CHRISTIAN METZ

From The Imaginary Signifier

Identification, Mirror

... Among the specific features of the cinematic signifier that distinguish the
cinema from literature, painting, etc. which ones by nature call most directly op
the type of knowledge that psychoanalysis alone can provide?

PERCEPTION, IMAGINARY

The cinema’s signifier is perceptual (visual and auditory). So is that of literature,
since the written chain has to be read, but it involves a more restricted perceptual
register: only graphemes, writing. So too are those of painting, sculpture, archi-
tecture, photography, but still within limits, and different ones: absence of audi-
tory perception, absence in the visual itself of certain important dimensions such
as time and movement (obviously there is the time of the look, but the object
looked at is not inscribed in a precise and ordered time sequence forced on the
spectator from outside). Music’s signifier is perceptual as well, but, like the others,
less “extensive” than that of the cinema: here it is vision which is absent, and even
in the auditory, extended speech (except in song). What first strikes one then is
that the cinema is more perceptual, if the phrase is allowable, than many other means
of expression; it mobilises a larger number of the axes of perception. (That is why
the cinema has sometimes been presented as a “synthesis of all the arts”; which

does not mean very much, but if we restrict ourselves to the quantitative tally of ;

the registers of perception, it is true that the cinema contains within itself the
signifiers of other arts: it can present pictures to us, make us hear music, it is made
of photographs, etc.)

Nevertheless, this as it were numerical “superiority” disappears if the cinema
is compared with the theatre, the opera and other spectacles of the same type. The
latter too involve sight and hearing simultaneously, linguistic audition and non-
linguistic audition, movement, real temporal progression. Their difference from

the cinema lies elsewhere: they do not consist of images, the perceptions they ofter -
to the eye and the ear are inscribed in a true space (not a photographed one), the §

same one as that occupied by the public during the performance; everything the

audience hear and see is actively produced in their presence, by human beings or 3
props which are themselves present. This is not the problem of fiction but that of §
the definitional characteristics of the signifier: whether or not the theatrical play
mimes a fable, its action, if need be mimetic, is still managed by real persons evolv- 3
ing in real time and space, on the same stage or “scene” as the public. The “other
scene,” which is precisely not so called, is the cinematic screen (closer to phantasy
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from the outset): what unfolds there may, as before, be more or less fictional, but
the unfolding itself is fictive: the actor, the “décor,” the words one hears are all
absent, everything is recorded (as a memory trace which is immediately so, without
having been something else before), and this is still true if what is recorded is not
a “story” and does riot aim for the fictional illusion proper. For it is the signifier
itself, and as a whole, that is recorded, that is absence: a little rolled up perforated
strip which “contains” vast landscapes, fixed battles, the melting of the ice on the
River Neva, and whole lifetimes, and yet can be enclosed in the familiar round
metal tin, of modest dimensions, clear proof that it does not “really” contain all
that.

At the theatre, Sarah Bernhardt may tell me she is Phedre or, if the play were
from another period and rejected the figurative regime, she might say, as in a type
of modern theatre, that she is Sarah Bernhardt. But at any rate, I should see Sarah
Bernhardt. At the cinema, she could make the same two kinds of speeches too,
but it would be her shadow that would be offering them to me (or she would be
offering them in her own absence). Every film is a fiction film.

What is at issue is not just the actor. Today there are a theatre ahd a cinema
without actors, or in which they have at least ceased to take on the full and exclu-

sive function which characterises them in classical spectacles. But what is true of

Sarah Bernhardt is just as true of an object, a prop, a chair for example. On the
theatre stage, this chair may, as in Chekhov, pretend to be the chair in which the
melancholy Russian nobleman sits every evening; on the contrary (in Ionesco), it
can explain to me that it is a theatre chair. But when all is said and done it is a chair.

¥ In the cinema, it will similarly have to choose between two attitudes (and many

other intermediate or more tricky ones), but it will not be there when the specta-
tors see it, when they have to recognise the choice; it will have delegated its reflec-

¥ tion to them.

What is characteristic of the cinema is not the imaginary that it may happen
to represent, but the imaginary that it is from the start, the imaginary that consti-

| tutes it ds a signifier (the two are not unrelated; it is so well able to represent it
- because it is it; however it is it even when it no longer represents it). The (possible)

reduplication inaugurating the intention of fiction is preceded in the cinema by a
first reduplication, always-already achieved, which inaugurates the signifier. The

- imaginary, by definition, combines within it a certain presence and a certain ab-
sence. In the cinema it is not just the fictional signified, if there is one, that is thus
I made present in the mode of absence, it is from the outset the signifier.

Thus the cinema, “more perceptual” than certain arts according to the list of

| its sensory registers, is also “less perceptual” than others once the status of these
. perceptions is envisaged rather than their number or diversity; for its perceptions
i are all in a sense “false.” Or rather, the activity of perception which it involves is
| real (the cineina is not a phantasy), but the perceived is not really the object, it is its
¢ shade, its phantom, its double, its replica in a new kind of mirror. It will be said that
f literature, after all, is itsclf only made of replicas (written words, presenting absent
L objects). But at least it does not present them to us with all the really perceived
b detai] that the screen does (giving more and taking as much, i.e., taking more).
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The unique position of the cinema lies in this dual character of its signifier: Ung
! Unge.

customed perceptual wealth, but at the same time stamped with unreality ¢q 1
an

unusual degree, and from the very outset. More than the other arts, or in a m

unique way, the cinema involves us in the imaginary: it drums up all perceptigre
but to switch it immediately over into its own absence, which is nonethelesg t}? :
only signifier present. ¢

THE ALL-PERCEIVING SUBJECT

Thus film is like the mirror. But it differs from the primordial mirror in op,
essential point: although, as in the latter, everything may come to be projectede
there is one thing and one thing only that is never reflected in it: the Spectat()r’;
own body. In a certain emplacement, the mirror suddenly becomes clear glags

In the mirror the child perceives the familiar household objects, and also. its
object par excellence, its mother, who holds it up in her arms to the glass. By
above all it perceives its own image. This is where primary identification (the
formation of the ego) gets certain of its main characteristics: the child sees itself a
an other, and beside another. This other other is its guarantee that the first is really
it: by her authority, her sanction, in the register of the symbolic, subsequently by
the resemblance between her mirror image and the child’s (both have a human
form). Thus the child’s ego is formed by identification with its like, and this in
two senses simultaneously, metonymically and metaphorically: the other human
being who is in the glass, the own reflection which is and is not the body, which
is like it. The child identifies with itself as an object.

In the cinema, the object remains: fiction or no, there is always something on
the screen. But the reflection of the own body has disappeared. The cinema spec-
tator is not a child and the child really at the mirror stage (from around six to
around eighteen months) would certainly be incapable of “following” the sim-
plest of films. Thus, what makes possible the spectator’s absence from the screen—
or rather the intelligible unfolding of the film despite that absence—is the fact
that the spectator has already known the experience of the mirror (of the true
mirror), and is thus able to constitute a world of objects without having first to
recognise himself within it. In this respect, the cinema is already on the side of
the symbolic (which is only to be expected): the spectator knows that objects
exist, that he himself exists as a subject, that he becomes an object for others: he
knows himself and he knows his like: it is no longer necessary that this similarity
be literally depicted for him on the screen, as it was in the mirror of his childhood.
Like every other broadly “secondary” activity, the practice of the cinema presup-
poses that the primitive undifferentiation of the ego and the non-ego has been
overcome.

But with what, then, does the spectator identify during the projection of the
film? . ..

The spectator is absent from the screen: contrary to the child in the mirror, he
cannot identify with himself as an object, but only with objects which are there
without him. In this sense the screen is not a mirror. The perceived, this time, is

§ jmagt
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( entifely on the side of the object, and there is no longer any equivalent of the own

of that unique mix of perceived and subjeét (of other and I} which was

recisely the figure necessary to disengage the one from the other. At the cinema,
it is always the other who is on the screen; as for me, I am there to look at him. I
(ake no part in the perceived, on the contrary, I am all-perceiving. All-perceiving as
one says all-powerful (this is the famous gift of “ubiquity” the film makes its spec-
{ator); all-perceiving, too, because 1 am entirely on the side of the perceiving in-
stance: absent from the screen, but certainly present in the auditorium, a great eye
and ear without which the perceived would have no one to perceive it, the in-
gance, in other words, which constitutes the cinema signifier (it is 1 who make the
Glm). If the most extravagant spectacles and sounds or the most unlikely combi-
pation of them, the combination furthest removed from any real experience, do
not prevent the constitution of meaning (and to begin with do not astonish the
spectator, do not really astonish him, not intellectually: he simply judges the film
a5 strange), that is because he knows he is at the cinema.

In the cinema the subject’s knowledge takes a very precise form without which
no film, would be possible. This knowledge is dual (but unique). I know I am
perceiving something imaginary (and that is why its absurdities, even if they are
extreme, do not seriously disturb me), and I know that it is I who am perceiving
it. This second knowledge divides in turn: I know that I am really perceiving,
that my sense organs are physically affected, that I am not phantasising, that the
fourth wall of the auditorium (the screen) is really different form the other three,
that there is a projector facing it (and thus it is not I who am projecting, or at
Jeast not all alone), and I also know that it is I who am perceiving all this, that
this perceived-imaginary material is deposited in me as if on a second screen,
that it is in me that it forms up into an organised sequence, that therefore I am
myself the place where this really perceived imaginary accedes to the symbolic
by its inauguration as the signifier of a certain type of institutionalised social
activity called the “cinema.”

In other words, the spectator identifies with himself, with himself as a pure act of
perception (as wakefulness, alertness): as the condition of possibility of the per-
ceived and hence as a kind of transcendental subject, which comes before every
there is.

A strange mirror, then, very like that of childhood, and very different. Very
like, as Jean-Louis Baudry has emphasized, because during the showing we are,
like the child, in a sub-motor and hyper-perceptive state; because, like the child
again, we are prey to the imaginary, the double, and are so paradoxically through
a real perception. Very different, because this mirror returns us everything but
ourselves, because we are wholly outside it, whereas the child is both in it and in
front of it. As an arrangement (and in a very topographical sense of the word), the
cinema is more involved on the flank of the symbolic, and hence of secondariness,
than is the mirror of childhood. This is not surprising, since it comes long after it,
but what is more important to me is the fact that it is inscribed in its wake with an
incidence at once so direct and so oblique, which has no precise equivalent in
other apparatuses of signification.
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IDENTIFICATION WITH THE CAMERA

The preceding analysis coincides in places with others which have already bee E
n

proposed arid which I shall not repeat: analyses of quattrocento painting or of g,
cinema itself which insist on the role of monoculat perspective (hence of the Catney, N
and the “vanishing point” that inscribes an ‘empty emplacement for the Spectatoz

subject, an all-powerful position which is that of God himself, or more broadly of \

some ultimate signified. And it is true that as he identifies with himself as look th

spectator can do no other than identify with the camera, too, which has lo(;ke;
before him at what he is now looking at and whose stationing (= framing) deter.

mines the vanishing point. During the projection this camera is absent, but it has ;
representative consisting of another apparatus, called precisely a “projector.” An
apparatus the spectator has behind him, at the back of his head, that is, precisely wher,

phantasy locates the “focus” of all vision. All of us have experienced our own looke
even outside the so-called salles obscures [= cinemas], as a kind of searchlight turnig ’
on the axis of our own necks (like a pan) and shifting when we shift (a tracking sh(,%
now): as a cone of light (without the microscopic dust scattered through it and
streaking it in the cinema) whose vicariousness draws successive and variable slices
of obscurity from nothingness wherever and whenever it comes to rest. (And in 4
sense that is what perception and consciousness are, a light, as Freud put it, in the
double sense of an illumination and an opening, as in the arrangement of the
cinema, which contains both, a limited and wardering light that only attains a small
part of the real, but on the other hand possesses the gift of casting light on 1t) With-
out this identification with the camera certain facts could not be understood, though
they are constant ones: the fact, for example, that the spectator is not amazed when
the image “rotates” (= a pan) and yet he knows he has not turned his head. The
explanation is that he has no need to turn it really, he has turned it in his all-seeing
capacity, his identification with the movement of the camera being that of a tran-
scendental, not an empitical subject.

All vision consists of a double miovement: projective (the “sweeping” search-
light) and introjective: consciousness as a sensitive recording surface (as a screen).
I'have the impression at once that, to use a common expression, [ am “casting” my
eyes on things, and that the latter, thus illuminated, come to be deposited within
me (we then declared that it is these things that have been “projected,” on to my
retina, say). A sort of stream called the look, and explaining all the myths of mag-
netism, must be sent out over the world, so that objects can come back up this
stream in the opposite direction (but using it to find their way), arriving at last at
our perception, which is now soft wax and no longer an emitting source.

The technology of photography carefully conforms to this (banal) phantasy
accompanying perception. The camera is “trained” on the object like a fire-arm
(= projection) and the object arrives to make an imprint, a trace, on the receptive
surface of the film-strip (= introjection). The spectator himself does not escape
Fhese pincers, for he is part of the apparatus, and also because pincers, on the
imaginary plane (Melanie Klein), mark our relation to the world as a whole and
are rooted in the primary figures of orality. During the performance the spectator
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1 ;s the searchlight I have described, duplicating the projector, which itself dupli-
! s the camera, and he is also the sensitive surface duplicating the screen, which

;tself duplicates the film-strip. There are two cones in the auditorium: one ending
on the screen and starting both in the projection box and in the spectator’s vision

] ;nsofar as it is projective, and one starting from the screen and “deposited” in the
| (pcctator’s perception insofar as it is introjective (on the retina, a second screen).
b when I say that “I see” the film, I mean thereby a unique mixture of two contrary
CULTents; the film is what I receive, and it is also what I release, since it does not

reexist my entering the auditorium and I only need close my eyes to suppress it.
Releasing it, I am the projector, receiving it, [ am the screen; in both these figures

) together, I am the camera, which points and yet which records.

Thus the constitution of the signifier in the cinema depends on a series of mirror-

L ffects organised in a chain, and not on a single reduplication. In this the cinema as a

topography resembles that other “space,” the technical equipment (camera, projector,
film-strip, screen, etc), the objective precondition of the whole institution: as we

b know, the apparatuses too contain a series of mirrors, lenses, apertures and shutters,

ground glasses, through which the cone of light passes: a further reduplication in
which the equipment becomes a metaphor (as well as the real source) for the mental
process instituted. Further on we shall see that it is also its fetish.

In the cinema, as elsewhere, the constitution of the symbolic is only achieved
through and above the play of the imaginary: projection-introjection, presence-
absence, phantasies accompanying perception, etc. Even when acquired, the ego still
depends in its underside on the fabulous figures thanks to which it has been acquired
and which have marked it lastingly with the stamp of the lure. The secondary process
does no more than “cover” (and not always hermetically) the primary process which
is still constantly present and conditions the very possibility of what covers it.

Chain of many mirrors, the cinema is at once a weak and a robust mechanism:
like the human body, like a precision tool, like a social institution. And the fact is
that it is really all of these at the same time.

And 1, at this moment, what am I doing if not to add to all these reduplications
one more whereby theory is attempting to set itself up? Am I not looking at myself
looking at the film? This passion for seeing (and also hearing), the foundation of the
whole edifice, am I not turning it, too, on (against) that edifice? Am [ not still the
voyeur I was in front of the screen, now that it is this voyeur who is being seen,
thus postulating a second voyeur, the one writing at present, myself again? . . .

There are various sorts of subjective image and I have tried elsewhere (follow-
ing Jean Mitry) to distinguish between them. Only one of them will detain me for
the moment, the one which “expresses the viewpoint of the filmmaker” in the
standard formula (and not the viewpoint of a character, another traditional sub-
case of the subjective image): unusual framings, uncommon shot-angles, etc. as for
example in one of the sketches which make up Julien Duvivier’s film Carnet de bal
(the sketch with Pierre Blanchar, shot continuously in tilted framings). In the stan-
dard definitions one thing strikes me: I do not see why these uncommon angles
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should express the viewpoint of the film maker any more than perfect! i
?mgles, closer to the horizontal. However, the definition is comprehensigl rinay
its inaccuracy: precisely because it is uncommon, the uncommon angle ;e‘];eni
irg::lfi g:\:gznof;v \:gllatt }ze had merel.y fo‘r‘gotten to some extent in its abses(;ee‘s us
camera (with “the author’s viewpoint”). The 0rdir;a
r

framings are finally felt to be nonframings: I espouse the film maker’s look (with
With.

out which no ci ; . '
o cinema would be possible), but my consciousness is not too aware of;, 4
1t

The uncommon angle reawakens me and (like the cure) teaches me what I alreyq
ea

knew. And then, it obliges my look to stop wandering freely over the screen for th, §
o 1

moment an i 1 1
t and to scan it along more precise lines of force which are imposed on 1
e,

Thus for a moment I became dire
ctly aware of the emplacement
ence-absence in the film simply because it has changed.p erent oL my oW prs

NO T i |
\% ‘0 1001(5. In a ﬁCthn ﬁlm, the ChaIaCteIS 100k at one aIlOtlleI It Ca ]
N n

h fe d 13 ”
appen (and this is already another “notch” in the chain of identifications) that
2

char: : . 2
acter looks at another who is momentarily out-of-frame, or else is looked )
’ at

by him. If we have gone one notch further, this is because everything oyt

of- j L
f-frame brings us closer to the spectator, since it is the peculiarity of the latter to be 4
¢

out‘—of—fra_me (the out-of-frame character thus has a point in common with hj
Ee is looking at the screen). In certain cases the out-of-frame charact ’ltl hm'l:
C;rlel'ntforczd’;1 by xlflecourse to another variant of the subjective imageer;enoe(;fllls
ristened the “character’s point of view”: th i ; :
precisely to the angle from which the out—of—f'rjz?z:r}ljr:i;}i;Zirsleatc (t)}:responds
(The two figures are dissociable moreover: we often know that the scenee'scbre'em
L(;ziied at by 1someonefot:}ilel;i than ourselves, by a character, but it is the logilcf of? g'lli

f, or an e ement of the ialogue, or a previous image that tells us s

osition of i S
fhe out_of_f:; ;:trrrllf;z,k :f)uch may be far from the presumed emplacement of
” 1;11 a(lil segluences .of thls.kind,‘ the.identiﬁcation that founds the signifier is fwice
. y ,h : (;11. y duplicated in a circuit that leads it to the heart of the film alonga
i:n; w flc is no longer hovering, 'which follows the inclination of the locks and
b ere grc; gove.rned .by the film itself: the spectator’s look (= the basic identifi-
o cl)inrfés ¢(:3=011*Z (()ilisspef{szlg a}lll over the.: surface of the screen in a variety of intersect-
e ((:nz geoce ; e;;s;c:zrsh in the frame = second duplicatior'l), must first
L o gna _town ona J.ourney, or a mountain pass—the
ook of the character « zf—t;)l —frame (= first duplication), himself a spectator and
hence the firs del fgnOt o fe true spectator, but not to be confused with the latter
e (ke t},le nott e frame, then.at least? the fiction. This invisible character,
ey the ;; r<t: at;r) to b(.e seeing, will colllide obliquely with the latter’s
look and play part of an obligatory .mte‘rmedlary. By offering himself as a
: ng for the spectator, he inflects the circuit followed by the sequence of iden-
tlﬁcatlons and it is only in this sense that he is himself seen: as w hrough

him, we see ourselves not seeing him. . © o6 BOm
morf):)nr;plles of}'1 this kind are much more numerous and each of them is much
plex than I have suggested here. At this point textual analysis of precise

kL
3

§

b pirror an
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quences is an indispensable instrument of knowledge. I just wished to show
he end there is no break in continuity between the child’s game with the
d, at the other extreme, certain localised figures of the cinematic codes.

ﬁ]m s
thatin ¢

] The mirror is the site of primary identification. Identification with one’s own look

F s s€C
f putitist

ondary with respect to the mirror, i.e. for a general theory of adult activities,
he foundation of the cinema and hence primary when the latter is under
discussion: it is primary cinematic identification proper (“primary identification”

e would be inaccurate from the psychoanalytic point of view; “secondary identifi-

¥ . ?
E cation,

* more accurate in this respect, would be ambiguous for a cinematic psy-
Choanalysis). As for identifications with characters, with their own different levels

(out_of—frame character, etc.), they are secondary, tertiary cinematic identifica-

b (ions, ctc.; taken as a whole in opposition to the identification of the spectator
i with his own look, they constitute secondary cinematic identification in the

| ngular.

I «gEEING A FILM”

b Freud noted, vis-a-vis the sexual act, that the most ordinary practices depend on

2 large number of psychical functions which are distinct but work consecutively,
so that all of them must be intact if what is regarded as a normal performance is to
be possible (it is because neurosis and psychosis dissociate them and put some of
them out of court that a kind of commutation is made possible whereby they can
be listed retrospectively by the analyst). The apparently very simple act of seeing a

L film is no exception to this rule. As soon as it is subjected to analysis it reveals to

us a complex, multiply interconnected imbrication of the functions of the imagi-
nary, the real and the symbolic, which is also required in one form or another for
every procedure of social life, but whose cinematic manifestation is especially
impressive since it is played out on a small surface. (To this extent the theory of
the cinema may some day contribute something to psychoanalysis, even if,
through force of circumstances, this “reciprocation” remains very limited at the
moment, the two disciplines being very unevenly developed.)

In order to understand the fiction film, [ must both “take myself” for the char-
acter (= an imaginary procedure) so that he benefits, by analogical projection,
from all the schemata of intelligibility that I have within me, and not take myself
for him (= the return to the real) so that the fiction can be established as such
(= as symbolic): this is seeming-real. Similarly, in order to understand the film (at
all), I must perceive the photographed object as absent, its photograph as present,
and the presence of this absence as signifying. The imaginary of the cinema pre-
supposes the symbolic, for the spectator must first of all have known the primor-
dial mirror. But as the latter instituted the ego very largely in the imaginary, the
second mirror of the screen, a symbolic apparatus, itself in turn depends on reflec-
tion and lack. However, it is not phantasy, a “purely” symbolic-imaginary site, for
the absence of the object and the codes of that absence are really produced in itby
the physis of an equipment: the cinema is a body (a corpus for the semiologist), a

fetish that can be loved.
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Disavowal, Fetishism
As can be seen, the cinema has a number of roots in the unconscious and

the specific characteristics of the institutionalised signifier. I have gone a little v,

in tracing some of these roots, that of mirror identification, that of voyeurism gy !

exhibitionism. There is also a third, that of fetishism.

Since the famous article by Freud that inaugurated the problem, PSYChOanaly‘ 1
sis has linked fetish and fetishism closely with castration and the fear it inspireg 4
Castration, for Freud, and even more clearly for Lacan, is first of all the mOther’é

castration, and that is why the main figures it inspires are to a certain degree

common to children of both sexes. The child who sees its mother’s body is cop. :
strained by way of perception, by the “evidence of the senses,” to accept that they, §
are human beings deprived of a penis. But for a long time—and somewhere iy it 2
for ever—it will not interpret this inevitable observation in terms of an anatomicy)
difference between the sexes (= penis/vagina). It believes that all human beings §
originally have a penis and it therefore understands what it has seen as the effect of

a mutilation which redoubles its fear that it will be subjected to a similar fate (

sees a different conformation. The scenario of castration, in its broad lines, does
not differ whether one understands it, like Lacan, as an essentially symbolic drama
in which castration takes over in a decisive metaphor all the losses, both real and
imaginary, that the child has already suffered (birth trauma, maternal breast, ex-

crement, etc.), or whether on the contrary one tends, like Freud, to take that sce~ |
nario slightly more literally. Before this unveiling of a lack (we are already close to ?

the cinema signifier), the child, in order to avoid too strong an anxiety, will have

to double up its belief (another cinematic charagteristic) and from then on forever §
hold two contradictory opinions (proof that in spite of everything the real percep- 3

tion has not been without effect): ‘All human beings are endowed with a penis’

(primal belief) and ‘Some human beings do not have a penis’ (evidence of the 4
senses). In other words, it will, perhaps definitively, retain its former belief beneath
the new one, but it will also hold to its new perceptual observation while disavow-
ing it on another level (= denial of perception, disavowal, Freud’s Verleugnung). 3
Thus is established the lasting matrix, the affective prototype of all the splittings
of belief which man will henceforth be capable of in the most variéd domains, of 5

all the infinitely complex unconscious and occasionally conscious interactions

which he will allow himself between ‘believing’ and ‘not believing’ and which }
will on more than one occasion be of great assistance to him in resolving (or de- }
nying) delicate problems. (If we were all a little honest with ourselves, we would 1
realise that a truly integral belief, without any ‘underside’ in which the opposite is

believed, would make even the most ordinary everyday life almost impossible.)

At the same time, the child, terrified by what it has seen or glimpsed, will 1

have tried more or less successfully in different cases, to arrest its look. for all ifs

in the §
great movements illuminated by psychoanalysis, but they can all be traced back tge 3

or 3
else, in the case of the little girl after a certain age, the fear that she has already §
been subjected to it). Inversely, it is this very terror that is projected on to the spec- §
tacle of the mother’s body, and invites the reading of an absence where anatomy 4
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» fe' at what will subsequently become the fetish: at a piece of clothing, for exam-
' hle’ which masks the frightening discovery, or else precedes it (underwear, stock-
¥ ’s boots, etc.). The fixation on this ‘just before’ is thus another form of
lr%ga:,owal, of retreat from the perceived, although its very existence is dialectical
g:,sidence of the fact that the perceived has been perceived. The fetishistic prop
 ill become a precondition for the establishment of potency ;%nd. access to orgasm
F (iouissance], sometimes an indispensable precondition (true fetlshlsm).; in otber de-
 selopments it will only be a favourable cond1t1on,van.d one whose weight will vary
t vith respect to the other features of the erotogenic situation as a whole. (It can be
observed once again that the defence against desire itself becomes erotic, as the
defence against anxiety itself becomes anxiogenic; for an analogous reason: whz?t
; b ,rises ‘against’ an affect also arises “in’ it and is not easily sepaqted from it, even if
\ L (hat is its aim.) Fetishism is generally regarded as the ‘perversion’ par excellence,
for it intervenes itself in the ‘tabulation’ of the others, and above all' because
they, like it (and this is what makes it their model), are based on the aY01dance .Of
| astration. The fetish always represents the penis, it is always a subst.1t1.1te fOI"lt,
whether.metaphorically (= it masks its absence) or metonymically~ (= itis contig-
| sous with its empty place). To sum up, the fetish signifies the penis as absent, it is
L its negative signifier; supplementing it, it puts a ‘fullness’ in place of a lack, but in
doing so it also affirms that lack. It resumes within itself the structure of disavowal
and multiple belief.
. These few reminders are intended above all to emphasise the fact that the
b dossier of fetishism, before any examination of its cinematic extensions, contains
[ two broad aspects which coincide in their depths (in childhood and by virtue of
structure) but are relatively distinct in their concrete manifestations, i.e. the prob.—
lems of belief (= disavowal) and that of the fetish itself, the latter more immedi-
L ately linked to erotogenicity, whether direct or sublimated.

"

L'STRUCTURES OF BELIEF

1 shall say very little about the problems of belief in the cinema bec.ause I have
I already discussed them in this part apropos of identification and the mirror: I have
| tried to describe, outside the special case of fiction, a few of the many and succes-
} sive twists, the reversals (reduplications) that occur in the cinema to articulate

together the imaginary, the symbolic and the real; each of these twists presupposes

adivision of belief; in order to work, the film does not only require a splitting, but
b 2 whole series of stages of belief, imbricated together into a chain by a remarkable
| machinery. In the third place, because the subject has already been Iargely de.alt
¢ with by Octave Mannoni in his remarkable studies of the theatrical illusion, with
i reference to the fictional theatre. Of course, I have said above that theatrical fic-
f tion and cinematic fiction are not fictional in the same way; but this deviation
 concerned the representation, the signifying material and not the represented,
| Le. the fiction-fact as such, in which the deviation is much smaller (at any rate so
 long as one is dealing with spectacles such as theatre and cinema—written fiction

. . . .
E Obviaiiclv mracante cmmmasrhat diffarant nrahloma Mannoni’e analvees are 1118F A<
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valid for the fiction film, with the single reservation that the diver
tesentation that I have already discussed are borne in mind.
I'shall rest content to adapt these analyses to a cinematic perspective
feel obliged to repeat them (not so well) in detail. It is understood that t,hand
ence is not duped by the diegetic illusion, it knows that the screen pres
more than a fiction. And yet, it is of vital importance for the correct unfold;
the spectacle that this make-believe be scrupulously respected (or else the éztgl °
Oon

film is declared poorly made), that everything is set to work to make the dec ]
e ~ 3

tion effective and to give it an air of truth (this is the problem of verisimilitude)

spectator will tell you that he doesn’t believe it, but everything happens as if o
yvere nonetheless someone to be deceived, someone who really would bt
in it. (I shall say that behind any fiction there is a second fiction: the diz
events are fictional, that is the first; but everyone pretends to believe that the

beings are still endowed with a penis). But by a symmetrical and simultaneoy,
movetment, the incredulous person disavows the credulous one; no one will admi:
that. he is duped by the plot. That is why the instance of credulousness is often
projected into the outer world and constituted as a separate person, a person com-
Rletely abused by the diegesis: thus, in Corneille’s I’Iflusion comique, a play with a
significant title, the character Pridamant, the naif, who does not kn,ow what the-
atre is, and for whom, by a reversal foreseen in Corneille’s plot itself, the represen-
tation of the play is given. By a partial identification with this ’character the
spectators can sustain their credulousness in all incredulousness. ’
Thls inétance which believes and also its personified projection have fairly
precise equivalents in the cinema: for example, the credulous spectators at the
Grand Café in 1895, frequently and complacently evoked by the incredulous spec-
tators who have come later (and are no longer children), those spectators of 1895
th) fled their seats in terror when the train entered La Ciotat station (in Lu-
pnere’s famous film), because they were afraid it would run them down. Or else
in so many films, the character of the dreamer—the sleeping dreamer—whc;
fiuring the film believed (as we did!) that it was true, whereas it was he who saw
itall in a.dream and who wakes up at the end of the film (as we do again). Octave
Manr.lom compares these switches of belief with those the ethnologist observes in
certain populations in which his informers regularly declare that ‘long ago we
;S:lil toé)}ili.eve in thedmasks’ (these masks are used to deceive children, like our
ather Christmas, and adolescents learn at their initiati i
‘masks’ were in fact adults in disguise); in other words 15:;11::; sccfcrieer?i:? LC:V::}?IEVZ};
‘believed’ in the masks, but have always relegated this’ belief to a ‘lon, : th
. d’ in g ago™ they
still believe in them, but always in the aorist tense (like everyone). This ‘long ago’

gences i, rep.

not
€ audj ;l
€nts ng, ‘

here 4
lieVe
getic |

! : ' are
true, and that is the second; there is even a third: the general refusal to admity th; ]

somewhére in oneself one believes they are genuinely true.) In other words ks |
Mannoni, since it is accepted that the audience is incredulous, who is i who is, ssds 1
ulous and must be maintained in his credulousness by the perfect organisation of eh~ \;
machinery (of the machination)? This credulous person is, of course, another e
of ourselves, he is still seated beneath the incredulous one, or in his ’heart it if;rt ]
who continues to believe, who disavows what he knows (he for whom all’ humaz ‘
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hood, when one really was duped by masks; among adults, the beliefs of
o’ irrigate the unbelief of today, but irrigate it by denegation (one could
by delegation, by attributing credulity to the child and to former times).

is child
jong ag
 lso s2Y

Certain cinematic subcodes inscribe disavowal into the film in the form of less
4 ermanent and more localised figures. They should be studied separately in this
perspective. I am not thinking only of films which have been dreamt in their en-
 irety by one of their characters, but also of all the sequences accompanied by a
E oice-off commentary, spoken sometimes by a character, sometimes by a kind of
| nonymous speaker. This voice, precisely a voice off, beyond jurisdiction, rep-
| resents the rampart of unbelief (hence it is the opposite of the Pridamant character,
 yet has the same effect in the last analysis). The distance it establishes between the
| ction and ourselves comforts our feeling that we are not duped by that action: thus
 eassured (behind the rampart), we can allow ourselves to be duped by it a bit
F longer (it is the speciality of naive distanciations to resolve themselves into alibis).
| There are also all those films within a film which downgear the mechanism of our

film was an illusion, so the including film (the film as such) was not, or was some-

[ what less so.

f THE CINEMA AS TECHNIQUE

b As for the fetish itself, in its cinematic manifestations, who could fail to see that it
E onsists fundamentally of the equipment of the cinema (= its technique), or of the
| cinema as a whole as equipment and as technique, for fiction films and others? It
is no accident that in the cinema some cameramen, some directors, some critics,
| some spectators demonstrate a real fetishism of technique, often noted or de-
t nounced as such (“fetishism” is taken here in its ordinary sense, which is rather
loose but does contain within it the analytical sense that I shall attempt to disen-
gage). As strictly defined, the fetish, like the apparatus of the cinema, is a prop, the
§ prop that disavows a lack and in doing so affirms it without wishing to. A prop,
F too, which is as it were placed on the body of the object; a prop which is the penis,
since it negates its absence, and hence a partial object that makes the whole object
,} lovable and desirable. The fetish is also the point of departure for specialised prac-
tices, and as is well known, desire in its modalities is all the more technical the
[ more perverse it is.
) Thus with respect to the desired body—to the body of desire rather—the
b fetish is in the same position as the technical equipment of the cinema with respect
to the cinema as a whole. A fetish, the cinema as a technical performance, as
L prowess, as an exploit, an exploit that underlines and denounces the lack on which
the whole arrangement is based (the absence of the object, replaced by its reflec-
tion), an exploit which consists at the same time of making this absence forgotten.
b The cinema fetishist is the person who is enchanted at what the machine is capable
of, at the theatre of shadows as such. For the establishment of his full potency for
cinematic enjoyment [jouissance] he must think at every moment (and above all

 pelief-unbelief and anchor it in several stages, hence more strongly: the included
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simultaneously) of the force of presence the film has and of the absence on which

this force is constructed. He must constantly compare the result with the Meap,
deployed (and hence pay attention to the technique), for his pleasure lodges in the
gap between the two. Of course, this attitude appears most clearly in the conne;g_
seur, the cinephile, but it also occurs, as a partial component of cinematic plea.
sure, in those who just go to the cinema: if they do go it is partly in order ¢q be
carried away by the film (or the fiction, if there is one), but also in order to appre.

ciate as such the machinery that is carrying them away: they will say, precisely 3

when they have been carried away, that the film was a good one, that it was we]]
made (the same thing is said in French of a harmonious body).

It is clear that fetishism, in the cinema as elsewhere, is closely linked to the good
object. The function of the fetish is to restore the latter, threatened in its “g0odnesg”
(in Melanie Klein’s sense) by the terrifying discovery of the lack. Thanks to the
fetish, which covers the wound and itself becomes erotogenic, the object as a whole

can become desirable again without excessive fear. In a similar way, the whole ciy. 4

ematic institution is as it were covered by a thin and omnipresent garment, a stimg..
lating prop through which it is consumed: the ensemble of its equipment and i

tricks—and not just the celluloid strip, the pellicule or “little skin” which has been

rightly mentioned in this connection—of the equipment which needs the lack i

order to stand out in it by contrast, but which only affirms it insofar as it ensures that
it is forgotten, and which lastly (its third twist) needs it also not to be forgotten, for §
fear that at the same stroke the fact that it caused it to be forgotten will be 4

forgotten.

The fetish is the cinema in its physical state. A fetish is always material: insofar
as one can make up for it by the power of the symbolic alone one is precisely no 3

longer a fetishist. At this point it is important to recall that of all the arts the

cinema is the one that involves the most extensive and complex equipment; the §

technical dimension is more obtrusive here than elsewhere. Along with television,
it is the only art that is also an industry, or at least is so from the outset (the others
become industries subsequently: music through the gramophone record or the
cassette, books by mass printings and publishing trusts, etc.). In this respect only
architecture is a little like it; there are “languages” that are heavier than others,
more dependent on “hardware.”

At the same time as it localises the penis, the fetish represents by synecdoche
the whole body of the object as desirable. Similarly, interest in the equipment and
technique is the privileged representative of love for the cinema. . . .

FETISH AND FRAME

Just like the other psychical structures that constitute the foundation of the
cinema, fetishism does not intervene only in the constitution of the signifier, but
also in certain of its more particular configurations. Here we have framings and

also certain camera movements (the latter can anyway be defined as progressive ;

changes in framing).
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Cinema with directly erotic subject matter deliberately plays on the edges of

E (he frame and the progressive, if need be incomplete revelations allowed by the

amera as it moves, and this is no accident. Censorship is involved here: censorship
c

| ,f films and censorship in Freud’s sense. Whe.:th'er the form is sta.tic .(framjng) or
‘ dynamiC (camera movements), the principle is thf: same; the point is to gamble
: Simultaneously on the excitation of des.ire an.d ?ts nonfulﬁlmept (Wth.h is its
| opposite and yet favours it), by the infinite variations made- possible precisely by
b he studios’ technique on the exact emplacement of the boundary that bars the

jook, that puts an end to the seen, that inaugurates the downward (or upward) tilt

“into the dark, towards the unseen, the guessed-at. The framing and its displace-
: ments (that determine the emplacement) are in themselves forms of suspense and are
E extensively used in suspense films, though they retain this fu'nctlon in other cases.
b They have an inner affinity with the mechanisms of desire, its postponements, its
} Lew impetus, and they retain this affinity in other places than erotic sequences
i (the only difference lies in the quantum which is sublimated and the qucfntum. which
;s not). The way the cinema, with its wandering framings (War'lderlng hke. the
E 100k, like the caress), finds the means to reveal space has something to do with a
t kind of p.ermanent undressing, a generalised striptease, a less direct but more per-

fected striptease, since it also makes it possible to dress space again, to remove

' from view what it has previously shown, to take back as well as to retain (like the
child at the moment of the birth of the fetish, the child who has already seen, but
b whose look beats a rapid retreat): a striptease pierced with flash-backs, inverted
] sequences that then give new impetus to the forward movement. These
} veiling-unveiling procedures can also be compared with certain cinematic punc-
| tuations, especially slow ones strongly marked by a concern for contro% and ex-
] pectation (slow fade-ins and fade-outs, irises, drawn-out lap-dissolves like those

' of Sternberg).
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