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Abstract

New French Extremity films are violent, transgressand break many social
taboos in their narratives. However, this genr@'eators are intelligent and construct
these films with clues to France’s past and hastilithas implications in the present.
This thesis was written to point out how New Fregsttremity films offer spectators the
potential to reincorporate traumatic moments imehehistory by juxtaposing them
against present day social, political, and econad&ologies. The purpose for this course
of study was to investigate historical encountbeed aire present in New French
Extremity flmmaking, something that has yet todalelressed by other scholars in any
great detail. The general approach taken was to\@ter Benjamin’s theory of allegory
to secure connections between the past and prasdnifustrate how they could be
interpreted by the film’s spectators. The outcorh#his research indicates how a
spectator can potentially change his or her retatigp with history and work towards
reassessing his or her relationship with the ptaeseder certain social, political, or

economic structures.



Introduction

“Bava as much as Bataille, Salo no less than Seel® $he determinants of a
cinema suddenly determined to break every tabowatte in rivers of viscera and
spumes of sperm, to fill each frame with flesh, ifeubr gnarled, and subject it to
all manner of penetration, mutilation, and defileme

- James Quandt, Feb. 2004, ArtForum

This quote from critic James Quandt offers a sunronaif popular critics’
responses to the perceived excesses employed byN&wh Extremity filmmaking.
However, Quandt’s invocation of Bataille, Pasolland Sade reads as a simple
accusation that films in this genre are just sad#std visceral. He fails to recognize
these artists’ highly reflective, socially signdiat approaches to violent limit
experiences. Quandt and other critics say theadask of attention to the rich tradition
of French cinema in New French Extremity. Whaticsiand scholars generally agree
upon is that this transgressive genre first emengdige late nineties. Much of the work
that falls under this moniker shares an affinityhwdeas or notions that are considered
dark and taboo; incest, cannibalism, and rapeustespme of these violations. The New
French Extremity lineage of influences on its dioes can be traced back to the writings
of the Marquis de Sade, as Quandt points out, rqugih paintings by Gustave Courbet,
the philosophy of Georges Bataille, and the filh§ean-Luc Godard to name a few. Yet,

the established, and more often than not celehratédts and thinkers who have left
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their indelible mark on the films in this genre miat temper many of the critics’ ire
towards the new directors’ works.

Challenging this popular response, my thesis eggloow Xavier Gens’ 2007
film, Frontierg(s), Pascal Laugier’'s 2008 worklartyrs, and Marina de Van’s 2002
effort, Dans ma Peau (In My Skiehgender historical encounters through spectatorial
shock to (re)envisage French history. There aréigadland stylistic encounters in these
films that bring to light unfinished moments in tenals of French culture. Political
links between current president Nicolas Sarkozythedvichy regime of World War I,
Americanization, torture during the Algerian wandahe lingering tensions of May '68
figure prominently in the narratives of these thiieas. The past events are traumatic,
especially with regards to war and violence. Thaeealso stylistic connections, present
in the films’ forms, to the efforts of French NeweMé director Jean-Luc Godard and
American horror director Tobe Hooper. These films only look like Godard’s and
Hooper’s, with long tracking shots, handheld camer, or discontinuous cuts, but they
feelsimilar, too. The films’ narratives are repeateidbgrrupted by images of extreme
violence and shocking formal disruptions. As a liesiewers are pushed and pulled
between the film worlds and the external historrealities they recall. Shock is not just
corporeal with regards to these events, eitharises from the fact that these events can
be returned to and (re)engaged repeatedly thrdugtbddy of cinema. Such constant
fluctuation allows the traumatic memories of higtak pasts to remain fresh for
spectators for the duration of these films. In otlerds, cinema produces an original

way of remembering, even reconfiguring, historytieathan just engaging in dead



repetitions of past traumas, spectatorial shockgpee continuum of history to potential
rearrangement, not unlike Walter Benjamin’s alléggdrtheories of history suggests.
Contemporary scholarly and popular work fails toogmize the links between the
shocks of spectatorial experience and historieaintra, however. Instead, it remains split
by polemic approaches that focus on New FrencheBxty's sensational narratives and
graphic content. Most popular critics either dettigse films as unnecessarily aggressive
and forgetting the leftist tradition of French amme, like James Quandt and Will Higbee,
or they do not go far enough in exploring shockigagement with the past, such as René
Prédal and Jean-Pierre Dufreigne. Some acadenaands especially by Tim Palmer
and Martine Beugnet, has been devoted to the dutfjsbock but does not explore its
relationship to cinematic form with regards to bigtal registers. For instance, Palmer’s
interest lies in gauging the impact of New Frengkr&mity’s frank and graphic handling
of the human body in its narratives. He writesftims’ “basic agenda is an on-screen
interrogation of physicality in brutally intimatertns” (57). While | agree that this is
certainly taking place, there are stylistic anddrisal registers he does not mention that
equally contribute to the genre’s shocks. In faoth Palmer and Beugnet are content to
limit the scope of their studies to the action oresn. The films’ explorations of the
human body through violence and the viewer’s vislceraction to this type of cinema
are their main foci. The majority of their work mves around the spectatorial
experience, but they do not indicate what may couoteof the engagements with these
films that they describe. Palmer does this in otdeset New French Extremity apart as
its own genre. He writes, “To characterize conterapoFrench cinema . . . we will study

it on its own terms, without recourse to revivinggxisting templates for their own sake



—updating the résumés of famous auteurs, sayuggplg new films into breakdowns of
historical genres or putative movements” (3). Biegement summates why when either
scholar does mention film form it's done only tghilight what is happening in the
diegesis, rather than something to be linked tqtss.

For this reason, | unite Palmer’s and Beugnet'sassh on the bodily sensation of
contemporary French horror with that of historiamskn Ross. She deepens post —
World War 1l French history and culture by illugirey how May '68 and an
industrialized, post-colonial national identity oeste in contemporary perspectives of
the past and the problems, such as continued stragtations with ethnic groups, it
creates. Still, because Ross’s writing takes afuskely historical approach to French
society and culture after WWII, it does not explooatemporary cinema’s relationship
to spectators or collective French traumas as | do.

My contention is that the three films by Gens, giay, and de Van ground
historical encounters with international, natioraadd individual traumas by way of their
spectatorial shocks. In my thesis, | show howdHéss recall the great flmmakers that
critics such as Quandt cherish and not only bofrom, but also continue in the very
same vein of political critique. Rather than engegihe debate over the validity of this
type of film, which Palmer and Beugnet have dongré&at effect, | am focused on how
this cinema uses sensation to connect to histgmcically, | illustrate how these films
engage historical moments such as World War IleAlmn torture, May '68, and French
Americanization through shock and construct refegiops to the past that have the

possibility to transformatively (re)visualize Frénlgistory. | see this realignment as a



disintegration of “official” collective memory thugh shocks to the subjective spectator
that reintegrate individual experiences of the pasta “new” collective history.

Recognizing Influence in Transgressive Cinema

As | have suggested, New French Extremity divida Ischolars and popular
critics with its visceral depictions of corporeatliscretion and graphic sexuality. Popular
critics are satisfied with debating one anotherr alve merits of New French Extremity
and its blood-spattered content while only makimaske connections to history. They fall
either into supportive or opposed camps. Critice ¥uhd significance in the movement,
or who at least view it with mild constructive arism, argue for the artistic value of
pioneering a new genre of film. For example, filrtic Phillipe Azoury has suggested
the genre is made for and by “cinephile purists.Cinema and contemporary modern art
are bound together” (6). Still, those like Azousvdte much of their writing to New
French Extremity’s vivid depictions of sex and eiete, while ignoring the historical
implications of its narratives and styles. Ren&Bk&or instance, sees these films as
moving explicit sex out of the sphere of the tabad not much more. He is content with
focusing on the intolerance for these works byasiand the cry for censure from some,
calling it a “systematic hatred for culture, inigdnce, and all freedom of artistic
expression” (34). On the other side, opponentsRikidippe Muray argue that the genre is
hypocritical and more akin to pastiche. He writd$iere is nothing to [New French
Extremity] save from aping everything that becamevin as ‘rebellious’ or ‘disturbing’
in the previous decades” (Beugnet 35). Higbee ag@mndemning the genre’s shocks for
lacking any leftist political engagement, a sentingith which | disagree.

Rather than praise or condemn the shocks of NewdRrExtremity as ends in

themselves, my argument views shock as the meawich spectators critically engage



with the past. For this reason, | draw upon thekvadrscholars Palmer and Beugnet, who
deviate from popular critics in their discussiofishe genre’s narrative content and the
sensations it produces. For instance, Palmer sindzent worlBrutal Intimacy:
Analyzing Contemporary French Cinemajtes that these films “overhaul the role of the
film viewer, rejecting the traditionally passiveitertained onlooker to demand instead a
viscerally engaged experiential participant” (@e to the graphic nature of this type of
cinema, a spectator is more inclined to experienpained physical reaction to some
element of the film rather than remaining in anaaaptive state. As an example of New
French Extremity demanding an active spectatorp&asoe included a specific tonal
track in his 2002 filmrreversiblethat was meant to induce nausea. For Palmer, hewev
this engagement is largely content-based. The thagractions of New French Extremity
films are important to Palmer because they arei@kpkamples of bodily sensation at
work. Bodies are mutilated, tortured, raped, andévoured, incidents which are all
difficult to watch and potentially turn the stomaaha viewer. Yet, all of these
occurrences emerge from within the film world, aga that is the main focus for Palmer.
He betrays his attention to content when he wrifBise tactics for such studied
disorientation are often bravura, especially irarelg to narrative design” (Palmer 71). 1,
too, agree that there is an interaction betweespleetators and narratives, but | also see
the engagements happening simultaneously in tims’filorms and historical registers.
Beugnet’s research into the physical sensatioteaf French Extremity in
Cinema and Sensation: French Film and the Art @nBgressioralso highlights how
sensation grounds significance, though she, likem&a does not pursue this significance

itself. She writes, “Horror operates as a gatewayrows in the interstices, creating



connections between the plane of sensation anatheatierpretation” (40). She insists, in
other words, that films of this nature are felt pieglly in the body before an
understanding of them can begin. As with PalmeudBet wants film interpretation to
begin with corporeal transgression. I, too, viewssgion as the foundation for
interpretation but apply Beugnet’s argument togpectator's engagement with the often
turbulent history of France. While she and Palmerargely concerned with bodily
shock and narrative content to save the films fdegradation, | look past physicality
alone and delve into New French Extremity’s histakiconsequences.
The Return of History Through Violence

To get at these consequences, | turn to the woRosE, whos€ast Cars, Clean
Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of Fre@liture explores the traumas of
post — WWII France and the national malaise fostbyeAmericanization, Algerian
occupation, the conservative, authoritarianism lofues de Gaulle’s government, and
the May '68 uprising that responded to them. Rog#é&salludes to the reconstruction of
France after the war and its participation in a@rexcreasing globalization. Her follow-
up work,May '68 and its Afterlivegjoes on to suggest how the traumas of Algeria and
May ‘68, which remain unfinished in the historyfefance, are echoed in contemporary
social politics and attitudes, evidenced by howrdhwlution is remembered not for ideas
it fostered, which Ross calls “the union of intetleal contestation and the workers’
struggle”, but that no one died (11). Ross’s saisbii@ is important for my own appeals
to a French history that has been collectivelyratteor repressed, particularly in
remembrance ceremonies for May '68, torture dutimegAlgerian war, and the internal

division of the French government during WWII. Resges, “A dominant



contemporary French perspective holds its colgraal to be an ‘exterior’ experience,
added on but not essential to French historicadtideé (Fast Cars196). This quote
begins to illustrate the duality of history presgnErench culture. Though certainly not
forgotten, traumatic moments are pushed away aechédé not worthy, they are viewed
as too taboo to be included in the character afi¢aas a participant in a global
community. These are precisely the moments, | artpa¢ reemerge in New French
Extremity’s political and stylistic encounters ahdse which spectatorial shock has the
possibility to reintegrate in a collective way.

For this reason, my pairing of Ross’s research tigéhwork of Beugnet and
Palmer is meant to illustrate the undercurrentsrehch history that are present in the
violent sensations of contemporary French filmshsasFrontiere(s), MartyrsandDans
ma PeauGens, Laugier, and de Van use film form and adrt critique the lingering
vestiges of post-colonial France and its violewtsia and how they fit into the French
national identity. Spectatorial shock allows foe ghossibility of disintegrating then
reincorporating the dark moments of France’s hystato its character.

My research highlights how the collective cultursmory, as opposed to the
individual, subjective experiences, of these evhatswithered with the passage of time.
My idea is not just the reprising of the past foggent-tense encounters, but permitting
the subjective experience to first disintegratéembive memoryand then reintegrate it as
collectivehistory. In order to discuss this | turn to Andreas Hupssork inPresents
Pasts In this work, he discusses the parallel relatiymbetween memory and history,
and how they reflect one another. Although theyehaghared relationship, history and

memory are not synonymous with one another. Mensottye subjective view of history,



whereas history is the objective unification of nogyn Due to their unique existence,
Huyssen believes that at any moment one of theniean a state of growth while the
other is stuck in a moment of decline. Huyssenrdwing from Nietzsche states, “Today
we suffer from a hypertrophy of memory, not histq3). This is evidenced by the rise
of a certain kind of memory industry that arose@World War Il. In France, for
example, there is a preference for rememberingitiiecaust and loss of Franco-Jews
under the Nazi Occupation. Yet the national trawfiie Occupation itself is overlooked
in favor of attaching it to a globalized tragedycNy collaboration is pushed aside in
favor of a globalized remembrance of Holocaustimist This is the type of collective
memory that has replaced collective history. Ustluyssen’s terminology, | can describe
French History as dictated by subjective memonyamathan the objective collection of
those memories.
Shock and Violence: Thinking Critically About History

New French Extremity employs visceral images aisdugtive styles that shock
the spectator and offer possibilities for (re)eagiag French history as a collective
history. As | have suggested, the corporeal sesrsathat Palmer and Beugnet focus on
in their works initiate encounters with historyptigh neither scholar pursues their
consequences. Ross’s research points to the battnaumas that Palmer and Beugnet
ignore, but her work explores French cultural mgtaot contemporary film practices.
For this reason, my methodology extends beyoncettieskers to embrace theories that
put spectatorial shock and historical trauma iogjae.

One way that | see for French historical traumasetoeincorporated into the

national identity and collective cultural histosythrough the trauma theories discussed



by Jeffrey Alexander. Alexander’s ideas take thibvidual and collective memories as
the means by which to heal the subjective and kpsiahe. In order for France to
rethink its history the individual will have to legposed to the past traumas. Alexander’'s
studies indicate that the way “to restore collexipgychological health [is] by lifting
societal repression and restoring memory” (7).itiess are reliant on the ability to let go
of emotion/distress at the individual/subjectivedlen order to heal the collective/social
psyche. Assimilation of the individual’'s memoryarthe collective aids in the process of
his or her recovery, a conception that mirrors Heyss notion of objective reintegration.
| view New French Extremity films’ doing this thrgh the shock they provide for the
spectator. Shock disintegrates repression by exgalke viewer to historical trauma. In
turn this exposure allows the possibility for hegland restoring memory and eventual
reintegration into the social psyche. Alexandemsaf the dangers of any exclusivity
given to trauma alone when he states, “But to pskamemory into trauma, | think,
would unduly confine our understanding of memorgykng it too exclusively in terms
of pain, suffering, and loss. It would deny humgeracy and lock us into compulsive
repetition” (8). People aren’t defined by theirumaatic events. They are a small part of
what makes them up as a whole. Yet, the subjeetiperiences of individuals together
do characterize the collective social memory irersirety.

Benjamin’s theories of shock imagine a similar tielaship between individual
and collective experience. By uniting Benjamin wMexander, | see the spectator’s
repeated exposure to traumatic moments in Frerstbriiithrough film as a means to
help (re)envisage that history through film’s shedkor Benjamin, modern life and

cinematic shocks are formal occurrences. Shocksafiem sudden changes, or extreme
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moments, in a given situation. However, accordmBenjamin, shock is both a response
to hyperstimulation and its cure. In “The Work aft &1 the Age of its Technological
Reproducibility” he writes, “The film is the artdim that is in keeping with the increased
threat to his life which modern man has to facen®laeed to expose himself to shock
effects is his adjustment to the dangers threagemim” (Benjamin 250). Repeated
exposure to the shock of film conditions the spect unite that shock with memory
and experience as a way to counteract hyperstiranldie uses an example of
architecture as a means to illustrate what he ttadisactile and optical reception. Optical
reception is thoughtful and deliberate, while taas instinctual and habit forming. The
habitual nature of tactile response is what alltdvesconditioning to take place. It also
affects optical reception due to the habits it ferBenjamin writes, “For the tasks which
face the human apparatus of perception at histdricaing points cannot be performed
solely by optical means-that is, by way of conteastiph. They are mastered gradually-
taking their cue from tactile reception through itiaf258). Benjamin’s belief is that just
as architecture is tactile so too is cinema. Hesgoeto argue “Reception in distraction-
the sort of reception which is increasingly notldean all areas of art and is a symptom
of profound changes in apperception-finds in fiteitrue training ground. Film, by virtue
of its shock effects, is predisposed to this fofmegeption” (Benjamin 259). New
French Extremity films provide plenty of shocks tbe viewer that can be seen as
distraction, but their tactile nature allows habitde formed. Given that New French
Extremity films are visceral —from their graphiotent to stylistic shocks, such as rapid,
disorienting cuts —I see its spectators undergaitrgining process similar to what

Benjamin describes. This process fragments thearisvgubjective memory of the past
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then, with these pieces, forges a new image obtyisThis is how | see reintegration
taking places, by fitting together these fragmeamis a new collective vision of the past.

I, like Benjamin, see continuous engagement wittevit forms as a means to
train the viewer to incorporate spectatorial shachl experience into new historical
encounters. After all, according to Benjamin, shiecilso what allows for the breaking
open of time. The result is what he calls allegdityese fragments point outward, beyond
the work, and permit new organizations rather tassymbols that are directed inward as
self-reinforcing wholes. His theory of allegory @f§ a way to further look at encounters
between past and present as events that becontkaratefrom their moments in time
and potentially create a new understanding of #&t. Benjamin states ithe Arcades
Project “It's not that what is past casts its light onawks present, or what is present its
light on what is past; rather, image is that whewehat has been comes together in a
flash with the now to form a constellation” (46R)a constellation is a grouping of stars
that form a specific shape, then bringing past@medent together for a brief moment
allows for an opportunity of new patterns emerging.

With this in mind, | demonstrate how Gens’, Laugieand de Van’s films offer
possibilities for French history to be (re)visiteglthe spectator through their
resuscitation of France’s Americanization and camsusm, violent, post-colonial
racism, and May '68’s uprising. Understanding thlationship between past and present
as a constellation to be realigned is importamhydine of inquiry. My research draws
together multiple moments from the past, but | ansmmply trying to tell a story that
would flatten history. Rather, | want to createyaamic approach that actively engages

the past via present films and their spectators.
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To better illustrate how Benjamin’s theory can ppleed to New French
Extremity flmmaking, | turn to Peter Burger, wheopdores how this idea works in
aesthetics. Although the contemporary genre isamaht-garde in the way that Blrger
describes, something similar is definitely takingge. In discussing avant-garde style in
his bookTheory of the Avant-Gargd8urger illustrates how Benjamin’s “constellatias”
created by the artist. He writes, “The allegorisigoone element out of the totality of the
life context, isolating it, depriving it of its fution. Allegory is therefore essentially
fragment and thus the opposite of the organic syn{68). His writings refer to the
avant-garde artist as the allegorist, while | $g®notion applying to contemporary
filmmakers, as well. The directors | have chosdrtecbhistorical fragments,
relinquishing them from their period of history aaefying any singular reading of their
juxtaposition with the present. This union is madssible through the shocks in film
form that jolt the viewer in and out of the diegeand its time, as well as out of historical
time. BUrger points to cubist collage work and “thgertion of material that has been left
unchanged by the artist” (77). He further argues the artists “refusal to provide
meaning [for the insertion] is experienced as shmcthe recipient” (80). | extend his
argument with my belief that New French Extremitgpninakers’ inclusions of
unfinished historical moments are exposed by shble&.application of allegorical
theories of history to aesthetics is importantrfiyr contention that the contemporary
films’ forms are just as important as their content

In his bookShocking RepresentatioAdam Lowenstein defines the allegorical
moment as “a shocking collision of film, spectadod history where registers of bodily

space and historical time are disrupted, confroatedlintertwined” (2). Here he is
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establishing what takes place when spectators iexerthe shock of film and historical
registers and how they come together to form awawof viewing the past. He
primarily focuses on the atrocities of the Holodaarsl the Vietnam War and how they
are represented in horror films and uses a glgtyaiceach in his film choices, such as
Deathdream1972 andBlood of the Beast4949. | am diverging from his work in my
pursuit of parallel encounters happening in contanamy French cinema with regards to
their own traumas of Vichy, post-WWII Americanizati the Algerian war, and May
'68.

Historical and cinematic shock theories are impurta my work because they
highlight how spectators interact with the past. iyfication of the theories by
Benjamin, Burger, and Lowenstein illustrates how ltistorical registers in Gens’
Frontiere(s) Laugier'sMartyrs, and de Van’sn My Skinare engaged by the films’
viewers through shock. They are responsible foungerstanding of the fragmenting of
the historical timeline and creation of new imagehistory via the notion of a
constellation. Possibilities that arise from theeeounters center on seeing violent
moments in France’s history being brought back theoFrench national identity. |
envision this through a combined mode of Huyssant Alexander’s exploration of
memory and trauma and the contemporary theorigsstinggest, which aid in
establishing my claim that subjective memory isrdegrated by formal shocks, as well.
Shock is the necessary component that disintegaatseintegrates both the past with
the present and the subjective memory of the sfmzatdth the collective of history.

My three chapters each look at a different filmihe New French

Extremity genre in order to point to unfinished nemts in France’s history that have the
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potential to be reincorporated into the Frenchamati identity. Organized into
international, national, and individual spheregheehapter deals with a political
historical encounter motivated by the shocks di/bssic one. My first chapter, “Racism
and Revolution: The Resonance of Vichy and Mayi6&€ontemporary France,”
explores GengFrontiere(s)as an examination of racial tensions in contempydfeance
through its explicit comparison of the Vichy anacblas Sarkozy governments. | also
look at the more implicit commentary on May '68\wgy of its opening on a Paris-wide
riot that mirrors the unrest among Arab youth ie tall of 2005 and the potential return
of those unified intellectual/worker ideals, sushsacial equality. Moments like May '68
and Vichy collaboration with the Nazis are unfiredhperiods of French history. May '68
went incomplete as a revolution socially and pcditlly; the government, led by Charles
de Gaulle, remained largely intact, except fordtssolution of the National Assembly.
Nazi collaboration is often treated as never hawiagpened, due to Vichy not being
viewed as a French government but rather as ap@grmany. Yet, ifrrontiere(s),
these moments return not only through narrativeregices, but also via historical
encounters that its stylistic shocks make possiiites engagement is facilitated by the
film’s encounters with Godard’s and Hooper’s respecstyles. For example, Hooper’s
use of discontinuous cuts jars the spectator’s @wess and destabilizes the integrity of
the film’s timeline in shocking ways. The abruptses of the cuts enable the spectator to
move back and forth between the film’s diegesis thiechistorical realities it depicts
through my notion of disintegration. This meetirigpast and present, both stylistically

and politically, has the potential to transform ergfandings of the history of France by
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allowing spectators to repeatedly (re)envisagedlaionships between these historical
moments and to reintegrate them into a collectis®ly.

In my second chapter, “Flayed Flesh: Torture anasia in Postcolonial French
Politics,” | delve into Pascal Laugier's work toptdare a similar encounter at the national
level. Martyrs uses a shadow council of wealthy elite that bizeafoung women to open
a dialogue about torture during the Algerian wdrisTdiscussion is conceived through
spiritual transcendence via materiality in both diegesis, in both the bodies of the
women and the film. Also, | see a historical traarstence, as allegory, through
materiality, or shock, for the spectator. The treatt of the girls, who are ambiguously
raced, also recalls the handling of Muslims aneiothinority populations under the
current French government. Gens formal handlingi®female leads is reminiscent of
Godard’s intimate use of close-upd.ia Petit Solda{1963) andVivre se vig1962),
particularly during the former’s torture sequenaey] the latter's abuse of Nana.
Furthermore, this film also recalls the work of [CHneodor Dreyer, specifically his 1928
film The Passion of Joan éirc, to explore the notion of material and immadknn
Laugier’'s work as an expression of past and conteanp relations with those viewed as
“others.” The director unflinchingly exposes thesfator to the suffering of colonial,
imperialistic atrocities so that these momentshoaneincorporated into an objective
historical collective.

My final chapter, “Cannibalism and Commodity: Capgm’s Influence in Post-
War France,” addresses the continued effects diyansonsumerism in French culture
through de Van’s portrayal of a young woman, whiegliterally consumes herselfy In

My Skin De Van is not only critiquing the individual’s pigipation in their own

16



consumption in commaodity culture, but also seek®toncile the self with the internal
“other.” The film attempts to do something simigith the present and internal past,
especially with regards to post-war and late-stagpitalism. De Van does this by
bringing the ugliness of the internal out in suchiay that it can be reintroduced into the
self and the present. | will get at this througtoanparison to Brian De Palma’s 1973
thriller Sisters particularly through the notion of identity asfsad “other” and how

they might be reintegrated with one another in s&2ofFrench history via the spectator.
Stylistically | will look at how the two directommploy split-screens and mirroring as a
shocking formal technique.

My conclusion, “Brutality and Memory: Reincorporadithe Historical Taboo”,
reveals the significance of my research and pakpaissibilities for future academic
explorations. The avenues | develop for approacthiagrisceral cinema of New French
Extremity can be used to explore other nationatmias that engage history in a similarly
transgressive manner, such as Hungargsidermia(Gyorgy Palfi, 2006) and Serbiafs
Serbian Film(Srdan Spasojevi 2010). It can be used to look past their narestiwften
times even more brutal than New French Extremitgg] point to their attempts to

engage their own historical traumas through palitand stylistic encounters.
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Racism and Revolution: The Resonance of Vichy and 84’68 in Contemporary
France
Xavier Gens’ 2007 filnFrontiere(s)uses narrative and stylistic shocks as a way

to disintegrate the official French history congegthe displacement of the Vichy
Regime to Germany, Nazi collaboration, and Mayad@ engage the spectator in an
allegorical re-envisioning of the past. The rebal$ the potential to reincorporate a new
vision of both subjugation and revolt into the eotive, cultural history of contemporary
France. Gens work implicitly critiques the 2007 sexvative government of French
president Nicolas Sarkozy through direct referetodgazis, as members of the Vichy
Regime, and their suppression of the French papulaturing World War Il. He does
this in order to make a comparison to contempornas@olicies enacted by Sarkozy that
subjugated Muslim and Roma populations in Frantéadt, the level of violence
depicted during the riots at the start of the filaring the riots mirrors the action of
several Arab uprisings in France from 2005 to 200 stock footage used at the start of
the film, of police subduing and arresting riotevss pulled from the 2005 and 2006
riots that happened before the release of the fiburing this time Sarkozy, then Interior
Minister, had a role in putting the riots down. Bsehave been in a near constant state of
duress over being treated as second-class citiZémsclass antagonism has been

exacerbated by the neoliberal policies that Sarlamacted as Interior Minister and

! Matt McAllister, “Frontiers”, 2008, Total Sci-Fi Online, 16 July 2012,
<http://totalscifionline.com/reviews/2223-frontiers>
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continued as President. Furthermore, May '68 idittly referenced through the Paris-
wide riots that open the film and the images ofgaothat reoccur throughout the film. |
contend Gens does this in order to redeem thelplisss of that unsuccessful
movement for the Muslim revolts under Sarkozy thaturred at the time of the film’s
release.

| also see Gens engaging in a historical dialoguadopting the narratives and
styles of American director Tobe Hooper’s work ia h974 filmThe Texas Chainsaw
Massacreand French New Wave auteur Jean Luc Godard'stefifohis 1967 classic
Week EndGens understands how poweffille Texas Chainsaw MassaenedWeek
Endwere in terms of their observations about econsrara class struggle. Both
directors explored subjugation in their own rigtgpecially capitalist oppression,
retaliatory violence, and the idea of revolutiohe$e two filmmakers employed narrative
shocks, such as cannibalism, bloodshed, and dmathstylistic shocks, such as handheld
cameras, rapid editing, and revelatory trackingsHhmoth of which examined
subjugation and revolt that contemporaneous filitber eras repressed.

Gens’ choice offhe Texas Chainsaw MassaemedWeek Enderves a dual
purpose of acknowledging film history while recagng France’s political past and
present. The levels of brutality in the films ra@rde their negative observations on
classism and economics, such as the divisions lketaecioeconomic statuses and
disenfranchisement¥eek Endenters on a couple with plans to murder eachr étine
money and shows a near total collapse of the san@imoral fiber of a society that is
more concerned with material possessions tharddeds of unification among

socioeconomic classes that were prevalent whefilth@vas released. The main
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characters traverse a landscape of death and Ihleddghile remaining indifferent to the
carnage in favor of focusing on personal gain arathdb-name clothing. Historically,
Godard’s work speaks to economic inequalities betnwaasses and how the middle class
preys on the poor, a circumstance that is revarsé¢eek Endand plays out as
cannibalism late in the film. Furthermore, the filjuestions the revolution of the Sixties
and a failure to adopt its message of peace arddgwepicting Hippies as cannibalistic
revolutionaries. Hooper’s work, meanwhile, focuseghe violence inflicted on five
middle-class teenagers at the hands of a desfanidy that has been ousted from the
slaughter industry by technological improvements. fiin critiques capitalism’s
frequent disenfranchisement of workers and famitgsnilar to Godard, cannibalism is
present in Hooper’'s work and is indicative of classiggle, as evidenced by the lower
class eating the middle class, and economic crisis.

Gens’ film nods to both by opening with a collapsedial order and by using
grotesque imagery of butchering people. In his fike friends rob a bank amidst the
chaos of riots in Paris and make plans to fleentes#erdam. They never make it and are
subjected to violent deaths at the hands of a ¢anely with Nazi ideologies who eat
their victims. Stylistically Godard and Hooper emptomparable tactics to reveal their
narrative shocks. Both directors offer a fright@niaveal, in both narrative and stylistic
terms, at the ends of their scenes that produaekdbothe spectator. Godard uses a slow
tracking shot that reveals a brutal traffic acctd@nxtaposing the idyllic countryside with
bloodshed, a move that abruptly ends the shot. Eloages cross-cutting in a chase
scene, ending in the violent death of a protagpwisich also jars the spectator with an

immediate halt to the sense of movement througldigngesis. Gens opens his film with

20



hand-held camera work which is alarming for thewaebecause it situates them
immediately in the action of the diegesis. Thiditeque is equally as upsetting as the
earlier directors’ efforts because the move is sadghd purposeful. Moreover, as | shall
demonstrate, Gens’ narrative and style return botial and film histories in order to
disintegrate France’s “official” past and critigatngage and re-imagine the present.

The opening sequence Bffontiere(s)is an example that illustrates my claim
about how the disintegration of temporality takésce, both in terms of the fiction and
France’s history. Numerous images of police in gear flash across the screen in
untitled news stories. While some have the poliagamary others show them actively
clashing with and arresting demonstrators. Thesg@s are captured in a documentary
style with a hand-held camera that is positionag ese to the action, and their status
as live news footage of actual events contribuggkeir authenticity. The police presence
also bridges the gap between three historical mésnetistorically the police are the
front line of the Vichy government harassing mities, responsible for quelling the May
'68 riots, and a direct cause of the 2005 riot$hgyr involvement with the death of two
Arab youths they had chased and who were elecedauhile hiding from ther.
Furthermore, the images of police are a unifyireptk throughout the film, appearing at
the beginning with the aforementioned riots; in tedle, with Karl von Geisler, an
antagonist, police officer, and Nazi; and at thé ehen Yasmine, the protagonist,
surrenders.

The repeated images of police and violence aresipéesed with opening credits

which are mostly black screens with white letterimgerting the credits like this allows

2 Vikki Valentine, “Economic Despair, Racism Drive French Riots”, 2005, NPR.org, 17, July 2012, <
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyld=5004897>
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a transition between the stock footage and theingeaction of the fictional film that
destabilizes the films temporality and momentadlisorients the viewer. The instability
present in Gens’ narrative begins to disintegita¢ediegesis and linear time through the
shock provided by the disorientation of the openBigock situates the viewer
immediately in a full scale riot and his or hermgaf view is now as a member of Gens’
young group being chased by the police. Therevanmeshocks at work here, first there is
historical shock at the realization of these twatdnes being linked together
simultaneously by the film. Secondly, the narraswdistic shock results from the
spectatorial experience of the coupling in the filtmich is similar to the reveals at the
end of Godard’s tracking shots and Hooper’s crags-Shock allows him or her to be
transported, through disorientation and linear tdiseuption, to a recent past, the 2005-
2006 riots in Paris, and a distant past, the detratiens of May '68.

In the end, | view the historical events and theatave / stylistic homages in
Gens'’ film as “returns of the repressed,” unfindiperiods in France’s past that linger in
the contemporary social and political unconsciéens’ film exposes the viewer to
shock to disintegrate the fictional and nonfictiblireear histories of France and pull the
fragments of Vichy, May '68, Sarkozy, Hooper, Gajaand Gens himself into a
constellation that critiques and re-envisions thek&zy government for its racialized and
classed abuses. Rather than be displaced like Wigisyto Germany, as is the current
mode of thinking about the collaboration, the pneésay violence under Sarkozy is
united to the past subjugation under Vichy andvib&ent revolts of May '68 as means to

critically look at the present and re-envisage hatvon as a possibility for today.
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Shocking Narrative: Accessing History in the Diegas of Frontiere(s)

In order to begin a reinterpretation of the pag drucial that the viewer be
situated in the periods being looked at, sometthatjis accomplished through tidéeek
Ends, The Texas Chainsaw MassasteandFrontiere(s) narratives. To uncover the
history being critiqued ifrrontiere(s)! will begin by looking at the film’s narrative dn
move to compare its themes with those of Godankek Ené&nd Hooper'sThe Texas
Chainsaw Massacrd he potential to understand subjugation and temdfrance’s
history begins at the level of Gens’ diegesis dmdugh the relationship it shares with
the earlier directors’ works. | see Gens’ violgatial narrative concerning Muslims
treatment at the hands of the French governmengbefluenced by Hooper’s and
Godard’s violent, class narratives. SubjugatioRlaoper’s film is seen in the economic
disenfranchisement of the Sawyer family, the amégis, and the treatment of their
middle-class victims. The idea of revolution iscat®en in the Sawyer’s violent attack on
the middle class and the protagonist Sally’s ewedréacape from them. | see Godard
being present in the attention Gens gives to regefént revolts and how they compare
to earlier moments like May '68. This is importéot advancing my argument about an
exploration of suppressed French history and honsGgork re-constellates this
troubled past. The shocks provided by the violesfdbe film situate the viewer within
an historical context and allow for the juxtapasitof the present and past.

Frontiere(s)opens to images of a sonogram being conducte@valdping fetus
at the start of a film in a genre known for itatggressive style may seem odd at first but
is indicative of a growing potential. A woman namé&bkmine narrates that she is three

months pregnant and that everyone is born equal@iog to the law. She further
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elaborates by stating that this is not what happeher world and questions who would
want to be born between chaos and hatred. She aoe®that she has decided to protect
her child from evil, presumably by having an abmtiThe accusations she makes are
backed up by evidence in the form of brief videbpaice and protesters, first gathering
peacefully and escalating into violent clashesetvs: anchor voiceover explains the
unrest in Paris is due to a conservative governieing elected. This instability
foreshadows the notions of subjugation and revetiirring themes throughout the film,
between Muslims, the present-day government, arzil &gyressors from the past. The
unborn child represents potential development wbltgion in the face of oppression for
both Yasmine and the spectator. | say potentiglabse as | will demonstrate later,
Yasmine’s fate remains ambiguous at the end ofiltheand the spectator may not be
influenced to change their own perspective of tioglav

The narrative continues with contemporary Franod,raore importantly its
racially “other” citizens, being subjected to viobe and brutality by figures from its
past. Shortly after the riot footage, the vieweantsoduced to the main protagonists. Five
friends, Alex, Tom, Farid, Sami, and Yasmine, taklgantage of the confusion caused by
the riots to rob a bank with plans to flee to Amdéen. They are representatives of the
young, racially “other” group in contemporary Frangho are experiencing suppression
under the Sarkozy government. During their retorthe prearranged meeting point,
Sami is shot by police. Due to his injury, therfids are forced to split up with Tom and
Farid leaving early for Holland and Alex and Yasetaking Sami to the hospital. Tom
and Farid, having found a hostel, entertain themeselvith the patrons of the

establishment while waiting for their friends toiae. However, unbeknownst to the two
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men, the patrons are a cannibalistic, Nazi fanndynnant of the Vichy regime, who
preys on travelers in their lonely stretch of tbermtryside. Their patriarch, Von Geisler,
has been systematically grooming his children, Kaans, Gilberte and Goetz, to
continue his legacy of maintaining Nazi ideologheTamily is the embodiment of
France’s role in the violent subjugation of itsiadly “other” citizens. The von Geislers
are indicative of both governments because thetiraamthe sociopolitical ideology of
the Third Reich, with regards to racial superiqragd remain an oppressive force in
France, like Vichy is still considered.

Gens uses the Hooper narrative about the pookattathe middle class to great
effect by pointing out a similarly violent raciat@class struggle happening between
Muslims and the French government. However, he @f®to invert certain themes to
better tell his story. Hooper’s work highlightslass conflict, showing a poor,
disenfranchised family brutalizing teenagers frowa iniddle class. In a reversal of
fortune, perhaps, the poor are preying on the raidtiiss in the form of cannibalism.
Cannibalism is also indicative of Robin Wood's watof horror as a “return of the
repressed,” which he argues is “the specific notibpresent and future (the younger
generation) being devoured by the past” (NichoB)2®ood is alluding to what returns,
sexual desire, feminine other, or the past, i€nsion with the present. My interest lies in
how Gens'’ film visually juxtaposes the tension bestw past and present, with regards to
French and film history. Hooper’s approach to tenswith the past is the return of a
marginalized family replaced by machinery in anlevg cattle slaughter industry. Gens
reverses the roles by showing a Nazi family, a gn@tio once wielded considerable

political power and influence attacking workingsdaeenagers. This family’s loss of
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authority came not at the hands of economic changérough military and political
action. The family’s choice in victims is also @iféent from those iifthe Texas Chainsaw
Massacre They choose to attack a group of Muslim frieradsrying on the Third
Reich’s ideology of ethnic cleansing. The classggte and critique of capitalism that
was present in Hooper’s film, has now been coupligl racial tension in Gens’ work
with a critical eye towards Sarkozy’s policies netyag ethnic groups.

Gens’ turn toNeek Endmeanwhile, really highlights his attention to thstory
of revolution in France. Godard’s narrative of inality in a collapsed social order in
Week Ends echoed in Gens’ opening through the violencéhefriots, the brutality of
police, and Yasmine’s dialogue about her own inétyua the world, stuck between
chaos and hatred. Gens’ narrative is also indieaifwevolution aimed at addressing the
inequalities among social classes that was anrategrt of the May '68 movement.
Although Godard’s film predates May '68 his nawvataddresses similar concerns. By
referencingVeek Endand its own violent narrative, Gens is able tdhhgiht May '68 in
terms of being unfinished because the revolutidesa iof equality has failed to
materialize. Gens has the hindsight of knowingMlag '68 failed, socially little changed
amongst the classes while politically de Gaulle veaslected. This knowledge for Gens
is important because it allows him to juxtapose MiBsto the more recent Muslim
rebellions that did not bring meaningful social mpes for their own equality. In doing
so, Gens mirrors the earlier work of Godard ancchiecal eye towards social
movements. His borrowing from Godard also illussabow he is using horror to revisit
the now diminished transgressions of the French M&awe, namely its critique of

popular cultures politics, economics, and sociailadity. Gens pushes for an
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understanding of May '68 as an uncompleted uprithiag) still resonates today, by
specifically using a film that came out just befaré he point, | argue, is that what
returns by the end of Gens'’ film is the idea ofigbequality that was such a central tenet
of the May '68 movement.

Dynamic participation from the spectator beginthase narrative and historical
moments and is further enhanced by the formal shotkhe film that | describe in
greater detail below. For instance, this film waleased only eight months after the
election of French President Nicolas Sarkozy, winigrked a sharp turn to the right for
French politicsGens re-enacts Sarkozy’s rise to power through meeks stories and
uses an actor with strikingly similar featureshe French president. The stories include a
far-right government being elected, riots beingdemned by the Interior Minister,
which Sarkozy did as Minister in 2005, and the zeterance stance of the police.
Sarkozy’s election as a controversial politiciamossome voters felt was “not for the
freedom of all people,” indicates how tense thetjgal landscape in France had
become® Contemporaneous decrees by his government targettain ethnic groups,
mainly the Roma and Muslim populations. In 2010yethan one thousand Roma, more
commonly known as Gypsies, were systematically keghérom France. This process
begins to mirror the treatment of minority groupsler Vichy, most notably the Jews and
the Roma themselves. In July 2010, CBS News regoinit the language used in
contemporary laws had chilling undertones in a tgunhere authorities once rounded
up Gypsies and sent them to concentration campsgdiire Nazi occupation of World

War Il. Former President Jacques Chirac, the firshch leader to acknowledge the

8 Robert Marquand, “Conservative, controversial Sarkozy wins French election” 2007, The Christian
Science Monitor, 19 Nov. 2010 <http://www.csmonitor.com/2007/0507/p25s01-woeu.html>
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state's role in the Holocaust, condemned “the Neaminess that wanted to eliminate the
Gypsies.* Muslims have been targeted by French authoriiesyell. Proposed laws
would ban burgas, the traditional face coverings #re worn by Muslim women, in
public spaces. Although these actions taken byteach government happened after the
release of Gens’ film, they are indicative of theector’s attention to the suppression of
minorities that not only preceded, but also cordgthunder Sarkozy’s government. Gens’
critical engagement with France’s policies regagdthnic groups illustrates a counter
argument to critics, such as James Quandt, wheugethat there is a lack of
acknowledging the political tradition of French@ma in New French Extremity.
Frontiere(s)marks clear links to contemporary history by opgnwvith images of
riots, which are also revolts. However, these visiomnmediately begin to recall other
historical moments. Kristin Ross’s extensive resieamto French history from 1945
through the early 1980s pays particular attentiothé role of the police. Specifically, her
focus is on the phrase, “Move along, nothing tolse,” a common stance police take
to maintain social order. She writes, “They [thdiqe] are another name for the symbolic
constitution of the social: the social as made fugroups. These groups, when counted,
make up the social whole—nothing is missing; nahin excess; nothing or no one is
left uncounted” May '68 23). What she means is that if everything is antedifor there
is nothing left for which to look When Ross exansiiday '68, she argues the movement
is accounted for in “official” French history bec@ude Gaulle was successful in quelling
the revolution and retaining power, thus providahgsure of the event from the State’s

point of view.

4 CBSNews, “France's Sarkozy Orders lllegal Gypsies Expelled,” 2010, CBS News/AP, 20 Nov. 2010
<http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/07/28/world/main6722137.shtml>
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Ross discusses the “triumph” of the police in herkaby outlining the aggressive
handling of the protests of May '68 by de Gaullgésvernment. Riot police occupied
schools and universities as a form of martial [@te brutality at the hands of police
escalated the strikers’ response and full-scallernce followed. Although de Gaulle’s
government retained power after these events, Beseen as an authoritarian and tyrant
by the French due to the treatment of the publiinduhe riots. Furthermore, a person
cannot “just move along” as the police would likem to, because there is still plenty to
see. The subjugation of French citizens duringbisod still resonates in the
contemporary rhetoric of France’s government. Fasfk May'68 remains unfinished,
and as such, it continues to reenter social antgabdldiscourse. She writes, “The
political subjectivity that emerged in May wasedational one, built around a polemics
of equality: a day-to-day experience of identifioas, aspirations, and encounterisialy
'68 11). She is specifically referencing the uniégveen the workers and intellectuals
during May '68. Gens’ film seeks to unite two mowats in history, both of which
center on groups seeking parity for themselvestiaose like them.

This union of the two groups, happening across @ronand racial statuses, is
how | see Gens making a connection between Yasamdéhe spectator. Gens’ use of
actual riot footage coupled with Yasmine’s briefmotogue engages with political
subjectivity through building a relationship of edjty between Yasmine and the viewer.
The spectator is asked to take up Yasmine’s opjoress their own through identifying
with her as a young person, oppressed Muslim, anesicsoon to be mother, to name a
few. Yasmine’s words about the hatred in the wdhd,actions of the police, and being

immediately placed in the midst of a violent uprgssituate the viewer's POV as a
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member of her group. As such, | argue Gens’ filpleses equality through revolution
against subjugation by specifically focusing on tiw@ence of police against French
citizens and the treatment of Yasmine and her diseas racial “others.”

The violent actions by the police at the beheshefgovernment are where | see a
relationship between Sarkozy and Vichy develophegpolitical subjectivity of
subjugation. The police are the first level of goweent that deal with the public directly
and on a daily basis. Also, under Vichy, they hélpmund up the various groups that
were targeted by Nazi persecution including Musland Gypsies. Similarly, under
Sarkozy, police have harassed Muslims for idemtifon and legal status, which had a
direct effect on the start of the 2005 riots. Geomts to the role of police as oppressors,
under Sarkozy, in the first few minutes of his fimghlighting their treatment of
protesters, many of whom are Muslim. Both momehisotitical subjectivity,
subjugation and revolution, build a foundationtfoe viewer to later take up Yasmine’s
position in a violent revolt against her subjugatat the hands of the von Geisler family
later in the film.

Frontiere(s)is a leading example of the depth and scope of Rench
Extremity with regards to shock, sensation, antbhisal encounters within the
spectatorial experience of cinema. Within the fiest minutes of the film, Gens uses
news footage with which French spectators wouldljilkbe familiar in order to shock the
viewer. The level of violence in the riots pushps&ator awareness away. Conversely,
the camera pulls him or her into the work in a poinview of the action with a focus on
Yasmine and her brother Sami. These actions momilgrdasrupts the film’s linear

temporality through the shock of the push and efiédct which situates the spectator
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simultaneously in two historical moments, May '6&lahe 2007 riots in France. Gens
borrows this disruptive style, although done wittfiedent techniques, from Hooperihe
Texas Chainsaw Massacaad Godard'$Veek EndYet he goes beyond simple odes to
Hooper’'s and Godard’s originals or simple stylistaaptations of them. Much like many
modern horror filmg-rontiere(s)is self aware, in touch with its roots, and sdygial
conscious. The film represents a struggle that focuses oialreensions through its
depiction of four twenty-somethings and their emteuwith a cannibalistic Nazi family.
The family of Nazis chooses to brutalize a cer&hmic group, in this case Arab-
Muslims, and shows a formerly powerful group attagk=rench citizens who are treated
as second class by police. Gens’ borrowing frompdo@nd Godard allows him to
develop a critical eye about socioeconomic polithes his government has put in place
or of which it has been a part.

Gens employs a secluded family of Nazis, a groapithstill heavily scorned in
Europe, as the antagonist in his work. On the dthed Hooper and Godard use an
“other” to fill that same role. This is an importatstinction because the patriarch von
Geisler would not be considered a French citizehréther a despised member of the
Third Reich who happens to live on their soil. Hewd be displaced similar to how
Vichy was not considered French but rather a gaazi Germany. However, at the
very least von Geisler’s children are all Frenchves who were born and raised in the
country. In acknowledging their mixed heritage Gewsrk speaks to the lingering racial

tensions in France and is how | see a linkage @twkchy and Nazi Germany. For

5 Brophy, Philip, “Horrality,” Art & Text No.3, Melbourne, 1983 and Clover, Carol J., “The Eye of Horror,”
Men, Women, and Chainsaws, Princeton University Press, 1992: These articles address the points in
horror films that cause spectator interaction with them; instances of shock that jar the viewer’s
awareness are the moments of value in horror films
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Hooper and Godard, their characters’ othernesditsens apart from society, while still
allowing fringe participation, and also referened®at exiled them in the first place.
Hooper uses a poor outcast family to reassureutieiace that “normal” people
wouldn’t go to these lengths, but that “othernessd speaks to the disenfranchisement
of the Sawyer family. Godard uses fringe, Ameristyle counterrevolutionaries that
also stray far outside the norm, yet his group aepeesented a movement centered on
peace and love. Gens knew what he was doing whehdse to borrow from Hooper’s
and Godard’s films. Still, as | shall illustratestadaptations of narrative and style from
The Texas Chainsaw MassaemredWeek Endillow him the chance to critique French
politics and offer possibilities for reintegratitige past.

The three films shared similarities in narrativesisport the spectator between
them and, more importantly, he or she is also mdasdk and forth through time, often
existing in two moments simultaneously. The fragtagmovided by the three narratives,
which move between violent subjugation and violenblt, are repeatedly realigned to
form new constellations. The images created byetihealignments are the catalyst for
new perspectives on past and present historicatevéens inscribes a political message
onto the hurt bodies of his characters, which i taritiques the Sarkozy government for
its own violence and suppression. | see Gens’ ditfering a political critique about
actual events in a similar manner to how Susandgogiscusses wartime photography in
her textRegarding the Pain of Otherbler research is initially concerned with
propaganda attached to historical images of wathamdthey are constructed to incite a
feeling of pity. She states, “The concern [by pggadists] is that the images to be

devised won't be sufficiently upsetting: not cortetrenot detailed enough” (74).
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However, this notion of constructing death to sanmdessage about past events to the
viewer applies to Gens and other flmmakers’ waorllew French Extremity. The
violence offrontiere(s)is being attacked by popular culture, such agsritke Quandt,
as unnecessary. Sontag writes “It has become dlittiée cosmopolitan discussion of
images of atrocity to assume that they have kttect and that there is something
cynical about their diffusion” (111). Yet, it isgmisely the grotesque imagery in these
films that incites discussion about their meanirdp understand that Sontag is speaking
about non-fiction images, while | am discussingidical films, however, a similar case
can be made about Gens’ work through his referemtactual people and events. My
suggestion is that by adding non-fiction and fietto my notion of constellations, which
include past and present histories, narratives sanes, it constructs a reading of Gens’
film and helps further piece together the fragmeamtsis work.
Shocking Style: Film Form Used to Unite Past and Risent

In addition to narrative content, my interestatie@xploring the relationship of
style betweeilfrrontiere(s)andThe Texas Chainsaw Massac@odard’ sWeek Endilso
figures here through representations of shock fratige associations, particularly in his
famous tracking shot, but my primary focus willdreHooper’s film. This attention is
mainly due to the how | see Gens employing a 7®eAcan horror sensibility, like a
frenetic, journalistic feel, which Godard did nat ieh his later work. My contention is
that Gens critically looks at Sarkozy’'s governmiepntinking it with Vichy and '68, not
just through content, but also through the stgistiocks provided by his film.
Stylistically, Gens employs the journalistic, hameld camera and quick, jarring cuts that

Hooper uses in his film, in order to shock spectatdissolve diegetic and linear
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temporalities, and get at Vichy and May '68. Hoopers among the first directors to
bring an art cinema awareness to mainstream hblmonaking, a sentiment that Gens
continues in his worR.I would like to mention that although Godard enygld a similar
hand-held style in his earlier works it had becdess apparent in his films by the time
Week Endvas released in 1967. Gens uses shot-reversergthatl@and-held camera to
create shock similar to how Hooper does with cmgting and Godard does with
revelation of shock at the end of his tracking stibe shock produced by these
techniques also begins to construct allegoricastmlations as a way to reinterpret the

past.

Fig. 1 Karl von Geisler

The initial meeting of Karl, Tom, and Farid in then Geisler hostel illustrates
Gens’ blending of Hooper's cross-cutting and Gotarelvelatory shocks. Tom and Farid
have finished an awkward meal with the von Geifderily and are now watching
television in their room. The cramped space theypyg is surrounded by dingy walls
making it uninviting and more akin to jail cell tha hostel room. This scene introduces

the spectator to Karl, a police officer, whose preg and ensuing dialogue are the first

6 Modleski, Tania. “The Terror of Pleasure,” The Horror Reader, Taylor & Francis Group, 2000 : Her article
discusses the adaptation of art cinema’s style and sensibilities into 70’s horror.
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signs that something is amiss. Racism and classisrmade blatantly obvious in Karl’s
guestions, centering on the Paris riots and therm$dhat caused them, and hint at a Nazi
ideology by him calling Farid a “half-breed.” Thasea sequence of shots-reverse shots,
with a hand-held camera, between Tom and Karlhtwgilights the control and influence
of Vichy as Katrl is placed in a position of powerthe frame. His attire, which consists
of all-black combat fatigues, adds to his appeaasca person of command.
Stylistically, Gens uses subtle low-angle shotsmilbeking at Karl that highlight his
authority and instill a sense of fear of him. Wiewoking directly at Karl, the shots
increase his overbearing nature, causing his uppdy to loom slightly over the
spectator's view, which, coupled with close upskesahim an imposing figure. Similar
low angles are used that move behind Tom’s hegatitally block Karl in the frame
(Fig. 1). These shots are also looking slightlyatikarl but the movement behind Tom’s
head creates a feeling of being afraid of Karl,doth the characters and the spectator.
After a couple of minutes, Tom and Farid try to makeir escape. The two men only
make it a short distance before Goetz attacks Tadmavheavy pipe and mercilessly
beats him to the ground. The camera is placedsimdar position as previously noted,
but is now behind Karl and in a slightly elevateghhangle position, peering over his
shoulder and down at Tom. This reinforces his aitthand superiority over Tom and is
indicative of the role the Vichy regime played lne tsubjugation of French citizens with
violence.

The fear associated with the previous shots ghtened by the use of a hand-
held camera and places the viewer in a direct oatdtion with France’s violent past.

The lens of the camera provides a POV shot of Karépresentation of France’s ties
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with Nazis through Vichy. The camera also reactshe spectator in the face of
bloodshed. The camera moves slightly behind Kae'ad cutting off parts of Tom being
brutalized, an indication of the viewer hiding bisher face or wishing not to be seen by
the attackers. This movement also indicates thedlify confronting France’s violent
past for the viewer and the camera reacts accdydioghe fear associated with doing so.
The shots-reverse shots employed by Gens are eesolushock for the viewer,
but can also be viewed as a back and forth betwashand present. These historical
moments are why | employ Walter Benjamin’s idea abnstellation, his notion that
periods in time can briefly flash up, due to crisisd come together to form new
interpretations. As mentioned earlier, Muslim arahf& populations are receiving
treatment from the Sarkozy-led government simahtat experienced by the Jews under
the Vichy regime. They are getting harassed bycpdt ID checkpoints, rounded up and
kicked out of France, or laws are being passeditifraige upon their cultural values,
beliefs and practices. The Jews also experiencetation of citizenship or expulsion
and were harassed for papers stating legal imnmgratatus by the police and Vichy
regime. The harassment of Jews under Vichy anceogmrary Muslims under Sarkozy
is stressed through Karl's role as both a Nazi@oiate officer and his behavior
exemplifies the harsh, oppressive treatment of gathps. | argue the shots-reverse
shots between Karl and Tom are the brief momentisna, past and present, that flash up
for a moment and are juxtaposed for an interpatdily the spectator. This sequence
illustrates the harassment experienced by conteampduslims and historical Jews by
the police. Gens’ film allows the viewer to conftémance’s latent racism, and ties to

Vichy, while experiencing the fear of those pregadi against by police. My contention
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is that this meeting will bring a renewed underdiag of this violent past into a
contemporary dialogue about treatment of ethnicigso

Hooper achieves similar shocksTihe Texas Chainsaw Massatheough a
documentary, hand-held camera style, but rather ltilathe viewer, he keeps a palpable
tension throughout most of the film with crossdhist leaves the spectator in a
heightened state of anticipation, waiting for atdea occur. His employment of quick
crosscuts, moments that | view as similar to Gshsts-reverse shots, particularly during
the chase scene near the end of the film, intexss#nxiety for spectators and reminds
them of the deadly class conflict being depicted.

| view Gens hostel scene as being influenced bypldods chase scene of young
Sally, by the antagonist Leatherface, which is pded by the violent death of her brother
Franklin. His demise immediately instills panictive spectator with how suddenly it
occurs; that suddenness is echoed in the attagloon As she pushes him in his
wheelchair through a heavily wooded area Frankbpsher, saying he hears something.
He turns his flashlight in the direction of the sdwith Leatherface immediately
appearing and attacking Franklin with his chaindagatherface is fully illuminated by
Franklin’s flashlight, a move that allows the st to see the killer in all his violent
glory. Repeated cuts move between Leatherface pigrigs chainsaw again and again
into a screaming Franklin and the horrified reatwd Sally watching her brother die.
This sequence represents a direct, violent cordtimmt between the poor and middle-
class. The time between cuts also illustrates tbeigg fear of the viewer as they rapidly
move between each character which Gens achievadhawt Karl fit in the frame during

the shots-reverse shots. Sally turns and runshweittherface in pursuit; the whine of his
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chainsaw is the only indication of his proximityher at first and, coupled with Sally’s
screams, provides an ominous soundtrack to theechiE®per’s crosscuts move between
various angles of Sally running which gives thesseof the camera stalking her, just like
Leatherface, and indicate the fear of the pastmetg to attack the present.

Godard’s notable eight minute tracking shot betbeecar crash ilWeek Ends a
prime example of the revelatory, shocking style thBluences Gens’ work with an
abrupt turn towards violence. While it may seemtthek itself is the focal point here,
what matters for my argument is the anticipatidouilds for the final shock. Conversely,
with Gens sequence, the shots-reverse shots aadlyeimpportant as the sudden attack on
Tom. The shot tracks to the right and seems uniabée, at first. The slow movement
of the camera across the various faces of peopt& t a traffic jam does not prepare
the viewer for what comes at the front of that laiears. The reveal at the end of the
shot shows a family that has been killed in a caclk with their bodies littered across
the road. The casual feeling of the slow moving @@nseems out of place with the
broken bodies of the victims. There is a juxtaposibf an idyllic afternoon with the
violent deaths of the family that is shocking bessaaf the slow build up to it. For the
viewer there is a feeling of aggravation that comes being stuck in the traffic jam for
so long. Gens hostel sequence is similarly aggirayatecause of the latent racism being
presented. Once the crash is revealed there mmaediate change to a sense of
sympathy, something that is not expressed by theackers of the film. This lack of
empathy on the part of the protagonists CorrineRoldnd, who are too focused on
getting rich to care about the dead and are peatveeding held, up is an indication of

Godard’s critique of capitalism and a source ofcéhfor the viewer. Enda Duffy
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discusses the shocks\Week Endin terms of a critique on capitalism, in his bolke
Speed Handbook: Velocity, Pleasure, Modernidmwrites, “It is toshockus out of the
assumptions and consumerist dreams underlying fbapgalist] conventions that
Godard stages his famous tracking shot in the fileek Enti(250). Duffy is speaking
about the alienating effects of capitalist convamsi there isn’t time to care about the
dead because the passerby has someplace to be. Geins’ use of stylistic shocks
similarly but in addition to an evaluation of caism like Godard he uses them to
reassess France’s view of its history. | argueeti@n similar feeling of apathy with
regards to history happening in France, somethiaigs&ilm shocks the viewer out of.
Successful Revolt: Reintegrating History with the Resent to Understand the Past
In a final turn in his work Gens shifts from higt@l subjugation to revolution
through Yasmine, the sole survivor of the Muslimerids, pairing with Eva, the von
Geisler's handicapped daughter, to fight againstamily. This sequence demonstrates
how | see Benjamin’s notion of the constellatiombeconstructed by the film. | view
Eva as representing the past due to her treatnyahelfamily as a less than desirable.
She also chooses to remain behind at the hostet@m@turn with Yasmine. On the
other hand, Yasmine represents the present beshags a young Muslim woman
suffering under the oppression of policies enabte&arkozy. When combined the
women successfully revolt against past and presdsjtigation. This move also
illustrates how Gens adds ethnicity to Hooper'satare and successful unity in
revolting to Godard’s narrative. Hooper’'s antagtmae a poor family who represent a
manifestation of anger at lost power in a capitalisrid. Their revolt is against the

middle class who they see as having a part in thgnent economic state. Gens alters
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this by having his protagonists as the poor whaewelting against subjugation from not
just the economic but also the sociopolitical pekoof government. Godard’s narrative is
full of alienated characters more concerned withvidual gains than any kind of
meaningful unity. Even his revolutionaries at thel eonsume others for their own needs.
Gens changes this by showing a revolt that does@ihge the structure of subjugation
but how relationships work within that structuréneTmore unified relationships are
important because they underscore France’s hiatdreatment of ethnic minorities and
unsuccessful attempts to provide change througblugen. These ideas about unity are
the opportunities for discussion within the framekvof a constellation provided by

Gens'’ film.

To uncover the revolt against subjugation | wibkcat moments from the final
twenty minutes of Gens’ film. During this sequen@smine is involved in four separate
confrontations with the family, including Von Gess| Karl, Klaudia, and Gilberte. Eva
assists her during the conflict with Karl, a momkewill attend to separate from
Yasmine. | look at how both women fill the role@lover’s Final Girl in horror/revenge
films. Clover describes the Final Girl as “the avi@o encounters the mutilated bodies of
her friends and perceives the full extent of thecpding horror and of her own peril; who
is chased, cornered, wounded; whom we see screéagges, fall, rise, and scream again.
She is abject terror personified” (35). More impotty for my argument, Clover writes
the Final Girl “alone looks death in the face, blé alone also finds the strength either to
stay the killer long enough to be rescued or tbhiih herself’ (35).Yasmine is the one
who discovers not only her friends’ bodies, bubdtsse of the numerous other victims.

Furthermore, she is the one pursued and mustfbgliter survival. Eva understands her
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own position as a lesser merr, because she is crippled and therefore inft of the
family who is still considered an outsider and pesssumably been with the family loi
enough to gauge the deg of the violence carried out by the von Geis’ Both women
scream at the horrors committed by the family, Yiagnfor the violence directed at t
and Eva for the violence she witnesses. Throughdbubling of the Final Girl | se
further fragmentatio of temporalit, with Eva as past and Yasmine as pre that
provides more pieces to be incorporated into tmsiadation and adds another layer 1

is open for interpretatio

Fig. 2 von Geisler toast

The sequence begins with the von Geislers sittowgndto dinner to celebra
Karl being chosen to assuneadership of the family. A widangle shot showing tf
entire table cuts to a close up of mine whose face subtly changes from terrc
determination. This shot is reminiscent of the dnsequence in Hooper’s film, both
which hide the female protagonists, Yasmine is @nddehind Karl, Eva’s face is turn
away (Fig. 2)and it is Sally’sPOV (Fig. 3) as a way to focus on the oppress
Composing the shot this way is important, bse it illustrateClover’s Final Girl
experiencing terror, but albecause this is the moment before the women giet

vengeanceMore importantly the PO\allows the spectator to identify with the

7| view Eva’s disability as being influenced by Franklin in Hooper’s work. However because Eva is a woman
it allows Gens to double his Final Girl, adding a further complexity to his work.
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feelings. These shots repeat as von Geisler makeshouncement about Karl, and each
close up of Yasmine shows more determination assheches for a way to fight. During
a toast to the “pure blood” of the family Yasmimeally grabs a carving knife and holds
it to von Geisler’s throat. Chaos erupts at thédetals the family reaches for various guns,
except for Eva and the matriarch. Yasmine’s attatkon Geisler is a juxtaposition of
the present confronting the past and creates agaltal relationship between both the
characters and the periods of time they repreSém.is an ethnic minority from the
present who stands up to a member of a group whidered millions of ethnic

minorities in the past. After a tense standoff, @wisler is purposely killed by Eva’s
husband Hans after the patriarch unleashes a tfadsults at him; Hans is in turn shot
and killed quickly by Karl. Yasmine uses the comnsof von Geisler’s death to run
away and the family quickly pursues her. She runside to the barn and takes an
elevator down to underground tunnels.

Because the women are now separated Gens focudesonne’s terror further
heightening her role as the Final Girl. The canssvdches to Yasmine’s POV which
peeks around a pillar as the family searches fommhihe darkness. The slight movement
of the camera indicates Yasmine’s rapid breathimjfaar. This situates the viewer in
her position as the embodiment of the oppressedrendamera peeking around corners
and pillars simulates the fear that is associat#id thvat status. Yasmine eventually finds
a lit room where she discovers the family’s colmrage unit filled with bodies on meat
hooks. Goetz finds her and viciously attacks heggeatedly kicking her. Yasmine crawls
away as Goetz turns on a table saw; she is algetban axe and support herself on it,

which hides it from Goetz. When he approaches Yasitiie camera moves in to a close
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up of her face. The close up reveals that reveagedplaced her fear. Her attack is shot
with quick cuts that speed up as she pushes hirarttssthe running. When she Kkills
Goetz it illustrates a violent revolt against hemooppression in the present as a Muslim
minority and that of ethnic groups in the past. 8mbodies two historical moments,
Vichy and Sarkozy simultaneously and expresseartiger of groups who experienced
violent subjugation during those periods. More imi@otly Yasmine has confronted
demons from France’s history and triumphed anaysg able to bring the knowledge of
revolt and success against oppression with hdretptesent.

The help Yasmine receives from Eva in the deatkaof is how | see the past
confronting the present. Eva is a member of tha Kauzily, although through marriage
only and not of the “pure blood” that was toastdThis distinction is important because
she is oppressed as well. When Yasmine takes ¢iwatel back to the surface Karl finds
her and savagely beats her. Just as the elevaidres the surface, and Karl is about to
kill her, Eva shoots and kills Karl. His head violly explodes in a shower of blood and
gore and is indicative of all the blood he andftmaily have spilt. Eva’s confrontation
with Karl can be viewed on the surface as retaafor the death of her husband Hans.
However, by her killing Karl she has aided thosprepsed in the present, Muslims, by
killing an embodiment of their oppressors, the galiConversely it also illustrates the
past successfully overcoming the subjugation opibiece in history, such as Vichy and
May '68. Past and present have united momentaribwercome violent subjugation
through violent revolt. The success of this brieifon is evident in Yasmine’s ability to

escape only with Eva’s help. The women who wer&edaat as “others” by the von
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Geislers, Yasmine as impure and Eva as inferi@cesed in ending the family’s reign of
terror.

The ambiguous end to the film is indicative of thesion that still remains
between past and present, but also brings potewtialit. The final moments of
Frontiere(s)show Yasmine as she leaves the hostel by carloNgtafter she comes to a
police roadblock and the car slows and stops adetvfrom the group of officers.
Yasmine slowly exits the vehicle and is visibly king at this point, but tentatively
approaches the group to presumably turn hersétirithe robbery and to make the police
aware of the family’s property. This short sequeincie film returns the spectator to the
present but brings the past with it because Yasisisgll potentially subjected to
oppression. Her surrender to the police can posbiblkeen as the triumph of the state,
both after WWII and May '68. Yet Yasmine has alsorhphed in the face of extreme
oppression at the hands of the von Geislers, wheppédy Vichy France and Nazi
Germany, as well as the police under Sarkozy. ldesgnal revolt, although violent,
succeeded where May '68 did not in the past, beretls still tension with the structure in
the present. She has had success over historipsdsgion which provides the possibility
for a reintegration of past subjugation and rewdath the same conditions in the present.
It should be noted that she is still pregnant &t ploint, as well; it was her sonogram that
opened the film after all. The digital black anditghmages that began the film are
indicative of the not yet fully realized potentadlconstellating past and present growing
within the viewer. Yasmine’s surrender remindsgpectator of the tension with present
circumstances for Muslims. This ambiguity is theafishock of the film and whether or

not the spectator realizes the potential remainslggambiguous. Still, obstacles must

44



be overcome in order for a reintroduction of higttar occur. Andreas Huyssen points out
what some of them are in his boBkesent PastCultural identity can collapse under the
weight of a global one, especially with relatioagpast traumas. He writes “Memory
used to be associated either with canonical t@wtor with structures of rhetoric that
were considered absolutely essential to make sanhcultural memory possible” (3).
Huyssen’s argument here stems from the notionedegwing a principle to the point that
it becomes untouchable. My argument suggestedtieatch history surrounding Vichy
as a part of Germany, the way May’ 68 is remembeaard the Sarkozy government’s
continued subjugation of Muslims are all exampliegreserved principle. However, |
argue Gens'’ film engages each of these “untouchafenents by illustrating revolution
against violent subjugation.

The concept of Benjamin’s allegory preserves thesiality for continuous
(re)envisaging of France’s violent past becaushingtis ever finite within the
arrangement of the fragments. Moments of time gpeatedly released from the
continuum through the shocks provided by Gens' .filinese fragments are continuously
juxtaposed against one another and form a new eltat&in each time. The violent
oppression/subjugation and the response of vioamit that occurred during Vichy,

May '68, and Sarkozy come together temporarily an& film and begin to illustrate the
momentary meeting of past and present, no matterinef they areFrontiere(s)
constructs juxtapositions that Benjamin’s notiornhef constellation aptly describes. Each
moment of time flashes up for the spectator to ntageconnections between them and,
more importantly, offers a chance to rearrangeetfiegments into something new. From

his narrative and choice of camera style to hisaitars, there are clear lines drawn
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between the past and present politically and sigdiby. These moments can be
reacquired for the French national identity, bueduires the participation of the viewer,
what Tim Palmer calls the “engaged spectator,a@ppgen (60). His idea is that the
spectator is actively responding to the film in goway through visceral experiences.
Gens supplies the shocks that create the bodilgresqgce for the spectator that Palmer
describes. These same shocks also fragment lirstaryhthat the viewer can shape into
new constellations formed between historical peyviod

Historical moments can become removed or out of $atause they don't fit
into an ideal vision of society. They are no lontgmsential,” as Huyssen describes, to
the formation of a cultural identity. As such, ae shock and allegory have
consequences for film history, as well. In the cafdérontiere(s)its references to the
canon of French New Wave filmmaking are overlookgaontemporary critics. Their
sentiment is this period of cinema is so enshrthatithe movement is above reproach
and its purpose cannot be achieved again. Althdlegh French Extremity is more
violent than French New Wave, my argument illugsdtow Gens is able to engage in
thoughtful political critique similar to what Goahdid in the 1960’s. “Torture porn,” a
subgenre of contemporary horror, which shares nsanyarities, narratives, and visceral
violence with New French Extremity, is also denaedess by popular culture and critics
to 1970’s American horror, like Hoopefhe Texas Chainsaw Massacide act of
placing these past filmmakers on such a high patleat disrupted the present’s ability
to interact with it. The rich film tradition of Fnae should be compared to works that
mirror them in spirit; instead New French Extrenfitsn is denied this cultural history.

As such, | argue that New French Extremity is besalgjugated in its own right by
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popular culture and the level of violence in tHm§ is the genre’s engagement in violent

revolution.
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Flayed Flesh: Torture and Tension in Postcolonial fench Politics

Pascal Laugier’s 2008 filrilartyrs uses form- and content-based shocks to
explore French national guilt over its troubledtpaish regards to Algerian torture and
engage the spectator in a transcendent re-imagafitigat history. The result potentially
allows for a renewed understanding of this past, tbat incorporates the voices of the
various groups engaging in contemporary consid@ratabout the war, and addresses the
stigma of discussing torture carried about by Isidles of the conflict. | contend this is
important because the taboo surrounding this dsscasias been lessening since 2000,
andMartyrs offers insight into the various roles of peopledlved with torture.

Laugier’s film implicitly critiques the torture colucted during the Algerian war for
independence, by both sides, through a story amurtg, French-Arab women who are
tortured until the point just before deafhihe practice is carried out by a secretive, all-
white, bourgeois sect with the intention of cregtmartyrs to achieve transcendent
experiences and question them afterwards about tvbgtsaw.

The purpose of my argument is to illustrate howlithkes between bodily
suffering and the ethereal idea of transcenderateltle characters experienceMartyrs
is likewise offered to the spectators through aefial narrative, stylistic shocks, and
allegory, in the form of dialectical imagery. Thaterial suffering of the characters
leads to transcendence for the spectators, betarmgures the colonial and post-
colonial history of the Algerian conflict. Furtheone, the corporeal feeling of shock is
what transcends Laugier’s work and produces a patehalogue about torture. The

implicit references to Algerian torture are alsoaglily experience for the viewer because
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the violence in the narrative evokes physical rasps from him or her, such as tensing
up or turning the head. The stylistic shocks asé @§$ visceral because the camera, during
close-ups, registers the pain of the victim forgpectator so he or she can get a better
sense of the young women'’s fear and agony. Lawsgadose-ups and low angle shots of
Anna, the main protagonist, situate the spectattine role of victim by allowing the

viewer to experience nearly all of her emotionsn&sely, the close-ups and high angle
shots are a form of interrogation that allows thectator to experience the role of
victimizer. Martyrs does this in order to allow spectators the polssilaf exploring

torture, bodily and psychologically, through boitles of victim and victimizer.

There is a unique third position reserved for §hecsator, that only he or she can
fill, called witness. This role remains centrathe notion of transcendence, despite the
viewers'’ identification with victim and victimizebecause it is the mediated relationship
between self and other. This is to say that thetap@ can take the material experience
of the other two roles into witnessing in ordetremscend both to form a new way of
understanding what they have just endured. Fordason | cite Walter Benjamin’s
notion of allegory, his idea that shock can fraghtestory so that pieces can be
rearranged to form new understandings of the pashat he calls the dialectical image.
By juxtaposing history, Algeria and torture, witliferent points of view, victim and
victimizer, the viewer is given an allegorical reigining of history by the film that
encompasses his or her role as witness.

Martyrs also has links to film history with Carl Theodordyer’s 1928 workThe
Passion of Joan of Ar®reyer’s handling of the story of Joan of Ar¢hematically and

stylistically similar to Laugier’s work iMartyrs. Tortured female protagonists as the
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embodiments of a socially outcast “others” andrth@streatment, and martyrdom, at the
hands of the wealthy elite are strong parallelsvben both films. Joan is a lonely, scared
young woman who inspires empathy from the viewest @s Anna does. Both women are
sacrificed by powers beyond their control, and lwatimen’s suffering leads to
transcendence for the viewer. Dreyer’s use of elgse low-angle shots, and high-angle
shots, which mirror those of Laugier, express Jo&ar and anxiety and facilitate
transference of these emotions to the spectator.

Laugier deepens the relationship between Annalamgiewer by creating an
empathetic character who suffers tremendouslyeah#imds of her captors. She is
someone that the spectator can connect with orysigath level through her treatment on
screen. The character of Anna is played by Morgliaaui, who is Moroccan, and
embodies the contemporary and historical, colcemal postcolonial, problems faced by
Muslims at the hands of the French. In the filme han oppressed Muslim woman
suffering at the hands of a rich, powerful groupwites. Contemporary, postcolonial
French-Muslim citizens, although not tortured, haxperienced violent oppression at the
hands of the French government, which | pointeid the previous chapter. Muslims in
Algeria, when it was a colony, were not affordeda&qights under French rule, and
some were physically tortured during the war falependence.

Laugier explores this oppression and trauma irfitta forty-five minutes of
Martyrs, moments, | argue, that point towards Algefiais portion of the film centers on
Anna and her methodical treatment at the handewotdptors. The experience of her
captivity is offered to the spectator through tlghts and sounds of the film, as well. The

set design of cold metal walls and chains areléaictinature and the spectator can likely
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guess how they feel through sensory recall. Fudddmg to this physicality is the dull
thud of a fist on soft flesh, which might make awer cringe or the broken bodies of
those suffering from illness or torture may resuld gasp or sucked in breath. The point
| am making is that these are physical responstetbim that are the sites of
transference and the beginnings of transcendereped®ed exposure to these visceral
moments strengthens my notion of a link betweemthteriality in suffering of both the
characters and spectatorauidirtyrs as a means to engage with Algerian history. Intligh
of this | see Anna as a martyr for the Algerianféohwho embodies not only the
Muslims, but also the victims of torture on botties of the war. Algeria’s fight for
independence saw extensive torture carried oublly fides on combatants and
noncombatants alike, a topic that still sharplyidi®¢ many of the groups involved in the
contemporary rhetoric. | sédéartyrs adding to the discussion through its direct adgires
of the roles, victim, victimizer, and witness, imved with torture.

Shock in the narrative begins with Anna witnessiageral people killed in front
of her, including her childhood friend Lucie’s sidie, followed by a meeting with a
woman simply called Mademoiselle. The corridor inieth the meeting takes place is
cold, metallic, and sterile and seemingly far reggbfrom the contemporary middle-
class home that sits on top of it. Mademoisellerimis Anna that she represents a group
that is exploring the afterlife, while showing hgotos of people in various stages of
torture and terminal illness. The group seeksé¢armse the world, which is viewed as full
of victims of suffering, with martyrs; she remaweggue about what the world has had to

endure, but the implication is an indifference todgthe violence and bloodshed
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humanity has inflicted on itself. Anna’s sufferimgthe narrative is meant to physically
expose the spectator to the self-abuse of mankind.

Shock begins for the spectator begins with graphatos Mademoiselle shows
Anna because they are of actual places and pemy#a,though they are given fictitious
names. This allows the spectator to connect witherous spaces and times.
Mademoiselle pays particular attention to the eggesaling they indicate when a martyr
has transcended, something | will describe in gredetail later in this chapter for both
the character and viewer. While not readily appat@most spectators that the images
are in fact real, | do believe that some viewersi@ecognize them to be authentic.
More importantly this blend of fiction and non-fh, as | pointed out in the last chapter,
further fragments history allowing the spectatsisock to engage the past being
presented. One photo titled “Long Sheng Provincd21% one of the last state-
authorized Chinese Lingchi (slow slicing, deathaliyiousand cuts) executions carried
out in 1905 on a prisoner named Fou Tchof-The reason I single this particular photo
out is because it was taken by a French soldierydrat | see as another link between
France and torture. What matters most to me ifaittehat the images | have chosen
juxtapose various points in France’s history agaong another and the viewer, so that he

or she can gain a new perspective of that past.

Shown on CHARONBOAT.COM

Fig. 4 Anna transcendedFig. 5 Unk Algerla Man419605 Fig. 6 Fou Tchaul905

8 http://www.charonboat.com/item/149
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The above images illustrate Mademoiselle’s attentiiothe eyes of victims
suffering indicating they are no longer a parth@ world and permit an overview of my
notion regarding transcendence as historical aliegthe three shots are, from left to
right, Anna’s final moments in the film, an unknowran tortured during the Algerian
war, and Fou Tchou-Li. The victims have all suftefeom extreme trauma, such as
flaying and dismemberment, but more importantlyttle not register their immediate
surroundings. Anna’s image has her positionedsmelar pose to the Algerian man,
which offers a clear visual link to the Algerianiwahe third image is notable because it
mirrors a form of religious, or sacrificial, ecsfaghich links back to Dreyer'she
Passion of Joan of Arand, ultimately, Laugier’s film. My particular irreest here lies in
the links to Georges Bataille’s ideas about disooitly and continuity. He writes
“Between one being and another, there is a gufseontinuity” (12). He further
suggests that “death means continuity of being).(TBe gulf he describes is what | see
as transgression, an integral part of torture,cmdinuity is the taboo of death. There is
tension between discontinuity and continuity, mgmyple is the group’s treatment of
Anna. They continually transgress against her diicoity seeking to break through to
continuity, but the group’s sole focus is Anna’gdice. The victims in both films, Anna
and Joan, share a relationship, what | call witngssvith the viewer through the tension
of the women'’s suffering—something which allows $pectator to transcend their own
time.

Transcendent experience is further evolved by pleetator’s dialectical
relationship with history, further situating themthe position | call witness. Witnessing

is unique to the spectator because neither thamdator victimizers are allowed this
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perspective due to their roles being stuck in thr@@mporaneous timeframe in which
they occur. What | mean is that a witness to terturreligious sacrifice is more open to
the connections between all participants, becawesedre not focused on a task at hand,
like the victimizer, or under severe duress, like victim. Bataille discussed the idea of
sacrifice as the shared experience, the momergagjation of continuity, between a
person sacrificed and the onlookers of that de&2lp (Laugier’s film title is also
appropriate for situating the spectator in thigrals the word martyr is derived from the
Greek word for witness. My notion of witness, witlgards tdVartyrs, furthers my
argument of materiality/shock and transcendenegfatly because it permits spectators to
engage with history through their own individuaperences. This is a privileged
position for viewers due to their subjective merasiof the past, moments that may have
been lived through or read about, something tinedicharacters do not have. The
subjective connection to history is a relationghigut is fragmented, ever-changing, and
dynamic, which Benjamin’s dialectical image —anadkat the material of experience
can bring meaning of the past to the present—itiss. Patterns form and reform with
each exposure to the past, an experience thatdsiaique to the vieweklartyrs offers
spectators the potential to mend Frances coloast with Algeria and to revaluate the
painful memory of violence through the spectatpdsition as witness.
Algerian War for Independence: France’s Violent Cobnial History

The reestablishment of French identity after Neupation was a difficult
period for France and saw the country try to skeg@newar colonial status. However, the
Algerian war for independence challenged this motibFrance as a progressive nation

only a few years removed from occupation. The waecognized as having begun on
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November 1, 1954 with actions taken by the Natidua¢ration Front of Algeria (FLN)
on what is now referred to asussaint RougéRed All Saints’ Day) against French
targets. The FLN was comprised of the Muslim pojpafeof Algeria that had become
angered at the repeated lack of social reform lapé¢e’s government regarding their
rights as citizens, even after valiant fightingMyslim units during WWII. These
returning soldiers would eventually take up plageleadership in the FLN and provide
the fighting skills needed to engage France inthefor independence.

The hard-lined approach by France concerningr@itas come from the stance
taken by those who carried out the practice fomtiigary and how they viewed their
mission in Algeria. In her booKorture: The Role of Ideology in the French-Algeria
War, Rita Maran states, “[General] Massau justifiegl tibrture as regrettably necessary,
bolstering his views with those of regiment’s pri@bo also considered torture a
temporary but necessary measure if France, in tefats civilizing mission, was to
retain Algeria” (25). The sacrifice of civilians wanade justifiable by the French
government as a means of keeping the Algerian ptipulunder the protection and
control of France. These individuals were martyretheir own right for a cause that
although theirs with regards to seeking equal sigieis brought to them by violent
means. The mistreatment of innocents begins tammivhat happens with Anna at the
hands of Mademoiselle’s group.

Collective French memory has been influenced bynthigary’s control over how
information surrounding Algeria is disseminate®fficial” French history held the
belief that the Algerian conflict was a civil insection and not a war for independence

until 1999 (McCormack 11-12). By maintaining thiarsce it allowed for these senior

55



positions of influence to be provided with immunityereby cementing their places in
roles of authority. Because of their privilegedigoss in the upper echelons of
government they were able to firmly keep controhoy and all information with regards
to their conduct. Ultimately this control of infoation alludes to the amnesties of many
French generals, like Massau, who were never fdetheir roles as torturefsThis is an
apt description of the role Mademoiselle’s grougyplinMartyrs. Their positions as
affluent members of society allow them to carry thatir experiments with little risk of
discovery.

In May '68 and Its AfterliveKristin Ross discusses how the French remember
turbulent periods. She writes, “The way in whichitpzal dimensions of the event [May
‘68] have been, for the most part, dissolved osigested by commentary and
interpretations—is now at the center of the hisamproblem” (1). The problem she is
referring to is the memory surrounding May '68 atisdmaterial representations, such as
televised remembrance ceremonies. She addressesukeof how these demonstrations
lack the full weight of the event’s impact on Frersociety’s “afterlives.” Her discussion
of the May '68 revolt is applicable to the Algeriaar, as well. As Ross suggests with
information regarding May '68, “political dimensighof Algeria and torture conducted
there have been suppressed for nearly forty ygatisebFrench military. This
suppression, which has been lessening since 20@hat Laugier’s film continues to
dissolve in the “official” history.

The extent to which each side engaged in brutalr®has had considerable
influence on scholarly studies and films in recggdrs and has begun to be investigated

in terms of collective memory and acknowledgem&he former colony’s fight and

? http://www.socialistreview.org.uk/article.php?articlenumber=10269
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eventual success in attaining independence isstsensubjective for both colonizer and
formerly colonized—neither side wanting to adméithroles in torture. Atrocities were
carried out by Frances military and members oftb on each other and non
combatant civilians with impunity. The repressedmaes surrounding the Algerian
conflict have been characterized by substantiatins and tensions, such as Algerians
who sided with the French, and vice versa, anddatleof any form of punishment for
those who conducted the torture. This has, at tilmeslered the recuperative process in
discussing the war in recent years and largelytdd® with the amount of people that
remember the war and the “afterlives” they areniviProfessor of French Studies Jo
McCormack has done extensive research on the sulfjpeemories surrounding
Algeria. He writes, “The divisive nature of the weself, pitting various groups against
one another in a latent civil war, as well as theegolved nature of elements of the past
and the stakes involved, explain why various granescurrently engaged in such fierce
memory battles—including debates on when and hawetememorate, the extent of
torture, treatment dfakris (Algerians loyal to France), and the French whapsuted the
Algerians” (2). The current narrative in Franceaneting the war is still under
development as all the different groups begin tiiraitheir own subjective memories of
what took place then. The collective history witkte known until much of the
divisiveness regarding the period has dissipatedsabjective memory displaces
collective memory. Laugier’s fictional narrativeMartyrs permits a dialogue about
torture through a dialectical engagement with histarhich potentially lessens the
stigma of discussing the war, and is importanh&dontinued efforts of recuperating

repressed memories surrounding the conflict.
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Material Suffering of Anna and Joan: Spectatorial $iock of Victim Trauma

Fig. 8 Joan at the start of her tial

Martyrs induces spectatorial shock at the material suiifeof Anna when she
awakens chained to a chair in a large, dimly kimng a space which outwardly manifests
her fear and isolation. There is harmonious geamedntinuity on the metallic walls
with rigid lines of vents and evenly spaced baltsile the floor is highly polished
concrete and very smooth. It is a sterilized indalsspace that is nothing short of
efficient in its construction. The entire spaceegi\a sense of being cool to the touch, like
the surface of a mirror. The appearance of the romnmatter how ordered, is
ambiguous, uninviting, and menacing. It is the@pg of isolation because it is
underground, secluded from everything associatéul tive world above. The feeling of
total removal and isolation from the world is aatienting experience for the viewer and
a sense of fear creeps in.

The opening sequence Bie Passion of Joan of Asets the tone for the rest of
the film by mapping a space as a reflection of Joa@nses and emotions that are then
transferred to the spectator. Dreyer’s discontirsuediting and strange geometric set
design are comparable to Laugier's and achievasias effect. It is the physical
manifestation of the interior of Joan’s mind, mli&e what was done with Anna.

Emotions Joan may have experienced are givenitattyl the mise-en-scéne. The floor
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is composed of uneven, rough hewn stones thahdieative of cold, wet, and grainy
feeling to any spectator who has touched a simmiaiace. The room’s blanched
appearance mirrors Joan'’s stark white complexidieadf. The white-washed, drab
appearance blurs the space together while the grafusoldiers and priests are
haphazardly composed and in no discernible ordéhwik confusing.

Dreyer’s film uses spectatorial disorientation tigb film form to permit the
viewer to share in Joan’s position similar to thesnMeaugier does with Anna. Joan’s
confusion and fear is felt by the spectator, begdlie mind of the viewer is never truly
sure where he or she “is” in the room and remaimsnded by indifferent or hostile
figures. When the camera tracks it reveals more Ineesnof the clergy and military, but
this movement does not define the space in it$itipteecause it never reaches the far
side of the room. Wall adornments, such as windamgssconces, have an asymmetrical
placement and the disharmonious design is echotd innevenly tiered seating of the
religious figures. Walls appear to abruptly endpsl, or jut out without any cause to do
so; it’s as if the room is alive and moving or ipexpetual state of being incomplete.

Both directors’ film forms continue my notion ofesgiatorial shock between
Anna/Joan and the spectator especially duringigily framed shots of the faces of the
women. The character’s vulnerability is simultangdgexperienced by the viewer as an
interrogation and recognition of the fear the wore@xperience. The close-up is what
allows the spectator to begin to take up the pmsibf victim. Spectators are repeatedly
given close-ups of cracked, cragged, scowling arkeng faces of the members of the
church or Joan’s own smooth, bewildered visage.af&rety registers for the viewer, but

the camera does not pull away immediately. Insiegmains transfixed on Joan’s face
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as a form of interrogation, just like Laugier degth Anna during her initial
confinement (Fig, 7).

The extreme element of Anna’s and Joan’s anguistoie readily transferred
onto the viewer due to the ability of the closetapnap out their pain in great detail.
Both women are given substance by the attentigheo€lose-up, as well. Bela Balazs
writes, “When the film close-up strips the veilafr imperceptiveness and insensitivity
from the hidden little things and shows us the fafcebjects, it still shows us man, for
what makes objects expressive are the human expnegzojected onto them. The
objects only reflect our own selves” (60). Whatd&a is talking about is the intimacy of
the close-up and how it asks the spectator toupkesidence in a character, if only for a
moment, in order to offer greater understandinthem.

The realization of Anna’s predicament causes hattempt to remove the heavy
chains on her wrists, first by the shackles and thetugging on the wall attachment.
Repeated cuts simulate her growing apprehensitimegianove from close-ups to
medium shots from various angles around the rodma.t&nsion mounts for both Anna
and the spectator as she becomes more frantic ieffoets until the eventual realization
is that she will not be freed. Anna’s torture bagisychologically with dread about what
exactly is going to transpire. This feeling is plogsand felt equally by her and the
spectator because both have the knowledge of venataptors’ intentions are, even if
their methods remain uncle&mvould like to point out that this scene also tresearliest
indications of the second position of victimizepasition that becomes more apparent
later in the film. This position develops throughltiple angled shots from shadows in

the corner while others are from skewed angleshmaat, similar to security cameras.
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The dizzying rate of the cuts between them is meadisorient the viewer and illustrates
that multiple people are responsible for Anna’stieédy even if they are never seen
directly. The spectator’s relationship with Anndyoimtensifies as the narrative becomes
more violent with regards to her treatment. Whema&hides herself in the shadows in
the corner of the room, alone and unable to escbparallels the viewing experience for
the spectator watching the film in a darkened #reatho can do nothing but accept what
is about to befall the young girl. The back-andHdyetween character and spectator
happening in the film illustrates Martine Beugnetigl Tim Palmer’s notions of
cinematic synaethesia. This is their idea thatigation of one sense causes perception in
another, and is represented by Laugier construetitigality between Anna/Joan and the
viewer.
Reconciling With the Victimizer: Identifying With H istorical Torturers

The scene iMartyrs which offers the greatest chance for engagemeht wi
torture and the role of victimizer is the sequeoicAnna surrendering and being stripped
of her flesh. Anna has ceased fighting her canodsdiligently eats and drinks what is
offered to her. There is a cut to her last beatthgch shows her lying prone on a bed not
resisting the onslaught of punches as the camaeksiby the action. For the spectator
there is a resignation to the tortures becauseltheg become familiar due to their
frequency. He or she expects Anna to suffer, antewilot looking forward to it, the
viewer accepts it. The spectator is complicit wviita torturers in this respect, having
resigned him or herself to view Anna’s body beingkien. There is also a shared relief
between spectator and victimizer over Anna’s suleen-signaling to her captors she is

ready for her final transformation into martyr bothe spectator, an end to her suffering.
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The shared relief aligns the spectator with thémiezer, if only briefly, and is important
for the spectators because he or she is abougtgerwith Anna’s transcendence. The
camera pauses briefly and then fades to blacKylikdicating Anna’s fade into
unconsciousness. As the camera fades in to a gade jprone Anna, Lucie’s
disembodied voice tells her she is not afraid amgnradicating to Anna that she need
not fear what comes after this life. | see this reatras part of what the torturers seek
but, more importantly, what the viewer is abouexperience. These repeated fades can
be read as moments of reconciliation within Anrex, development of an understanding
about what awaits her. She is transcending thedwabré currently lives in, something her
captors do not experience but, as | will demonstiaer, the spectator does.

Engaging torture in Algeria figures more promingrtkie closer Anna gets to her
transcendence and gaining the perspective of ttienizers need to martyr her is
important in that understanding for the viewer. e fade out and fade in and Anna’s
female captor descends the ladder to check ortherhas a dialogue with Anna and tells
her she need not fight anymore and that she isready for her final transition into
martyrdom, a notion the viewer is already startmgnderstand. The camera pans to a
set of double doors and stops as light suddenlyesahrough the small windows. Her
male captor, now dressed as a surgeon, removedofees and proceeds to operate on
her. The surgery, only implied at first, is revebte have removed Anna’s flesh. The
subtlety of the procedure is paralleled by Laugiesvn faint allusions to Algeria, both in
the “otherness” of the female protagonists and tmaish treatment. The camera focuses
on Anna’s pained face during the procedure andfisative of the pained realization of

the spectator’'s awareness of torture trauma. Lasgise of the close-up in this sequence
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acts as the gateway for the spectator and hastkatal to reveal history. Mary Ann
Doane, citing Walter Benjamin, states, “The clopeaas one of the significant entrance
points to the optical unconscious, making visibléaily life what went unseen” (90).
For my argument, the “optical unconscious” is thbjsctive memory of the spectator
which Laugier taps into through his close-ups.As$ point in her torture, Anna has been
reduced to an object to be put on a pedestal axigymquestioned by Mademoiselle
about the afterlife, but allowing the spectatofitwerrogate” torture in Algeria through
the close-up. Her body has become irrelevant aad asly as a medium for
transcendence in both character and spectator.

Immateriality is given substance through Anna’siiae for both the character
and spectator. The inability to describe the péithe self allows for the substantiation of
an immaterial idea that can be transcribed ontdthiebody. Elaine Scarry describes
how this occurs in her introduction to The BodyPain where she writes, “A person
experiencing pain cannot fully express the feetimg person who is not suffering in a
similar manner” (4). What Scarry means is that paurelevant to the person who has to
endure it and that person can only begin to adteuthat feeling to someone else who is
experiencing similar pain, but it is a unique ocence to the individual. However, the
victimizers goal is rooted in Anna’s suffering; snest endure the suffering of the world
as Mademoiselle said at their initial meeting. Mwer, Anna’s flaying (Fig. 10) is
important for the spectatorial experience and wtdading Algerian torture. The
spectator has to endure the torture not as thernvibut the one who needs it to happen in
order for his or her own transcendence to occue. §grectator is paired with Anna’s

victimizer in search of answers even if the knowlkethat is sought is different. As | will

63



point out later, the stimuli provided by the flagirhowever implicit, allows the spectator
to potentially reconcile Algerian torture with tpeesent through Anna’s pain while
taking the position as her victimizer. Tension reraan the alignment between the
spectator and Mademoiselle’s group, however. Thamrs largely removed from her
ordeal and therefore cannot be in a position toathipe or understand Anna’s

experience, something the spectator has been throitiy her.

Fig. 10 Anna flayed
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Witnessing: Constructing the Allegorical Relationslip with History

- =

Fig. 11 Annain sacrifiial ecstasy/transcending

Suffering at the hands of others is a central tenboth films and lends
materiality to intangible ideas and vice versa. iBosknsation is a feeling of substance,
of corporality and feeling, which leads us to amiaterial idea through the sensation
itself. In Vivian Sobchack’s essay, “The Passion of thedval: Toward a
Phenomenology of Interobjectivity,” she writes, idtthis sense of passion as suffering
the agency and power of external forces on oudlb@dies that provides us the material
foundation that primordially grounds the possiitif our ethical behavior towards
others and the world” (288). In other words, thad® are familiar with suffering are
more apt to be open for considerations of anotbesgn’s trauma because of the shared
visceral experience such a moment provitartyrs andThe Passion of Joan of Alet
the viewer experience the suffering of both yourmgnen by situating them in the role of
the victim and victimizer. This has the potent@btlow the spectator’s subjective
memories of historical trauma be reintegrated atew objective collective

consideration of history.
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The spectator’s position of witness is illustrabgdcinema’s ability to use special
effects which allows him or her to be present witAhna’s transcendental vision. This
also what separates the viewer from Mademoiseltause the spectator has in some way
physically felt what Anna has experienced keepimegt safe from falling into the
dangerous position the elder woman’s ambition—fieetator is able to understand the
transcendence better due the experience of vigtohvactimizer. Anna’s vision is a
cosmic void, lacking anything recognizable, exdeptserenity. However, for the
spectator it should be treated as a blank caneas#m then be filled with historical
moments like Algeria, and the promise of bringirgpe to the tumultuous period. After
she is flayed alive, she is placed underneath acalddmp and the camera slowly zooms
into her iris. At this point the viewer is treatida disembodied POV shot which moves
down a dark tunnel with a bright white light at #rd, similar to accounts of near death
experiences. The camera zooms back out and thewriswnce again treated to Anna’s
battered face as she stares into the lamp aboveehdr Serenity and understanding of an
afterlife is all that registers there. The scemsés the viewer with an unfathomable idea,
only allowing for a moment in the dark tunnel. Td&nsory nature of her abuse is
tortuous to the spectator because the close-ugde¢a flesh stripped body. Anna’s skin
being peeled off is a material representation efulewer’s mind being exposed to
Algerian traumas. Physical rending of flesh produsgectatorial shock that opens up the
possibility for the viewer to experience the past.

| see the position of witness working through tgression and suffering, two
components | argue help understand trauma andefuithstrate how. Georges Bataille

wrote extensively on the suffering of life. Broticismwhen he writes, “We are
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discontinuous beings, individuals who perish idason in the midst of an
incomprehensible adventure, but we yearn for astrdontinuity” (8). For him continuity
means death, a simultaneously attractive andyergfprospect for people. The search
for the continuity of death is given tactility ing content and form of both films, as is the
materiality of transgression. Bataille writes, “Rg@dus eroticism is concerned with the
fusion of beings with a world beyond everyday itgakand is reached through his notion
of “sacrifice” (12). The young women in these film® subjected to this “fusion” by
force from an aggressive external force. This adloe spectator to privilege both victim
and aggressor, but more importantly allows forgbsition of witness to the torture. This
last viewpoint, which cannot be filled by the chaeas in the film, is solely reserved for
the spectator. This position is offered to the sgec through Laugier’s film, even
though it is antagonistic to the viewers’ sensasd, @lows for possibilities of glimpses of
and fusion with the past.

This brief instant of fusion happens when the sggectis brought into Anna, and
shares only the smallest notion of co-existench r. The film viewer is invited to be
a part of Anna through the close-up and transcetidhver (Fig. 11). The camera
becomes an extension of the viewer in this respedtfilm, camera, character and
spectator are all as one. This unity, no matter hoef, unlocks the possibility for
understanding an afterlife. For the spectatordhisrlife is the postcolonial existence of
France after WWII. “Official” French history is ta&r vague in its dialogue about
Algerian torture and there is a sense of not wartnoffend Algeria. However,
collective memory surrounding this event is startio push out the “recognized”

historical facts and a new understanding of thé isammerging in contemporary rhetoric.
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Both films invoke the idea of transcendence inrtharratives and aesthetics that
offer spectators the possibility of exploring thelgof French history. There is guilt over
the death of an innocent woman in Joan of Arc aedarture of numerous people
throughout the course of the Algerian war. Botlsare put on full display for the
viewer. However, Laugier’s film goes further andndicative of further French national
moments of guilt. The films’ instances of transgres add substance to ideas, such as
racial and national purity and Nazi collaboratiémna’s and Lucie’s non-white
appearance and their abuse at the hands of madéywhites parallels the treatment of
both the Jews under Vichy and the current handiinguslim and Roma populations
under Sarkozy. Furthermore the role of women agespaats under patriarchal rule after
the liberation of France is echoed in the shavingrma’s head; this was done to mark
Nazi sympathizers after the war as symbol of shdtast and present are united under
the theme of guilt. However, both films share aikinview on how to present their
ideas. Political and national ideologies are matde, or transcribed, onto the bodies of
young women and given materiality by their suffgrand sacrifice. The materiality of
shock offered to the spectator, both is contentfard, helps the spectator transcend
history. This transcendence leads to an allegoraaterpretation of history by the

spectator, one that continuously invokes new vosaeh time it is accessed.
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Cannibalism and Commodity: Capitalism’s Influence n Post-War France

Marina de Van’s 2002 filnn My Skinuses a bloody narrative and stylistic shocks
to examine France’s relationship with contempotarg-stage capitalism and engage the
spectator in an allegorical revaluation of his er bwn role in the same system. The
result potentially allows for a renewed vision atid-stage capitalism, or neoliberalism,
one that reconciles France’s past and present edespin order to seek reunification
rather than atomization of people. De Van, like iéatGens efforts ifrrontiere(s) cites
1970’s American horror, in this case Brian De Padmaork in Sisters(1973), to critique
and re-conceive her own era’s involvement in laségrs capitalism. Her work specifically
explores the problems of isolation and alienatioa high-speed global network and
develops the idea of reconciling the past withgresent through several intense
relationships the main character Esther experier8ies is a successful businesswoman
who outwardly appears to have everything goinchiar Her career is beginning to
blossom, she is being given an opportunity to adeaand she has a seemingly happy,
stable relationship with her fiancée.

Yet, as the film progresses, she becomes incrdgggiant from those around
her and engages in self-mutilation and cannibatimah order to combat the anxiety of
her disconnection. The film explicitly focuses arceunters of inside/outside,
self/’other,” and separation/incorporation thatibess oppositional, through Esther and

the film, and move towards being reconceived asialated at the end. Each of these
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entanglements is set against a backdrop of conteanpbrance’s capitalist corporate
world. Esther’s self-mutilation and cannibalizaticem also be seen as a consequence of
the separation she experiences within that saneedpaVly Skinargues for a
reconciliation of the self with its internal “otlievhich becomes external, or what | see
as the external influences, such as interpersefaionships and a career, that are a part
of selfhood, as well as the present and internstl ipdate-stage capitalistic France. |
contend the film does this through a mode of brigghe repulsiveness of this internality
outside so that it may potentially be reincorpatateo the self and present. These ideas
are brought on by de Van’s use of extreme angleskelips, split screens, and a bloodied
narrative about France’s own unstable relationship capitalist consumerism and its
evolution and growth over the last sixty five yedde Van’s work readily provides a
critique and reconception, through a reunion ofrated workers, in her content and
style, which uses self-consumption to explore #seults of this expansion and the effects
on its participants. Her self-consumption is botitiaque ofand aranswer tdate
capitalism, as well as the shocking means by wthietspectator, too, can critique and
answer late capitalism by reincorporating the preseonomic state with its past.
Deregulation and Distance: Product-less ConsumptianBad Habits

The post-World War Il economy in France is a legddmample of the regulated,
public industrialism that defined mid-century capgm. Kristin Ross extensively
outlines the rise of capitalist commodity cultund=ast Cars, Clean Bodias post-war
France. The industrialization of France after tteg saw capitalism come under the
control of the government in the recently liberatedntry. Newly rebuilt Paris, with

running water and electricity, increased the pe&extneed for goods and services, such
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as appliances, while the glow of nightlife provideg@lace to express oneself with new
clothes, cultural consumption, and American madse aad films. The French New
Wave frequently referenced this period in film, wiex to make characters look cool,
like Godard’s Michel irBreathlesg1960), or as a point of contention, and a synatbol
distress, such as Godard’s later workNieek End1967). Ross’s work brings to light an
interesting phenomenon that happens in mid-cermapytalism, pointing out the idea of
Fordism, commonly thought to be the implementatbafficient, assembly-line qualities
in the work place. However, even more than thisptourages the workers, the
producers of a product, to actively consume whey thake.

Jean-Pierre Dormois gives a general account diidtery of France’s economy
in his bookThe French Economy in the Twentieth Centurgl describes the seemingly
contradictory nature of French economics. The gawent had significant control of the
direction its national market took after the waarMois writes there was an “attachment
of the French to the vision of the state as theesup arbiter of social processes and
individual actions is put down to the country’stbrgcal legacy, its legal dispositions
and, ultimately, its cultural preferences” (63).r@wis also cites Ezra Suleiman, a
political science professor at Princeton Univeraiy board member of two of France’s
Fortune 500 companies, who states, “The idea figastiate is responsible for the public
good is indeed a typically French idea which baffieost Anglo-Saxons” (Dormois 63).
This notion is what France’s economy has been ngoaway from for the last three
decades.

Contemporary late-phase French capitalism begde\elop in the early 1980s,

after the election of Francois Mitterrand, and sasharp turn away from post-war
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economic endeavors. This move was mainly due todéra inability to stand alone as a
global power, and Mitterrand sought refuge in teeusity of the European Union. A
major consequence of this was a further lesserfistate authority as France’s economy
became intertwined with those of its neighborstiBigation in this faster paced capitalist
market limited the State’s ability to exert itslugnce on the direction its markets took.
The authority the French state maintained on ibmemic development has frequently
lessened through various treaties by its continmeolvement in an ever-expanding
European Union and the creation of the Euro asoagyrin 1999. Also at this time, the
German model of industry that France replicateueearchical business mode popular in
modernity, was quickly becoming obsolete. Inst@achove towards a sped-up modular
network was rapidly taking over.

Neoliberal capitalism has increased its authotitsough deregulation and
privatization, and revived itself since the lat®@’$6and '70’s by moving away from state
control. Late capitalism’s extended influence igresented by it socioeconomic structure
seen routinely crossing borders into former sasti@ountries and developing “third-
world” nations. Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapellsaliss the spread of late capitalism’s
influence in their book he New Spirit of CapitalisniNeoliberalism has grown stronger
in recent decades, enduring the forecast of it®mdmg demise due to tighter regulations
and control from state authority. This marked iasein power is owed to late capital’s
deregulation and privatization and highlightedgogmises of proximity and connection
among participants because of lesser restrictiorgrawth. Consequently neoliberalism
is presented as “an acceptable and desirable ofdleings: the only possible order, or

the best of all possible orders” (Boltanksi andapeilo 10). The purpose of this
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expansion is to set up an “information” economye tmat trades in knowledge rather
than physical equity. With little to no materialggts being exchanged, just data, trade
increases exponentially by essentially erasinglibiance between businesses,
customers, and the markets in which they work. ¥es, desire for order exists within a
framework of chaos that is characteristic of fajgdmises, leading to isolation rather
than connection, as well as the resulting prodess-consumption they create. This is
brought to light when Boltanski writes that theséthe despair or nihilism which the
capitalist order likewise constantly induces —aaly in those whom it oppresses but
also, on occasion, in those who have responsilbditynaintaining it” (10). The despair
the authors mention is linked to the failed visadrutopia that capitalism fails to create,
in this case the always on, high-speed global nétW@at seamlessly connects everyone
and everything. Workers that maintain the systewe limsthand knowledge and thus can
be affected by this failure to achieve the idylision of neoliberalism.

De Van’s Esther is a combination of several ofabenomic developments that
took place in France. The late-stage capitalisnkplace she toils in doesn’t produce a
“product” in the sense of something to stock shelmeshowrooms. She essentially
works with data and cultural knowledge garneredthfsurveys, the Middle East
specifically, and uses it to find better ways tg lamd sell to others and increase revenue
streams for her company. However, Esther is alagpdiated example of Fordism that
Ross discussed. Esther’s condition is a manifestatf this turmoil; without products the
late capitalist is left to consume him or hersidiér job as an analyst is also affecting her
because she monitors the neoliberal system anlgl Bkees the connections that it is

supposed to provide fail to manifest.

73



Separation in Late Stage Capitalism: Revealing Digions inln My Skin

Fig. 12 Title card ofn My Skin

The opening sequence lof My Skinillustrates my claim of divisions between self
and “other” in daily interactions under neolibesali and highlights the tension of
opposition and reversal in modern urban capitatisan results in alienation. The film
opens to split-screen still images of the sameroitar spaces, often public places with
glass and steel high-rises taking precedence. Tdreshe spaces that Esther and the
spectator move in and out of every day. It showldbe viewed as coincidence that de
Van chose positively and negatively developed imaggethere is a direct correlation
with the positive and negative of contemporary taist consumer culture. The positive
images convey a sense of power and the pristipecedly when looking at the sparkling
steel and glass buildings, feelings that are ah#at of modern consumerism.

The undeveloped negative images foreshadow a feefinnease and illustrate a
social split from the immaculate positive imageat thighlights alienation and

atomization of workers in late capitalism. MartiBeugnet describes the scenery as an
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“oppressive formatting frame imposed on the bodyheyworkstation as the material
extension of the office environment” (Beugnet 114)e imposition on the body she
mentions is, for my argument of the external becgnmternal, symbolized by these
structures because this is where Esther workshkatdrtfluence is corrupting her notion
of herself thereby creating the external “otheieTconsequence of this anxiety is
infused into Esther and prefigures her own splispea of an inside and outside in
relation to late-capitalism and its history.

The move from outside to inside these spaces isatetl by a pair of computer
keyboards in the final two stills of the sequenied B symbolic of a techno-capitalist
society. A reasonable assumption by the viewemptace the keyboards within any of the
previously seen buildings. The positive side inveitee keyboards ability to connect to
others. These devices are a direct link to anywimeweorld because of their ability to
access information and link up with anyone elsagisi computer, all in the blink of an
eye. They are the access points to both the glblufd;speed network and the corporate
financial world.

Yet, the negative side reminds the viewer thatali®separation, made apparent
by the split-screens, and that the keyboard isthlsaneans by which people remain
separated from one another in the same modulamoniet®Rart of humanity’s sense of self
comes from the routine physical contact with thhgéa world, its history, and other
people. When those contacts are held at a distanti@s instance through a keyboard,
the result can create an experience of viewing guemieof ourselves as “other.” The key
board is also another instance of the externalrbetpinternal; because the user must

filter any information they send or receive througamselves.
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De Van's use of split screens in the opening ebs/#tis formal technique and
focuses on not only the environment as self androthut her character as well. The
isolation of being behind the keyboard has serrepsrcussions for Esther as she
becomes further detached from her sense of sieliids, and fiancée in her personal life.
Esther feels cut off from others in the globallywerked society in which she lives and
her treatment of her body as an external objedtates external alienation becoming
internal alienation. Under this duress, her indntgein self-mutilation is a physical
manifestation of this anxiety. This division in hggyche, as an isolated and dispersed
sense of self, is a result of the evolution of tdj@m in post-war France from a colonial
power to a participant in a high-speed, unregulaed product-less global market. The
positive/negative images at the beginning of tha &ire only a precursor to the fractured
psyche of Esther. The trauma she inflicts on hggatiied body is rooted in the cold,
lifeless steel and glass structure she works irs btion is reinforced bin My Skirs
critique of late-stage capitalism’s negative influe on the self and further developed by

the paired images showing an opposing “other” ihatienating.

Fig. 13 Esther hallucinating at dinner
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Esther’s breakdown and self-mutilation begins essalt of the pressure
experienced working in the heart of French cagitaJinamely the business complex
known as la Defense. Esther’s bloodletting, in,pgartiue to her alienation and numbness
and an attempt by her to reverse these lack obiens. De Van thoroughly explores the
notion of detached subjectivity in Esther througétane at a dinner hosted by her boss
for high-priority clients. As her boss and cliedtscuss global markets in Asia and the
Middle East, Esther slips further into her delusidfdere de Van is really indicating
capitalism as the main source for Esther’s estnaege as the scene takes place in a fine-
dining establishment amid courses of expensive &yabiwine. She is offering a critique,
through Esther, that centers on the isolation tef$tage capitalism. The pace at which
the conversation moves between discussing variauksivinarkets is indicative of the
high speed global network of which business peapepart. Amid all of this Esther
begins to hallucinate and sees her arm act omitsby grabbing handfuls of food on her
plate which she repeatedly tries to stop. Thisisedin tight shots which make the arms
appear disconnected from their host. Beugnet stiagééshese close-ups are “the
itemization of the body and its fetishistic treatrhbecome first and foremost a tool for
the objectification, visual possession and consiwongbr erasure) of the ‘Other’” (93).
Esther increasingly treats her body like a comnyaitbe consumed, further indicating
her attempts to feel something amidst the anegwtinner. Eventually it is revealed
that Esther views the unresponsive arm as actballyg unattached to her body (Fig.
13). Her self-mutilating has been gradually buitgto this point. This break from reality
sends her over the edge and she deteriorateshia&ssion. This isn’t a crazed descent,

however, but rather a slow methodical spiralingamivof the psyche indicating the
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invading external forces’ alienation taking oveerHbody has become an object to be

manipulated by her mind; her corporeal being igtdpam her consciousness.

Fig. 14 Esther’s caress Fig. 15 Skamidval Fig. 16 Trying to connect
Shock is a natural spectatorial response to hesoels and actions of self-harm,
and works on the level of the film as well as teality of the viewer, which are
reinforced through de Van’s close-ups during pallicmoments of distressed
detachment. For the film, it is shock at her cgtterself and the intimacy with which it
is shown through close-ups and high angles. Theseants in the film detail just how
far Esther has objectified herself. She caressebddy the way a lover would a partner,
indicating a complete detachment of her interndl external self. When this is not
enough, she removes small pieces of her flesh, msntieat | read as her trying to fill
the void of her isolation by using her skin to ¢eea connection to “someone” else.
Shock for the spectator is the understanding teHidf's alienation as a result of
capitalism is likewise happening to them. | se&/dr’s use of close-ups exploring this
tension between Esther and the viewer. Beugnetsstaat de Van'’s choice to film this
way provides a “direct impact that aim[s] to effeatthe body of the spectator, call into
guestion the viewer’s status as detached” (93).diteztor’s use of close-ups during the
severed arm scenes allow for an intimacy with ffextator and further stresses the

objectivity of the individual. The severed arm wn through a POV shot that situates
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the viewer within Esther’s eyes, briefly unitingtlsolated character and spectator, and
becomes a literal manifestation of detachment uladercapitalism.

In My Skinis a continuation of the critique of capitalispexsion in post-war
France that the French New Wave and GodaMEgk Endindertook in the '60’s.
Esther’s body brings to light the negative effedtaeoliberalism, while the trauma of the
film allows for a dialogue with GodardWeek Endhrough his similar take on lingering
post-war industrialization. Links to Godard by darnvare developed through their shared
consideration of cannibalism as a critique of comgtion. Whatseparates her from him
is Godard’s illustration of consuming subjects aonsg each other while de Van shows
Esther consuming herseWWeek Ends ripe with criticism for mid-century capitalism,
including being set in a dystopic French societgused on luxury goods and money.
Godard returned France to a war-torn landscapemaithisible enemy attacking.
However, the foe here is the unabashed desireofondities over everything else.
Death is commonplace in this chaotic diegesis &adacters show no sympathy to each
other. Godard even corrupts Hippies, counterculinoms who are associated with world
peace and free-love movements, who are seen ahthef the film brainwashing people
they capture and sometimes eating them. In doin@edard suggests that participants in
industrial capitalism cannot simply remove themsslfrom its social and economic
configurations, but rather must work within them.

Godard’s assessment of regulated, public capitaksm it alienation, while
nihilistic and cynical, uses cannibalism to peribé desire for consumption in order to
press for a transformation and revaluation of dyatalist systemRobin Wood writes,

“Cannibalism represents the ultimate in possessess, hence the logical end of human
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relations under capitalism” (21). Wood'’s notion abtreturn of the repressed,” in this
case the past coming back to consume the presefititame, is relevant as well because
of cannibalisms taboo nature and what it unveitsualoapitalisms desires for ownership.
With Week Endociety has turned on itself and begun to be dexbhy a social

structure that promotes classism, resulting in vgipleead disenfranchisement. The shock
at the world Godard created was meant to evokearsation about the role capitalist
consumption was playing in post-war France. Howevisrcharacters never sought to
change their habits, maintaining the “drop outitatte of the Hippies, while operating
within that social structure.

De Van differs from Godard’s take on mid-centurpita in that her business
culture has broken Esther and turned her on hasedh individual rather than the public
at large. This reflects the increase of deregutagind privatization under neoliberal
capital as Esther becomes increasingly isolatechtWhgan as disenfranchisement, the
isolation of certain groups or classes, under neiatiery capital has evolved into the
atomization of the individual worker. Both exampéas the result of an unfeeling society
that has no sense of community under the influehcapitalism and its desire.

Esther’s cannibalism is an indication of the degineness of the effect late-stage
capitalism has on its participants. Tim Palmeraparasing David Macdougall ifhe
Corporeal Image: Film, Ethnography and the Sense&ses, Ih My Skindoes trace
Esther’s plight to the personal costs of careeasihlate-phase capitalism.
[Furthermore], there is an opposition of the indual body and the social body, [seen as]
a backlash against the fragmentary corporatizatidrumanity” (84). What Palmer is

saying is that Esther is an analysis of the atotiozaxperienced in late-stage capitalism
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and is the result of the sacrifice and isolaticat th needed to succeed in that world. Her
self-mutilation is part of the “backlash” and a ploal manifestation of an increased
alienation and the site at which de Van offersitgere of capitalism and its history in
France. The extent of the separation comes tootteérbnt when Esther envisions a part
of herself removed.

Still, when academics like Beugnet and Palmer erarthis tension, they do not
situate their arguments within a larger histormahtext, which | am doing with the
evolution of late-capitalism’s negative influenc@gst as France as a whole must re-
examine itself, so, too, must the individual embamka similar search within him or
herself to find a relationship to the history thas produced seclusion in the present. For
instance, Palmer sebsMy Skinas “a protracted examination and systematic aisabys
de Van’s own body; its narrative is inscribed oméo flesh” (83). | agree with his
assessment that the film is an examination of élfetsut | differ in that | see current
anxieties about late capitalism, a reconsideratidhe way it conceptualizes the self, as
the narrative that is being incised on Esther ratien just an analysis of the body. The
dinner scene affixes the fears and isolation ah¢gun a high-speed, global world; the
narrative of contemporary reality under late cdjsita and its history is lived out in de
Van'’s diegesis through Esther’s ever-increasingusgjon from that reality.

An Answer to Isolation: Reintegrating the Past WithAbject Self-Consumption

Self-consumption ifn My Skinrepresents a critique expressing the concerns of
late capitalism, but also points to a solution.\l2z&’s film imagines a reconciliation of
Esther’s internal self and internalized externah&” as a means of also reconciling

socioeconomic insides and outsides caused by far@aises of proximity and
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connection which lead to anxiety. Ultimately,My Skinlooks to revaluate the system of
neoliberal capitalism and reintegrate the particip@th a desire to return to an avowedly
regulated system that conceives of a “public ganddome manner. The film seeks to do
this both on screen with Esther and off screen thighspectator, through the mode of
self-consumption, which can alleviate the fearaiffconting the disconnectedness of this
high-speed world. For Esther, the idea is literhwer self-mutilation, but for the
spectator, self-consumption is a moment of redieopvlhe final sequence of the film
bears out how reintegration takes place and Estlagtions are united with the
spectator’s by way of their shared proximity wisltd capitalism in the form of allegory.

The final moments ah My Skinhighlight Esther’s reconciliation with her
internal self, what | see as her identity and hbe eopes with the world, and what has
become her external “other,” or her displaced sehself, a process that ultimately
allows her to reconnect with her fiancée, frieratxj work. The sequence begins with
Esther entering a market to presumably run rowgmands. However, after only a few
minutes inside, she begins to have blurred visrahappears dizzy, what | see as further
physical manifestation of her detachment and thddyuof capitalisms influence,
especially given that it happens amid a flurry @dromic activity. Also, the POV shots
of Esther’s blurred vision are sped up, which | asenore proof indicating the high-
speed modular network of late capitalism. Thihiessthoment before her internal self’s
final confrontation with her external “other” anéerges as a reminder to the spectator of
the external pressure of neoliberal capitalism.

The final sequence of the film begins in a hotal anfolds similarly to the start

of the film, with split screens—the paired images ot stills this time, but play out
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simultaneously. The left side shows Esther rumntathnough her purchases removing
items from the various plastic grocery bags in adipular order, ending with knives and
razors of varying kinds beginning to emerge. Thgsh@present the previously
mentioned economic activity that caused Esthesgels. There is a cut to Esther
drawing a square on a yet unknown part of hersglf aymarker followed by another cut
and drops of blood appearing on the floor. Whiletthis is happening the right frame
remains somewhat ambiguous. A pile of Esther’shelets shown indicating her
disrobement. The pile of clothes is important beeatirepresents two things. First
articles of clothing are symbols of the self; tlaeg choices made by a people to help
identify and define themselves. Secondly, the igiladicative of her shedding the
customary limits between inside and outside, sedf aher. This is followed by Esther
positioning a standing mirror. There is a cut tarap being placed in front of the mirror;
the reflection of its light on the wall indicatdsat it has been turned on its side. The pair
of images becomes nearly identical as a cametacted in the mirror, fills both of them
followed by a fade to black. During this time thHiek of the camera’s shutter can be
heard repeatedly as numerous pictures are taken.

De Van'’s decision to employ split screens in herkwbustrates the division
among participants in a global network and is @amib Brian De Palma’s work in the
1973 thrillerSisters.In this film, he uses mirrors to illustrate a spkersonality in his
main character Danielle/Dominique, conjoined twimst were separated, causing the
death of Dominique. To help ease the loss of l®eisiDanielle assumes Dominique’s
persona. De Palma’s use of mirroring is indicat¥®anielle’s split personality and

highlights both herself and her sister as two sl two others. De Van differs from
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this with Esther as a detached self viewing itsybalgjectively, rather two selves
inhabiting one body. The split-screen is employedighlight Esther’s psyche becoming
detached from her body and the alienation she epms. This is important because
character and film are united by their atomizatibime repeated split-screen and
mirroring effects are indicative of a subjectivgéative relationship both within the
character of Esther and viewers of the film.

Throughout this entire sequence, the sounds diidked and the hum of activity
outside are heard, leading to a juxtaposition gifitsand sound that contradict one
another, but which | see as Esther reincorpordtergelf with the world. She is still
connected to the high-speed world by its soundsbdiuded enough that she can
complete her reconciliation. The split screens auétte in Esther surrounded by the
photos of her self-mutilation, lovingly caressingiace of excised skin. Yet, rather than
consume it, as she has before she instead see&sn@yt to preserve it at a pharmacy.
The skin is indicative of the external “other” tisdite has internalized. By re-externalizing
the invading force of neoliberalism, Esther supfddhe isolation that came with it.
Unlike after the dinner scene (Fig.14-16) whentsieel to create someone to connect to,
the act of preserving the skin illustrates Esthirs successful attempt to reassert
control over the external “other.” She has embrabedother” of herself and now seeks
to keep it as a reminder of her journey throughdistovery and reintegration. The
process suggested by the film isn’t easy. It isfodi repulsive, and dredges up both the
physical and social repressions of neoliberalism.

This sequence of events for Esther is another ebeaai@ “return of the

repressed,” literally with her cannibalism and @xation of her insides and figuratively
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through a connection with her alienated self. JKhateva outlined how this exploration
of the abject self takes place when she writesef&ls nothing like the abjection of self
to show that all abjection is in fact recognitidrtlee wanton which any being, meaning,
language, or desire is founded. One always paseeguickly over this word, ‘want,” and
today psychoanalysts are finally taking into acaamty its more or less fetishized
product, the ‘object of want™ (5). What Esther ldmne through her “abjection of self,”
what | see as the exclusion of privatization anegelation that caused her alienation, is
restructured her own view of herself and how sheracts with the world without the
oppressiveness of late capitalism’s influence. &kased piece of skin is indicative of
the change that has taken over Esther becaug@eaisents the abject part of Esther, the
final exclusion of negative neoliberal influencdth®ugh the neoliberal structure has not
changed, Esther’s relationship with it has andsitates the potential for the spectator to
do the same. It is up to the viewer to restructiiesimitations imposed by neoliberal
capitalism for him or herself.

Esther’s painful experience is the cure for hegradtion and numbness while her
abject inside is a revaluation of the exclusiorestshs made to define herself in late
capitalism. What returns is then reconsidered amttorporated according to her new
sense of self and how she fits into the world. @zadism and Esther’s self-
objectification in de Van’s film externalizes th@ernal tension of disconnection in a
globally networked society. Esther’s abject treattred her body is a means to regain a
sense of herself and the relationships she héfe irather than cede that control to

outside, destructive forces.
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Just as Esther’'s mind has separated from her bloeyilm mimics the split,
especially during the scenes of cutting, throughgplit-screen editing. As the knife
explores the body each frame of the film is cutvalf. Simultaneous points of view, that
independently switch become commonplace duringliheax sequence in the hotel
room. Beugnet interprets this part of the film bting, “It is the film itself that, like the
skin and the life of its main character, splitsmpad falls into the exploration of the
unnamable part of reality” (158). | diverge fronathatter part of her argument and view,
rather than existing as an unnamable reality,rdnema of Esther’s body, and the film,
becomes the site of engagement between the speatatdate capitalism’s history.

De Van'’s film reads like an allegory of confrargithe neoliberal, conceptualized
self, what | call the external “other,” of Esthehieh she wrestles with nearly the entire
film. She knows something is not right and she aggdly tries to figure out what it is.
When she probes herself with the knife, tentatilfirst, she is trying to figure out
where to begin the reconciliation with her abjesif.sTransference of this exploration
occurs through the spectator’s reaction to hermeliilation, which is experienced as
shock. Esther’s success of overcoming her alienatia confronting her abject self is
highlighted by the successful removal of the fleather leg. She looks back on the open
wound in a mirror, which is how | perceive spectafoursuing their active engagement
with the film and the same history. The past isagisvright behind a person, staring them
in the face if they turn to look at it; history eft leaves a mark on anyone, sometimes an
ugly one. Yet, when Esther preserves the excisgsth fand holds on to it, she does so to
be reminded of it. She doesn’t want to let it gas ia part of her and should be

remembered even if it is from afar.
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Amelioration of History: Spectator Continuation of the In My Skin Critique

The final scene of the film, after Esther’s susteispreservation of the skin,
shows Esther reconnecting with her life, firsticglher fiancée and then confirming her
starting time at work. She lounges on the hoteldididcovered in blood with the excised
piece of skin nearby, but dutifully attending tetack of papers, presumably related to
her job, before going to sleep. The blood and akénreminders that it is not business as
usual, however. She receives a wake-up call frarhtitel and begins to dress for her
return to the distanced, high-speed workplace sdihished reassessing. She places the
now tanned piece of skin over her heart, a physarainder of the revaluating process
she has endured. The film ends with a close-upstiidt’s face, staring at the camera,

which turns and zooms out showing her lying onhtbel bed.

Fig. 17 End of Esther’s journey

This ambiguous ending is the conclusion of Esthalject journey through self-
consumption and highlights it as both the critigh@nd the answer to late capitalism’s
influence. Esther reestablishes her relationshigswork, family, and friends, which are
proof of her prevailing over the alienation sheexgnced under late capitalism, but does
so with her restructured view of neoliberalism #émelworld she inhabits. For the

spectator, this moment is the realization thabhiser shock at Esther’s behavior is
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necessary to continue the critique begun by tie f8hock is also from the recognition
of the internal struggle and tension of the preseidting as an external manifestation
and vice versa, as well as acknowledging a simitaurrence with the past and present
relationships to France’s economy. The final momefitn My Skinillustrate a
reintegration into a global network of product-lessdern capitalism, with an eye toward
mending its destructive forces. Although Estherdtemnged, the neoliberal structure has
not and that tension, between a changed charawearaunchanged world, is the final
shock for the spectator. The shock is meant protoeghtfulness in the spectator
towards social change under late-stage capitali$ma.idea being that change can combat
his or her own alienation and isolation in the satnecture as Esther, perhaps seeking
out ways to return to a “public good,” one thatwects workers in the way neoliberalism

promises but ultimately fails to deliver.
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Brutality and Memory: Reincorporating the Historical Taboo

New French Extremity is a genre of horror film kmofor its transgressive style
and has caused intense debates, about its vadsliybody of cinema, amongst scholars
and popular critics. What has been ignored by pedlrkthe voices in that discussion is
the attention to history that the genre’s directasge explicitly and implicitly referenced.
France’s identity as a progressive nation thatevasved from a colonialist state to a
central hub of modern economics is challenged aptbeed by many of the works in
New French Extremity and reveal the lingering tensiof the past. Transgressive
cinema is often overlooked as having no merit so@al or political discourse, a stance
many of the critics take on this genre. The duaithistory present in France is being
examined critically by some of these directors toair films offer opportunities to
disintegrate and reincorporate this troubled hystioto present dialogues on topics, such
as socioeconomics, race and class relations, atldéoAttempts to dissolve the parallel
accounts of the past are undertaken in violentibcis films in order to have the
spectatorial experience offer new visions of histtmeated by the viewer. The purpose
for this is so that these new understandings op#st can be reincorporated into a
contemporary, individuated, subjective, and coillectmemory, rather than the objective
and collective history that has persisted sinceleWfar II.

My choice ofFrontiere(s) Martyrs, andin My Skinoffers the best possibility to

understanding my approach to engaging France’s plasir attention to social history is
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bolstered by an acknowledgement of film history dludtrates the directors’ awareness
of contemporaneous works that addressed many qirtiiems still faced in the present.
This filmic history is important as being a souodeshock that opens the continuum of
history and helpful in situating the spectator inltiple periods of the past
simultaneously with the present. My research brindgght how these films address the
anxieties that have persisted from past eventsandh history and offers possibilities for
reincorporating them into a re-imagined nationahitty. | achieved this through a
combination of Walter Benjamin’s theory of allegoand Adam Lowenstein’s
interpretation of it, with Tim Palmer’s and MartiBeugnet's contemporary research on
the effect of the spectatorial experience in NeenEh Extremity. Their attention to
bodily sensation allowed me to offer explanatiang/hat those feelings speak to and
how they could (re)envisage the present throughqmamections.

Spectatorial shock as a means to engage histinacathas through an allegorical
re-envisioning of the past which addresses conteanp@anxieties is not unique to New
French Extremity. | foresee my research in thiklfieeing applied to studies that engage
similarly transgressive national cinemas with ae ®yards understanding history that
has produced lasting apprehensions and fear. Rysiiog my efforts on events in post-
war France my research findings can extend to abntries in Europe, with similar
traumatic histories, as well. Two countries | halentified that fit this distinction are
Serbia and Hungary. Both countries have troubledisghat recent filmmakers residing
in them have attempted to engage with. Hungarg, fikance, developed after WWII, but
under the authority of Communist Russia. An exationaof Hungary’s oppression and

mistreatment during and after the war is one péssibenue that my work can address.
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Hungarian film director Gyorgy Palfi's work in ti#906 film Taxidermiais rich with

clues that address Hungary’s varied history. Thitdugh three generations of men,
beginning with WWII and ending in the present, P&ffim illustrates a shocking
engagement with that past that offers relevantdisions about the Hungarian
spectator’s relationship with his or her own higtdilis film is made in the same vein as
those of the New French Extremity, but finds itduence in fantasy/body horror that
differs from New French Extremity. Still, notion§Robin Wood's “return of the
repressed” are still present and actually moregles because of the film's generational
plot. Furthermore, it addresses the fears assdowte WWII, the resulting Cold War,
and modern isolation.

My method of addressing past and present traumageeayo the history of Serbia
also, which includes a recent violent and protidight between it and former members
of Yugoslavia, namely Bosnia and Croatia, that im&d the use of torture and other
means of ethnic cleansing. Serbian direct@aBrSpasojeviand his 2010 filmA Serbian
Film takes transgressive cinema to new heights. Tlhnsidithe most recent to receive
wide spread bans in numerous countries around ¢kel \However, its violent,
oppressive narrative offers insight into a coutiygt has been ravaged by civil war,
poverty, and genocide. Evidence for addressingthresimas begins in the narrative
about a man returning to work as a pornographiarastd the divisive relationship he
has with his jealous brother. Further adding te ghot are images of rape, torture,
implied pedophilia, and necrophilia, moments thaat be read as addressing the recent
war’s atrocities. One possible approach to addnggsast and present traumas could be

done by linking the government of Slobodan Miloge@erbia’s corrupt president
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convicted of human rights violations, and the pigwvernment installed by the Axis
powers during WWII similarly to what | did in chagptone.

There are many possibilities for expanded inquiinés other nations’ cinemas,
two of which | have identified and which are perbapore transgressive than New
French Extremity, which would likely uncover thaistorical traumas relating to war,
economics, and social policies. Further examinatioNew French Extremity is also
possible through continued modes of historicaltegjration that | have done here. The
approach I have taken to understanding nationasgn@ssive cinema is important
because, as | have shown, it has the potentiabpdade collective history in favor of
collective memory, one that includes subjectivecgsiand narratives that may have been

excluded from any “official” account.
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