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A JOURNEY THROUGH BLUE VELVET

FILM, FANTASY AND THE FEMALE SPECTATOR

Fantasists enjoyed little success with her: for, although she did not say very
much . . . her bright eyes and that subtle ironical smile told them: 'Dear
friends! how could you believe of me that | should regard your transient
poetic fancies as real beings, possessing life and action? For this reason Clara
was stigmatized by many as cold, unfeeling, prosaic.

E. T. A. Hoffmann, The Sandman

David Lynch's film Blue Velvet threatens to make interpretation redundant, so
openly does it flaunt its Freudian themes and narrative. Its protagonist, Jeffrey
Beaumont (Kyle MacLachlan), is an Oedipal hero. His real father is struck
down (by a heart attack); he sets out on a journey, encounters woman as enigma,
woman as symbolic mother figure, and makes love to her; finaly, he kills the
murderous father-substitute - at which point some fonm of normality is restored
and the hero is free to take a young woman of his own. The narrative is liberally
dotted with Freudian signposts, often humorously treated: a severed ear, the
symbolic use of 'keys' (to unlock the unconscious), the Oedipal drama which
Jeffrey witnesses from a wardrobe, repressed homosexual desire when Frank
(Dennis Hopper) kisses Jeffrey, the multiplication of father figures, the
separation of a mother from her (male) child, woman as masochist, and so on.
This surface knowingness and playfulness, the ironic tone and insistent parody
of family values, mark Blue Velvet as a post-modern text. It aso displays the
expected generic pastiches of filmnoir, melodrama, and pornography. The send-
up of Freudian themes - as when Frank snaps his scissors over the Blue Lady's
pubic area - suggests a deliberate trap for the earnest or unwary theorist. But to
argue that this puts the film somehow 'beyond' analysis not only fals into the
intentionalist fallacy, it also misses the more interesting and disturbing
guestions about fantasy and spectatorship which Blue Velvet opens up. Certainly
the film is parodic, but it can still be read in terms of what happens to its own
surfaces, even in terms of its refusal to take itself seriously. From this point of
view, Blue Velvet emerges - especidly in its representation of Freud's primal
fantasies - as an hysterical text.

The concept of fantasy has recently been taken up by film theorists,
particularly feminist writers, because it seems to offer a way out of a couple of
related problems: too narrow an account of the film-spectator relationsbip, and
the denial of a position for the female spectator." The turn to fantasy has enabled
them to counter the tendency to ascribe a fixed, masochistic place for both
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female characters in the diegesis and the femae spectator in the cinema
Instead, they have emphasized the dliding subject positions of the femae
protagonist and the multiple positions of identification for the femae (and male)
viewer. It is this new sensitivity to the mobility of identification that makes
fantasy such a suitable concept with which to cdl Blue Velvet's double bluff.

The important aspect of fantasy for Freud was not its relationship to reality,
but its degree of psychical redlity in the life of the individual. According to
Laplanche and Pontalis, whose article 'Fantasy and the origins of sexuality' has
been a key point of reference in this debate, he saw psychical reality as ‘alone
truly real, in contrast with the mgjority of psychological phenomena'; it isjust as
'real' as the material world.? Freud did not divide fantasy into conscious and
unconscious fantasies: he insisted that the same nucleus is present in the deepest
unconscious fantasy, in daydreams, and in the secondary revision or conscious
interpretation of dreams when we are awake. But he did distinguish between
original, structural - or primal - fantasies and secondary imaginary fantasies.

The primal fantasies deal with the mgor enigmas of a child's early life,
enigmas which concern the origin of the individual, the origin of sexuality, and
the origin of sexual difference. Fantasies of the primal scene picture the origin of
the human subject, that is, the creation of the child in the parents' love-making.
Fantasies of seduction, in which the child desires to seduce or be seduced by the
parent, represent the origin of sexua desire. And fantasies of castration
dramatize the origin of the difference between the sexes. Although these three
scenes are sometimes treated as if they were staged quite independently of each
other, Freud's discussions in a number of case studies stress the way they
interrelate and overlap. Also, Freud does not invoke copulation, castration, and
seduction as general concepts: the figure of the powerful father largely (but not
totally) dominates al three primal fantasies. The primal scene is invariably
depicted as a wounding or rape of the mother by the father. Castration is usually
represented as the castration of the son by the father. Seduction is discussed in
the main as the seduction of the daughter by the father. The seduction of the
infant by the mother is central to the pre-Oedipal period, however, and must
play a part in the seduction fantasy; Freud aso spoke of the child's desire to
seduce the parent.

Behind the three primal fantasies, then, lies the drama of the Oedipal crisis
which turns on the twin figures of the phallic mother and the castrating father.
As John Fletcher argues:

The primal fantasies operate so as to reorganize the pre-Oedipal sexual field
through the alignment of a set of identifications and object attachments which
are dramatized for the subject as alternatives. This assigns a meaning . .. to
the gender positions it constructs: masculine/active, feminine/passive.’

The primal fantasies are thus bound up from the start with the organization of
sexual difference. Later, | shall argue that, within the signifying practices of the
film text, the spectator's stance in each of the fantasies is aligned with both the
sadistic and masochistic positions in different degrees; this sets limits to the
freedom and bisexuality of identification in fantasy.

It is important not to underestimate the degree of mobility in identification
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that the concept does allow. In her article 'Fantasia’, Elizabeth Cowie stresses
Laplanche and Pontalis's definition of fantasy as the mise-en-scene of desire.”
This approach begins by relating fantasy to auto-eroticism. This is a crucia
step, because it shows that desire is not just a welling up of the drives: it comes
to exist as sexual only as it is articulated in fantasy.

The argument about how the drive becomes auto-erotic only after the loss of
the object can best be illustrated by the infant's experience of satisfaction as it
suckles at the breast. This involves not just the allaying of hunger, but also
sensua pleasure. In this process, the instinctual satisfaction of hunger becomes
linked to a sexual object outside the infant's own body - the mother's body.
When the child becomes hungry in the mother's absence, it will attempt to
re-create the original experience of feeding through hallucination: ‘the first
wishing seems to have been a hallucinatory cathecting of the memory of
satisfaction.”® Thus, whereas the need for milk can be satisfied by drinking, the
infant's desire is directed not to an object such as milk or the breast but
to a fantasy of lost satisfaction. It becomes split through the function of
representation. It moves into the field of fantasy and, in so doing, it starts
existing as sexuality. Fantasy and sexuality thus both emerge as auto-erotic:
sexua desire becomes uncoupled from non-sexual functions and detached from
any natural object.’

It is in this sense that fantasy is not the object of desire, but its setting.
Fantasy does not depend on particular objects but rather on the setting out of
images in which the subject is caught up. Hence fantasy as scene, as the mise-en-
scene of desire which is to be found not only, as we have seen, in unconscious
fantasies, daydreams, and secondary revision, but also, as Elizabeth Cowie
argues, in such public forms of fantasy as films and novels.” Within these
fantasy scenarios, the subject is free to take up a number of subject positions.

In fantasy the subject does not pursue the object or its sign:

he appears caught up himself in the sequence of images. He forms no
representation of the desired object, but is himself represented as participating
in the scene although, in the earliest forms of fantasy, he cannot be assigned
any fixed place in it. ... Asaresult, the subject, although aways present in
the fantasy, may be so in a desubjectivized form, that is to say, in the very
syntax of the sequence in question.?

As an extreme example of this dispersal of the subject, Laplanche and Pontalis
invoke the primal fantasy of seduction: 'a father seduces a daughter’. This
constitutes a 'scenario with multiple entries, in which nothing shows whether
the subject will be immediately located as daughter; it can as well be fixed as
father, or even in the term seduces .° The fantasy thus dramatizes and organizes
the otherwise formless indeterminacies, dispersions, and displacements of
desire in the individual subject.'®

BLUE VELVET: FANTASY AND FILM

At least three different forms of fantasy can be distinguished in Blue Velvet.
Like any other film, it is (in Elizabeth Cowi€e's phrase) a 'public fantasy'.
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Secondly, the structure of the film suggests that the hero may have dreamt the
whole thing. The image of the ear is used to 'frame' the events-as-dream. In the
opening sequence, the camera zooms down and into the interior of a severed ear
which Jeffrey finds in a country lane; in the final sequence, the camera pulls out
from the inside of an ear - in this case Jeffrey's. He awakens on the lawn of his
parents' garden, where the film's action also began. If Blue Velvet's narrative of
death and desire is a dream, thisis not spelt out for the spectator; it isimpossible
to separate out the 'dream’ events from those which precede and follow them.
Thirdly, Freud's three original fantasies - the primal scene, castration, and
seduction - are specificaly depicted within the narrative (Jeffrey's dream?). In
short, Blue Velvet is a public fantasy about a private dream which involves a
representation of the primal fantasies.

Blue Velvet presents a tongue-in-cheek detective story in which the young
protagonist, Jeffrey, investigates the 'true’ nature of life's darker side. The
credits are superimposed on a background of crushed blue velvet which, in
close-up, assumes the texture of wood or bark. The opening sequence presents
an ironic introduction to the film's setting, Lumberton, USA, where the houses
are adl neat and squeaky clean, the gardens neatly manicured and the skies
perfectly blue. White-white fences are framed by red-red roses and firemen
wave happily from their truck as children are ushered across the street by
friendly adults. On the soundtrack, Bobby Vinton croons 'Blue Velvet', a
sentimental 1950s ballad about first love. Lumberton is the archetypal
American small town,a place of suburban banality which exists only in wishful
memories and television serias like Father Knows Best and Leave It To Beaver.
A disc-jockey's platitudinous voice tells the happy inhabitants of Lumberton
that, asit is a sunny day, they should 'get out those chainsaws'. Throughout the
narrative, his voice is heard announcing the time: 'At the sound of afalling tree,
it is 9.30.'

This parody of a suburban idyll is gradually undercut by a sequence of
disturbing images. A woman watches a television drama in which a gun is seen
in close-up pointing to the left of the screen. The film cuts to a man outside
watering his lawn: suddenly he writhes in agony as he fdls to the ground with a
heart attack, his hose between his legs so that he appears to be urinating, the
water spurting forth in an absurdly comic manner. A dog jumps up and down,
attempting to catch the spray. Thus, the film's first suggestion of violence is
linked to the female gaze: a woman looks at a fictiona gun pointing in the
direction of the outside world where her husband is suddenly struck down. This
drama is watched by a small child whose narrative significance becomes clear
only in the film's final sequence. The symbolic family configuration - mother/
father/child - mediated in this sequence by the image of the gun and the
unexpected violence forms a metonymic pattern which becomes central to the
narrative. Its ominous undertoneis reinforced in an equally unexpected series of
images in which the camera seems to burrow down into the ground, beneath the
clipped lawn, to reveal a magnified jungle where insects are devouring a grub
with cannibalistic frenzy. An eerie collection of sounds invades the soundtrack;
these are repeated later in the narrative at moments of intense fear and horror.

The heart attack triggers off the film's drama. When the man's son, Jeffrey, is
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returning from the hospital, he finds a severed human ear in a grassy paddock.
He takes it to Detective Williams, who discourages Jeffrey's curiosity about his
bizarre discovery. After leaving Williams's house, Jeffrey meets the detective's
daughter Sandy (Laura Dern), who emerges from the night shadows in a parody
of the noir style. It is woman's body which links the film's two worlds - the
‘outer’ world of idealized family life and the 'inner’ world of violent, perhaps
fatal, symbolic relationships. Later, another woman, Dorothy Vallens (Isabella
Rossellini), also emerges from the suburban darkness. This time, woman's body
is naked and battered, a brutal reminder that the two worlds are two sides of the
same coin. This theme is repeated in the film's final sequence. An obviously
mechanical robin, which might have flown in from Mary Poppins, is chomping
on a bug. The reference to Mary Poppins, the phallic mother par excellence, is
surely deliberate: Lumberton is her home territory.

Sandy tells Jeffrey that she sometimes overhears her father discussing his
work. It seems that a woman named Dorothy Vallens might be involved in the
mystery surrounding the ear. Also known as The Blue Lady, she signsin aloca
night-club; her theme song is, of course, 'Blue Velvet'. Fascinated, Jeffrey hides
in Dorothy's apartment in the hope of 'seeing something'. The events that
follow lead him into an underworld of crime, kidnapping, drug dealing,
murder, and sexual abuse. This crime narrative, however, functions as a
Hitchcockian McGuffin: the film is primarily concerned with the drama of
human relationships and the role of sexua fantasy in them. The film's final
sequence repeats images from the opening, revealing that ‘normality’ has
returned to suburban family life. The camera pulls out from the interior of
Jeffrey's ear as he wakes in the garden to the sound of Sandy's voice calling him
to lunch. This shot rhymes with the earlier shot in which the camera enters the
recesses of an ear, signifying the possibility that the drama has been a dream.
Jeffrey's father chats to Detective Williams, Aunt Barbara expresses disgust at
the cannibalistic behaviour of robins, and Dorothy Vallens embraces her son, a
small boy wearing a coloured party hat whose image recalls the infant who
watched his father writhing on the lawn at the beginning of the film. The
symbolic family configuration of mother/father/son has been reworked many
times throughout the narrative in its parody of Freudian themes.

It is in the hesitation between parody and a more disturbing representation of
the primal fantasies that Blue Velvet raises interesting questions about fantasy
and spectatorship. The critical apartment scene, for example, seems at one level
to endorse the argument that in those texts which stage the primal or original
fantasies, the places of the characters are not fixed and, as Elizabeth Cowie puts
it, 'the staging of desire has multiple entries' for the spectator. Nevertheless, |
want to argue that this multiplicity is neither infinite nor indeterminate. The
spectator is not completely 'free' to identify with any character position at will.
Entry is coded in specific ways; certain spectator positions are encouraged over
and above others.*!

In this scene, Jeffrey has stolen into the room of Dorothy Vallens, a woman
he does not know but whom he believes to be connected with the underworld,
and hidden himself in a cupboard. The voyeurism of Jeffrey's 'peeping' is
heavily marked in a close-up of him peering through the cupboard's door dats at
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The hero as voyeur - Blue Velvet

Dorothy as she undresses. When Dorothy discovers him, however, this
voyeuristic look is turned against him and he becomes the object of woman's
aggressive desire. She threatens him with a knife while angrily questioning him:
‘Do you sneak into girls' apartments to see them undress? (This echoes Sandy's
earlier comment: 'l don't know if you're a detective or a pervert.") Dorothy
orders Jeffrey to undress. 'l want to see you,' she tells him, pulling down his
pants. '‘Don't move! Don't look at me!" she shouts. As she begins to make erotic
advances, presumably to bring on an erection, she orders Jeffrey to remain still.
‘Don't touch me or I'll kill you! Do you like talk like that? 'No," Jeffrey replies,
adamantly. Dorothy's threat as she makes love to him oraly while holding a
knife is painfully clear: an erect penisis easier to castrate than a flaccid one. At
this point woman controls the gaze, the knife, and the key to man's pleasure.
Jeffrey is rendered totally vulnerable, his voyeuristic gaze deflected, his concern
directed towards the threat and pleasure (the threat of pleasure?) offered by the
woman.

Female viewers find this one of the most interesting and disturbing scenes in
Blue Velvet. Woman is in control of the situation, her desires, and the look. She
investigates hisbody, his sexual organs. Even if Jeffrey's youth and inexperience
undermine her power to some extent, Dorothy is still depicted as a figure in
control. In this staging of the primal fantasy of seduction, the spectator is
presumably free to identify with either male or female, or with both characters.
Initially Jeffrey subjected the woman to his voyeuristic gaze as he secretly
watched her undress. Dorothy reverses this balance of power: she subjects him
to her gaze and, while wielding a knife, forbids him to look at her. Thus a
series of positions is presented, the terms of which are taken up successively by
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Overdetermined seduction - Kyle MacLachlan and Isabdla Rosslini

Jeffrey and Dorothy. The spectator, however, is not completely free to identify
with either man or woman or the symbolic positions they occupy - Jffrey as
son/lover, Dorothy as mother/lover. The representation of the seduction fantasy
is overdetermined by the theme of castration: Jeffrey voyeuristicaly views
Dorothy as woman, signifier of castration; Dorothy strips Jeffrey naked and
threatens him with a knife. Because castration (having and not having a penis)
means such different things for women and men, the freedom of the female and
male spectator to enter into the scenario via the processes of identification
cannot be unbiased.

THE GENDERING OF SPACE

To understand these constraints on identification, | want to discuss more
generally how cinematic mise-en-sceneis coded to produce a ‘gendering' of space.
In her article on visual pleasure and spectatorship, Laura Mulvey linked the
look of the male protagonist, the bearer of the gaze, to notions of power and a
desire to control and possess the heroine, the object of his look.

As the spectator identifies with the main male protagonist, he projects his
look on to that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male
protagonist as he controls events coincides with the active power of the erotic
look, both giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence.*?

Much of the spectator's pleasure derives from this power and control. Altnough
Mulvey does not specify this, | would argue that this has shaped certain
conventions of mise-en-scene. In the typical Hollywood two-shot, the woman is
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placed in the centre of the screen space, the man to either her left or right and
closer to the foreground. She thus becomes, literally, an object along the axis of
his gaze.®

This structure is perhaps most evident in film noir, especially at those
moments when the hero first glimpses the heroine - think of The Postman
Always Rings Twice, Double Indemnity, Out of the Past, Gilda, Body Heat. In
these scenes, shots of the hero at the edge of the frame as he gazes at the heroine
are invariably intercut with close-ups of parts of the woman's body. Thus the
voyeuristic gaze alternates with a fetishistic attempt to contain the woman's
beauty, her threat, in a 'frozen' image. Only very occasionaly is the pattern
reversed, with the female protagonist at the left or right of the frame and the
male protagonist centred. When it does happen, the woman's position or look is
compromised in some way. She may be pushed more to one side, for instance,
her gaze weakened by her less central position in the frame; in Humoresque, Joan
Crawford has to put on spectacles to see more clearly.

In the conventional two-shot and shot-reverse-shot, then, it appears that the
edges and the centre of the frame are differently 'gendered’. This is reinforced
by codes of lighting, with the 'masculinized’ edges dark and shadowy and the
figure of the heroine, in her ‘feminized' space, being more brightly lit. Often,
she emerges from the shadows into the light: the scene when Jeffrey first sees
Sandy draws upon al these structures. Their significance is suggested, | think,
by Kga Silverman's discussion in 'Masochism and subjectivity' of the passive
position usually occupied by a film's femae protagonist.

The masculine subject viewing a film or reading a novel in which the passive
position is occupied by afemale enacts, through displacement, the compul sory
narrative of loss and recovery. | will hazard the generalization that it is aways
the victim - the figure who occupies the passive position - who is realy the
focus of attention, and whose subjugation the subject (whether male or
female) experiences as a pleasurable repetition of his’her own history. . . . The
fascination of the sadistic point of view is merely that it provides the best
vantage point from which to watch the masochistic story unfold.'*

This suggests that filmic space is defined in terms of the passive/feminine and
active/masculine split. 1 would go a step further, and argue that filmic codes
produce a gendering of this space and that male or female subjects are free to
take up either of these positions. This calls into question the idea of the
‘controlling male gaze', in so far as that assumes that the position of the voyeur
is dways and only a position of mastery. Silverman argues that the masculine
subject ‘surreptitiously’ identifies with the feminine position. Thus, the place of
the voyeur could be seen - in many instances - as a place in which the active
'male’ subject in the diegesis is represented in order more effectively to 'identify’
with the passive ‘female’ subject.

| am not suggesting that this feminization and masculinization of space is in
any way biologically determined and/or fixed. There is no reason why the
placing of hero and heroine should not be switched. Conventionally, the space
to the left or right of the frame has been assigned to the male, but only because
he is generally 'the bearer of the look' - which, as Silverman argues, is more
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Framing the heroine in Gilda

.. and Out of the Past



