ever been entirely silent and that she had heard it before, all her life, since she first understood that she was a girl!” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 112).   

By exploring the significance of the part of the Sphinx in the Oedipal myth, and using it as a metaphor in a narrative occurring in our times, Laura Mulvey also attempts a deconstuctive reading of Freud. In his Introductory lectures on psycho-analysis (1916-17), Freud refers to the Sphinx of the Oedipal myth: “The sexual interest of children begins by turning, rather, to the problem of where babies come from - the same problem which underlies the question put by the Theban Sphinx - and it is most often raised by egoistic fears on the arrival of a new baby.” (Freud, 1966: 3388). In Freud’s interpretation, the Sphinx remains a passive character, she is the mother who is asked – not asking – and remains silent or hides the truth. In Mulvey’s interpretation, as Pauleit (2004) notes, the Sphinx is “a remainder and buried trace of an older, matriarchal culture”. According to Creed (1993: 26) “the Sphinx, like the Medusa, is a mother – goddess figure; they are both variants of the same mythological mother who gave birth to all life”. The Sphinx stands for motherhood as a form of resistance to patriarchy and the Law of the Father imposed through the castration complex that marks the ending of the Oedipal complex as conceived by Freud. As Smelik (1999) points out, “this disembodied voice speaks a wide variety of discourses about motherhood, from psychoanalysis to feminist politics, thus firmly establishing the maternal voice within the symbolic order”. Mulvey stresses the child’s pre-Oedipal bonding with the mother and finds in this dyadic relationship a remainder of matriarchy inside the patriarchal culture. In Derridean terms, this period of the mother-child relationship is the one element that goes through the membrane of the matriarchy/patriarchy opposition thus challenging the stability of the whole Freudean structure based on sexual difference and along with it, the relative active/passive opposition as well. The phrase “anatomy is no longer destiny” is a direct questioning of Freud’s biologism and the arbitrary association of activity to the male and passivity to the female gender. 

As many critics (Pauleit, 2004; MacDonald, 1995) have noted, the film demonstrates the ideas Peter Wollen had explored in his essay The Two Avant-Gardes (1975). There, Wollen distinguishes between two traditions of avant-garde film practice: the one being the aesthetic avant-garde of the Cooperative movement that had developed from the fine arts (Brakhage, Snow, Warhol etc) and the other the political avant-garde of Godard, Jansco, Angelopoulos etc. Wollen suggested that these two traditions should be brought together so that a new avant-garde film would emerge, one that would be able to make a more powerful impact on mainstream commercial cinema. The notion of the avant-garde in art (and literature) derives from “the dichotomy between conventional, clichéd language and experimental (linguistic) forms that dislodge those clichés” (Schulte-Sasse in Bürger, 1984: viii). The Riddles of the Sphinx is a film that employs the strategies of both traditions in order to subvert the established cinematic language of the mainstream cinema. In Metz’s psychoanalytic terminology, the cinematic codes represent the semiotic imprint of the Law (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis, 1992: 140), so the subversion of these codes would mean defying the Law of the Father, defying phallogocentrism. The experimental avant-garde film practices then would correspond to the literary practices of the french écriture. 

Laura Mulvey, as a woman filmmaker, found in the canon of the avant-garde film predecessors, such as Germaine Dulac, Mary Ellen Bute, Maya Deren, Marie Menken and Carolee Schneeman, who, from the early 1920’s worked with the medium of film consciously subverting its codes and opening up possibilities for an écriture feminine of cinema. In Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema Mulvey talks about the need for an alternative cinema that “challenges the basic assumptions of the mainstream film”, and she adds that “a politically and aesthetically avant-garde cinema is now possible, but it can still only exist as a counterpoint.” (Mulvey, 2001: 2183). In the 1970’s, Mulvey was one of the radical female filmmakers who both in Europe (Chantal Akerman, Marguerite Duras, Sally Potter, VALIE EXPORT) and the U.S. (Yvonne Rainer, Su Friedrich), participated in a movement for an avant-garde feminist counter-cinema.        

Peter Wollen’s article Counter Cinema: Vent D’Est, is a study of the cinema of Jean Luc Godard. Wollen talks about a counter-cinema “whose values are counterposed to those of orthodox cinema” (Wollen, 1972: 7) and continues opposing the “seven deadly sins” of the mainstream cinema to the “seven cardinal virtues” of Godard’s cinema:

Narrative transitivity – Narrative intransitivity

                                         Identification – Estrangement

                                         Transparency – Foregrounding

                                       Single diegesis – Multiple diegesis

                                                  Closure – Aperture

                                                 Pleasure – Un-pleasure

                                                    Fiction – Reality

Some of these counter-strategies (identification/estrangement, pleasure/un-pleasure) correspond to the ideas Mulvey expressed in Visual Pleasures and Narrative Cinema, where she talks about “the destruction of pleasure as a radical weapon” (Mulvey, 2001: 2183). In addition, what Peter Wollen calls aperture – “open-ended-ness, overspill, intertextuality-allusion, quotation and parody” (Wollen, 1972: 12), is very closely related to Hélène Cixous’s conception of écriture feminine as is exemplified in her essay The Laugh of the Medusa. These counter-strategies were applied in the Riddles of the Sphinx. In what follows, Wollen’s binary oppositions are used in connection to Mulvey’s theory of spectatorship and the destruction of the pleasures associated with it, as this destruction is attempted in the Riddles of the Sphinx.

One of the two pleasures of cinematic spectatorship, according to Laura Mulvey, is scopophilia/voyeurism. The (male) spectator derives voyeuristic pleasure from objectifying the powerless, passive female characters. In “Louise’s story in thirteen shots”, in the beginning, we find Louise in the passivity her role as wife and mother has imposed on her. The filming and framing techniques employed by Mulvey and Wollen in the first three shots of Louise’s passivity, do not allow the spectator’s gaze derive pleasure from her image. We never see Louise’s figure fully in these shots, not even her face. By contrast, in the third shot we see Chris packing and leaving the house as a powerless, passive human being, perplexed and hesistant as he stands in the doorway saying good-bye to his wife and daughter: “There’s nothing much more to say really, is there?…said it all…Look, you’ve got my number, haven’t you? At Keith’s. Just ring me if there’s anything. All right. Bye Anna.” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 102). In the rest of the film, Louise and the other female characters are participating in the social life as personalities with active roles, thus resisting their objectification by the scopophilic gaze of the spectator. In addition, apart from Chris, there are no other male characters in the film, Louise is surrounded by women, so there is no male gaze in the filmic space turned upon the female character. Louise is the protagonist actively advancing the story and Chris’s role, by contrast to what usually happens in classical cinema, is limited to a secondary, marginal partitipation in the story. As a result, the spectator cannot identify with the male character, and the second pleasure of spectatorship, narcissism, also cannot be derived. 

The illusion of the voyeuristic separation between the screen and the auditorium is also cancelled early in the film. In the second section, “Laura speaking”, we see Laura Mulvey looking straight into the camera and reading a written text she has in front of her. The spectator’s gaze towards the screen is returned by the gaze of the character inside the screen space, so the spectator’s voyeuristic illusion of being able to see without being seen is challenged. This scene also corresponds to Wollen’s fiction/reality opposition, and the idea of including non-narrative, non-fictional parts inside a narrative fiction film. This practice creates gaps in the narrative, interrupts the spectator’s identificatory participation and gives him a distance in relation to the narrative, similar to a Brechtian “alienation effect”. The voice of Mary Kelly, is another non-narrative element, this time inside the main narrative, and functions as a commentary on the film, supporting it theoretically. 

In the beginning of the scene at Chris’s editing room, Maxine asks Louise to give her a mirror and she holds it against a packet of camel cigarettes. Louise is surprised as she realises that the letters on the packet are not reversed in the mirror. She assumes that on the packet they must be in mirror writing and looks at the packet again:

“Louise: It’s not in mirror writing. How does it work?

Maxine: Magic. No, seriously, it’s the cellophane. It acts as a special kind of filter. Puts the letters back to front again so they appear the right way round.” (Mulvey and Wollen, 1995: 108).

Here, Mulvey and Wollen make a reference to Lacan’s mirror stage and the process of the spectator’s identification. In popular cinema the whole cinematic machinery (camera, microphones, lights) remains invisible to the spectator, and this is crucial in order for him to be able to enter the process of identification. When a microphone enters the frame, or the camera is reflected in a mirror of the setting, the illusion of reality is destroyed and the cinematic representation betrays itself as such. In the specific film, both things happen on purpose. In the second section, Laura Mulvey speaks to a microphone that is visible in the frame and, most interestingly, in “Louise’s story”, towards the end of the twelvth shot, where Maxine and Louise are talking in Maxine’s room, the camera and the camerawoman are reflected in a mirror and are clearly visible in the frame. In terms of spectator’s identification, this would mean that the primary cinematic identification, the identification that occurs between the spectator and the gaze of the camera, is obstructed by the visible mediation of the camera, which, like the cellophane of the packet of cigarettes, intervenes between the spectator and the screen not letting the latter function properly as a mirror.

Peter Wollen discussed this strategy in the Transparency/Foregrounding opposition: “‘language wants to be overlooked’ – Siertsema vs. making the mechanics of the film/text visible and explicit” (Wollen, 1972: 9). The “Riddles of the Sphinx” is a film that, apart from other things, talks about the process of its own making. It is a film text conscious of its own language, its own writing, and its spectator remains conscious of the fact that he is confronted with a representation, an artificial construction. As a result, he/she keeps a distance from what happens on the screen and does not enter the pleasurable processes of cinematic identification – primary or secondary – on which, popular cinema relies in order to attract its audience. The self- conscious spectator, the spectator who does not loose him/herself in the complex processes of identification, is one that is not easily made to conform to the dominant ideology which is inscribed in the film language and expressed in the form and content of Hollywood films. Again, the Brechtian theory is relevant in this analysis.

In his discussion of the pleasure/unpleasure opposition, Wollen notes that the counter-cinema aims “to dis-satisfy and hence change the spectator” (Wollen, 1972: 13). Apart from the attack on the ‘entertainment cinema’ and its ideological implications, on which Wollen subsequently expands, this dis-satisfaction of the spectator also works on the level of the male-dominated viewing pleasures of mainstream cinema. By destroying the pleasures that are associated with the unconscious desires of the male spectator, a film like the “Riddles of the Sphinx” aims at radically changing the spectator, and creating a new one that will look for other kinds of pleasure in the cinematic viewing experience, ones that are not defined by gender differences. The overcoming of the dichotomy between active/male/ spectator and passive/female/spectacle, that is achieved in the film, makes the appearance of this new spectator possible.
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