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Introduction

This thesis describes a series of narrative dynamics occurring in novel to film
adaptations. It is especially concerned with adaptive practices that favour digressive,
heterogeneous, subjective and composite approaches to the appropriation of source
materials and their transmedial development. Overall, this work seeks to chart how
narrative iterations and thematic repetition are executed beyond a plot-based adaptation
standard, for instance, by means of multi-sourced borrowings, or original additions
aiming towards non-hierarchical relationships between literary and filmic products. The
thesis is composed of three chapters: an introductory literature review and two case
studies.

Chapter 1 surveys a series of theoretical contributions, both contemporary and
developed during the twentieth century, dealing with theories of narrativity, the purpose
and functioning of narrative expression, and the notion of “story” across media. Starting
with an appraisal of “make-believe theory” and “literary humanism”, it goes on to assess
four key elements of narrative structures — voice, system, subject, context — each via an
illustration of the main contributions by a different thinker — Bakhtin, Lotman, Kristeva
and Hall. The chapter ends with a comparative outline of different modes for the
understanding of adaptation, which, it argues, can exist as a retelling or as a recreation
of existing material. The case-study chapters tackle the overarching theme of
adaptation in two complementary ways. Chapter 2 follows a “vertical” path, whereby a
single creator’s adaptive practice is assessed in its multiple demonstrations across a
series of independent titles. Chapter 3 looks at a “horizontal” distribution of signification
when a single title is repeatedly adapted by different agents across several media,
languages, epochs and locations.

Chapter 2 focuses on the work of director Jane Campion, privileging the “period” triptych

within her larger corpus, that is, a series of costume films set in the nineteenth century:



The Piano, a composite appropriation of tropes and unacknowledged sources; The
Portrait of a Lady, a deceptively straightforward adaptation from a novel; Bright Star, a
reversal of factual sources to create an alternative biopic. Chapter 3 presents the
adaptation history of the novel Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronté through the lens of
setting and ambiance, in lieu of character-driven plot development. Therefore, the
treatment of background nature, human-animal relationships, land ownership and local
specificity, as refracted across media, time and locale, are placed centre-stage, with
Andrea Arnold’s 2011 film Wuthering Heights being given particular attention for its
environmental sensibility. Moreover, recurring themes emerge from case-study
discussions: women'’s agency in social and artistic settings, the representation of labour,
the expression of historical awareness, the creation of non-verbal, non-scholarly tactics
to hand down human knowledge, the role ascribed to nature and the non-human in
fictional narratives, the impact and influence of Anglophone cultures within a global
context.

In my attempt to understand how adaptation from page to screen functions, and what it
entails for the connected, yet independent, works it produces, | willingly positioned
myself on the outside looking in, skirting the book-film periphery: a position that allowed
me to take into account the well-known, traditional and “proper” adaptations as well as
browsing the murky territory where adaptation becomes palimpsest and philological
rigour gives way to popular and commercial rewriting. Above all, | wanted to, alternately,
orient myself towards the subject doing the adaptation, and towards the object being
adapted. Hence my choice to feature as case studies, in a hybrid format, a single
director and a single title, rather than adopting a purely monographic approach to Jane
Campion, or compiling a selection with regards to Wuthering Heights. Following how
one author develops their adaptation practice throughout a series of adapted works
generates a top-down analysis, an overview gathering different texts to compare the
specifics of the adaptation methodology that they do (or do not) share. Conversely, to
focus on one single title to build its genealogy, from the ur-text to its fragmented,
multi-media adaptations, generates a rhizomatic family of interconnected works, and
allows the space to sketch some hypothesis as to how adaptations influence, from the

bottom-up, the reception and status of their original source. While multi-directional, my



approach rejects hierarchical directives: for instance, | do not uphold “fidelity” as a
critical standard, rather, | attempt to present my thinking about the case studies as a
horizontal sequence of connections, a reading of intertextualities and, often, as a mere
attempt to find my way through a gallery of distorting and magnifying mirrors. My
interest in specifically “period” or “costume” adaptations — i.e. films that recreate an
historical ambiance, often and purportedly parallel to the timing and context of the novel
they are based on — was a crucial criteria when selecting my case studies. How do films
influence our present understanding of the past? How do costume and set-design
concur in fostering certain stereotypes about how life felt and looked like in a past era?
How does a visual mise-en-scéne contribute to create false memories, unreachable
expectations, biased interpretations about their literary sources? Can film adaptations
revise, update, even bend the content of an established text to create new meaning for
contemporary audiences? Such questions spurred me to embark on this research, and
while | do not claim to have come any closer to answering them, they have certainly
shaped and informed the way | conducted my thinking.

This thesis employs a mixed methodology. Trade paper articles, newspaper reviews,
online commentary and popular sources are considered and quoted alongside textual
elements from primary textual and filmc sources, as well as scholarly analyses. This
stance is also highly informed by a series of setbacks and unforeseen logistical
obstacles brought forth by the global Covid-19 pandemic: the near-impossible
availability of physical access to libraries and in-person meetings were further
aggravated by personal discomfort and increased difficulties with regards to the
management of healthcare on a national, local and individual level. As in daily life under
lockdown, the locus of signification in cultural products shifted from the material towards
the virtual, and similar patterns occurring in the transmission of traditional, canonical
and popular stories became all the more apparent for their capability to maintain their
relevance by adapting and adjusting to the specifics of new media and new ideas.
Moreover, the ongoing health crisis confirmed my idea of research (both personal and
academic) as a realm that cannot disregard the importance and influence of the
researcher’s body at each stage of the process, from the material drafting to the political

scope detectable in the finalised work. The imperative upkeep of menial, conservative



care-work during times of general lockdown and individual isolation that mainly befell,
unchallenged and unrewarded, on women, echoed the acts described narratively in the
works | was analysing, and further enhanced their cultural assignment as a particularly
“feminine” line of employment, let alone duty. Domesticity as a site of labour, as well as
a potential generator of narrative development, therefore, gained a specific, literal
meaning. It was paramount to my research methodology, from the beginning,to feature
as much work made by woman-identified writers, filmmakers, thinkers and academics
as possible. Over time, it unfolded as a speculative necessity that eventually overcame
any essentialist notions about this classification, however loose it had been since the
start. The distincly feminist bent which is embedded in my own critical approach, in fact,
is not limited to a mere sex-based census: the philosophical and political quests that |
aim to contribute to through my scholarship is less concerned with issues of equality
and representation than with the redestribution of resources, both material and
intellectual. Hence the focus on the translating efforts performed on bodily, material
performances described, or implied, in literary sources (alongside word-based
exchanges) when the adaptation leads to their visualisation. Resisting stances towards
unpalatable ideological content stored in the texts are, hopefully, appeased by a
willingness to engage with the givens in order to gauge the critical distance, and
eventually perform a critical interrogation more akin to a congenial, unsuspicious
description of a series of works that, it is important to state, fundamentally brought me
great pleasure.

Rita Felski’'s arguments, in her book The Limits of Critique (2015), for the enlargement
of conventional approaches to the critical act were illuminating and impactful. The idea
that critical writing should entail the attempt to string together evidence, reasoning,
contextual assessment and interpretation within a logical structure — one, moreover,
closely related to storytelling for its captivating power — is but one of many potential
ways to practice criticism, Felski argues. The “suspicion” that accompanies the
enquiring drive in modern critical studies, whereby the text is posited as a mysterious,
unyielding object whose underpinnings and complicities need to be uncovered, and
dutifully accounted for theoretically and historically, is allegedly proving an insufficient

mode of intellectual exercise within the humanities. The engagement that Felski



suggests, on the other hand, is a stance that does aim to extract the moral capability
tucked away in the text in order to divulge it to the untrained reader, rather, it
acknowledges ways to read (and, | would add, watch and listen to) that are better
understood and felt via one’s willingness to experience shock, emotion, analogy,
enchantment, (vicarious) pleasures or distress, and so forth. | recognised many of the
alternative modes of engagement that Felski indicates in the adaptive operations |
describe: as foundational components of each story migrate from one adaptation to the
next, the load of original and ancillary material they generate and spread, along with the
main treatment of the source, often seems better experienced, let alone assessed, via
analytic pathways that eschew the logical modes of standard critique. Rather, certain
visual aesthetic choices, certain small twists on a character’s demeanour, certain
implications suggested by colour, voice, or composition seem to require one’s
willingness to respond physically and emotionally, to prioritise one’s memory and
intuition over rigour and detachment. The mere fact that, as | was writing about the
styling of natural spaces on screen and hapticality in human representations
interpersonal interactions and outdoor activities were forbidden as preventative health
measure, surely attached a whole new layer of meaning to my inquiry, even when the
initial longing eventually gave way to desensitization. Moreover, the choice to follow
adaptive circuits, | soon discovered, entailed the near-impossible task to present a
uniform and cohesive account of the routes taken, let alone finding common ground for
their objectives: “adaptation” is neither a genre, nor a technique, hardly a style, yet it
contains elements of all the above, and requires them to ascribe to certain conventions
in order to be recognised as such.

New Zealand filmmaker Jane Campion has frequently employed adaptation as
structural methodology throughout her career. The fact that she has worked within
classical “period” adaptations (The Piano, Bright Star, The Portrait of a Lady) as well as
filmic subjects that are now borderline “period” aesthetic — such as In the Cut, shot in
2003 and based on Susanna Moore’s eponymous 1995 novel, and An Angel at My
Table, shot in 1990 and based on New Zealand writer Janet Frame’s biography of the
same title, which covers her life from her childhood during the 1930’s up to her (then)

present days in the late 1980’s — allowed me to compare and contrast her approach to a



“historical” subject matter with her approach to fictional worlds more familiar to, and
possibly better understandable for her contemporary audiences. | focus on Campion’s
three “period” or “costume” features — The Piano (1993), The Portrait of a Lady (1996)
and Bright Star (2009) — to observe her multi-sourced and highly subjective approach to
inter-media translations. Campion, | argue, is primarily interested in evoking a specific
mood with a curated selection of signifiers suggesting the idea of past (or past-ness),
tweaking historical accuracy to heighten the film’s potential for sentimentality and visual
impact. The literary canon that Campion references is, indeed, manifold, but it is often
left unacknowledged in its textual specificities, thus complicating the adaptive customary
‘one-way” flow into a chain of references that successfully escape authorship,
ownership and appropriation. The Piano, for instance, is highly receptive to readings
that privilege the discussion of sensory perception over the strict analysis of narrative
development: as | attempt to do in my discussion, the descriptions of the effects of a
mood, of the details that contribute to a filmic atmosphere are viable conduits to gauge
the work’s contextual, ideological and historical grounds. The Portrait of a Lady, in turn,
takes advantage of the popularity of its source novel to carve space out of the narrative
core to experiment with genre expectations (specific sequences subvert the fictional
period frame), technical materiality and uniformity (b&w and colour shots are both
employed) and also, notably, with the very concept of fidelity in adaptation by changing
the ending. An analogous twist is that performed in Bright Star, a biopic about a poet’s
muse arguing for the mutuality of inspiration, in lieu of the traditional bijective gaze
thrust upon the quieter, possibly prettier object of desire in art. Campion chooses not to
adapt a work of literary fiction, but a series of handwritten private documents — John
Keats’ letters to Fanny Brawne —, thus creating a “revisionist” account focusing on an
alternative, secondary side of the same story. Overall, Campion appears to work within
a visual “past tense” that allows her, and her audiences, to enjoy representations of
fictionalised nineteenth centuries while assessing the moral and juridical conditionings
at play in the regulation of individual conduct within a changing (evolving?) social and
cultural setting.

While Campion’s approach to adaptation provides for a substantially limited field of

enquiry, a single title employed as pivot opens the research up to virtually limitless



potentialities. The genealogy of multimedia adaptations based on Wuthering Heights
reveals a layered infrastructure of adaptations, reworkings, satires, appropriations and
works inspired by the novel's eventful human plot. However, other elements of Emily
Bronté’s source text resurface if the focus is slanted: patterns of affinity and instances of
originality can pertain to secondary and background details as well.

The relevance of natural and open spaces in conveying atmosphere, the need for
geographical specificity even across national boundaries, the recurring role played by
animal and vegetable elements, all contribute to the vocabulary of and surrounding
Wuthering Heights adaptations. Mine is an attempt in reversing the order of importance
in critical evaluation of novel-to-film and film-to-film comparisons, whereby the aspect
and role of the background determines the action happening on the foreground as well
as the tone and scope of the discussions produced about them. | am interested in how
“nature” is conceptualised and depicted, both visually and literarily, and the ensuing
ideas about how what is “in the open” relates to humans, especially when those
relationships get harnessed in ties of taming, commodification and exploitation. Real-life
consequences of cultural operations, such as the gentrification of rural areas, the
logistics of filmmaking, and the commercial co-optation of literary tropes, are summarily
addressed as worthy components of a critical analysis concerned with the world beyond
the page (or the screen).

Andrea Arnold’s film adaptation Wuthering Heights (2011) is treated as an emblematic
example of this approach: the para-documentaristic, quasi a-narrative character of the
film is in keeping with eco-conscious sensibilities that seek to downsize human
centrality in cultural discourse. Moreover, Arnold demonstrates a way to read (and
translate) the source novel that accounts for the cost required by human supremacy:
Wuthering Heights, in her adaptation, is revitalised as a tale concerned with the legal,
cultural, physical management and ownership of space and place. Furthermore, notions
of adaptation as translation are tackled via the selection of adaptations that take place
in countries that are not Britain, or imagine Britain from the outside: these are the
instances that reveal the ultimate role of landscape, nature and the outdoors as loci of

signification, imagination, analogy and, potentially, substitution.



The trajectory towards adaptation theory originates in questions regarding how re-telling
and re-creating are conducive to migrant narrative forms whose force lies in their
paradoxical capability to innovate as they repeat what is familiar. The cultural histories
and theories that accompany adaptations seem also involved in shaping the patterns of
reference and reaction against sources and other related materials as the appropriating
processes continue on. The case studies, therefore, are introduced by a literature
review whose main objective is to trace a summary profile of the theories of narrativity
that underpin my discussion.

Most of the thinkers | draw from provide insight into questions of “fictionality”,
“truthfulness”, how both are understood when referencing the “past”, what roles they
come to play when they merge into narrative forms. Theories discussed include Michail
Bakhtin’s notions of “chronotope” and “heteroglossia”; Julia Kristeva’s bifurcation
between the semiotic and the symbolic in her description of language; Kendall Walton
and Gregory Currie’s theories of “make believe” as the basis of narrative expression;
the case for the humanist value of literature as discussed by Bernard Harrison and
Richard Gaskin; Stuart Hall’s interest into the vernacular side of communication models
as enabled by audiovisual technology. Overall, among the recurring themes that
connect all the aforementioned systems, is a relevant interest towards a perceived
cultural past and its telling modes: historiography, mythological narrative, symbolic
parable, genre-specific literary specimen, non-verbal cultural signifiers and instantly
recognizable stereotypes. How the past is told, preserved and reused to renew, fortify
its meaning, or even as a basis for wholly new signification.

The foundational issue at stake, however, is how to describe what a filmic product does,
via its own codes and language, to the literary work it reinterprets, especially when it
comes to address medium-specific expressive modalities as well as the narrative
content. Adaptations seem especially apt to prioritise subjective understanding, that is,
the active reaction of the person receiving the original story and therefore participating
in the reiterative adaptive format. A stance that, as will be discussed, involves makers
as well as popular and critical audiences, and which presuppose an experience of
shared narrativization on top of unidirectional sense-making practices. Therefore,

theoretical approaches that underline features of intermedia adaptations positing the act
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as an inherently creative intervention will be privileged over comparative approaches to
the subject matter. My own approach to understanding mediated narratives, on the
other hand, aims to be flexible enough to recognise and concede the influence, on one’s
critical output, not only of the original authorial intention, but also the impact of
contingent variables, including the experience and sensibility of the critic as a member

of a larger audience.
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Chapter 1

Stories, Iterations, Adaptations

The task of compiling a literature review about theories of narrativity and the notion of
“story” feels somehow less daunting given how self-evidently impossible it is to bring it
to completion. The plethora of available material is curtailed by barriers such as
language knowledge or proficiency, physical (un)availability of the text, in addition to
shifting criteria such as popularity and prestige, pertinence of subject matter, readability
and, no less important, personal taste and ideological inclination. Awareness of its gaps
and incomplete scope animates the progression of this chapter: its focus switches from
the definition of “story”, “narrative” and the acts connected with their creation and
utterance, to an approach of the ways stories iterate via adapting mechanisms. This
chapter, therefore, should be read as a curated assembly combining the theoretical
exercises which helped me clarify — by way of illustration, description, agreement and,
often, conflict — my personal stance towards the understanding of narratives and
narrativity, whose effects are evident, and come to completion, in the ensuing
case-studies chapters.

The opening section attempts a basic outline of theories of narrativity whose ideas
provide (partial) explanations to the way “truth”, “fiction” and the “past” are understood,
told and shared, and often include suggestions regarding the didactic and/or informative
purpose of communicative acts rooted in linguistic narrative modes. Theories discussed
include Michail Bakhtin’s notions of “chronotope” and “heteroglossia”; Julia Kristeva’s
bifurcation between the semiotic and the symbolic in her description of language;
Kendall Walton and Gregory Currie’s theories of “make believe” as the basis of narrative
expression; the case for the humanist value of literature as discussed by Peter

Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen, Bernard Harrison and Richard Gaskin; Stuart
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Hall’'s interest into the vernacular side of communication models as enabled by
audiovisual technology. The latter part of the chapter tackles narratives beyond point
zero of original storytelling: it illustrates theories of adaptation concerned with
transmediality, translation, the alleged hierarchy between source and adaptation, fidelity,
intervention and the possibility to update the scope of the adapted material. Special
treatment will be given to theoretical reflections specifically interested in the relationship
between written, language-based texts and visual, filmic objects, while conceding that
any theorizing attempt cannot be considered as a precise, or exclusive how-to guide to
a specific type of semiotic link.

| acknowledge Walter Benjamin as the main facilitator of my understanding via his
celebrated 1936 essay “The Storyteller”: his discussion of the storyteller as a floating
identity, role, act and technique is, for its conciseness and clarity, one of the most
effective theoretical standpoints on the subject of communication as a foremost social
act that | so far have encountered. Benjamin’s respect for popular, oral sources as the
motor of narrativity, his appraisal of wisdom as a form of collective, shareable
experience, his description of the continued relevance of stories beyond their topicality,
their survival and growth in layers of different narratives are focal points that, as
Benjamin traces them in Nikolai Leskov’s literary corpus, | am interested in pointing out
in other narrative exercises. There is a joint participation in the eye, the soul and the
hand in forming instances of shareable wisdom — Benjamin describes the storyteller as
“a man who has counsel for his readers” (86) — which should, crucially, be useful to the
recipient. The concurrent presence of visual, tactile and sentimental engagement with
the narrated content “determine a practice” (108) which, Benjamin argues, has gone
somewhat lost in contemporary times: “The role of the hand in production has become
more modest, and the place it filled in storytelling lies waste” (Benjamin 108).
References to the body and its composite capabilities coalesce into a definite
conception of storytelling as intrinsically tied in with forms of manual labour, thus reifying

the act into one of social utility and meaning.

The storytelling that thrives for a long time in the milieu of work — the rural, the maritime,

and the urban — is itself an artisan form of communication, as it were. It does not aim to
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convey the pure essence of the thing, like information or a report. It sinks the thing into
the life of the storyteller, in order to bring it out of him again. Thus traces of the storyteller
cling to the story the way the handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel. (Benjamin
91-2)

Benjamin’s alignment of the narrative arts with artisanal labour, simultaneously as
metaphor and as literal explanation of material circumstances motivating the evolution
of certain conceptual forms, is a form of attention that | will attempt to imitate when
analysing my case-studies of choice. Besides, repetition as the fundamental, intrinsic
capability that stories posses, the necessary specification that grants their conservation
in time and across space — “The cardinal point for the unaffected listener is to assure
himself of the possibility of reproducing the story” (Benjamin 97) — are key notions that
seem apt to guarantee a holistic conceptual passage from (original or simple)
storytelling to adaptive and iterative narratives. Instances of memory, knowledge,
historiography, communality and stratification are key concepts in the narratological
analysis | am interested in: Benjamin names them, at different levels in his essay, as
components and/or corollary to the storytelling act itself. | was, however, also concerned
with the superficial dichotomy between truth and fiction, and in the blurry relationship of
mutual influence they create by way of narratives, and through the filter of storytelling.
While, on the one hand, | assumed my theoretical argument would be cognizant of the
foundational difference that narrative verisimilitude projects on the understanding of
facts, ideas, stories that are portrayed as “true” or “truthful”, on the other | found myself
unable to separate, in each case study, the mythical from the didactic, the factually
accurate from the sentimentally effective. The act of creation that, through the explicitly
fictional or fanciful, includes or comments on factual and/or historical grounds and
creates an effect of verisimilitude, a heightenment of authenticity, is the semiotic
dynamic | wished to better understand.

At the beginning of my research, | was looking for a framework that could explain the
reciprocal merging of fact and invention in fictive discourse(s), in order to describe, but
without the anxiety to account for it, what happens when a (textual or visual) fictional

object feels more real, more truthful and accurate than a rigorous, “objective” account of
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the facts. | feared that language could stand as a barrier, or at best, as a filter, between
my individual comprehension and what appeared to me as a set of theoretical
approaches to narrativity aspiring to a status of universality, all-embracing application
and near-total inclusivity. Through the skepticism that | felt for my own capacity to fully
provide a comprehensive literature review, | came to realise how intrinsically limited
each of the critical studies | came to read was, and that | could only adopt them as
fragments of a bigger effort to enlighten the meaning of a uniquely human invention and
act. The prismatic character of the undertaking | had subscribed to gradually became
apparent, especially whenever | attempted to pin down the exact meaning of the terms |
was reading about, and then reusing epigonally. To clarify the scope of the topics |
wished to analyse — in a geographically-conscious dimension in addition to a
historically-mindful appraisal — | consulted the interlocking definitions indexed in The
Dictionary of Untranslatables (2014), compiled under the direction of Barbara Cassin,
Steven Rendall and Emily Apter. The entry “Fiction” (342) sections the concept four-fold.
As a discursive status, fiction relates to actions that make someone “see” to various
degrees of accuracy and pertinence, therefore an idea such as “description” matches its
apparent oxymoron “deception” inasmuch as they convey/prevent clarity of vision.
Genre-related labels such as “history” and “poetry” are linked by theoretical vocabulary
describing their operating mechanisms, such as the French word “récit’, and the
ontological caliber of the world they illustrate, such as German word “Dichtung”. The
entry further develops the term in “relation to human practice” (342), thus highlighting its
real-life consequences and influence, specifically as an “act” or “speech act” in its own
right, so much so that a suggested link is to “praxis”, creating a somewhat paradoxical
combination of language-based epistemology and pragmatic agency. “Fiction” is, in fact,
also understood in relation to truth and the real, which are represented by philosophical
keywords that stress the myriad possible gaps, deviations and clashes between what is
and what should be, or is not, or could not be: “reality” and “truth” go hand in hand, via
“fiction”, with “false”, “invention”, “lie”, the German word “Erscheinung” as shorthand for
“appearance”, and the layered meanings in the Greek word “doxa” to indicate the
compresence in real life of expectation, intention, imagination and illusion. Finally, the

relation to images, art and the faculty of imagination that is embedded in “fiction” is dealt
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with via the nonequivalent similarity between “imagination” and “fancy”, in addition to the
complex range of independent meanings pertaining to “image” and “mimesis”, thus
coming full circle with the tension between imitation, representation, originality and
truthfulness in human-specific (speech and pragmatic) acts.

Early on in my research | became acquainted with a series of writings theorising and/or
advancing the connection between the notion of “fictionality” and the truthfulness of the
content/context it exists in, and develops as a practice. An overview of “Make-believe”
theories will be provided in the first section of the chapter, in conjunction with the
presentation of another set of contemporary literary theories concerned with the “value”
of artistic texts. The preoccupation for the retrieval of a “humanist” scope in literary
productions is at the heart of a series of texts which similarly triangulate meaning and
textuality with an alleged need for an ethical charge to be clearly stated in literary
pages. | need to clarify, however, that my research only partly intended to inquire how
stories, or a story, work: its main objective was and became the observation of their
mechanisms via the analysis of case studies. Whereas | did engage in the appraisal
and description of moral and ethical stances as appearing in the literary and filmic texts
| chose to study, | strove not to confuse my interest with moral posturing: the
descriptions | crafted reveal indeed much of my own ethical gaze, but do not presume to
extend outward theoretical criticism to touch the concrete realm of lived-in life. The
effects | still am most curious of pertain to individual end-users’ mindsets: how the story
experienced via the reading of a book or the watching of a film infiltrates and sediments
in a person’s awareness, and flourishes in their understanding of life and its history.
Above all, | craved to grasp how verisimilar information in narrative content could be
passed on as believable knowledge and truthful experience, as well as an influence on
what is a perceived, or shared popular understanding of what is real in history and with
regards to the present. Only a strictly sociological approach could, perhaps, come close
to this kind of knowledge, and what is left to literary researchers such as myself is to
settle for faux-objective approaches towards the description of what a given text tells in
a specific context, how the oral and verbal can translate their information in visual
terms. In order to understand and illustrate a narrative’s structural mode of operation, |

believed that a comprehensive comparative analysis should also include issues of
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intersemiotic translation into its field of investigation. How a filmic text transposes —
utilising its own codes and vocabulary — the instances that are part and parcel of its
source literary text which are not exclusively about its narrative content, but also,
necessarily tied to its expressive modalities and its (genre or medium-specific) formal
shapes. It is paramount to overcome the notion of “fidelity” when comparing adaptations
and souce/adaptation relationships: a clarification of the levels of “pertinence” displayed
by all those elements combining to form actual “semio-narrative structures”, not merely
in terms of concentration o dilation, but also by way of translation, for instance, of the
performance of values, themes, isotopies, programmatic specifics within the source text.
My objective is to pursue the, ostensibly straightforward, relationship between cinema
and literature via an intersemiotic perspective which could examine the accretion of
meaning resulting from a process of appropriation and transcoding. The ambition to
identify homogeneous and dishomogeneous elements is a typical of the semiologic
approach: starting from a basic assumption in semiotics — to acknowledge the
compresence of meaning and signifier — it follows that it is necessary to distinguish
which elements pertain, respectively, to the meaning and to the signifier, in order to,
eventually, locate the semiotic objects depending from their signifiers.

It emerges that, whenever the aim of narrative semiosis is to compare and contrast
non-natural objects and systems, thereby evaluating their analogous operating
principles, an analysis of the modalities pertaining to a relationship of trans-coding —
rooted in the correlation between the enoncé, what is enounced, and the act of
enunciation itself — is taking place. The application of traditional semiotic frameworks,
such as Greimas’ semiotic square, could provide fruitful insight whenever different
complex elements are gathered together, and it is necessary to evaluate the rapports of
opposition, implication, contradiction, also how they adjust when they translate to a
different code. The very same categories formulated by Jacobson in order to describe
linguistic functions could also prove useful, in a preliminary phase of analysis, in order
to reflect on the elements pertaining to communicative typologies, and stimulate a
certain attunement towards the distribution of codes as well as to the articulation within
linguistic functions according to modalities that are either similar of different. An

example of transferable terminology could include the peculiarity of the enouncing act
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as Greimas describes it, “I-here-now”, as compared to the enouncing situation
pertaining to a non-oral medium, whose spatial and chronological references
necessarily need clarifying via linguistic marks in order to be intelligible. Greimasian
notions pertinent to the nature of the enoncé appear, therefore, suitable to artistic
instances employing either filmic or literary languages, and whence the disjunction
between the enoncé and the primary instance — the so-called débrayage — are as
habitual as their conjunction — the so-called embrayage. Greimas understands
débrayage as the split brought on by the subject between the enunciation’s material
context and the enoncé itself, which is necessarily bound to a spatial and/or temporal
context that is other, intangible. It is the same mechanism occurring in indirect discourse
and in narrative framing. Embrayage, on the other hand, describes the opposite
process, that is, the reintegration of the enunciation of the spatial and/or temporal
components that had been excluded. In narratives, it creates the effect of engagement
and contemporaneity. It is therefore important to notice the development of such
modalities in the enunciation process as the basis for the meaning and aesthetic
components of the artistic text, as well as mechanisms that are able to direct and
influence the perception as well as the aesthetic fruition of the work.

Given my primary interest in reflecting on the binary couple substance/expression, it
proved useful to retrace the basic principles in Yuri Lotman’s structuralist thought,
whose intersemiotic perspective does not exclusively embrace a strictly linguistic realm
when considering the differences between form — which is understood as material
substance — and expression. A prominent exponent of the Tartu-Moscow Semiotic
School, which he founded and directed throughout the 1960’s, Lotman centered his
scholarship on the “semiotics of culture”, that is, the analysis of cultural phenomena via
a structuralist approach. Lotman understands culture as a space in which various
systems of signification coexist in a relationship of mutual correlation and dependence,
including the totality of the so-called “non-hereditary information” and the pragmatic
modalities that ensure their organization and transmission. Despite his prevalent
interest in the working principles of the internal mechanisms and devices that enable the
performance of literary texts, Lotman never underestimates the reality-text relationship,

especially how culture appropriates reality and semiotises it. Lotman’s historical and
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literary studies — which pre-eminently centered on Russian literature and intellectual
history — indicate a consistent research of the constants behind the definition of cultural
typologies, which Lotman understands and classifies as antinomy couples.

In the 1975 collection penned with Boris Uspenskij, titled, in its earliest Italian edition,
Tipologia della cultura (“Typologies of Culture”), Lotman posits a subdivision between
“textualised” cultures and “grammaticalised” cultures. Lotman’s cultural taxonomy,
therefore, hinges on antipodal organizational systems whose rules build either on the
basis of factual precedents or, on the contrary, on the assumption that a fact can only
exist whether an already existing regulation describes it (Lotman’s example concerns
the fundamental difference between anglosaxon Common Law system and Roman
Law). Among the constants which Lotman notoriously takes into account are the
authorial intention, public and historical reception of the work under examination, a
focus on cultural, social and philosophical “series”, while maintaining a distance from
what could have been perceived as a sociological drift. Past eras’ philosophical and
ideological frameworks, in addition to esthetic and stylistic tendencies, assume an
important role in lotmanian analyses when they take on a systemic, structural and
structuring value. Lotman does not see these classifications through the filter of
traditional philology, but rather as hierarchical models to be read according to precise
descriptive rules pertaining to cultural semiotics. A primary concept for Lotman is that of
‘modeling system”: a structured set of rules and elements. Lotman indicates natural
languages as Primary Modeling System, on top of which Secondary Modeling Systems
— structured models that organise meaning — develop in patterns analogous to natural
languages’ own schemes. The idea of a linguistic matrix in culture will remain as the
foundation of Lotman’s though even throughout successive evolutions for instance, the
notion of a “semiosphere” proposed in the 1980’s — and could be applied to fit the
interests of an array of knowledge branches that do not fully, or conventionally, fall
under the humanistic definition. It is a peculiar trait of lotmaninan texts that they seem
able maintain their pertinence and refresh their relevance over time, perhaps because
they offer a clear example of a methodological scheme that can be re-applied
heuristically: even in front of different sets of objects, by means of structural

modelization it is possible to evaluate their conformity or diversity. Considering the rapid
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obsolescence and fast turnover that theoretical perspectives, texts and content-driven
concepts are subjected to — in addition to the fact that cultural replacement tends to
happen at a quicker pace than the language used to describe it does — methodologies
including elements of structuralist and semiotic theoritizations might help bridge the gap
between a purely formalist analysis and a strictly culturalist approach.

| found Lotman’s essay “On the Semiotics of the Concepts of ‘Shame’ and ‘Fear™
(“Semiotica dei concetti di ‘vergogna’ e ‘paura’ as translated in Tipologia della cultura,
1975) to be a representative example of lotmanian prose: it is a concise essay,
structured in separate, numbered points, its development follows a binary logic that
alternates reflections over key concepts and counter evidence. By means of literary and
historical examples, Lotman proposes radical and well-aimed observation on the subject
under examination, thus creating a theoretical space that is not weighed down or
compromised by the mandatory requirement of scientific proof in order to be seriously
evalued. Whilst the concepts of “fear” and “shame” are given a definition and analysed
in a contrasting comparison, in the space of a few lines Lotman is still able to advance
hybrid instances, to reference literary and historical moments whereby reciprocal
influence combined with the compresense of fear and shame caused specific
behaviours and reactions. Lotmanian speculations seek autonomy and reject any
prescriptive intention. Starting from, and by following closely a given specimen (either a
historical framework or a literary text), Lotman prevents his hypothesis from turning into
cultural or sociological observations, rather, he enables free associations and the
creation of new patterns, both methodological and thematic. The lotmanian intention to
remove a generalist dimension from the concept of “culture” arguably make his thought
particularly cognate with the field of cultural studies, which, in turn, embraced semiotics
as a viable working methodology. It is worthwhile to notice the contemporaneity
between Lotman’s studies and the emergence and establishment in the UK, during the
1960’s, of “cultural studies” as a school of thought and as a field in its own right. Its
output is not simply an aggregate of academic texts or didactic materials, the thinkers
animating the field were advancing an explicitly political objective, inspired by the
evolving contingencies that were ongoing in postwar British social landscape, which

they sought to analyse by means of a long-term historical perspective.
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An example, and model, also proved to be Stuart Hall, whose research contains
descriptions of intercultural relationships that seemingly imitate the forms of semiotic
exchanges. Hall too aligns with the convention that identifies “culture” with a set of
“practices”, as a “process” rather than an accumulation of “objects”, and, much like
Lotman, Hall also locates in language the capability to create meaning, and interrogates
the mechanism allowing natural languages to convey messages and interpretations that
are mutually intelligible by speakers. Hall identifies the foundation of his research
methodology with semiotics’ own field of interest — the science of signs and their role in
the transmission of meaning in culture — and moves on to trace the history of the shift, in
academic praxis, from the focus on the way language works towards a more
generalized interest for so-called “cultural discourse”, thus actualising an approach
more inclined to group together (and consider in its totality) meaning, representation
and culture. The evolution is evident in Hall’s adoption of the foucauldian notion of
“discursive formations” in later works, such as the edited collection Representation:
Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (1997) in which Hall summarises
ideas such as the “circuit of culture”, by which he reinstates individual and collective
direct responsibility in the continuous redefinition of the meaning things possess and

come to represent.

It is by our use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them — how we
represent them — that we give them a meaning. In part, we give objects, people and
events meaning by the frameworks of interpretation which we bring to them. In part, we
give things meaning by how we use them, or integrate them into our everyday practices.
(Hall 3)

Another viable example became Raymond Williams’ body of work: as a literary historian
his methodology mixes social sensitivity and critical assessment of texts, thus theorising
a way to think about culture in terms that are not merely literary and moral, but also
anthropological. In The Long Revolution, a 1961 cultural criticism essay, Williams
distinguishes three different approaches to the analysis of culture, starting off with a
description of the method he finds ideal, in which the theoretical cultural process under

examination is disengaged from the material conditions and needs of human life. He
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goes on to assess the “documentary” method, which prescribes the evaluation of value
and significance exclusively in artistic forms of expression, which Williams posits as
antagonistic, and even alien to daily social life. Lastly, he outlines what he terms the
“social” method, whereby each cultural production is evaluated as an ineluctable
byproduct of social conditions, which it inevitably reflects. Williams believes that, when
adopted and applied single handedly, neither of the aforementioned approaches is fully
able to efficiently study cultural structures: on the contrary, it is fundamental to
acknowledge the complex organization of culture as an organism, and therefore
bringing this awareness to one’s research. Williams’ methodological principle is to
consider human activities and their interrelations in ways that are devoid of any
imposition, necessity or wish to classify them arbitrarily. “The study of relationships
between elements in a whole way of life” (63) is William’s theory of culture in a nutshell,
whose objective is to find peculiar “structures of feeling”: the intangible ideas that
pertain to the culture in a set temporal bracket are treated as communicative efforts
brought on socially and filtered historically. Moreover, the analysis further develops the
assumption that its focus should be “these people in this place” (Williams 121), or that
the fundamental spheres of interest should be politics and economics (what Williams

terms “decision” and “maintenance”, 121). Essentially, Williams favours an intellectual
approach that centers and grounds humankind in general rather than the necessities of
a “congenital system” (132).

In brief: to retrieve and apply a distinctly semiotic praxis — the analysis of meaning and
signifier — to the enounciating act would make the analytic appraisal of metadiscursive
cultural acts and objects possible, specifically in light of the lotmanian idea of complex
signification arising from the interconnectedness of a multitude of elements. In this
sense, theoretical concepts like debrayage/embrayage would reinforce more articulate
ideas — such as Genettian principles of narratology, or semiotic theorizations of
transcoding — which are often applied arbitrarily, without a keen awareness of the
particular elements of communicative typologies. A subsidiary intention of the following
research is recuperate purely narratological categories, but in full consciousness of their
origin, by acknowledging, for instance, that a concept such as “narrator” is artificially

construed, and operating on top of a layered tradition of interpretations. It would not be
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possible to consider the idea of “narrativity” as a natural result, an act of distancing is
necessary in order to reconsider the primigenial questions under scrutiny in Saussurean
structuralism, in conformity with the experimentations conducted in the fields of
semiotics and cultural studies. Before retracing my reading of semiotic and cultural
analysis of narrativity, the first section of the chapter weaves these methodological
principles in the description and discussion of a series of other methodological systems,
starting its first section by describing the set of so-called “make believe” theories of
narrativity in order to gauge the instance of truth in storytelling, and then moving on to
an assessment of recent critical output regarding the case for the humanist value of

literature and its connection with the issues of fiction and truth.

1.1. Stories: Inventing the Truth

1.1.1. Imagining (On Make-Believe Theory)

Making sense, creating meaning by ordering objects and facts in a structure of narrative
cohesion is an action that may feel natural, either in its oral, textual or visual variations:
it is a practice that is often perceived as ancient as social communities, and popularly
understood as a naturalised tendency, one that is, nonetheless, complex and artificial.
The convergence of the fictitious and the truthful in narrative acts is at the centre of a
series of theoretical stances that adopted the term “make-believe” as their umbrella
term, and as their ultimate research subject storytelling as practice. The notion of
“‘make-believe” is most prominent in the critical work by philosophers Kendall Walton,
Mimesis as Make Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts (1993) and
Greogry Currie’s The Nature of Fiction (1990). Fictionality is hereby explained in
analogy with children’s games of make-believe, putting the notion of “imagination” in a
key position. As Alexander J. Bareis and Lene Nordrum summarise in the opening of
How to Make Believe: The Fictional Truths of the Representational Arts (2015), in the
process of a make-believe game, “participants will generate fictional truths according to
the unwritten, but mutually accepted rules of the game” (1). Overall, the theory posits
that so-called “works of art” are used as “props” in games of make-believe (i.e. stories

and narratives), therefore propelling “mechanics of generation” of “fictional truths”: a
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pattern that allegedly recurs substantially unchanged across the range of the
representational arts. Make-believe theory, therefore, can successfully function as an
explanatory force for other fields of inquiry, especially literature and film (which are still
included in the bigger realm of “representational arts”). One particularly evident
drawback of the make-believe approach is its posturing as yet another grand theory
hovering above many different fields, claiming to provide an ostensibly “one-size-fits-all”
explanation to the mechanism at work in single works and/or specific media. There is a
crucial distinction, however, between “make-believe” as an intention and effect and
narrative: critics do equate the two, moreover, they describe make-believe as depending
from narrative structures: it is central to most forms of representational art, but the
drawing of similarities goes beyond the recognition of narratological principles. In brief,
the response that academics like Bareis and Nordrum offer with regards to the scope of
the make-believe approach is that academic enquiry into aesthetics needs not be
divided between theory and interpretation. Therefore, “big picture and single instance”,
“top-down and bottom-up approaches” can cohabit (2). Instead, the realm that this
theory can successfully highlight and question is that of prescriptive imaginings: how
does the text command the imaginings it wants to convey? What logic and conventions
does the next need comply to in order to guarantee intelligibility?

In Mimesis as Make-Believe. On the Foundations of the Representational Arts (1993),
Walton’s notion of make-believe is advanced as the organising principle in the
representational arts: consequently, the understanding of a work of art goes through a
mediated fruition, a contextual reading that is informed by long established social
institutions. How does this, however, relate to individual and communal imagination?
And, most importantly, whose imagination is taken into consideration and given outward
space when “make-believe” develops into factual action? Walton claims that it is not
solely the viewer’s or reader’s imagination that becomes engaged in, or is unleashed
through the fruition of narratives. Rather, it is by way of a normatively-structured process
of make-believe that the single work of narrative fiction is able to supply a direction on
how to appreciate what is to be imagined, how to interact correctly with the work in
order to experience the imaginings it bears. Hence, an analogy is traced between the

imaginative response in the experience of the work of art and the search for truth in the
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process of acquisition of knowledge (Walton 41). In this framework, the work of art is not
the purveyor of inspirational material for independent flights of imagination, rather, it is a
formalised creation that must comply to certain standards in order to allow “the
imaginer” to respond to it correctly. Indeed, there are rules one needs to follow in order
to play the game. “Prescriptive” or “directed imagining”, however, does not hinder free
associations and independent train of thoughts for viewers/readers. While it does not
negate such possibilities, it nevertheless implies the existence of “appropriate
imaginings”: logical assumptions and outcomes that are inferable from, or made explicit
in the text. Appropriate imaginings work in accordance to, and as a result of, theoretical
principles and stylistic conventions (such as a linear narrative structure, but also an
‘experimental” storyline) which work as guidelines for both creators and
viewers/readers. In his essay “Destabilizing Reality. Postmodern Narrative and the
Logic of Make-Believe” (in Bareis 2015) Ira Newman makes a good point with regards
to the idea of “imagining” as a regulated process: the prescription at play within the texts
does not necessarily need to result in a “visualisation”. Of course, Newman admits,
visual invention can at times occur, but generally “imagine seeing” has no consequential
correlations with visual objects or physical sight, although the analogy between
visualising/imagining “appear[s] so deeply embedded in our epistemological
frameworks” (147). It is not through mere “visualisation”, Newman argues, that Walton’s
“prescriptive imaginings” take place, since these independent, cognitive actions are only
headways for the correct interpretations, they are projections that guide towards the
proper reading of the piece (148).

Walton also reflects on how to properly define the appropriateness of such instances:
“true”, for instance, would be misleading since it is not “reality” that is under scrutiny.
“False” would equally be irrelevant as no factual link with the real world is usually
claimed in fictitious works (Walton 60). Walton proposes “fictional” as a suitable working
term in order to think of the truthfulness of a story (or any other work of art) as
pertaining to and bearing validity within that propositional context only. Expressing
comments such as “it is not fictional”, on the other hand, would point to factual errors in
the interpretations or reading of clues embedded in the text, therefore rejecting their

relevance to the story, but not in absolute terms (Walton 60). The concern with mimesis
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that Walton explores in his book leads him to theorise it as prescriptive rather than a
modelling force, insofar as the “prescriptive” aspect pertains to the standards and
conventions that the work adheres to, and do not restrict the imagining potentiality that
each end-user can apply. Such framework tolerates paradoxes and contradictions (e.g.
on the level of logical storyline, or verisimilitude with the real world) and welcomes
alternate forms of meanings that do not rely on, or derive from strictly logical chains of
thought.! Walton’s concept of “prescriptive imagining”, therefore, seems to require
readers (or users) to take on greater responsibilities when faced with difficult, non-linear
texts as the “guiding” principles embedded in the text are not non-existing, or misplaced,
but resisting to conventional, superficial decoding habits.

The deceptively univocal relationship between historical reality and narrative subject
matter is at the center of Stein Haugom Olsen’s essay “The Concept of Literary
Realism” (in Bareis 2015), whence the notion of “realist literature” has relevance only in
literary analysis concerned with situating styles and defining forms. Olsen argues
(echoing lan Watt's 1957 The Rise of the Novel) that this process is indistinguishable
from other literary approaches when it comes to assess its relationship to “reality” and
“verisimilitude”: it remains a recognisable convention (15). A convention, however, that
enjoys notable privilege in comparison to other literary styles, since its link and debt to
the “real world” can be identified more easily, and might therefore result better digestible
to (untrained) audiences (15-16). The binary at stake, however, pertains to the notions
of representation and truthfulness, which the realist author (or critic) tends to conflate:
the independent areas of “real-life meaning” and “literary meaning”, Olsen argues, are
made to stand alongside one another, one “standing for” the other (17). The idea of
literary realism as the the style allowing for a “truthful/objective representation of reality”
(Olsen 17), or at least and “approximation” is particularly dear to certain critics (Olsen

specifically indicates Lukacs and Levin) and is, he seems to imply, grounded in their

' These claims are mostly expressed in conjunction with specific case-studies throughout the theoretical
essays | have quoted so far. For instance, in his essay “Destabilizing Reality. Postmodern Narrative and
the Logic of Make-Believe”, Newman makes his case via a reading of Alain Robbe-Grillet’'s experimental
novel La Jalousie, showing that the inconsistencies on the level of subject matter and narrative flux in the

novel enrich the reading experience rather than undermining it (153).
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very affinity and appreciation for texts aligning to the realist tradition. Conversely, that is
also the main motive justifying their choice: it is a tradition that seeks to render “the real”
— in a ontological and epistemological sense — on the page. Therefore, a fundamental
problem with realism emerges out of an ideological standpoint: realism can be a
naturalising force when the “real” on the page is portrayed — and passed on — as the
“authentic” version of the reality experienced in its analogous historical time and place.
The immediate consequences of this would be a justification of a certain order of things,
a preservation of certain sets of ideas regarding the past that could be stabilised as
faithful referents, hence creating a specific lexicon that would allow identification and
categorisation of said “past” as a historical factuality, given the “realist” label such style
displays. Olsen, however, appears fairly dismissive of both post-structuralist corrective
notions of “classic realism” and postmodern critical discourse. He reads the former as
an attempt to indicate a certain school of writing that seeks to create the illusory effect
of reality, without granting its fusion with reality (19). Postmodern critical thinkers, on the
other hand, are criticised for their presumption to do “real” realism “in a non-realist” way,
that is, by pointing out how the work refrains from “impos[ing] a false unity and order on
experience and it has no final meaning” (Olsen 19). It does not amount to, Olsen
argues, a feasible form of truth-telling, nor should it be branded as such. If major critical
currents are to address the problem of the “unrealness” of realism by using its traditional
name only as a working definition, Olsen argues, then the term itself could acquire
currency (and meaning) only as an ideological tool, possibly not even as a relic of

literary criticism (21).

A concept of realism which licences the conclusion that modernism leads to the
destruction of literature, that only naive readers can find any satisfaction in realist literary
works, or that realist novels are not really realist, or that, contrary to all empirical

evidence, realism is dead, is simply useless as a critical tool. (Olsen 27)
Olsen’s suggestions, however, appear to take the plunge from the same viewpoint: the

need to reject realism as an “objective/truthful representation of reality” and to adopt “a

radically conventionalist view of realism” (28). In this view, “realism” would only work as
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a portmanteau for a “set of techniques, conventions, subjects etc.” bearing no reference
whatsoever to social or physical reality despite its name (28). While Olsen concedes
that such an approach would undercut the sheer pleasure readers describe when
engaging in a work that bridges life and art (28), he argues that it would enrich and
sharpen the notion of literature as being an accurate instrument for describing and
imitating in a “life-like manner” (29). An imitation or depiction, however, that is under no
obligation of respecting “verisimilitude” with the supposed real world (32), or repeat
patterns of “probability” as endorsed by mundane logic: truth-claims, in Olsen’s view,
should rather be substituted with more flexible notions of “approximation” (33).

With regards to the shifting proximity between what feels real and what is told as real,
Alexander J. Bareis attempts, in his essay “Fictional Truth, Principles of Generation and
Interpretation” (in Bareis 2015) to indicate the principles that allow “fictional truths” to be
generated within the context of the representational arts, and how such meanings are
implicated, if not subordinated, to a process of interpretation of the work, which greatly
depends on a joint effort, both on the side of the creator and of the viewer/reader.
Systems of truth embedded in works of art exist as such only if the “game of
make-believe” is in place, that is, if the parties engaged in its fruition know and chose to
follow the “rules” that are able to successfully decode the work, and implicitly agree to
perceive and understand its content as “true” in its (fictional) context. “A fictional truth,
therefore, has to be true in relation to a fictional world” (167), states Bareis. The
“‘mechanics of generation”, however, depend on specific facets which the very texts
supply in order to become readable (as well as sites of functional make-believe game):
these are guidelines such as plots, characterisation, descriptions, etcetera. These
‘mechanics”, however, should not be considered as highly stable or unambiguous, since
they are primarily subject to issues of genre and structural cohesion, and are, of course,
dependent on individual readers’ familiarity (as well as a positive disposition) with
certain technical specifics or genre conventions. What Bareis calls a “principle of genre
and/or media convention” (172) can participate and facilitate the creation of fictional
truths through the intelligibility of certain technical aspects, resources and solutions that
are part of a media-specific legacy, and are therefore understood as meaningful

processes. Propositions that participate in the making of fictional truths, however, need
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not — and most often do not — appear as explicit stances in the artwork, since the very
structure and set of conventional “rules” guiding readers and authors allow for “implied
realities” to exists and be noticed (Bareis 167-8). While part of such information has to
be inferred or taken up indirectly, other information — following the “principle of fiction” —
exists “for a reason”, because it conveys specific details that are crucial to the internal
economy of the work (Bareis 170). While these features are fundamental on the side of
the artwork, readers/viewers need operate along given premises in order to participate
successfully to the game of make believe: for instance, they consent to suspend one’s
belief, they do not ask “silly questions” as Walton himself posits in Mimesis as
Make-Believe (175), and agree to face the work with a specific “charitable” mindset, an
awareness of the specific truth-conditions of the artwork and its paradoxical,
contradictory nature (Bareis 171). The “mechanics of interpretation and generation”
theorised by Walton, therefore, appear to include all information and meaning — even
what is unintentional, private, non-informed — as props in games of game-believe,
Bareis suggests (180). These processes need not be intentional, cognisant, informed
assessment of the fictional texts. They constitute, rather, the literal “grasping” of the
meaning entailed therein, and ensure the connection between utterance and
implication. The generation of fictional truths, therefore, is but the starting point to a
chain of reactions (partly personal, partly methodological, and generally having to do
with an awareness of the context and the history of the work) which, nevertheless, are
not fundamental in allowing the work to function, as is, for those who are able to activate
its inner workings.

Vera Nunning focuses on the availability, willingness and capability to follow the
aforementioned rules and conventions which readers/viewers need and want to show in
order to enjoy fictional narratives. In her essay Unreliable Narration and
Trustworthiness: Intermedial and Interdisciplinary Perspectives (2015), Nunning
theorises “trust”, in general, as an individual’s decision to believe in the reliability of
another person, thus accepting to run a (personal) risk that cannot be fully verified via
knowledge, but still forms the basis and core of human communication and interaction.
However, manipulation and deception, Nunning admits, are deeply ingrained in human

communicative models: her enquiry, therefore, seeks to understand how this conflicting
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duality translates to fictional forms of narrative, and whether unreliable narrators in
fictional narratives are the same, or are at least analogous, to real-life unreliable
“narrators”. According to Wayne Booth’s definition of unreliability in narratives (NUnning
mentions in passing his 1961 book The Rhetoric of Fiction), a narrator is reliable when
they speak in accordance to or adherence with the implied author’s norms and voice,
and they become unreliable when they do not, but still the device (i.e. their partiality) is
clearly visible to the reader, who is aware — in accordance with the implied author — that
the narrator is not to be trusted (which, in turn, adds to the pleasure and fun of the
reading experience). Whether Booth’s is accepted as the universal, absolute definition
of unreliable narrator, it also implicates the need to problematise the idea of one single
form of unreliability. Other forms of unreliability that have been tentatively proposed,
Nunning recalls, generally read as explicit or covert hetero-diegetic narrative personae.
Moreover, frictions caused by the (inevitable) discrepancies between the alignment of
implied author’s values and reader’s values should also be taken into account.
“‘Narrative is a way of attributing meaning to occurrences, a process governed, among
other things, by selection, perspectivisation, moral positioning, and genre conventions”
writes NUnning in her introduction to Unreliable Narration and Trustworthiness (6). How
to identify an unreliable narrator? The clues, NUnning suggests, can be “text-internal,
text-external and paratextual” (10). There might be inconsistencies on the level of plot,
of discourse, even some stylistic devices can be particularly revelatory, especially
rhetorically conspicuous gestures and genre conventions. Besides, some unambiguous
interpretations spoken in the narrator’'s voice might sound as straightforwardly
inaccurate, inconsistent or wrong to certain readers. An important facet to be taken into
account is the moral gap that might widen or close depending on each reader’s own

ethical compass with regards to the storyline.? On a related note on methodology (11),

2 The wide range of individual and cultural personalisation occuring in communicative acts, and which
narratives echo, as described so far, also appear to be in agreement with Paul Grice’s “principle of
cooperation” as a guiding framework. The four Gricean maxims — proposed in his essay Logic and
Conversation (collected in Studies in the Way of Words, 1989) — describe the components whose ideal
compresence guarantees a successful conversation: “quantity” defines the right amount of information;
“quality” concerns the accuracy of the information conveyed; “relation” prescribes attention to content and

contextual pertinence; “manner’ suggests conciseness and clarity as desirable characteristics in
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NUnning asks: why do narrators tell untrustworthy stories? Are they purposefully trying
to deceive others? Are they trying to tell the truth, but they are unable to do so, because
they are incompent or naive? In addition, | would also ask: why should a delusive,
incomplete, biased story told subjectively not count as a form of truth? Why should the
public necessarily and exclusively accept (and support) the dichotomous binary liar/fool,
as Nunning suggests? In Nunning’s framework, in fact, truth is an aim, an object, a
function whose validity exists only when others believe in their accuracy and veracity:
“[...] from the narrator’s point of view, the most important function is to convince others
of the truth of their stories” (NUinning 13). Communication, therefore, can only happen
on the exclusive condition that the narrator is believed to have a trustworthy voice (13).

Gaps between implied author’s moral alignment and narrator’s spoken version of reality
gain, over time, a specific value as historical evidences of the shifting boundaries of
what is considered “borderline”, or “transgressive” in a given time: what used to be
deviant, may have become the norm or, conversely, forms of shared knowledge
embedded so deeply as to exist as cultural implicit may have gone lost (NUnning 14).
“Framing acts™ — as theorised in the anthropological works by Gregory Bateson and
Erving Gaffman, specifically in the latter’s sociological transposition of the concept in
Frame Analysis. An Essay on the Organization of Experience (1974) — are understood
by Ninning as readers’ interpretative strategies: framing effects pertain to the

construction of the overall intention of the work, for instance, the decision to read a text

conversations. The intrinsic cultural foundation of the maxims make them particularly relevant to
contemporary Western patterns and etiquette of communication, and arguably recur and overlap in
narratives developed via non-conversational media: failing to conform the the maxims can also, perhaps,

account for stylistic variants and shifting reliability in the kinds of narrative artefacts so far indicated.

3 “Frames” are the conceptual basis in framing theory, and indicate the meaningful ways employed by
individuals and collectivities to understand and organize experience. In anthropology and sociology, the
study of these elements can provide an analysis of specific sets of recurring and sanctioned social
behaviours (“strips” in Goffman’s work); in media studies, “frames” indicate the supporting information that
ensures and influences people’s comprehension of the work they are consuming: just like social frames
help organise experience, media frames help give meaning to the messages in communications. My later
discussion of Gregory Currie’s take on narrativity as a communicative act will also engage with his usage

of the terms “frame” and “framing”, which differs slightly from Goffman’s and Bateson'’s.
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as meta-fictional or autobiographical, to read it in terms of psychology or morality
instead of aesthetics, or to create an image of the author’s ethos (16-7).

The active positioning of readers (and, by extension, viewers) is tackled in another
essay included in the collection Nunning edited: Matthias Brutsch’s “Irony, Retroactivity,
and Ambiguity: Three Kinds of ‘Unreliable Narration’ in Literature and Film” looks at the
reader’s privileged position with regards to narrative: the opportunity to compare the
narrative’s diegetic reality and the way it differs from the narrator’s account of the same
is only available to the public (221). However, an intrinsic difference between the
reading and the watching public soon arises: while readers participate in the narrative
process — for instance by making alliances with the implied author’s views, or by
maintaining a distance from the narrator’s instances — film viewers’s compresence with
an unreliable narrator usually comes out for them as a revelation at the end of the film,
usually in the form of a plot twist unveiling a chain of deceiving or wrongful evidences
offered to viewers throughout their viewing experience. There is, however, a broad
range of traceable intentions animating the choice of an “unreliable” narrative stream, as
well as specific visible effects in the scope and in the crafting of the work. Britsch lists
deception, distance between narrative instances, discrepancy, irony, dramaturgy
(similarly to anagnorisis, a discrepancy that remains unrevealed until the very end),
surprise (whence the whole narrative is oriented towards the concluding plot twist),

issues of focalisation/subjectivity in the narrative point-of-view (223-4).

Unreliability is a relational phenomenon. That a narrator’s account cannot be trusted is
not enough to make him unreliable. What are needed additionally are signs of his belief
in his version of the story without which there is no (ironic) distance and thus no

unreliability (in the sense of the literary prototype). (Briitsch 235)

It is hardly surprising that the realms of real life and narrativity tend to coalesce in
discussions of “unreliability”, especially when its corollary instances are transcended
into theory: the burden of human sensitivity and ethical depth that ideas such as
“‘deception” or “untrustworthy” bring along is a considerable emotional charge to be

considered. In fact, Uri Margolin, in his essay “Theorising Narrative (Un)reliability: A
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Tentative Roadmap” (collected in Nunning’s 2015 edited collection) defines “unreliable”,
in general terms, as an “evaluative predicative” which can be applied to a diversity of
things and actions in everyday life, not just discursive/verbal objects. “Reliability is
crucial whenever assessments, predictions, projections and future scenarios are
involved”, states Margolin (31). To further clarify his usage of the terms, Margolin
provides a list of definitions. First, the “Narrated” indicates a set of (semantic)
propositions concerning a given domain which the involved parties are free to accept as
credible, or at least plausible. Then, “Narration” is understood as the pragmatic
process/activity whereby claims about a set moral domain of reference are transmitted:
Margolin sees narrations as communicative performances, which can be successful
when they comply with “communicative norms” such as “accuracy, sincerity, quality and
manner”, or unsuccessful (i.e. unreliable) when they do not strive to communicate a
“sincere” account, but rather resort to falsehood, evasion, omission, equivocation and
irrelevance. Lastly, a “Narrator” resides in a mental dimension as the “inner-textual” or
“actual” originator of the narration itself: in order to produce functioning narratives, a
narrator must possess cognitive and behavioural properties, whose results (as well as
the criteria themselves) can be assessed on the basis of cultural codes. Margolin,
however, does not merely describe the epistemological state of narratives and narrators
through the filter of “reliability”, he casts the whole model in motion by means of the
notion of reliability itself. “Reliability is actually a gradient” (31) he adds, meaning that,
as a feature of discourse, it entails and is projected towards future states and actions.
Something that is deemed unreliable, therefore, is something that is considered —
possibly according to the same cultural criteria he earlier ascribed to narrators and
listeners alike — likely to go wrong, or against expectations, or to have a frustrating
outcome. The unreliable element in narratives has virtually no impact on the “present”
state of things, and its underpinnings — whether it truly is unreliable — will be revealed
later on in the very narrative (Margolin 33). A reliable narrative, conversely, is
customarily intended as a feat of successful communication, as well as a dependable
expression of credible information and plausible interpretation (Margolin 37). Hence, the
processes whereby a narrator’s reliability is assessed seldom have anything (or very

little) to do with the facts narrated. On the contrary, they appear to involve single
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readers’ own, original, possibly biased judgement of the consistency of the narrator.
Trust, sincerity and accuracy, therefore, are the basic principles Margolin uses to
theorise the narratorial device in fictional works: aesthetic and historical criteria are
secondary and depend on the idea of confidence and alignment.

Margolin’s employment of moral and communicative categories such as
“trustworthiness” arguably lead back to Gregory Currie’s appraisal of narratives as
products of agency in Narratives and Narrators: A Philosophy of Stories (2010), where
he describes them as representational artefacts, allowing individuals to tell each other
“things” — pass one information and stories — by crafting representations of people,
objects, actions and occurrences. “[l]ntentional-communicative artefacts” (25),
according to Currie’s definition, include stories and information that are meant to provide
and improve communicative processes, and are therefore endowed with an “artefactual
function” (Currie 6), that is, they are fashioned in accordance with principles of
intelligibility that guarantee the successful transference of the maker’s intentions, and
thus ensure that the story told is intelligible and understood. Fictional narratives work as
corpora: they contain and project a truth that only adapts and pertains to the corpus
itself. What is true within the corpus/text is a representation that functions and is
accepted as truth within the corpus, but is not necessarily deemed equally truthful when
it overlaps with, or is borrowed from other textual corpora, or even from
non-representational systems (Currie 8). “Narrative’s content is often, when applied to
fiction, described as ‘what is true in the story” (Currie 12): inconsistencies, errors,
incoherences, falsities in narratives, therefore, are tolerated or rejected (and admit a
range of stances in between the two) according to the “authorial intention” that readers
ascribe to, or perceive as embedded in the work. A fictional novel, for instance,
customarily tolerates inconsistencies to a greater extent than a non-fiction history essay.
Currie indicates what he names “pragmatic inference” (14-5) — information deduced
from explicit affirmations — as the building blocks responsible for the transmission of
significance to the general formation of the whole narrative’s trueness and to its
narrative content. In addition, Currie situates in the inference into the maker’s (or
utterer’s) intentions the leap ensuring the passage from the understanding of single

sentences to the understanding of entire narratives (16). What is unclear in Currie’s
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theoretical understanding, however, is how instrumental the understanding of the
maker’s intention is to the comprehensive fruition of the work under examination, and
how that insight influences its understanding and, potentially, its successful
appreciation. Whether the accomplishment of the reading is an outcome partly or fully
connected with the notion of authorial voice and authorship; whether the primigenial
stance that spurred on the creator should play a crucial part in the appraisal of their
work, it is left undetermined. Currie does not appear to believe that narratives can
happen in a vacuum, nor does he attempt to endorse theories addressing them as
seemingly objective, independent creations. Instead, he tries to adjust the focus on a
presumedly tautological instance: narratives are treated as communicative tools
employed and exchanges between spelling individuals. In this perspective, Currie’s
apparently carefree attitude towards the taxonomies of “narrators”, “implied narrators”
and “authors”, seems reasonably contextualised within his heuristic, pragmatic
approach, whereby narratives are treated as complex communicative processes whose
major aim and effort is to achieve the maximum level of mutual comprehensibility — by
using pragmatic inference on the listener’'s side and by acting according to
mutually-intelligible conventions on the speaker’s side. Currie seems under no illusion
that communicative exchanges can match expectations with their outcomes, since
pragmatic inference aims “to produce an on-average good but not perfect match
between speaker’s intentions and hearer’s uptake” (25). “Achieved meaning is what an
attentive hearer, using pragmatic inference, can reasonably be expected to understand
on the basis of what is heard”, Currie specifies (25-6). The meaning achieved, in the
end, cannot but linger halfway between what one interlocutor wanted to express and
what their peer was able to grasp and compose into something meaningful.

Currie seems cognizant of this stumbling block when he writes “Narrative-making may
proceed by accretion rather than by joint action [...]" (65): perhaps the need for
repetition and restatement, on top of mutual dedication to the exchange, makes up
much more of the communicative acts filtered into artful narratives than we would like to
admit. It is also a pattern that might prove useful to elucidate the operating principles
behind film-making as well as novel-making. It is commonly accepted that authorship in

cinema should encompass the range of professional makers participating in the making
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of the film often in ways that merge, and cannot be untangled once the work is
completed and offered for public viewing. To some extent, this case also pertains to the
process behind the making of a work of writerly nature: while it is customary, and
somewhat easier, to identify in the author the major authority conferring meaning and
direction the written work, the paratextual activity executed in the context of commercial
publishing should also be taken into account: from editing, to commissioning, to
cover-design to marketing strategies and crafting of press-releases and social media
publicity content. On this specific point, Currie’s statement is blunt: “There is no
distinction that should or can be made between authors and narrators, for there is no
distinction to be made between narrative-making and narrative-telling” (65). Currie’s
concern with regards to what counts in theoretical analysis of narrative works, however,
seemingly aligns with the classic Genettian notion of “implied author”. Currie, much like
Gérard Genette’s narratology, discusses “embedding” as the feature of “stories within
stories”, whereby the narrator/author dyad is fairly easy to identify out of a
context-based overview; he includes “extension” as the fictional creation of authorial
personae whose assertions or stances are in conflict with the main plot line and its
interpretations. Yet, as authorial choices that exist as conventions — which contribute to
the general meaning of the work, and are generally not in disaccord with Currie’s
general equation between author and narrator — Currie tends to set them aside from his
main line of inquiry. The questions worth asking, Currie notes, deal with the ways a
narrator knows about their subject matter, whether they are reliable, what their point of

view is:

The author of the letter, novel or poem is its narrator in the proper sense: the person
whose intentions have to be understood if we are to understand what is being

communicated to us. (66)

Currie, however, does not reject the counterintuitive notion that separates the content of
the book from the person whose name is printed on the cover: the incorporation he
exerts aims to facilitate the theoretical discussion around such technicalities. Authors

and narrators can be internal to the fictional realm of the narrative: intradiegetic voices
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provide the foundational source of narrative communication and content within the limits
of the fictional work. This is also true of unreliable narrators, since the fallacious stories
they provide are the source of specific reflections and concerns. There are
simultaneously, as Currie advocates, fictional authors in the story and flesh-and-blood
authors writing the story (67), a stance that is possibly in keeping with the “true in the
fictional realm” principle of make-believe theory.

Currie’s discussion of narratives does not only take into account the “who” and “what”
implied in narratives, i.e. the individuals engaging in a communicative act, and the
narrative content made mutually accessible via the telling act. Some nuanced
components responding to “how” a narrative comes to be understood — including as
either reliable or untrustworthy — are also given space, for instance, in the
acknowledgement of the emotional and ideological toolkit each narrative engages with,
or the assessment of aesthetic and moral effects elicited by a skilled layering, doubling
and multiplying of authorial interventions. Currie uses the term “framework” to indicate
the “preferred set of cognitive, evaluative, and emotional responses to the story” (86),
that is, the details and values that foster the appropriate response for a better
engagement with the work. Frameworks can be explicit, and therefore can influence
directly (and perhaps, unquestioningly) readers’ responses to the story. A framework
can also be a device in and of itself, Currie argues, especially when it operates tacitly,
as is the case when specific narrative skills are employed deftly to present their content
in an unusual or challenging way, thus signalling to the reader that fruition is not
guaranteed to be a pleasurable experience. Point of view also plays a role in orienting
the framing: a narrator’s chosen focus will not necessarily be accessible in open terms,
but rather through the emotional and evaluative filters exemplified by the actions and
thoughts portrayed in the narrative. Point of view encloses behaviours, mood, attitudes,
states of mind pertaining to a character, and each minute detail can be expressive of
point of view: an oblique, scant vision of the situation at the heart of the narrative
influences said subject matter, and that is made possible, Currie contends, as the
product of a specific point of view. Currie goes on to suggest that such instances are
usually best understood by way of a “joint attending” — i.e. a reader’s empathetic

elongation towards the emotional predicaments happening in the narrative — and a
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“guided attending” — a narratorial attentive tuning towards the fostering of a shareable
mood (97-100).

Frames can, indeed, complicate the reception of the work, but they are largely
responsible for the “morally enlarging” (Currie 87) capabilities that narrative works often
provide. Framing casts ethical ideas and emotions over the story, it shapes, or at least
suggests, readers’ response to the events of the plot and to the stance displayed by the
narrator: “If we take a narrator to be unreliable, we will have to radically rethink our
assumptions about what happens in the story”, Currie specifies (93). A subversive
framing, for instance, might help readers understand difficult ideas or situations, but
could also result in absolute rejection on the side of the reader: Currie sees “resistance
to framing” (87) as a crucial component of the communicative process pertaining to
narratives. Framing that endorses ideologies that are no longer accepted as valid, or
that the individual reader rejects, or finds unconvincing, can all generate a range of
emotional responses, even very strong reactions. Reading a blatantly racist novel, for
instance, might prove to be an awkward, distressing or anger-inducing experience for its
reader, so much so that they might decide to interrupt it, and refuse to comply with its
worldview. It might also, however, create a safe zone allowing for a virtual exploration of
unpleasant or obsolete ideas.

Such mental battlings require, in fact, high level tolerance to incoherence — a willingness
to admit conflicting ideological identities within oneself, even if for only a limited time —
and a certain amount of flexibility when assessing the validity and veracity of ideas and
beliefs therein described (116). A rigid refusal to allow free flow to extraneous ideas,
Currie suggests, may at times be a choice motivated by the nature of the framing: the
expenditure of emotional resources necessary to come to terms with the way a story is

presented might overcome the function of the story itself.* That there might be

4 Qverall, Currie’s philosophically-oriented descriptions of narrative mechanisms at work appear grounded
in empirical notation and, ostensibly, anecdotal evidence he likely gathered in years of book-reading and
film-watching. Even when drawing on the work of psychologists, anthropologists and neuroscientists —
especially when discussing notions such as “imitation” (101-3) — the brain pathways activating when a
page of fiction is read seem of little interest to Currie, whose discussion of “mind” hinges on verbal
images such as “adjusting one’s state of mind to harmonize it with that of another” (101), and have little

interest, or even capability, to chart cognitive and neurochemical steps. Currie’s theorising gestures are
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overlapping between emotional reactions to fictional situations and analogous emotional
states responding to real situations that are similar to the fictional ones, is, in fact, a
scenario that Curries admits and fears (111). Nevertheless, Currie argues neatly for the

veridicality of such emotions:

Note that how we feel about fictional things and events is how we really feel about them;
fictions put us into distinctive and highly salient emotional states such as warm-hearted

approval, anger and loathing.® (111)

It is interesting to compare Currie’s acknowledgement of individual emotional reactions
to narrative frameworks with Kathleen Stock’s take on the same concept, which she
partly resists: in her 2017 book Only Imagine: Fiction, Interpretation, and Imagination,
she devotes a whole chapter to what she names “imaginative resistance”, and returns to
discuss the point of the necessary awareness and fundamental distancing during the

fruition of a fictional narrative at various reprises.

more akin to etching or hand-drawing, rather than to x-ray photography or brain scanning: they graze the
surface, and illustrate a method, an intellectual heritage even, but eventually fails to construe a properly
theoretical toolbox, or, at least, a system that could fully help deepen one’s appreciation of narrative
capabilities, Currie’s, however, are pinpoints that might prove useful in organising and directing properly
“scientific” investigation of the physiological and cognitive phenomena occurring in human brains and
bodies involved in telling and being told stories.

5 Kendall Walton makes a similar point in his 1978 paper “Fearing Fictions”, in which, however, he
seemingly tones down the physical impact of the negative narrative-induced affects Currie describes, by
inventing the term “quasi-fear feelings” to indicate the set of emotions evoked specifically by the
interaction with fictional narrative realms. Walton expressly collides against the supposedly accepted
notion that audiences’ attitudes towards should involve “suspension of disbelief” or “decrease of
distance”, and employs “make-believe” as the epistemological factor allowing the simultaneous positive
fruition of fictions and their experience as personally affecting the individual on an emotional level.
“Rather than somehow fooling ourselves into thinking fictions are real, we become fictional” states Walton
(23), thereby suggesting that the degree of intimate knowledge acquired via fictitious narratives can be
attained “make-believedly”, in the form of an extension of individual awareness and first-hand
participation, including by means of positive and/or distressing feelings. Briefly, Walton argues for
proximity and complicity rather than strategic distancing and posturing in order to obtain the best

understanding possible of the fictional work.
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Focusing on the fact that authors write fictions with a range of intentions, that these
intentions have consequences for fictional content, and that competent readers discern
these intentions via a grasp of pragmatic context, lends itself to observing that
sometimes, authors intend readers to engage in “counterfactual” imagining: imagining
intended to lead or to be accompanied by the acquisition of certain counterfactual
beliefs. Imaginative resistance, | argued, occurs where there reader discerns that she is
being asked to engage in counterfactual imagining, and specifically, to acquire or reflect

upon a belief which in fact she cannot share. (Stock 209)

Only Imagine is a book-long defense of “extreme intentionalism”, a theory that draws on
the set-principles of make-believe theory (such as the concepts of “fictional truth” and
“fictional false” whose veracity is understood as fully valid within the boundaries of the
fictional work) in order to argue for the total control on the author’s side with regards to
what readers imagine as they approach and when they experience a text.

In her introduction, Stock argues that “[...] the fictional content of a particular text is
equivalent to exactly what the author of the text intended the reader to imagine”, but
throughout her argumentation it becomes apparent how Stock’s theory does not intend
to negate the reader's autonomous shaping of the reading matter. Instead, her main
philosophical interest is grounded in understanding “what is fictionally true” (3) and,
incidentally, Stocks provides various examples of welcomed “non-cognitive gains that
elude any authorial planning — for instance, a book might remind a reader of a past
moment, or help another reader in difficult times — and, crucially, her framework does
not endorse criticism that psychologises the author or seeks biographical readings of
their work (79).6 Extreme intentionalism, Stock forestalls, is ill-suited to comprehend

artistic meaning: interpretations and personal takes belong to a realm that cannot be

6 Stock’s refusal to engage in biographical criticism evokes Gregory Currie’s casual remark about the
narrativization of human lives. “What, finally, of lives as narratives? On my account, no life is a narrative
since no life is a representational artefact” he writes in Narratives and Narrators: A Philosophy of Stories
(24): the clash between authorial act and human embodiment seemingly poses an unprecedented
theoretical and ethical problem to theories of narrativity as primarily concerned with the fictitious and the

realistic.
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curbed in an aprioristic discourse — readers’ and critics’ responses are bound to, and
need to be, varied and personal. The authorial “intention” that governs the entire work
is, therefore, only concerned with establishing what is real, and what is not, within a
single text.

The notions of “real”, “fictional” and “reliable”, that are key in the critical discussions |
have overviewed so far, bespeak a preoccupation with the quality and the aspect of the
narratives circulating in the culture and among communities. They all seemingly fail,
however, to address the question of “usefulness”, or rather, the “purpose” placed
halfway between the “how” and “why” embedded in the narrative act. A trend of
contemporary Anglo-American academic criticism has attempted to retrieve the
so-called “humanist” value of literature and to connect it with a supposedly “cognitive
gain”. The humanist scope of literary traditions, both textual and critical, functions
simultaneously as an exemplary ambition as well as a definitional label. The idea that
reading literature serves a material, yet unmeasurable purpose — to help individuals and
communities think and learn about themselves, their social organisation, the values they
avow, share and transmit — is also a critical asset whose force backlashes against all
the subjects involved in the act of reading. Which texts become literary works worth
reading, what meanings and feelings are cast upon them (therefore creating
expectations and reputations), whose opinions about those very texts are worth
listening to are all aspects equally connected, and consequential, to the idea of “literary

humanism”.

1.1.2. Value (On Literary Humanism)

The concluding part of this chapter section will offer an overview of relatively recent
philosophical approaches to the criticism of literature, more specifically, to a branch of
philosophical assessment of literature that is firmly grounded in the analytical mode of
philosophy. Bernard Harrison’s case for a reappraisal of the fundamentally “humanistic”
value and character of literature is presented in What Is Fiction For? (2015), and
Richard Gaskin argues in Language, Truth and Literature: A Defence of Literary
Humanism (2013) for literature’s cognitive capability as grounded in its referential

quality. These analyses seem concerned with gauging to what extent the world
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described and enshrined within a work of literary fiction can claim any relationship with
factual, mundane reality. Whether the invented worlds of literature are indebted to or
dependent on the real, inherited world of its readers is the question Harrison and Gaskin
attempt to provide an answer to. The case they try to make in order to reinstate
institutional interest in literary studies, however, verges on a series of logical
gymnastics, power shows of erudition about the modern Western canon, as well as
intricate attempts to demonstrate that literature is useful, maybe even profitable,
inasmuch as it tells an assessable version of a/the “truth” that might resonate with
(selected, | add) readers. The most striking similarity between these works is their
extreme preoccupation with assessing hierarchies between a supposed “reality” and an
alleged ‘literature”, as well as to weight the kind and quality of exchanges and
relationships occurring between them through the medium of “language”. These terms
recur over and over again in Gaskin and Harrison’s arguments, despite the lack of an
unequivocal definition of each of them, and, unfortunately, without leading towards a
concluding resolution or proposal with regards to the questions raised. Their refusal to
accept parallel, heuristic, subjective ways to approach, read and make sense of a
literary text seems crucial to their notion of “humanism”, and it never appears to become
a hindrance to their philosophical meanderings and overall obsession with stating what
“true truth” is, not only what truth in books is.

Bernard Harrison, emeritus professor at the University of Sussex, UK, and the
University of Utah, USA, acknowledges his split interest in literature and philosophy in
the short biographical statement concluding his extensive argument in favour of “literary
humanism restored”, in What Is Fiction For? (594). Binary ordering, dichotomous
theorising, aggressive/defensive stances towards other thinkers’ ideas seem to be a
major structuring force behind his argumentation, which Harrison builds from the start
as an unrequested “response”. His proposal is conceived as a philosophical
counterbalance, and framed as a viable alternative to data-driven “sciences” and other,
flawed theories. The outdatedness of literature as a respectable endeavour within the
practice and inquiry of knowledge is a realisation that does not appear to sit well with
Harrison. Ideally, Harrison’s aim is to convince readers that reading works of literary

fiction is a valuable way to know about the world. It is unclear, however, who the readers
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Harrison thinks will benefit from a restoration of humanism might be. Logical categories
such as students of literature, passionate readers of fiction, perhaps even
grant-assigning commissions and university department boards, editors working in
general publishing or cultural policymakers are not called in. “Logical rigour” and “fidelity
to the facts” appear as the main features Harrison believes to be paramount when
“claiming to ‘contribute understanding’ of anything whatsoever, including the ‘human
condition’ (12). Literature, Harrison convenes, is badly equipped to comply with criteria
imported from radically different fields. What fiction is for, according to Harrison, is to
“contribute special kinds of understanding of the human condition, different from those
offered either by other components of the humanities or by the social sciences” (12).
The reaction to written texts that Harrison seeks and describes is specifically related to
the understanding of human life, a process that uses literature as a starting point
towards a “cognitive effect”, that is, a flow of information concerning mental activities
such as learning, knowledge-storing and memory-play that can influence behaviour.
Harrison frames his “humanism” as an approach to literature and reading centred on
such cognitive responses and activities. Language is Harrison’s primary concern: since
he perceives it not only as the matrix and primary building block of the literary texts
under examination, but as the principal “source of meaning” (68), it therefore becomes a
medium that allows the hidden mechanism of societal praxis to come through (68-9).
The same degree of “logical” rigour and “fidelity to the facts” cannot be demanded from
literature the same way it can be expected from hard and social sciences. Harrison’s
attempt, however, seeks to imitate a purportedly “scientific’ approach to enquiry, a

method he describes as a series of analytic stances that

[..] take their meaning from a collection of practices designed precisely to limit, if not
exclude, the influence of subjective preference and wishful thinking on the conduct of

scientific observation and experiment. (69)

The “objectivity” Harrison longs for is not located in the precision, accountability, or
verisimilitude of literary works — Harrison does not wish to deny the utility of crossovers

between literary studies and other disciplines, nor does he deny the impact of mixed

44



approaches such as a “social history of literature” — but is placed, rather, in the
acknowledgement that literature does have an impact on its readers. Entertainment,
emphatic enrichment, informal study, although all deeply related to concepts of reality
and truth, are never addressed by Harrison as possible, desirable outcomes of reading

habits. Instead, the binary link between literature and reality:

[...] seeks [meaning] in another direction, by causing the reader, through the medium of a
fiction, to turn from merely using the language he speaks, [...] and instead turn his gaze
towards the praxial interior of that language: toward the foundation of practices, social
arrangements, and associated beliefs in terms of which its words acquire meaning, and
thus toward the inner structure, the rationales, of the human worlds that are capable of

being erected on that foundation. (Harrison 73)

The specific cognitive gain literature can offer, therefore, is structurally and topically
linguistic: it teaches readers the meanings of words, that is, it allows readers to see the
meaning enacted in a specific setting and linked to (virtually) infinite socially-inscribed
circumstances. In praise of the “autonomy of language” (78) Harrison brings as example
the universal, general capabilities of juridical vocabulary and legal jargon to craft an
‘uncontroversial” (78) linguistic utterance, because the items it describes (Harrison
chooses “private property” as example) “belong to the world from which [they] arose, not
to any particular individual participant in that world” (78). While he superficially employs
this argument to argue that individual writers and speakers have a limited influence on
the creation and evolution of the language(s) they chose for their works and

”m

communication (they “can only ‘listen to language’”, 78), his underlying tendency is to
favour a seemingly depersonalised vision of what texts do to readers and how readers
individually “do” texts as they read them.

The fundamental divide Harrison perceives in the “objectivity” that is specific and
expected from the sciences, and that cannot be imposed on the literary arts, lead him to
advance suspicious views towards theory-led approaches that are founded on
multidisciplinary grounds. Since these methodologies often borrow ideological
conclusions from other disciplines, and tend to assert claims that cannot but be political

— Marxism, Deconstructionism, Feminism and Postcolonial Theory are all called in —
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Harrison dubs them “the armoury of putatively prophetic and transformative ‘theory”
(97). There is a paradox animating Harrison’s appraisal of humanism: he strives to
protect his idea of fiction in a positive and fruitful dialogue with the real world of its
readers, while simultaneously asserting that it is preposterous to read literature on the
grounds of extra-fictional reality, for instance through the lens of market-driven
publishing or popular taste. To “contribute kinds of understanding of the human
condition unique to it” (96) is Harrison’s literary humanist model’s overarching aim, it is
also, however, a specific programme regarding the content of syllabi as well as a
position that seeks to reinforce certain highbrow ideas about a “literary canon” and the
dismissal of the political, extra-academic value of literature (96-8). Harrison does not
point out a theoretical trajectory that would effectively help attain and develop those
‘cognitive gains” he sees literature able to afford, he seems to merely produce a
warning against established methodologies’ biased observational points, “by the
sciences and by ‘theory’” (97). How, therefore, can it be possible to properly describe
and assess the implications and influences of the “systems of practice” and “patterns of
meaning” (97) that Harrison recognises as paramount to human activity? Despite
conceding that they “operate reciprocally to form the minds and characters of the
participating individuals born into them” (97) — and going as far as to state that “meaning
and the human world are not so much ‘linked’ as interwoven” (100) — any approach that
is openly partial is dismissed.

My main point of contention with Harrison’s philosophical proposal stands against his
claim that literary humanism can work independently from theories, that it is able to
present and apply a clear-cut, objective gaze towards literary criticism. The neutrality
Harrison dreams of is an institutional linguistic system that — with the help of reading,
literature and critique — actively reflects and ponders about itself and its actions, but
miraculously manages to steer clear from any form of political or ideological appraisal of
itself, let alone act upon those same acknowledgements of its inner workings: a
plan-less stasis, an exclusive book club, a calm exchanging of notes following extended
solitary reflections. What Harrison terms “the praxial foundations of language” (68)
sound like useful tools for studying and understanding the functioning logic of

individuals within societal relationships, but only as far as those logics — linguistic and
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political — conform to Harrison’s assumed notion of what social codes are and how
useful linguistic interventions are. For instance, Harrison quickly dismisses any value to
lexicographic and semantic practices that attempt a standardisation of gender-neutral
terms in English. He perceives the PC recommendation that neutral descriptive terms

be used consistently in conversation as an oversimplification of the “self” in action within

(111 ”m

the “social space” (217) — “chairperson’ rather than ‘chairman’ (217) is the example he
provides to highlight the futility of said social practice. It is as if Harrison could not
fathom a way for words that have already acquired a rich life and layers of meaning —
through their involvement the immense system of practices, conventions, and
accommodations between persons and groups that make up the life of the society of
whose language they form part (217) — to be reclaimed and repurposed by the very
speakers and inhabitants of those linguistic lives in order to better reflect their individual
conditions and selves. Harrison, therefore, fails to grant this specific manipulation of
language — and its consequent leverage on social habits — the same status, complexity
and beauty he perceives elsewhere, namely in the texts of so-called “high literature”.

This discussion introduces Harrison’s analysis of gendered interpersonal patterns in
Virginia Woolf's experimental novel To the Lighthouse.” Woolf, Harrison argues, uses
her fiction to explore the limits of objectivity in her characters’ private selves, public lives
and their narrative self-representations (216-25). Harrison’s key critical insight is that
Woolf's major achievement is her ability to describe her characters’ consciousness as,
simultaneously, unable to fully present themselves publicly, and aware of the societal
constrictions that hinder their need and desire to project their interior lives outwardly. A
situation which ostensibly presents as especially telling of this duality is the character of
Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse . “Much of what contributes to personality is not
personal but interpersonal” writes Harrison (231): Lily Briscoe’s relapse into 1920s
standard feminine social training in order to survive her public interactions with the other
Ramsey’s (male) guests, along with Mrs Ramsey nosey matchmaking attitudes and

adoring submission to “masculine intelligence’s marvellous power to sustain the world”

" Harrison discusses his theoretical framework by providing various case-studies in the second part of
What is Fiction for?. The chapter on Woolf’'s To the Lighthouse is the first of a series including discussions

of works by Aharon Appelfeld, Charles Dickens, Laurence Sterne and D.H. Lawrence among others.

47



(219) are stripped from its gendered specificities and recast as a mere indication of
literary prowess on the part of the author. Harrison operates a formally feminist reading
of the Lily Briscoe’s passages, but sanitises it from any “theory”-related lexicon or signs
of methodological whining: “the novel shows beautifully how this elaborate dance of
accommodation, this fitting of the masculine and the feminine roles to one another, has
both its splendours and its miseries” (220). Harrison ascribes to Woolf’s proficient
literary technique the same legitimate concerns and importance that he denies
theoreticians whose approach is overtly political: when Woolf highlights hideous societal
double standards she is making great art — and supposedly fostering great cognitive
gain — but when those same discrepancies in people’s treatment are tackled directly as
well as critically, they are described (negatively) as “problems optimistically addressed”
(217).

Harrison’s humanism is an attempt to correct the dissimulation and mystification that he
perceives as intrinsic features of philosophical experiences stemming from theory-led
approaches. Their tendency to place their own methodology as the object of their own
critique, thus starting off a chain of critique-of-critique, is a bias that strikes Harrison as
particularly inefficient in pointing out, or even amend, foundational mistakes. Overall,
Harrison’s dismissal of “didactic journalism masquerading as literature” (230) is
purportedly justified by his grander hope for an encompassing way to read and think
about (highbrow) literary matters. His supposedly wholesome brand of humanism,
however, reads rather like an unswerving, one-size-fits-all reduction of critical
examination. Its supposed general, universal reach risks flattening out all specificities
and diversity, not so much in the bland or stilted reading of the primary sources by
common readers, but predominantly in the marketplace of critique. Harrison’s active
proposal is to re-accommodate plotting and narrativity as the critical fundamental of
literary and philosophical analysis: a sort of common principle of narrativity, which
locates sense in narrative forms. He envisages this turn specifically through a conscious
switch from “interpretative” to “reactive” criticism (290-8). The principle of unity
animating the artworks, as well as the author’s overarching ideas, seem of no interest to
Harrison (335), since his true concern (and a proper reactive reader’s) is the

identification of meaning, its affects and the stylistic forms that bring it forth. Harrison
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detects linguistic and literary structures that allow the text to work first and foremost as
strings of meaningful sentences (299, 301-3); he then proceeds to acknowledge
contextual signifiers as paramount devices that allow the understanding of each
sentence by taking into account who, where, why and how they say it (301-2).

Interpretative critical enquiry is, according to Harrison, a paranoid reading mode that
constantly perceives the text as a symbol of larger matters and/or patterns located
outside the text, and therefore takes advantage of the text in order to put forward a
specific ideological agenda (311). For reactive critics, on the other hand, text is key,
albeit it is not the only source they allow, it is crucial to ground one’s reading into the
primary text. Their approach is focused and detail-oriented — “Woolf is concerned with

the slightness of the moral issues” (315) — rather than far-reaching or interdisciplinary:

[Reactive critics] tend to write as individual men or women, without political or theoretical
baggage. Because of that they are primarily concerned with expressing a personal
reaction to the text, and only secondarily, if at all, with relating it to collective social or

political concerns. (Harrison 315)

Similar stances develop Harrison’s earlier claim that popular notions such as “the
meaning of the literary work” should be replaced by “the bearings of the work” (306),
thus upholding a reading mode that appeases readers’ tension when “trying to make
sense” of a work of fiction by keeping in proximity with the text. Harrison’s humanism,
therefore, as expressed through literary studies and literary critique, seemingly bears
the look and scope of a private endeavour, a supposedly laudable occupation that
describes generic “cognitive gains” through an aseptic close-reading of canonised texts.
In the introductory pages to What Is Fiction For?, Harrison acknowledges the similarities
in the subject matter tackled in his book and in Richard Gaskin’s earlier work: “Gaskin
and | both confront the question of how a work of literature, depending for its production
on the creative invention of its author, can claim to capture anything worth calling reality”
(xiii). In Language, Truth and Literature: A Defence of Literary Humanism (2013),
Gaskin offers a working definition of “literature” that is not related to the idea of
“fictionality”, but rather grounded in a notion of “truth”, that is, as an intellectual action

that simultaneously reaches for the truth — is “factualist” in character — and builds truth —
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has “factual” capabilities (38). Fictional literature can convey important truths, Gaskin
convenes, and it operates through the implied operator “it is fictionally true that”: the
cognitive value, therefore, lies in the fact that each reader is required to fill in the
fictional world with features of the real world they inhabit, but is then rewarded with the
experience of vicarious living of feelings and relationships. Gaskin, who teaches
philosophy of language at the university of Liverpool, sets his book as an extension, a
sort of functional display of his original philosophical theory: Linguistic Idealism.?
According to Gaskin’s conception, objects that are present in the world exist in virtue of
the fact that they can be referred to by specific words, therefore are dependent,
asymmetrically, on language (13). Gaskin, like Harrison, is a firm believer in the power
of literature to foster cognitive gains — i.e. that fictional literary works refer to the real
world in ways that allow us to learn important truths from them — so much so that
cognitive value is ranked as equivalent to the aesthetic and literary value of a work of
fiction. Nevertheless, Gaskin seems even more vocal than Harrison in exposing his
doubts about reader-response theory and the politicisation of literary theory. His stances
can also be clearly deduced from the book’s leading argument: imaginative works of
literature bear an objective meaning established at the time of creation, a fixed intention
that is in no way susceptible to (either contemporary or later) readers’ response (24). As
early as in his book’s preface, Gaskin posits this “fixed meaning” as what the
critic-interpreter seeks to locate and decode (viii-ix). In Gaskin’s ideal vision of literary
criticism, a thorough knowledge of historic context appears instrumental (along with
techniques such as the paraphrase) in creating an explanation of the text geared
towards the exposition and exploration of the text's intrinsic meaning: the aim of
interpretation is to extract the objective meaning planted at the time of production (38).
Part of this process has to do with the critic’s ability to recognise the terms and
meanings authors employ which belong to specific worldly materialities. These become,
therefore, “general truths” which the writer conveys and which are, crucially, assessable

in terms of said author’s reliability, not only through their coherence with the historical

8 Gaskin’s article “From the Unity of the Proposition to Linguistic Idealism” in Synthese (2019)
summarises the theory he had previously developed in book form with Experience of the World’s Own
Language (2006) and The Unity of the Proposition (2008).
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context that critics must already be familiar with. Overall, Gaskin sets up a constrictive,
although vague, notion of “literary works” that does not even mention works such as
creative responses (spin-offs, follow-ups, reboots, instalments, adaptations, fan-fictions,
etc.) as either “literary works” on their own terms or as even as spurious forms of
criticism.

The first chapter, “The Context Principle: Relationship between Word and Language”
engages with Gaskin’s linguistic idealism as applied to the pragmatic linguistic forms
detectable in literary works. Gaskin drafts a genealogy, a hierarchy of sorts when
describing linguistic creative functions: he grants that speakers’ compositional and
recursive understanding of sentences can help spread new sentences created out of
new or twisted words, yet he places in the word as unit the fundamental building block
of meaning. The world inscribed into language is not made up of sentences, but rather
of propositions, which he terms “linguistic accusatives” (21). The contextualising
process happening at a sentence-level is demoted to a secondary position of
importance. It is, however, on the “truth-condition” of sentences that Gaskin locates the
fundamental connection between language and the world, a relationship that is
determined by language and its naming capabilities rather than on physical and public

objects themselves:

Cats and mats and countries and wisdom and superposition and inflation and numbers:
these things are in the world because they figure in propositionally structured
combinations of the level of reference. (Gaskin 11)

Gaskin’s linguistic idealism perceives the world as expressible in language, stating that
‘what there is, is sayable” (14). The generic reach of linguistic idealism, however, does
not appear to expressly take into account languages other than, presumably, the
English Gaskin is employing to expound his theory. How does the “sayability” that is
paramount to existence relates to translations and its related issues? Phenomena such
as ideas “lost in translation”, gaps in specific vocabularies, neologisms and linguistic
borrowings from other languages, unequal presence of objects and cultural signifiers in
either source or target language all deal with the friction between what exists and either

needs, or fails, to be expressed linguistically. The catch-22 of linguistic idealism widens
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the gap between word and world: are words captions for objects or is the meaning
intrinsic to the object itself that makes its existence possible in the world? Not even
diachronic linguistic layers seem to play a role in Gaskin’s strictly synchronic idealism.
Problematizing instances such the coexistence of communication systems that are not
language or word-based, the geographic limitedness of languages, the vast and
ever-growing families of extinct languages, the rapid obsolescence and constant
renewal of languages — along with the survival of linguistic fossils, or the inventions of
new, artificial languages from scratch — cannot but affect peremptory hierarchies,
defined as such: “objects (including properties and relations) are simply the referential
aspect of word meaning” (15). Gaskin includes human influence only in passing — he
acknowledges that his idealism is “linguistic’ and not “mentalistic’, conceding that
experiences of the world in terms other than linguistic is possible (14) — but there is an
uncanny lack of presence and participation throughout his work.

Mirroring Harrison’s implicitly elitist stance towards written words and their readers,

Gaskin claims that:

Individual readers can fail to respond appropriately to a literary work, as can whole
communities of readers; this fact shows that these responses cannot constitute literary
value. (24)

Since Gaskin’s purpose is to “ascribe a fully objective property” to literature (24), in
ways that not only pertain to the “fixed meaning” inscribed in the text, but also
encompasses modes of reading and personal expectations that lead individual people
to open a book, his penchant for the denial of multiplicity, conflict, and heterogeneity of
intention in literary texts is unsurprising. On the one hand, Gaskin pens affable
definitions of literary humanism that apparently cast language and literature in a positive
and functional connection to the real world. It looks almost as if literature were in service

of everyday reality:

Or can we say that what is special about literary language is not the world it creates, but
the way in which it talks about the world created by ordinary language? On that

approach, literature would have as its subject matter the familiar world of our everyday
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discourse, but it would talk about that world in a special, perhaps unique way. (23)

His actual intention, however, stems clearly from authoritative claims such as “literary
value is a normative matter, but the act of projecting something onto something else is a
purely causal transaction [...]" (24), a suggestion that seems to predict a standardised,
automated mode of reading and thinking about literature.

When Gaskin discusses the existence of non-English speaking cultural debates, he
brackets his note within a concerned proposal that fully denies cultural relativism and,
consequently, exposes his Anglo-centric outlook: “There must, then, be a normative
dimension to the identification of critical communities” (35), he writes against the idea
that any social group and order organically develop and sustain original forms of art and
the criteria to assess it.° Translation, furthermore, is an issue that Gaskin takes into
account, albeit briefly, and merely as a structural hindrance rather than a necessary and
complex form of communication. Gaskin perceives as a problem the fact that
non-English-speaking communities might affix the corresponding word for “art” with
semantic layers of meaning different than in English, therefore precluding the possibility
of a supposedly “equal’ assessment of cultural artefacts produced outside the
Anglosphere. Such views extend to the meaning of “cognitive value”, a quality that,
Gaskin admits, might be as subjective as each language and conceptions of art are
(therefore changing radically from a cultural to another), and therefore inadequate to
work as the unifying, common feature that is perceives as indispensable in order to
classify and categorise the entirety of human literary production.

Humanism, therefore, is treated and conceptualised as an apparently praiseworthy ideal
underlying literary texts, but, most importantly, as a moral quality embedded in the act of
reading and thinking publicly about those texts. Harrison and Gaskin’s humanism,
however, betrays a certain inclination towards order, classification, hierarchy and,
consequently, exclusion and dismissal, that inevitably unveils their specific worldview.

An outlook that cannot but reveal political undertones masked behind a presumed

® Specifically, Gaskin dismisses James Young's claim, expressed in Art and Knowledge, that art “is
whatever a society says is art at any given time”, a stance he later defines as “unacceptable relativism”
(35).
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neutrality and an impressionistic notion of self-betterment by means of written words.
Both Harrison and Gaskin provide plenty of insightful commentaries on texts drawn from
the Western canon in order to back up their musings of technical notions such as
fictionality and verisimilitude in literary texts, hence displaying their proficient and
well-read philosophical scholarship. They seldom, if ever, take into account literary
examples that have been imported (and translated) from non-English speaking realms.
Their reluctant inclusion of theoretical approaches that, historically, have dealt with texts
as tools, means-to-an-end or allegories of extra-textual realities, rather than fixed,
sacred entities, proves limiting, and unacceptably so for readers that do not conform to
the hegemonic identity and values endorsed and embodied by Harrison and Gaskin.
The cognitive gain occurring on Gaskin and Harrison’s methodological and canonical
terms risks proving, in the long run, an unreceptive exercise in academic power and
conservative control. The following chapter section will address instances of older
literary criticism, methodologies and original theories about the narrative arts that have
dealt creatively and sensibly with the compresence of different cultures and linguistic
traditions, and whose authors generally benefited from a self-imposed critical distancing

from the cultural and historical context they sought to describe and understand.

1.2. Stories: Inventing the Past

It was hardly surprising to realise, at the final stage of my research, that the set of
theories that | had found the most illuminating, expansive and creative had generally
been developed by thinkers coming from or operating outside hegemonic Anglophone
circuits, or whose effort to be highly cognizant of the framework they were operating in
demanded their radical distancing from it. It is not lost on me that scholars whose work |
encountered in translation, or which they themselves wrote in a second language — that
is, work that does not presupposes English as a universal linguistic matrix — were those
| resonated with the most. Their ideas remained clear in my memory long after reading
about them, and the pace of their argumentations struck me as particularly attentive to
acknowledging how cultural difference, individual mobility, learning curves and varying

degrees of accessibility to and availability of material resources influence one’s
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intellectual output. This chapter section provides a limited overview of cultural and
literary theories elaborated at different moment of the twentieth century in different parts
of Europe: my intention is not to fully cover the modern history of the academic
humanities focusing on the literary arts and theory, but rather, to signpost the work
whose input significantly influenced and improved my own thinking. It will start with
Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin’s notions of “chronotope” and “heteroglossia” in literary
works, then go on to describe Yuri Lotman’s evolving notion of cultural semiosis up to
the concept of “semiosphere”. Finally, it will tackle Julia Kristeva’s use of the semiotic in
her analysis of the symbolic, and will conclude with an appraisal of the methodology
used by Stuart Hall in his cultural history of popular media consumption. Overall, among
the recurring themes that connect all the aforementioned systems, is a relevant interest
towards a perceived cultural past and its telling modes: historiography, mythological
narrative, symbolic parable, genre-specific literary specimen, non-verbal cultural
signifiers and instantly recognizable stereotypes. How the past is told, preserved and
reused to renew, fortify its meaning, or even as a basis for wholly new signification, is a
crucial interest that informs much of my own thinking in the case studies | present later

on.

1.2.1. Voice (Mikhail Bakthin)

Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin’s™ marginalization from official academic circuits during his
lifetime, the ostracism that resulted into confinement in Soviet labour camps and
subsequent years of exile, the late recognition of his intellectual work in Russia as well
as in translation abroad: the accumulation of such tragic contingencies appear to haunt
Bakhtin’s heterogeneous body of philosophical and critical work that was brought to new

' Throughout the section | will spell the name Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin following British conventional
romanization system for consistency with the language of the thesis. In addition, | want to clarify that
translations in either Italian or English of Lotman’s texts were consulted, and whenever a reference is
quoted from an ltalian source, the English translation is to be understood as mine, whereas the name of
the English translator is always noted in the text. | am also aware of the different publishing history of
Lotman’s work in ltaly and in the UK/US, hence the compresence of (untranslated) references and

quotations from the Italian translations within the English text.
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light in the USSR during the 1960’s, a few years before his death.” Publishing and
public platforms were denied to him during his lifetime: after the publication in 1929 of
his monographic work Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art, no work penned by Bakhtin
appeared until its riedition in 1963, followed in 1965 by the publication of his thesis on
Rabelais, which he had defended (quite unsuccessfully) in Moscow, at the Gorky
Institute of World Literature, in 1946. It seems logical, and quite apt, that Bakhtin’s
greatest accomplishment with regards to scholarship and knowledge networks was the
informal, itinerant “circles” that he formed in whichever Soviet provincial town he
happened to move to in order to work. His meetings outside of an educational
environment with like-minded intellectuals living far from urban centres — all of them free
from the imperatives of career-oriented intellectual production, and therefore free to
pursue erudition for its own sake, or at least without the need to cautiously follow
academic guidelines and fashions — likely provided Bakhtin with the peer-to-peer advice
and dialogue he did not find elsewhere. Despite the namesake “Bakhtin Circle”, the
network did not operate as a distinct school of philosophy following Bakhtin’s exclusive
direction, or pursuing his specific line of thought: the sense of community and friendship
among its same-level participants organically oriented the collaboration around themes
of shared interest, promoted each member’s individual specialization and values, and

often crossed over from intellectual exchange into daily life cohabitation, and eventually

" While Bakhtin’s bibliography in Russian gradually became available from the 1960’s onwards, outside
the USSR Bakhtin’s fame arguably built on Julia Kristeva’s reference to Bakhtin notions of intertextuality
and dialogism as discussed in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics and
Rabelais and His World in her essay “Le mot, le dialogue et le roman”, first published in Seméiétiké:
Recherches pour une sémanalyse (Seuil 1969), translated in English as “Word, Dialogue and Novel” and
collected in Desire in Language. A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (Columbia UP 1980). In i,
Kristeva summarises the major terms and themes in Bakhtin’s and highlights the consistent viability of his
research, which she defines as an approach to literature that swaps “the linguist's technical rigour” (64)
for an approach that frames literary texts in a relation with other texts and structures. The “intertextuality”
that Kristeva sees as crucial in Bakhtinian philosophy and philology denotes his understanding of “writing
as a reading of the anterior literary corpus and the text as an absorption of and a reply to another text”
(69). Kristeva’s own take on Bakhtinian “dialogism”, “carnivalesque” and “polyphony” is an account that
employs logical tools, such as the 0-1 binary, in order to analytically vouchsafe the semiosis undertaken
by Bakhtin.
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pooled the participants into the disastrous experience of imprisonment and exile. The
polyphony that Bakhtin came to illustrate as a literary device possibly finds its closer
correlative and inspiration in the polymorphous conversation brought to life by a plurality
of intellectual voices and minds. It is also tempting to read in Bakhtin official silencing
and de facto ostracization from public discourse as the starting point of his evaluation of
dialogue as a major shaping force in any expressive communication aspiring to artistic
status. Still, it is hardly surprising that the sites of knowledge that Bakhtin found hidden
— or unacknowledged — in vernacular expressions of spontaneity and creativity are at
the core of his general theory of art and language, whose main preoccupation is the
appraisal of a plurality and specificity of discourses, rather than the definition of an
all-embracing universality. This chapter section is meant to provide a brief overview of
the most prominent critical notions advanced by Bakhtin in his theoretical work,
especially the notions pertaining to the overarching key concept of “polyphony”:
“heteroglossia”, “dialogism” and “chronotope”.

Bakhtin’s idiosyncratic rejection of disciplinary insularity results into a consistent mixture
of methodological instruments from linguistics, philology, literary history and criticism,
semiotics and philosophy: the links Bakhtin established between the fields showcase
and are informed by his notion of “dialogue”, which he understands as a movable
feature in the production and appraisal of communicative acts. Bakhtin’s “dialogue”, and
“dialogic” as a major stylistic and ethical attribute, is inevitably complemented by the
notion of “listening”, the acknowledgement that any assertion is open-ended, requiring
participation, feedback and personalised responses, which is moreover impossible to
manage only by means of prejudice, criticism and systematization. Bakhtin’s critical
attention towards the realm of “aestheticized language” in the form of, predominantly,
novels, results into a vision of the blending between the book’s literary world and the
reader’s real world as a crucial act of dialogic dynamism: if, on the one hand, the novel
absorbs vital aspects of real life into its fictional subject matter, on the other the reader’s
act of reading — along with its material circumstances, variable in space and time — also
communicates with the text according to principles that transcend the mere literary
framework, and embrace social, historical and contextual elements. Contributing to the

richness of literary works is the structural compresence of a range of what Bakhtin
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names “speech genres”, that is, the linguistic capability to modify register, vocabulary,
syntax, genre conventions in order to flex communication and match it to the
appropriate context and situation. Any novel will contain diverse speech patterns, and
will imitate context-appropriate communicative performances. Bakhtin’s aesthetic theory,
in fact, opens on a rather pragmatic note, as the artwork — framed in an inaugural
chapter of Questions of Literature and Aesthetics (Estetica e romanzo 1979) titled “The

Problem of Literary Creation” — is promptly edged in this definition:

[...] organized material, as a thing, can bear meaning only as a physical stimulus of
physiological and psychological conditions, or else, it needs receiving a utilitarian,

practical destination. (Estetica e romanzo 10-1)

The demarcation that logically ensues, as opposing terms, between form and content,
however, is a problematic categorization in Bakthin’s description of aesthetic
understanding. While conceding that the hedonistic appreciation of material forms
needs be accompanied by an assessment, if not an appraisal, of the meaningfulness of
its content, Bakhtin states that “material aesthetics” always blur the univocal
relationships occurring between the “object” and its external appearance, the “artwork”.
Thus advocating for a slanting form of epistemology, Bakhtin singles out his
foundational independence from any systematic approach whose purpose is the mere
detailed, consistent and coherent organization of artistic objects. Instead, he states that
“The object of aesthetic analysis is the content of aesthetic activity (or contemplation)
directed at the artwork itself’ (Estetica e romanzo 12). The discrepancy between
Bakhtin’s very conception of how to indicate, describe and assess the artistic object and
Western-based tradition of semiotic methodologies is rooted in such subject-oriented
conception of the values perceived to be integral to the artwork itself. Bakhtin seemingly
retrieves the Saussurean coupling of langue (the linguistic standard) and parole (the
speaker’s act) as the basis to develop his own notion of genre and, specifically, “speech
genre”, whereby he seeks to describe how any verbal assertion exists within and by
reason of a specific genre of discourse, a standardized pattern of sorts that

distinguishes the register of speaking acts according to their function and context. In his
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chapter “The problem of speech genres” (“ll problema dei generi del discorso” in
L’autore e l'eroe, trans. Clara Strada Janovi¢, 1988) Bakhtin theorises a two-tier system.
Primary, or simple genres, codify everyday social interactions and its roles — words have
a pragmatic, objective function. Secondary, or indirect genres are complex because
they describe and represent the primary, everyday genres as literature — words are
employed studiously, as testimony of the transmission enacted, and measure of its
quality — their metalinguistic capability is outstretched towards the possibility of a mutual
comprehension. Speech genres, therefore, complement and deepen the pragmatic
function of language as they codify communication standards that single out
context-related expressive needs according to certain combinations, and by using
specific phrases, utterances and vocabulary. Speech genres arguably delimitate
linguistic realms in a way that mediates, but also limits and directs each speaker’s
linguistic agency within the communicative act they wish to perform “correctly”, by
following speech genre-related conventions. Technical jargons, domain-specific
vocabularies, dialects, etcetera, all contribute to meaningfulness and usefulness by
providing ideological and cultural volume to language in a temporal dimension: Bakhtin
indicates with the term “chronotope” the contextual and temporal references that
enmesh any speech-genre’s existence, and which are inextricably connected.
Chronotopes are largely responsible for the sense of “situatedness” which inevitably
permeates any literary work, that is, they crystalise the organisational principles that
were valid at the time of writing.

Bachtin’s definition of “genre” is not limited to formal literary typologies — lyric poetry,
novel, theatre, etc. — since none of them is intrinsically a dialogic or a monologic form:
any text can evoke a polyphony of viewpoints and vocal expressions if it seriously and
consistently commits to “active listening” as an aesthetic stance that limits the single
“I”’s narrative monopoly. This, however, does not imply that well-established “one voice”
narrative devices — monologues, free indirect discourse, internal stream of
consciousness, etcetera — are irretrievably bound to self-contained monologism. On the
contrary, Bakhtin stresses that the act of reasoning that triggers and motivates any
single-person speech is intrinsically dialogic, because it takes into account the outside

existence, interaction and meaning of the (unaddressed) other, without any attempt at
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subjugation. Nevertheless, the unsurmountable boundary that is the “other” — who is
impossible to fully subject fully since their mind will remain unknowable — is not a
clear-cut positive aspect: the individual cannot but resort to dialogue in order to
negotiate their own position in the world. Through the encounter with the other their
identity will shape and, inevitably, shrink so as to respect the other’s equal presence.
The dialogue provided in literary texts is not necessarily the sign of open-mindedness,
tolerance or communion, rather, its shieniest examples meddle with dialogic efforts
rendered as inevitable contact, a failed retreat into indifference, self-sufficiency and
closure.’ The “dialogic” feature of literary texts is but a single component (albeit one
than single-handedly highlights characters’ interactivity) of a grander artistic vision
resulting in full-fledged “poliphony”. The relationships which Bakhtin perceives as
touchstones in his literary philosophy are expressed via the contextual specificities of
speech-genres, which offer a key and are able to guide dialogical connections towards
a joint direction. In fact, the systemic employment of dialogic narrative is precisely the
factor that, according to Bachtin, will define the overall effect of polyphony, which he
describes as a situation of inescapable dialogic interaction, totally devoid of an
omniscient, or external third party commenting or “making sense” of the exchange.
Proximity and intimacy with the other cannot be fulfilled via identification or purportedly
objective, neutral portrayal: the dialogic moment is as much a clash, a reckoning, a
re-negotiation of instances describing the lived reality of the interlocutors involved as an
alternation of utterances. The notion of reality thus gauged cannot be understood as a
universal, philosophical truth: via the dialogue with/against the other, the realm of
knowledge and experience is but touched upon. The synchronous utterance of singular
points of view by a multiplicity of (separate) voices cannot coalesce into a un universal,
“‘monological” truth: the dialogism Bakhtin invokes does not contemplate the possibility
of consolidation, rather, it merely indicates the necessary stratification of contrasting
meanings. Bakhtin expands dialogism into the concept of “heteroglossia”, a feature best
expressed in novels, whereby the overall effect of world-building is rooted in the

relentless friction and cohabitation between different types of speeches: those voiced by

12 Bakhtin's “dialogue”, moreover, is not equivalent to the narrative device that dramatises or stylises

conversation as the foremost communicative strategy.
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characters, the speech of the narrator and, separately, the speech of the author.
Meaning is therefore refracted between different “languages”, since each speech serves
a specific purpose by borrowing and repurposing other languages, jargons, dialects and
shifting registers. In his essay “Words in Novels” (“La parola nel romanzo” in Estetica e
romanzo, trans. Clara Strada Janovi¢, 1979), Bakhtin thus explains the competing, yet

integrated utterance of different speeches:

A narrator’s discourse is always a third-party discourse — with regards to the author’s
own overt discourse — delivered in a third-party language — with regards to the variety of

literary languages, which is in itself at odds with the narrator’s own language. (122)

It is important to note that Bakhtin situtes the author’s own “speech” at the same level
(that is, enmeshed and almost indistinguishable from others) as all the competing
speeches. The idea that originality is paramount to novelty, extravagance, personalism
in literary creativity is rejected by Bakhtin: whenever a dialogic structure succeeds,
heteroglossia assures the polyphonic character of the literary work via the author’s

original combination of existing language and speech-genres.™

3 Syncretism and mutual influence by means of inevitable contact underlie Bakhtin’s theory of literature,
but also overlap into his conception of history and social theory. The inevitable mutual influence between
elite and popular genres is at the heart of his major work on Rabelais and the spirit of carnivalesque.
Moreover, In the chapter devoted to further problematization of his “speech-genres” theory in L’'autore e
l'eroe (“The Author and the Hero”), Bakhtin insightfully grafts a discussion about projective intimacy in
literary texts onto his philological appraisal of Early Modern progressive familiarization of traditional
literary modes with popular linguistic codes. Just like Renaissance culture appropriated a Medieval
worldview by elevating familiar and lowly styles towards the positive visibility granted by an “official”
status, the sense of closeness, frankness, communicative ease combined with officiality in literary texts is
a feature dictated primarily by contextual changes and updates in social norms. “If we dismiss the
relationship between the speaker, the other and with their utterances (either real or expected), it will be
impossible to understand genre and style of any discourse” (288) writes Bakhtin to highlight the
importance of dialogic practices in communicative performances: no expressive form can do without the

prediction and the actual response from a real or imagined addressee of the speech.

61



The decentralised literary system that Bakhtin celebrates and describes via the term
“polyphonic” is generally a feature of novels that are able to convey a set of ideas
disenfranchised from the author’s outlook by means of organic, layered and contrasting
presentation of characterial consciousnesses and narratorial stances. The resulting
plurality is the condition and result of a diverse ensemble of voices whose role and
importance is understood as equally influential within the textual economy, each valid in
itself, as a singular voice, as well as the expression of the authorial intention. The
underlying motion is described by Bakhtin as “dialogism”, whereby the balance
achieved within the text is fundamentally different and immune from the yearning for
monologic truth that characterises Western philosophical and ethical traditions, whereby
a singular settlement, a logic, a victory must prevail in a multitude of clashing stances.
Not only the author must abandon the illusion (and the stylistic convention) of total
control and their foundational primacy, in order to create a polyphonic literary text the
utterances represented in the text need not conform to a set standard, or coalesce into
a shared ideological standpoint. The compresence of characterial, narratorial and
authorial points of view also needs a range of linguistic registers, “speech genres” that
evoke and represent authentic linguistic performances, whose presence crystalised in
the text bespeak certain time and space-specific features, or “chronotopes”. The blend
of linguistic varieties, jargons and dialects — including code-switching and hierarchies of
registers and lexicons — will therefore contribute to shape the experience of the world as
conceptualized in the literary work according to the principle of “heteroglossia”: hybridity
and mutual influence between cultural levels, fictional and real worlds are therefore
treated as theoretical keystones by Bakhtin throughout his production. The following
chapter section will address another Russian thinker in his philosophical approach to
literature: Yuri Lotman semiotic elaboration of literary histories is not limited to textual
examples, but broaches instances of cultural generation, conservation and reproduction
— specifically with his original notion of “semiosphere” — which go in tandem with issues
of cultural understanding echoing Bakhtin’s own preoccupation with the ways texts and

the contexts they preserve survive the passing of time.
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1.2.2. System (Yuri Lotman)

Russian literary historian and semiotician Yuri Mikhailovich Lotman'™ helped found and
direct, and to some extent came to embody, the informally called Moscow-Tartu School
of Semiotics: more of network of scholars and thinkers than a brick-and-mortar
academic department, its active years coincided with Lotman’s turn to structural
semiotics in the early 1960’s up his death in 1993. Lotman’s early academic
specialization in modern Russian philology and literary biographical research grounded
his later interest in semiotic theory and its development as a theory of culture. The
introduction of semiotic approaches to Sovietic academic networks proved successful
because it allowed official institutions to pursue humanistic research by means of a
vocabulary that could sidestep political terms, nuances and allusions, while
simultaneously being intelligible for international (academic) audiences, thus working on
even grounds with thinkers from outside the USSR. However, In The Soviet Empire of
Signs: A History of the Tartu School of Semiotics (2008), Maxim Waldstein argues that
the Tartu group acted as the only consistent network “parallel” to the official Soviet
system of scholarly research and distribution: especially in its mature phases, the
periodicals linked to the Tartu group were the only space in which marginal approaches
or non-normative subjects could be published. After his appointment as professor at the
University of Tartu in 1954, Lotman gradually expanded his research interest in
eighteenth century Russian literature to include contemporary writers and, eventually,
cultural semiotics. In particular, his main objective was the formulation of an exact,
quasi-scientific vocabulary — a universal “metalanguage” — which could simplify
discipline-specific descriptions and clarify the communication of humanistic research.
The semiotic approach which Lotman and his school revisited did not centre on

philosophical speculation concerning the actual formation of human signs, but rather

* Throughout the section | will spell the name Yuri Mikhailovich Lotman following British conventional
romanization system for consistency with the language of the thesis. In addition, | want to clarify that
translations in either Italian or English of Lotman’s texts were consulted, and whenever a reference is
quoted from an Italian source, the English translation is to be understood as mine, whereas the name of
the English translator is always noted in the text. | am also aware of the different publishing history of
Lotman’s work in Italy and in the UK/US, hence the compresence of (untranslated) references and

quotations from the Italian translations within the English text.
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dispersed and enriched its discussions by welcoming a wide range of subjects deemed
fit for analysis (at one point of his career, Lotman also included reflections about sleep,
or feelings such as anger and fear alongside more conventional literary appraisals).
Lotman’s fundamental stance that culture is information fosters his notion of the
linguistic matrix of culture: it is a human construct that is not inheritable (like genome,
for instance), but rather passed down and passed around as a communal, social act.

Language is the building block of culturization: by acts like “naming”, humans are able
to appropriate and construct in semiotic terms almost any “natural” object and turn them
(or rather, codify them) into cultural phenomena.’”® Language becomes the “primary
modelling system” for the Tartu group: it gives a shape and a meaning to things, and
stands as a blueprint for any other cultural system, such as religion, law, scientific
knowledge and all forms of narrative, from mythologies to art. The image of “building
block” that | mentioned earlier is crucial: while culture is perceived by Lotman as an
ever-growing and ever-expanding system, it still exists in discrete and finite units. The
natural realm that, according to Lotman, exists alongside human formations, is in
contact and feeds the culture, but is a system whose functioning is fully other, inhabited
by forces that are decidedly non-human, and possibly beyond the human scope. The
incessant cycle of reproductivity, as well as biological evolution in uninterrupted motion
eventually englobe and overcome the individual’s life and specific contribution. Above
all, Lotman’s nature/culture divide is especially concerned with the essential absence of
linguistic instances in the former realm, and with the fundamental presence of
‘languagelike” formations in the latter. “Secondary modelling systems” imitate the shape

and mechanisms of natural language, but also overlap and obscure it: systems like the

% In the essay “On the Semiotic Mechanism of Culture” (“Sul meccanismo semiotico della cultura”) —
jointly written with Boris Uspenskij — Lotman carefully indicates that the very acknowledgment of the
semiotic nature of culture is a cultural fact, hence, a variable from one culture to another. While a given
human group may understand the relationships between sign and signifier, or between expression and
content, as univocal and universal (and arguably unchangeable), another might prefer to view names and
linguistic signs as arbitrary, casually attributed and therefore conventionally employed (and thus
susceptible to change). Names, naming, identity etcetera have a primary role in the former type of culture,
whereas the latter tend to place more emphasis and grant attention to the content of what is expressible

and/or expressed (Semiotica e cultura 72).
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aforementioned law, religion, and art, among others, are, therefore, both communicative
channels that successfully convey information, and “modelling” system that, by
describing the realities of world in a certain way, also influence and modify them. A
triangulation involving “society-communication-culture” (Semiotica e cultura 92) as the
semiotic backbone of any (meaningful) system informs the creations and combination of
any of the discrete elements they contain, whose continuous combination and random
variation either aspire to a level of stability or produce an “avalanche” effect (93), thus
quickly absorbing new information to foster the whole system’s further development.

In his essay “Thesis on Art as a Secondary Modelling System” (in Semiotica e cultura,
1975), Lotman breaks his arguments in smaller points — brief thesis-like statements —
and identifies the process of analogy as the foundational requirement of any modelling
system, that is, “[...] the structured union of elements and rules” (thesis 1.3.1, 4),
operating according to relations of analogy with the totality of knowable objects. Point
1.4 specifically states the use of language as a matrix for these secondary systems —
including the arts — which therefore create “second-degree languages” (4). In the 1975
essay “On the Semiotic Mechanism of Culture” (collected in Semiotica e cultura and
jointly written with his collaborator Boris Uspenskij), Lotman posits culture as either a
“complex ensemble of texts” and “a text-generating device”, in which “text”® is
understood as “the realization of a culture’s intrinsic potential” (74). Any given culture
also develops a specific explanation of its own relationship with the way texts come to
be: texts can either illustrate the rules whereby society regulates itself, or, conversely,
texts are only acknowledged and accepted as such when they comply with a set of
rules. In the first case, “rules are defined as a set of precedents”, in the second case,
“‘precedents only exist whereby they are represented in their corresponding rule” (74).

The “program”, as Lotman terms it, that concentrates a culture’s totality of existing rules

' In Analysis of the Poetic Text (Analisi del testo poetico, 1972), Lotman also specifies the three essential
components that characterise a “text” with artistic ambitions and world-building potentiality. A text
necessarily responds to criteria of expressivity, by way of the signs of a natural language; delimitation,
whereby a given text fulfils a certain cultural function, but can also accommodate a series of semiotic
sub-levels that enlarge its potential meaning; structure, hence developing not as a mere succession of

signs, but as a complex signifying organism composed of hierarchical levels and sub-texts (65-9).
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also serves as the “memory of the collectivity” (Semiotica e cultura 67), that is, a
repository which collects the bulk of human experience and transforms it into culture,
hence filtering what is deemed necessary and worthy of preservation and transmission.
Hence, culture is “non-hereditary” (66), its formation and preservation are dictated
exclusively by the people who inhabit it. Lotman also includes a discussion of the
“forgetting device” of culture as a fundamental part of the memory itself: to forget by
elimination, oblivion, sidelining, marginalisation complements the archiving, curating,
reissuing and transmitting of any cultural memory (70). Besides, it is by constantly
picking which texts should be preserved and passed on, and which should, conversely,
be eliminated and forgotten, that the culture keeps its generative potential active, thus
creating new texts out of old material, or by occupying the newly-freed space, even if
the energy springing out of this friction often results in a real “cultural struggle” (71)."”
Lotman clearly states, however, that the texts are not reality in and of itself, rather, they
are the “material” instances that “reconstruct” reality: it follows that the semiotic
assessment of any given text — how a self-contained system works, what its values and
rules are — should precede the historical placement of the same (Semiotica e cultura
70). Comparisons with analogous, contemporary textual systems, in addition to the
assessment of their meaning in a specific time frame, should both pertain to a
secondary analytic phase, one, moreover, that is intrinsically informed by the observer’s
own cultural assumptions and value system.

Lotman’s awareness of the heavy influence of social conditionings in the gradual
formation of cultural clusters of meaning and objects is consistently pronounced in his
analyses of the products resulting from human cultures. His training as a literary
historian very likely influenced Lotman’s specialization in the semiotics of literary texts,

which he consistently understood as inherently linked with the historical context they

7 Lotman also stresses how culture’s forgetting device is a primary ideological instrument, since different
political frameworks need to promote a cultural worldview whose products — or rather, texts — reflect and
explain social living according to a given set of terms, and therefore will actively forget and delete
anything that does not comply with the sense of history and collectivity wished for by the ruling
organisms. The “crystallization” of shared cultural memory leads to its reduction, whereas a healthy
culture maintains its elasticity and dynamicity, thus constantly enlarging itself, as well as its social life

(Semiotica e cultura 71).
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were produced in, while also able to reconstruct, by representing it, the world they
pertain(ed) to. The semantic, creative component of the text (its capacity to select,
manipulate and transmit knowledge) go in tandem with its pragmatic capability to
activate readers’ ethical response as they compare and contrast their worldview with the
world reflected in the text.'® Lotman’s heuristic framework, therefore, came to include a
binary composed by a primary and a secondary modelling system, whose interaction
would trickle down to provide meaning, language, signs and memory to people’s daily
life. As early as 1975, Lotman had already proposed a “concentric” image of culture as
a composite system, composed of a “centre” — the most prominent and better organized
structures — and a “periphery”, where all the structures whose semiotic organization is
scarce or imprecise, but have a high currency in human activities, and therefore tend to
function according to semiotic systems’ patterns (Semiotica e cultura 66)."° It is
precisely the latter systems’ lack of a clear-cut order that allows its practical application
in human everyday life: as Lotman notes “...] an incomplete organicity guarantees
human culture a superior intrinsic capability and a dynamis that are unknown to more
harmonious systems” (Semiotica e cultura 66). This elastic feature, the capability (and

willingness) to modify its structure in response to a need, combined with the continued

'8 Translator Donatella Ferrari Bravo also stresses the cultural, almost anthropological bent in the
assessment of literature developed by the Tartu group. In her introduction to Semiotica e cultura
(“Semiosis and culture”) she states how art is not understood as separate world, but rather as a “sphere”
in an of itself whose roots are deeply attached to other spheres, those pertaining to the general

functioning of human life (xiii).

® Lotman also posits, as a positive feature of living cultures, the tendency to create, in addition to a
layered coexistence of high and low registers within the culture, and a specific “extra cultural” domain that
is tolerated and acknowledged, but placed at a lower echelon of cultural texts, particular “islands” of
culture, whose prestige is high within the culture specifically because of their alien status and intrinsic
difference from the “primary” culture system (Semiotica e cultura 90). These are temporary points of
contact between different cultural worlds providing a welcomed outlet for imagination, transgression,
make-believe and other sorts of cultural variations, all furnishing new air and light to an otherwise close
(and automated) system. Whenever unitary supporting structures fail or do not exist, however, such
exceptions, Lotman clarifies, cannot fully or successfully exist, or even be culturally metabolised as such:

central mainstays are essential to any cultural universe.
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remembrance of past states, is what provides self-awareness and unity to the culture,
and is a dynamic that is especially legible in peripheral instances.

The permeable divisions which Lotman envisaged, however, eventually became
insufficient to explain the plethora of signs that fill any individual's everyday, or to
account for any item complying or defying conventional semiotic grammar. With the
development of his notion “semiosphere” later in his career, Lotman wished to
overcome the hierarchy and divisions between the linguistic models he had previously
theorised: the semiotic universe he now saw was not made up of single, unambiguous
signs, rather, each of them existed, individually, within the semiosphere’s homogeneous
continuum, itself the result and generative condition at the root of cultural development.
In his 1990 book The Universe of the Mind, translated into English by Ann Shukman,
Lotman advanced an evolution of his language-based approach to culture: the
elementary dialogic pattern — addresser, addressee and a connecting channel — needs
be enriched by Lotman’s original notion of “semiosphere”, the “[...] semiotic space
necessary for the existence and functioning of languages” (123), that is, a semiotic
space whose experience all speakers must be familiar with before attempting the
performance of a semiotic act (i.e. any form of communication). Lotman’s working
definition hinges on an active understanding of language as more than an
epistemological basis, but as a “function”, a composite ensemble of positive “semiotic
spaces” and their perpetually shifting “boundaries”. Lotman’s semiosphere functions as
a repository of accepted, functional signs and meanings: not everything that exists or
might exist is or can live within it as a fact. Moreover, an abstract, yet actively filtering
buffer zone exists in order to evaluate, decant and quarantine outsider objects and
messages until they become familiar or safe enough for the semiosphere to accept
them as their own. Boundaries are responsible for as much the protection of the
semiosphere’s internal unity, as for its mediation with the outside: as Lotman, notes,
they are at the frontier, a filter belonging simultaneously to both the “inside” and the
‘outside”, acting as “a mechanism for translating texts of an alien semiotics into ‘our’
language, it is the place where what is ‘external’ is transformed into what is ‘internal’
[...]" (136-7).
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Combinations are endless: hard boundaries may help create semiotic unities, softer
ones may sustain a semiotic continuum, or else, a series of boundaries may demarcate
an ensemble of semiotic spaces while allowing each their independence as a discrete
unit, other boundaries may be open on one end, and fully sealed on the other. Lotman
postulates an infinite number of semiospheres: each individual manages their own
semiosphere — i.e. their autonomos cerebral storage of the existential experience — and
specific semiospheres may pertain to geographical realms, cultural topics and actions or
even chronological timeframes. Binaries, once again, are proactive tools in Lotman:
outside/inside, alien/familiar, resistance/adjustment are instrumental in his discussion of
the cultural semiospheres as living organisms rather than cumulative hierarchies.
Dialogue, nevertheless, is the fundamental force that connects the semiotic levels and
guarantees the permeability (and mutual influence and inference) between each and
every sphere. The proximity of different semiospheres inevitably causes contact and
exchange in the form of willful cooperation, creolization and even outright contrast. In
any case, a form of communication must happen, despite the fact that Lotman posits
“dialogue” as the primary element of translation and, therefore, linguistic exchange,
hence underlining how the active wish, for both participants, to “overcome the semiotic
barrier” (143) is instrumental. “Every culture has a ‘built-in’ mechanism for multiplying its
languages [...]” (124) Lotman reminds: plurality is a crucial component as well as an
ordering principle behind the “asymmetry” and “binarims” that ostensibly promote the
material evolution and enlargement of cultural codes. Lotman’s fascinating proposal is
that the asymmetry found in semiotic universes is based on the material physicality of
humans: right/left, top/bottom, “male/female”, “living/dead” are all basic principles whose
reach extends well beyond spatiality or bodily awareness into the realm of culture.
Semioticization can happen only if contextual conditions allow for the expression of the

presence of a body in a place:

The outside world, in which a human being is immersed in order to become culturally
significant, is subject to semioticization, i.e. it is divided into the domain of objects which
signify, symbolize, indicate something (have meaning), and objects which simply are
themselves. (The Universe of the Mind 133)
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“‘Heterogeneity” is another key component in any semiosphere, which, as a continuum,
comprises a range of semiotic codes whose compresence is not hindered, or forcibly
regulated, by mutual translatability or, conversely, utter incomprehensibility. The radial,
layered organization Lotman imagines for the semiospheres presupposes a smaller
center and a larger, sprawling periphery: the osmotic compresence of the two indicates
the intrinsic heterogeneity of the semiosphere, which manifests itself in the
asynchronicity of its developing parts, which Lotman understands as a form of
“asymmetry” regulating the translation and communication between different zones,
especially the core and the periphery of the semiosphere. Once again, Lotman resorts
to language as a matrix and as a symbol: just like language evolution is slower, and
perennially unable to catch up with the appearance and establishment of new “things” in
order to describe them before they become obsolete, so does the semiosphere with
regards to what it includes, its multiplicity may be faster in some realms than in others.
Lotman compares the structure of semiosphere to a museum hall: within a given
temporal or spatial section, artifacts, texts and ideas pertaining to different or obsolete
semiotic systems are engulfed within further semiotic codes that illustrate and decipher
them for the benefit a public whose own behaviour and cultural awareness are shaped

by epoch-specific semiotic rules (126).

So across any synchronic section of the semiosphere different languages at different
stage of development are in conflict, and some texts are immersed in languages not
their own, while the codes to decipher them with may be entirely absent. (The Universe
of the Mind 126)

Not all codes simultaneously inhabiting a semiosphere work as full-fledged semiotic
systems: its organizational language is always accompanied by “[...] partial languages,
languages which can serve only certain cultural functions, as well as language-like,
half-formed systems which can be bearers of semiosis if they are included in the
semiotic context” (128). The compresence, collaboration, evolution and mutual
translatability of all these partial semiotic systems all contribute to the achievement,
over time, of the “metalinguistic” stage of the semiosphere, that is, when a semiosphere

is ready and able to describe itself — usually by means of grammars and law codes —
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and creates a fixed “world-picture” of itself (one that is perceived as reality by those who
live it, and as a past version of reality by those who will study it in the future). While the
self-descriptive phase counts as the apex of any semiotic system — since the whole
structure acquires a more solid organization, its unity and, consequently, survival, is
better preserved — it also marks the beginning of a descending phase. At this stage
inner dynamism, flexibility towards incoming diverse information and overall
indeterminacy of the system’s working balance decrease, slowing the overall
development of the semiosphere. The generation of “texts” (Lotman often employs
literary examples, but always specifies the heuristic applicability of his framework) at the
core of the semiosphere will therefore create the set of “norms” — the how-to that makes
up the hegemony of certain values over others, and sanctions certain conventions over
others — whose enforcement in the periphery will clash with the marginal, “incorrect”
practices occurring there. Time, and the relentless cultural movement that slowly
absorbs and takes over the novelty, the unruliness, the creativity operating at the edge,
and turns them into the centre, and into central, hegemonic model and precepts, always
mix and overturn the elements of the semiosphere. Any epoch’s transgression can, and
will, become another (later) epoch’s neutral convention; any epoch’s set of rules is likely
to become its era’s idiosyncratic feature and an example of obsolescence for later

societies.

So while on the metalevel the picture is one of semiotic unity, on the level of the semiotic
reality which is described by the metalevel, all kinds of other tendencies flourish. While
the picture of the upper level is painted in a smooth uniform colour, the lower level is

bright with colours and many intersecting boundaries. (The Universe of the Mind 130)

The crucial novelty for Lotman here, is the understanding of semiospheres not as
merely storing and communicating devices: the creativity sparked by the proximity and
influence among the semiospheres is the primary force that Lotman locates as
responsible for the generation of new signs, objects and texts. In brief: Lotman’s earlier
conception of culture as a linguistic binary of modelling systems whose major (if not
sole) role was to safely and quickly transmit clear information from point A to point B,

gradually came to be enriched (and possibly superseded) by the notion of culture as a
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“thinking machine”, whose semiospheres store and make use of messages and signs,
but also combine them unpredictably to create new ones and, consequently, new
meanings. Lotman also detects two contradictory tendencies in semiospheres as
underpinnings of culture: on the one hand, innovation and the inclusion of diversity and
novelty from the outside is essential to attain internal combination and richness; on the
other, internal solidity and cohesion need be safeguarded as a matter of survival for the
entire sphere. The balance between the two forces is, again, recapitulated in a series of
binary “antinomies” — such as relevant/redundant, old/new, collective/individual,
stasis/dynamism, centre/periphery, unambiguous/ambivalent, described/undescribed,
systemic/non-systemic, etcetera — whose complementary coexistence is vital to the
semiosphere. Predictable/unpredictable is perhaps the pair Lotman sees as the basic
principle regulating the evolution and maintenance of culture, as the effects of
predictable, slow changes and the consequences forced by dramatic, unexpected facts
(what Lotman terms “explosion”) can only be assessed at later stages, via narrativized
historical accounts. The idea of “explosion” serves Lotman’s conception of
“‘unpredictability” well: the unusual, possibly unprecedented, often violent change may
surprise and result impossible to explain at first, but eventually, its logic can be
retroactively established by means of historical thinking, scientific enquiry, personal
narratives and other conceptual actions that, in time, help the novelty sediment and

become accepted in the culture.

The semiosphere, the space of culture, is not something that acts according to mapped
out and pre-calculated plans. It seethes like the sun, centres of activity boil up in different
places, in the depths and on the surface, irradiating relatively peaceful areas with its
immense energy. But unlike that of the sun, the energy of the semiosphere is the energy

of information, the energy of Thought. (The Universe of the Mind 151)

Semiospheres can absorb internal evolutions as well as sudden crises, as well as
creating the narratives that serve to provide order, logic and, eventually, meaning. Each
of the texts produced culturally, moreover, bear the signs of all the parties that influence
them: the author’s structural agency, indeed, but also the layers of audiences’

responses to the text, which are in turn informed by specific historical and contextual
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conditionings. Lotman advances the concept of “explosion” in one of his last published
works, Kul'tura i vzryv (1992), translated into English by Wilma Clark as Culture and
Explosion in 2004. The diverse range of essays compiled in Culture and Explosion
summarise the major ideas produced by Lotman throughout his career: the static
description of the ideal workings of a semiosphere are, however, completed and
enhanced by his reflections about the ways a semiotic system can develop and enlarge
itself while simultaneously guarding its unity and cultural specificity. Lotman confirms his
vision of the semiosphere as a heterogeneous, multi-levelled continuum whose status
cannot remain static and invariant in order to survive. Self-sufficiency is thus considered
to be as dangerous a situation as the uncontrolled, potentially destabilising introduction
of external input into the semiosphere. Predictable and unpredictable are indicated as
the crucial criteria whereby inward and outward flows of information in the semiosphere
interact and react. “The moment of explosion is the moment of unpredictability” writes
Lotman (Culture and Explosion 123), and clarifies that what causes or embodies the
“‘unforeseeable” as a characteristic and and as a potentiality, is not to be confused with
the “undefined” or the “unlimited”. Rather, Lotman selects “[...] a specific collection of
equally probable possibilities from which only one may be realised” (Culture and
Explosion 123), whose position within the semiosphere is pushed away by the force of
the “explosion”. It is the progressive distancing within the semiosphere that allows them
to generate semiotic meaning, to “become carriers of semantic difference” (Culture and
Explosion 123). Explosions are intimately linked with the notion of time and,
consequently, history: the “unpredictable situation” (Culture and Explosion 125)
occurring at the explosive moment is a single event as well as a break that will remain
ingrained in the semiosphere’s memory. The explosion will inevitably be assessed and
analysed in retrospect by future scholars, whose particular chronological positioning
with regards to the causes and consequences of the explosion will alter the account of

what happened and why:

Looking from the past into the future, we see the present as a complete collection of a
series of equally probable possibilities. When we look into the past, reality acquires the
status of fact and we are inclined to see it as the only possible realisation. (Culture and
Explosion 125)
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The process that interests Lotman, however, is rather akin to a historiographical
preoccupation:?° any historian’s subjective gaze, morals and position is not a hindrance
insofar as it tends to describe the past occurrence — knowing already its result — as an
inevitability (and not as the casual result of a series of unpredictable, connected
variants). Lotman’s concern lies within the “[...] tendency to turn back to that which has
occurred and to subject it to a “correction” in the memory or in its retelling” (Culture and
Explosion 126). Any culture, Lotman contends, shows an impelling need to recreate its
own past — for psychological and/or ideological reasons — by altering, adjusting or
transforming the memory of the past into a reality that fits with what is deemed
acceptable. While Lotman takes into consideration the distorted social outcomes of
outright lying, deceiving and concealing, his discussion pertains to the realm of narrative
adaptation that he had already tackled in his earlier work The Universe of the Mind.
Ideas about what life in the past was like are customarily inferred from an era’s central

texts, whose semiotic content is generally understood as the accepted norm:

The world-picture created in this way will be perceived by its contemporaries as reality.
Indeed, it will be their reality to the extent that they have accepted the laws of that
semiotics. And later generations (including scholars), who reconstruct life in those days
from texts, will imbibe the idea that everyday reality was indeed like that. But the
relationship of this metalevel of the semiosphere to the real picture of its semiotic ‘map’
on the one hand, and to the everyday reality of life on the other, will be complex. (The
Universe of the Mind 129)

The appraisal of the culture produced at the margin is usually only retrieved when a
generation of scholars perceive a gap between their contemporaneous understanding of
the semiotic charge enshrined in a certain era and the values they themselves wish to

see reflected, or attempt to seek at an earlier stage, beyond a fixed canon, in past

2 In his essay “Metalanguage in Cultural Descriptions” (“ll metalinguaggio delle descrizioni tipologiche
della cultura”, written jointly with Boris Uspenskij, in Tipologia della cultura, 1975), Lotman notes how the
“othering” of any cultural system in scientific enquiries is an inevitable stance: even a comparative
approach cannot but posit the researcher’s cultural belonging (and perhaps allegiance) as the “neutral”,
fixed component, and the “extraneous” system as a different “other”, whose internal organizing binaries,

such as “organized/unorganized” are difficult, or even impossible to fully translate (145-147).
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times’ cultures. The relentless maturation of the semiosphere is also evident in these
attempts at self-description via a metalanguage whose vocabulary alters as it describes
what came into semiotic existence within the culture: what exists at the periphery will
always be drawn to the centre, where its alien energy will, in turn, become a norm, and
a neutral reality. The following section will continue to engage with the idea that
language is a basic pattern in the semiotic formation of culture, but through the lens of
Julia Kristeva’s original interest in the subjective and psychological charge embedded in

any cultural act.

1.2.3. Subject (Julia Kristeva)

The discovery of Julia Kristeva as a commentator on Bakhtin precedes my reading of
Kristeva as a feminist theorist: the texts she produced in the latter part of her career —
after her own experience with motherhood and marriage, and the downsizing of her
political penchant following the disappointing Tel Quel expedition to Maoist China in
1974 — exist as background to much contemporary theory, but suffer from the declining
currency of French second-wave thinkers (Irigaray, Cixous and Kristeva herself have
become somewhat unfashionable references as the centre of the debate has shifted
towards the Anglosphere). My distrust, or rather, my unwillingness to engage with texts
that would draw heavily from psychoanalysis in order to describe and enforce — | feared
— a hypostatic gender difference, prejudiced my meeting with Kristeva, and therefore
delayed my reading of her early semiotic work. A fascination for Kristeva’s biography
also played a role: the publication, in april 2018, of a 400-pages dossier about Kristeva
by the Bulgarian Dossier Committee?' — whose task is the declassification of Soviet-era
state security records — unleashed the gossip that she had been an undercover agent

for the Bulgarian intelligence in France during the 1960’s and 1970’s. Kristeva denied

2! Maria Dimitrova’s article “A Jar, a Blouse, a Letter” for the London Review of Books, published online
on the 3™ of April 2018 (URL: hitps://www.Irb.co.uk/blog/2018/april/a-jar-a-blouse-a-letter), conveniently
summarises the “Kristeva Dossier” affair and provides a contextual overview that meets halfway a
spy-fiction fanciful plot and historical likelihood: Kristeva contested communications with her home
country’s foreign offices — either embassies or intelligence desks — probably were little more than an
inescapable bureaucratic necessity she needed to perform in order to be granted permission to live

abroad.
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the allegations, stating her unwavering opposition to the Soviet regime. Whether
Kristeva was a cognisant player operating on both sides of the Iron Curtain, or rather a
solitary expat who could not afford to cut all ties with her homeland (or risk the safety of
her family who resided there), the uniqueness of her personal path translates into an
intellectual trajectory that is equally striking. The following chapter section is informed by
my long-standing interest in modes of thinking that engage one’s personal marginality
as a filtering or magnifying tool: Kristeva idiosyncratic, generative and, simultaneously,
disruptive approach to standard semiotic literary analysis displays an aptitude for the
ingenious which appears to me as the direct result of a resourceful attitude, possibly
one bred in solitary distance from conventional axioms. Kristeva’s later production
aimed at a generalist as well as academic audience, which was heavily informed by her
psychoanalytic training and active practice as analyst, her marginal involvement in
feminism — which she addresses as a theory, rather than as political praxis, via essays
about Bellini’s portrayal of motherhood, the life of Chinese women under Maoist rule, or
Kristeva’s hopeful and critical identikit of a “dissident” intellectual — will not be dealt with
here. Kristeva’s early, perhaps more conforming theoretical texts about the excess
process imbricated in the making of meaning — her notions of semiotic vs. symbolic also
merge into the idea that the subject is always both semiotic and symbolic — seem to be
in keeping with this thesis’ general preoccupation with the meaningful potential of
recurring communicative instances. In her essay “Julia Kristeva — Take Two” (collected
in Sexuality in the Field of Vision, 1986), Jacqueline Rose reviews the intellectual
trajectories in Kristeva’s life via her written production and her academic alliances. Rose
classifies Kristeva on the onset of her career as a semiotician whose interest in
linguistic analysis soon develops in an inalienable concern towards the description and
“[...] critique of the stabilising illusion of the sign” (142). Kristeva’s early endeavours,
Rose suggests, posit dynamism and potential changeability as the core notion in the
signifying systems (which she will accordingly re-name “signifying practices”) Kristeva
seeks to analyse. Kristeva identifies, at the intersection between any individual’s
subjective experience of reality — read as a psychic force as well as unconscious feeling
— and the seemingly immutable cultural structures weighing differently on each person,

the tension that traditional, structuralist-oriented semiotics is unable (or unwilling) to
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cover. “Crude grammatology abdicates the subject [...] uninterested in symbolic and
social structures, it has nothing to say in the face of their destruction or renewal” (143)
Rose quotes from a 1974 paper by Kristeva. “Sémanalyse” is Kristeva’s own term for
the special streak of semiotic criticism interspersed by psychoanalytic methodologies
which she developed as a stand-alone theory and, more generally, as her personal
hybrid approach to linguistic analysis. “[...] To confront language at the point where it
undoes itself” stresses Rose, became Kristeva’s objective, the combinatory relationship
between language and sign would not be sustained as a clear-cut duality, rather,
Kristeva would consistently chose to look behind, under, through the linguistic fictions
and illusions that sustain the sign symbolism at the base and heart of society as we

know it. Rose insightfully summarises Kristeva'’s intellectual quest thus:

The question therefore becomes not how to disrupt language by leaving its recognisable
forms completely behind, but how ro articulate the psychic processes which language

normally glosses over on this side of meaning or sense. (Rose 146)

Kristeva’s subject of choice — the underbelly of culture concealed by linguistic dazzle —
is not an attempt to expose reality at its roots, or to “free” the individual from purely
symbolic constraints: “For Kristeva, to abdicate symbolic norms — to enact that
abdication — opens the way to psychosis [...]” (146) also notes Rose, highlighting the
complex influence and modular interplay between cultural overt conventions, subjective
psychic action/reaction, and the logical practice of meaning via politics, ideologies,
social patterns. The understanding of “significance” as a condition determined, first and
foremost, by time and space contingencies, the Structuralist inheritance of ideas such
as history as text, culture as non-representational but productive in its epistemology
would progressively move out of focus for Kristeva. After the 1974 Chinese
disappointment and her decision to undergo psychoanalytic training, to later operate
professionally as a psychoanalyst, Kristeva started remodeling her public identity as,
foremost, an academic theorist. Her deescalation of the semiotic and political loads
backing theoretical discourse remained consistent: her recovery of the local, individual

dimension as explored by psychoanalytic approaches informed her idiosyncratic
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embrace of feminist theory and the inclusion of elements pertaining to the “feminine”
realm into her work.

Kristeva’s positioning is simultaneously receptive of the topical debate occurring in
France from the 1970’s onwards and fiercely skeptical of any identity-driven — hence
identity-enforcing — theoretical catchphrase. As Toril Moi recapitulates in her introduction
to The Kristeva Reader (1986), Kristeva’'s takeaway from the so-called “question of
femininity” is that “[...] as different or other in relation to language and meaning, but
nevertheless only thinkable within the symbolic, and therefore also necessarily subject
to the Law” (11). The ambiguous distinction between the semiotic and the symbolic —
innate mechanisms and cultural images — as pertaining to the feminine is perhaps best
exemplified in Kristeva’s original repurposing of the Platonic term chora (“receptacle”)
as a distinctly Kristevian theoretical concept of subjectivity and its relationship to
symbolic/semiotic signification. It appears to me that Kristeva’s psychoanalytic theory of
infant psychosexual development mirrors her abstract model for semiotic to symbolic
signification: rather than existing in a metaphorical relationship that teleologically reads
growth patterns into the cognitive body as well as into cultural organisms, Kristevian
‘evolutionary” theory directly equalizes her psychoanalytic practice and her
philosophical speculations. For instance, Kristeva seems likely to take the body into
account when schematising the process of creation and acquisition of meaning, as she
does with the notion of chora: a prelingual stage she situates at the earliest months of a
child’s life, during which time the distinction between oneself and one’s mother is
unmarked, and the experience of life is one of pleasurable perception and satisfaction of
one’s basic material needs. The semiotic chora is the non expressive material that
results from this liminal state: “[...] a non expressive totality formed by the drives and
their stases in a motility that is as full of movement as it is regulated” (The Portable
Kristeva 35), explains Kristeva in the essay “The Semiotic and the Symbolic” —
excerpted from her master work Revolution in Poetic Language — adding that chora is a
mobile articulation, whose motions clash against and follow (semiotic) discourse, it is a
conceptual space that may be localised, but cannot be firmly defined. The semiotic
chora echoes the energy moving within a body in the process of becoming a subject,

whose final identity, however, cannot but be curbed by the constraints that other forces
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— such as family or societal bodies/structures — have already put in place to meet them.
This is the regulated aspect proper to the chora: its vocal and gestural organisation
(which Kristeva calls ordonnancement) is dictated by natural or socio-historical
constraints, such as biological differences between the sexes or family structure. Social
organisation, which Kristeva sees as already symbolic, imprints its constraints via a
mediated form that organises the chora not according to a law, but “through an ordering”
(The Portable Kristeva 36). Overall, either the maternal chora and the semiotic chora
share a modality of significance in which the linguistic sign is not yet articulated
semiotically, thus exposing the absence of an object, even of the distinction between
real and symbolic. As Toril Moi explains it in her introduction, the chora lingers “as a
rhythmic pulsion” within conscious, social symbolic language, “as contradictions,
meaninglessness, disruption, silences and absences” (The Kristeva Reader 13).
Nevertheless, Kristeva’s turn to psychoanalysis remains one of the elements that
characterise the latter part of her career, and, primarily inform her overarching focus on
“the subject” as the primary ethical unit in the assessment of reality: the literary
materiality, on the one hand, which grounds the abstraction of linguistic symbolism and,
on the other hand, the psychoanalytic search for a version of personal truth, one that
separates ethics from duty on account of one’s desire, which cannot always be
politicized, if even accounted for.

Kristeva’s earliest literary research is what interested me for the sake of this thesis,
specifically her link with Bakhtinian theories, but also for her supposed rejection of
“‘pure” theoretical application in her practice, which, according to commentators such as
Leon S. Roudiez in his introduction to Desire in Language (1980), is a stance that
Kristeva willfully applies in lieu of blind adherence to theory, “[...] allowing practice to test
theory, letting the two enter into dialectical relationship” (1). Kristeva appears to have
felt the use of linguistics as a pure science — as she perceived it in the early 1960’s — to
be an insufficient tool, by itself, to analyse and understand the semiotic potential of
language as either an instrument for literature and a channel of daily communication.
Her primogenial realm of interest was indeed the “speaking” component in the linguistic
act as a method to create and propagate meaning: Kristeva’s willingness to include the

idea that the relationship between signifier and signified may not always, only be
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univocal, rather, that it would consistently allow language to work towards meanings
other than the primary ones, lead her to include the speaker’s linguistic agency into

”

account beyond what is simply “said”, “spoken”, to include what is implicitly “signified”.
Hence her sémanalyse as a critique of meaning and its inner workings, as well as the
productive realms it pertains to, the symbolic and the semiotic. | find Kristeva at her
clearest about the literary implementations of theoretical “semanalysis” in her essay
‘How Does One Speak to Literature?” (in Desire in Language, 1980), in which she
reviews and comments on the philosophical work of Roland Barthes. Her earnest
appraisal of Barthes’ ideas joins Kristeva’s capacity to provide a concise, ordered
guidance to the raw quantity of theoretical input scattered in various barthesian titles.
Specifically, Kristeva is able to bring her psychoanalytic expertise to the assessment of
the supposed binary couple subject/object which she identifies as a crucial underpinning
in Barthes’ logic. Moreover, her recapitulation is informed, or rather, inspired, by her
willingness to also cast “literature”, the “literary arts” and “writing” (seen as generative
process) as a form of practical knowledge which resists, nonetheless, scientific or
technical specialization. Literature is thus understood as occupying a borderline,
uncategorizable domain of cultural consciousness, a deposit that fictionalises the actual
powers of law, language and societal exchange into a non-material space granting
readers the possibility to rehearse, experience somewhat vicariously, those very real
factors. Kristeva notes how the choice of literature as a medium to understand
subjecthood is akin to psychoanalytic frameworks regarding the definition and survival

of the self-identifying “I”, she writes:

“Literary” and generically “artistic” practice transforms the dependence of the subject on
the signifier into a test of its freedom in relation to the signifier and reality. It is a trial
where the subject reaches both its limits (the laws of the signifier) and the objective

possibilities (linguistic and historic) of their displacement [...]. (Desire, 97)

The discursive result enshrined in literary texts, therefore, accounts for the
compresence of subjective assertion and socio-historical push, as well as the friction
between the two, which emerges into a textual shape “[...] wielding a ‘knowledge’ that it

does not necessarily reflect” (Desire 99). The “knowledge” Kristeva is hinting at is a
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complex union of historical and ideological materials, either “objective” and subjectively
fragmented, which exist as they continuously undermine their own validity. The
dialectics Barthes envisages, as perceived by Kristeva, addresses language as a
barrier, a boundary separating the subjective and the objective in a way analogous to
the separation between the symbolic and the real: while the literary page, on the one
hand, evokes a negative space, a location similar to, yet intimately detached from real
life and its history, on the other hand is also produces a different, specific “legality”, that
establishes, develops sets of rules that are logical and functional within the realm of
literature. Kristeva thus appears to affirm Barthes’ theoretical gesture, his overcoming of

the boundary between subjective and objective as a functional distinction:

Writing is precisely this “spontaneous motion” that changes the formulation of desire for
a signifier into objective law, since the subject of writing, specific like no other, is
“in-itself-and-for-itself,” the very place, not of division but, overcoming it, of motion.
(Desire 117)

Within this dynamic, Kristeva by way of Barthes sketches an epistemological system
whereby the “knowing subject” exists in an “analytic relationship to language”, thus
activating a continuous reversal of authority and meaningfulness pertaining to the
symbolic, forever questioned by the newly awoken subject (Desire 121).

The idea of continuous reversal of meaning-making acts and its critical interpellation
overlaps with Kristeva’s own development of the theoretical possibilities of literary texts
in her essay “From One ldentity to An Other” (in Desire in Language, 1980), in which
she seemingly pushes subjectivity and its linguistic expressive attempts against one
another. Again, Kristeva resorts to maternal images — analogous to the motherly chora
she posited as a semiotic as well as psychological matrix — to orient her linguistic
argument: the symbolic stage of language acquisition and development necessarily
follows a maternal semiotic introduction to meaning-making. The necessary
grammaticality of symbolic realms, therefore, cannot produce signification without the
contribution of semiotic, pre-symbolic relations between elements that will later be
subject to lawful order, linguistic logic and ideological sense-making. Kristeva’s concern

for the necessary sufferance and struggle that individual subjectivity undergoes in order
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to survive into a symbolically regulated world remains unsolved: which strategies
individuals and, conversely, signifying systems utilise in order to tame and/or adapt to
semiotic necessities embedded into symbolic signs is a marginal topic of Kristeva’s
research. The next chapter section will, however, follow the pioneering path of Stuart
Hall, who, as a postcolonial thinker displaced in the UK, was acutely aware of the
influence a symbolic structures such as power distribution, geographic location and
economical situation could, by means of their very material force, define the semiotics of

individual human lives and the literature they could produce.

1.2.4. Context (Stuart Hall)

The transcript of a conference paper Stuart Hall gave at the University of lllinois at
Urbana-Champaign in 1990 — “Cultural Studies: Now and in the Future” was the name
of the event — reads like a performance of anxious summing up. “Cultural Studies and
Its Theoretical Legacies”, as it has been anthologized (Essential Essays 2019) reviews
two decades of research and output conducted according to the cultural studies
methodology — as developed at the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies — and, in particular Hall’'s own austere appraisal of his specific contributions and
lessons learned. A sense of inadequacy, at times verging on a concern for near failure,
permeates the text: Hall feels called to defend the discipline while critiquing it, and the
paradox reaches its paradox when the topic of displacement is addressed,
simultaneously a stance that Hall understands as the philosophical grounding of his own
approach, and the unsatisfactory, unverifiable result/methodology that might undermine
the whole endeavour altogether. The elusive character of cultural productions that Hall,
and the field he helped to establish, posited as a valid source and locus of meaning
(and instance of power) is also — always, Hall suggests in hindsight — “an area of
displacement”, “something decentered” (81). The necessary recourse to textuality and
language as metaphor, as material, structuring grid for the analysis of culture, that
proved indispensable in the early theoretical stages, must now confront with the fleeting
nature of the very objects the cultural theoretician desires to scrutinise, especially when
they attempt a linkage, a pinning down to other meaningful structures. “The metaphor of

the discursive, of textuality, instantiates a necessary delay, a displacement, which | think
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is always implied in the concept of culture” advances Hall (81). That culture — “as a
medium”, Hall clarifies (81) — cannot be fully, conclusively described. On the contrary, it
destabilises and fractionates the position of the onlooking subject, forcing them into a
delayed relationship to the object, whose signification is ever changing, engaged into a
process of “infinite semiosis” (81).

Hall also applies the notion of open-endedness to the analytic practice as well as to its
research subject: the fact that virtually everything classifies as potential case study
comes in tandem with the functional, and arbitrary, boundary of agency, either individual
or social. That is, the political, generative, disruptive effect and/or intent of the research
which — as | understand it — equals, for Hall, to the acknowledgement of the
researcher’s own position within and with regards to their object of study. “It's a question
of positionalities” states Hall (73): the engagement towards the betterment of the real is
paramount to the practitioner of Cultural Studies, hence the reiterated focus on secular
“‘worldliness”, the prime role of political intentions, the reckoning with “the dirtiness of the
semiotic game” (Hall 73). The deterministic orthodoxy of theoretical models interests
Hall only as long as it is possible to overturn, overrun, recompose those systems as
something other than distant frameworks, a process he suggests we call “wrestling with
the angels” (75): the immanent part as weightless as it feels, at times, elusive, and
frustrating to interact with. “The only theory worth having is that which you have to fight
off, not that which you speak with profound fluency”, is Hall’'s suggestion (75), which he
later integrates with another luminous observation: “There’s another metaphor for
theoretical work: theoretical work as interruption” (78). The aseptic treatment of theory
via its privileged outlet of recognition and exercise — linguistic textuality as a
meaning-making tool — needs be updated by accepting the triangulation among
material, political power (including its adversary forces: resistance, disaffiliation,
countercultural production, etc.), what exists as public domain, and the ongoing
negotiations of boundaries between an individual’s unconscious existence and the
social readings of gender and sexuality. The “something nasty down below” is what Hall
hints as a counterpart to the neatness of theory (74). The intellectual work that
interrupts the unmarked flow of power via the naturalisation of the aforementioned is the

work Hall is interested in accomplishing, despite the awareness that the push towards
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signification, grouping, linking and cross-disciplinary comparison is as inevitable as it
ultimately unattainable. The discourses of culture are mutant, and forever swifter that
the analytic gaze pursuing them.

In a 1997 interview with David Scott (originally published in the first issue of the
magazine Small Axe, and anthologized as “Politics, Contingency, Strategy: An Interview
with David Scott” in Essential Essays), Start Hall discusses retrospectively, again, the
purpose and development of Cultural Studies less as an academic field, or a communal
project, than as an intellectual wholeness, a mode to approach observation, study, the
organization and disclosure of information as a organic philosophical and ethical
enterprise. Scott identifies the centrality of strategy in Hall's approach, whereby
“contingency and conjuncture” (235) are methods as well as subjects of inquiry, evolving
and changing (in their scope and definition) according to the historical moment their
reading is carried out in, and responsive to the “cognitive-political configuration” (235)
they activate. During their discussion about the creation and development of Cultural
Studies — which Scott posits as an academic approach whose distinguishing feature is
the inclusion, within the interests of the humanities, “nonelite or ‘popular’ (275) cultural
forms and products — Hall dwells on the shaping concepts that informed his early
theoretical writings (the popular media body of texts published throughout the 1960’s
and 70’s) and, most importantly, on his own appropriation and repurposing of those very
same ideas. Ideology, as received via Marxist thought and connected, most importantly,

with Gramscian theory of “hegemony”,?? thus becomes instrumental to the observation

22 Hall's notion of ideology echoes Barthesian concerns about the power of myths as virtually synonymous
with ideology, and is notably critical of Marxist standard top-down conception of ideology as a willful
imposition enacted by one class upon subaltern ones. Mostly, Hall seems to channel Althusserian
observations about ideological state apparatuses which govern individuals and groups in capitalist
societies. The innovation of Hall's approach, furthermore, builds on a seemingly linguistic approach,
whereby the ideology reproduced by said institutions is essentially discursive in nature. Hall's original
contribution, moreover, levers the understanding of cultural ideology with the analysis of its distributive
and reproductive channels, the media. Nevertheless, while reworking Althusserian assumptions
concerning the internalisation of ideology as the best and, perhaps, only method to reproduce and sustain
capitalist values, Hall challenges it and advances a more nuanced outlook: one including the possibility of
subversive responses to the master narratives endorsed by institutional power, and which acknowledges

the friction, even struggle, between contemporaneous competing ideologies. Hall sees hegemony as a
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of culture, rather than the other way round. Hall posits meaning as a discursive process
that operates within a language-based system, through a set of codes loaded with
ideological signification. The instance at stake is not, however, as much concerned with
the relationship within the realms of material existence, as it prioritises an “ideology in
everyday life, ideology in popular culture, ideology in mass communication, etc.” (248),
it ultimately identifies the “ideological element” (248) in the object under scrutiny which,
in itself, needs to remain material, not become a symbol, or a cypher for any theoretical
undercurrent.

Culture, in Hall's notion,? is rather a primary force: it is the way whereby people make
sense of, and give meaning to things. Hall acknowledges, crucially, that each human
individual has their own conceptual world, or at least, a personal take on the conceptual
world. However, in order to experience the world socially, to allow it to become
communicable, each person, and each group, needs to understand, accept and,
consequently, build on a map of ideas and intelligible meanings that are shared and
acknowledged by one’s fellow people. It is by means of these shared “maps” that those
sharing the same culture are grouped together as a meaningful social group. While the
capacity to use concepts and to classify them is a biological and genetic capability,
cultural and social classification is also something learned, not (only) in a formal didactic
setting, but rather, it is a process of internalisation, proximity and contiguity with fellow
social beings. Those who become proficient at sensing and performing cultural cues
exist as “cultural subjects” rather than mere biological individuals, since they have

successfully assimilated within themselves their cultural grid of belonging. Social and

transactional form of power: oppositional politics and voices are allowed to be present and participate in
media discourse, but the role of institutional media is also to suppress dissent by soliciting support from
all parts of a society via influence. Since media exist as a function of the existing social context, they are
likely to, even unwittingly, participate, condone and reproduce the “preferred messages” of institutional

power. As Hall notes, “the professional code operates within the hegemony of the dominant code” (272).

= As developed across numerous works, such as essays “Encoding and Decoding in the television
Discourse” (1973) — which will be discussed later —, “Culture, the Media, and the ‘ldeological Effect”
(1977), “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular” (1981), and books such as Representation: Cultural

Representations and Signifying Practices (1997).
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cultural value is generally (and organically) ascribed to objects and ideas whose
representation is intelligible to and shareable by large portions of the population: these
ideas form and conjoin continuously within a mutually accepted idea of the world, even
a world that people merely happen to be born in. Furthermore, the social currency of
ideas and communal meaning-making tends to spread according to binary criteria: what
“‘belongs together”, and what is “different from/than”. Alongside the materiality of
objects, language and everyday social vocabulary, Hall places the representative
system of those same elements: culture works also as a representation system, a
conceptual repository allowing individuals to store, refer to and think about objects that
are no longer accessible to one’s immediate senses at the time of speaking, yet feel
real because there exists a language to describe them.

Hall also links to cultural repositories what he terms “practices of signification”: acts,
processes and practices that actively produce meaning, either new or repurposed, via
symbolic work, thus arguing for the changeable nature of the cultural world and the
ways employed to communicate it. Personal talk, private communication, non-verbal
exchanges saturate the cultural world, but it is communication via technologically-
enabled media — Hall focuses his research on TV and printed media, but the category
includes, and is not limited to, cinema, music, radio, internet — that has come to be the
most widely circulated signifying practice. As institutional systems gradually attain the
same status of face-to-face communication, and manage to replace oral information,
Hall warns, it is necessary to recognise and tackle the question of power embedded in
the meaning-making capability of media: who owns, controls and creates the meanings
which are then circulated among people, and eventually accepted, and assimilated as
truths. The standard interpretation of the role of media, according to Hall, is that the
representation they provide is but the depiction of something else, whereby something
is already and is only later re-presented, pictured by and in the media. Hall’s contention
with this idea is developed in a notion of representation as the gap between the object
and its represented image. At the heart of Hall's argument is the suspicious dismissal of
the idea that anything, from people, to events to fact, to objects and animals, can only
possess a singular inner meaning, against which it is possible to measure the level of

distortion that they are subjected to via the representing mechanism. On the contrary,
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Hall suggests that not only meanings are likely multiple, and impossible to securely pin
down, but also that the signifying flow is propelled by representation itself, not by the
subject/object itself. Representation is thus understood as constitutive: not a retrospect
effect, a reaction to meaningful events, but a generative gaze that endows events and
objects with significance, even the very existence, because they are represented by the
media. Representation, therefore, sets the conditions of existence and, consequently, of
non-existence when events, people and social truths are ignored or excluded by
mediated narratives.

Hall's career-long interest for media discourses accompanies his dedication to studying,
and raising as worthy subjects, the myriad forms of cultural resistance, rejection and
negotiations with official and master narratives carried out by pockets of minority

spectators?* within the mass audiences posited by the official mediascapes. Hall

2 Hall notably expands his discussion about active and resisting audiences to include the discourse of
racialization within a postcolonial framework: he does so in book-length works such as Resistance
Through Rituals, Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain (written with Tony Jefferson in 1976), and in
collected essays such as “The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power” (1992), “Old and New Identities,
Old and New Ethnicities” (1991), “The Multicultural Question” (2000), “Race, Articulation and Societies
Structured in Dominance” (1980) and, most importantly for the development of his philosophical trajectory,
“Gramsci’s Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnicity” (1986).

Hall argues against the biological interpretation of racial difference, and demands we pay close attention
to the (cultural) processes by which differences of appearances, opposing phenotypes and geolocal
specificities come to stand in for “natural” or “biological” properties of human beings. Race, therefore, is
demonstrably a “discursive construct”, whose meaning, much like any other aspect of cultural capitals, is
never fixed, hence the term “floating signifier”. Race, Hall contends, is more akin to a language in its
workings: skin colour as a meaning is relational, ever changing. As a signifier, and as discourse, it is an
empty sign, whose inner nature remains unfixed, its meaning(s) cannot be established securely: it floats
on top of a body of water whose undertows are power struggles and relational distinctions.

Its very material counterpart, however, is rooted in the long-standing, established violence of human
history: the humanist study of the characters and effects of race on people should forgo the biological and
genetical components, and rather employ a socio-cultural, historical framework of reference. Hall's
concept of “floating signifier” sprouts from his thinking about race as a social construct, yet, as |
understand it, is able to successfully work across thematics beyond the notion of race. The potentialities
of the “floating” component of the concept are fascinating: that any signifier could become a floating item,

unattached to any unchangeable meaning, appears as a notable underpinning to the appraisal of cultural
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challenges the notion that the message embedded in communicative acts is, foremost,
a unitary item, endowed by its originator with a set meaning. The consequential effect of
this model is that a message delivered to an audience that misunderstands it, or
interprets it in a way other than what was originally expected signals the failure of the
implemented communication chain. A similar framework implies that messages are
assumed to be immune to bias, deformation, distortion and, most importantly, that they
are expected to be universally transferable, hence, understandable. Existing economic
and social structures tend, unfortunately, to remain unacknowledged as potential
distortions to the intended message. By rejecting the referential notion of language —
whereby meaning is assured by the strong bond between signifier and meaning — Hall
creates space for a descriptive approach that links language with symbolisation and
equates them in the formation of signifying practices.

Hall applies the semiotic pattern of meaning construction to his particular model of
media production and reception, the “encoding/decoding” model of communication,
which he presents in his 1973 paper “Encoding and Decoding in the Television
Discourse” (Essential Essays 257). Media institutions play a considerable role in
providing sense-making tools to shape the world: in Hall's theory, language is first
encoded by media-makers — who master and own the necessary infrastructure — in
visual, linguistic forms that make it mean something, while at the receiving end of the
system it is later decoded by audiences in ways that similarly process, extract meaning
from the transferred information. The “encoding” side of the model pertains to the
pragmatic actions undertaken by professional figures working within media codes,
which include, and are not limited to, technical competencies (such as camera
operations), professional equipment, budget management, editing choices and editorial
selections (such as musical arrangements, talent casting, etc.). In the case of
journalistic reportage, moreover, the ideology of professionalism is especially
pronounced: how and what news stories are selected, in which order of importance they

are placed, all construe the idea of “newsworthiness” according to individual news

products (both in and outside the mainstream, the orthodoxy, the canon). A notion, moreover, that is likely
rooted in Hall's foundational notion of the “dirtiness” of semiosis, whose scope cannot be limited to the

textual and linguistic clarity.
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outlets, which does not obey objective criteria. While it does attempt to exert its
preferred meaning upon audiences, the “encoding” process behind it is highly
subjective. The combination of these factors — rules, codes and values — generate a
‘preferred meaning”, that is, the ideological meaning as sanctioned by the
commissioning institutions, and contribute, overall, to the reproduction and spreading of
a specific ideological construction of meanings (and thus, in Hall's understanding, set up
the role of TV as a primary myth-making device).

The “message” thus concocted is presented as the privileged option for meaning, but
cannot in any way exist as the mandatory default once the media product is released
publicly. Asymmetry is, therefore, a crucial component in Hall's model: the binary
created by the encoding and the decoding sections are susceptible to interference and
misreading. A chronological sensitivity seems at play in Hall's model: in a previous,
determinate moment, the structure employs and manipulates a code so as to cause it to
yield a set message, in a later, also determinate moment, the message, as filtered by
audience decodings, issues its meanings as signification in a pragmatic social context.
Since encoding and decoding are distinct, determinate moments, the signifying
structure of media production does not reflect reality in an objective sense. Rather, in
the case, for instance, of TV messages, meaning can only be attained by abiding with
the conventions of the audio-visual medium in general, and of the television discourse in
particular. Hence, Hall observes, the image on the television screen can only signify the
experience it portrays, it is unable to convey the experience of the event as itself.
“‘Decoding”, on the other hand, is presented by Hall as a three-fold process of
sense-making, each of them a possible reaction from the receiving audience to the
media messages they are presented with. First, Hall theorises a “dominant code” of
decoding, whereby the viewer accepts, and perhaps agrees and even actively echoes
the preferred meaning as intended and packaged by the professional encoders. Next,
Hall presents a “negotiating code”, the more malleable, perhaps, of the decoding
approaches, since it includes any reaction, on the audience’s side, that accepts some
meanings among the preferred ones — because they are understood, or even endorsed
— but opposes, or outright rejects others, which may not confirm or comply with one’s

experience and beliefs. Lastly, Hall posits an “oppositional code” whereby some
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members in the audience disagree in full with the proposed statement, on either a
general and local level, thus rejecting the proposed meaning altogether.

Hall, however, clarifies that the connotative polysemy enabled by the intrinsic openness
of denotative codes developed by media does not result into plurality: despite the
variety of knowledge, readings, information concerning cultural topics, the hierarchical
distribution of such “mappings”, as Hall terms them, is to be expected. “We say
‘dominant’, not ‘determined’, because it is always possible to order, classify, assign and

decode an event within more than one ‘mapping’” (269), Hall suggests as an entryway
to his argument about the ideological core imprinted in institutional media infrastructure.
While, on a purely abstract level, the binary semiosis at play between the functional
denotative and the signifying connotative feels clear-cut, in real-life terms, Hall stresses,
requires a case-to-case assessment of what the audience’s “misunderstandings” could
look like and, above all, mean. It is necessary to take into consideration the presence
and effects of the norms of everyday life interaction, the economic situation in a certain
historical segment, the political powers enacting in the background, and this
assessment needs to be inferred “through the codes” (270), including the performative
enactment of the same, which are in turn subject to (subjective) logics and affects
fluctuating towards one’s preferred, or enforceable “meanings-set” (270). By highlighting
how any mediated discourse comes loaded with independent variables (autonomous to
the individual level), Hall challenges the applicability of the term “misunderstanding” to
the decoding undertaken by audiences. Readings that do not conform with the intended
meaning should not be discarded as “individually ‘aberrant’ readings, attributed to
‘selective perception’” (Hall 271), rather, that should be treated as clues regarding the
subcultural vocabularies and socio-political positionalities at play. The negotiation
processes occurring when the gap between utterance and experience persists calls in

for:
[...] particular or situated logics: and these logics arise from the differentiated position of

those who occupy this position in the spectrum, and from their differential and unequal

relation to power. (273)
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Subjectivity, therefore, as a form of responsibility towards the messages received from
authorities sources, shields, responds and appropriates media productions in ways that
evoke and signal one’s particular life and cultural experience as an active participatory
motion. “To ‘misread’ a political choice as a technical one represents a type of
unconscious collusion with the dominant interests [...]” (275) Hall remarks, and does not
shy away from labelling this approach as mystification, a strategy apt to the
reproduction of hegemonic values, whose diffusion, he implies, occurs regardless of the
crispness of the TV signal. The malleability of Hall’'s model motivates my own approach
to understanding mediated narratives in a way that is flexible enough to recognise and
concede the influence, on one’s critical output, not only of the original authorial
intention, but also the impact of contingent variables, including the experience and
sensibility of the critic as a member of a larger audience.

The following, and concluding section of this chapter will address the notion of
adaptation as an instance of narrative migration across media. Theoretical approaches
that underline features of intermedia adaptations positing the act as an inherently
creative intervention will be privileged over comparative approaches to the subject
matter. Adaptations seems especially apt to prioritise subjective understanding, i.e. the
active reaction of the person receiving the original story and therefore participating in
the reiterating adaptive format. A stance that, as will be discussed, involves makers as
well as popular and critical audiences, hence creating a prismatic experience of shared

narrativization on top of unidirectional sense-making practices.

1.3. Adaptations: Retelling, Recreating

The easy availability of “adaptations” — as material for commercial entertainment, artistic
expression, educational popularization and so forth — seems to go on par with a series
of superficially straightforward critical principles, whose value is as widespread as the
products they allegedly (albeit often satisfactorily) help scrutinize. These are ideas
concerning the hierarchical direction that unites source and adaptation, the latter’s
fidelity in its treatment of the “original” subject matter, the axiomatic cliché “the book was

better”, the commonplace indignant reaction to perceived miss-casting, mis-readings or
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“heretical” representations of a beloved “source”. That such vernacular criteria appear
especially rooted in the evaluation of book-to-film adaptations, rather than in, for
instance, videogame franchises, merchandising inspired by children’s cartoons, musical
renditions of popular storylines, is not lost to prominent adaptation theoreticians (such
as Linda Hutcheon, whose seminal work A Theory of Adaptation will be discussed later
on in this chapter section). The dual assessment, often carried out in comparative
terms, between a literary source and its filmic adaptation is a staple of the academic
branch of criticism, as well as a popular pedagogical tool in education, research and
dissemination alike, alternatively adopting or dismissing “fidelity” as a useful parameter.
| came to this research with the firm conviction that adaptation as an artistic and/or
expressive form should be granted full independence, and be evaluated on its own,
medium-specific terms — hence rejecting the “hierarchical comparison” device — and
maintain this view throughout it. I mostly find myself in agreement with critical stances
attempting to overcome the parallel cataloguing of similarities versus poetic licenses
between source and adaptation (which are majorly expressed in active critical
assessment of case studies rather than expounded in theory texts) in order to assess
the quality of the authorial reading, rather than the adaptation’s derivative, mirroring act.
When it came to search for ways to expand my own critical toolbox in order to approach
the dual study of literary and filmic objects — that is, to find examples of analytical
studies whose choice of subject, evaluative gestures, implementation of descriptive
language would provide alternative, or new ideas about how to read —, | struggled to
find enough theory that could counter, or innovate the plotline-oriented comparative
approach, or add complexity to the “fidelity”, or “truthfulness”, or “analogy” debate(s). |
hoped to find more structured guidelines that would acknowledge and engage directly
with the commingling of takes, information, images and meanings that exists in average
audiences’ cultural consciousness. A cultural repository which is in itself a result of the
layering and migration of narrative data through the historical reiteration of the same
titles, characters and plot lines across multimedia formats. Adaptations appear to have
a retroactive, as well as a recursive potentiality over their sources, and the constellation
of similar, but often conflicting imaginins of the same original objects co-exist in culture,

and foster personal, vernacular, as well as analytic takes which, in turn, influence the
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survival and effect of those same objects as meaningful cultural and sentimental
instruments. Reading reviews and introductions to collected essay volumes about the
state of adaptation studies as an academic field, moreover, confirmed my impression
that the discourse is at a stagnant phase, its precarious dependency to adjacent “fully
formed” fields, such as literary studies and visual media studies, a further hindrance to
its reliability as an engine for original thought.

My primary interest was to follow, possibly to understand, what | see as three directions
that already existing narrative lines (as plots, as character-centric acts, as iconographic
repositories, as travelling thematic isotopies) can take when undergoing a retelling via
an adaptation to a new medium: saying new, saying anew, and telling back. The viability
of “saying new” for adaptations hinges on the development of narrative segments in
ways that foster new responses, and enhance the authorial function as a generative
propulsion for new meanings. The echoing or choral participation in repeating a
narrative or thematic refrain pertains to adaptations that “say anew”, thus corroborating
and reiterating the long-lasting, and long-established, orthodox (or most beloved)
interpretation of the source material, often providing a soothing, reassuring cultural
effect. Lastly, the narrative vector | find the most challenging (yet rewarding) to identify
and describe, involves inter-media narratives that “tell back” their content or formal
shape by creating a response that actively rescasts, repurposes, de-centralises, or even
imagines previously unaddressed sections, parts, characters, themes in the master
narrative, thus destabilising the conventional significance of the storyline and, along with
it, contributing to re-assess the original source. The challenging aspect of this specific
mode of re-telling via adaptation is, arguably, embedded in the high degree of authorial
responsibility that conceptualises and organises the new responsive take of the familiar
material: this is the main reason behind my choice of case studies for this project, as the
idiosyncratic features that set each adaptation apart are closely linked to the director’s
stylistic and narrative choices, and could not be analysed but in a context that
acknowledges authorial agency as well as contextual cultural networks. Given the
scarcity of theoretical parameters orienting critical analysis beyond comparison,
field-specific strategies and the description of formal imitation/translation between

related works (criticism borrowing from ekphrastic texts, in the vein of the principle “ut
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pictura poesis”), | relied on the praxis inferrable from example-based research to draft
my own: a fairly conventional mix of comparative exposition and field-specific discussion
of literary/cinematic devices in context. The insight | hoped to encounter in scholarly
criticism rarely satisfied my doubts regarding the semiotic proximity and material
independence of works existing in a web in hypertextuality around a supposed hypotext,
so much so that my literature review left me wondering whether a non-comparative
approach to reading film with literature is at all imaginable, let alone feasible. A series of
minor remarks — generally expressed as tentative proposals in review papers, or
iterations on other thinker’s ideas in research articles, or as working definitions within a
larger discussion — have, however, inspired and informed my approach to writing about
adaptation practices in a way that is at once critical and, hopefully, analytical.

A serendipitous read, David T. Johnson’'s essay-review “The ‘Flashing Glimpse’ of
Cinephilia: What an Unusual Methodology Might Offer Adaptation Studies” (2012), has,
perhaps, provided me with the clearest assessment of the state of the art | could hope
for, besides pointing towards critical directions | could not envisage on my own, or out of
standard critical texts. Johnson’s Case for the retrieval of “cinephilia” as a critical lens (if
not a paradigm) in adaptation studies emerges out of his appraisal of the field itself,
whose purported interdisciplinarity bears the burden of the vagueness that comes from
adjacency: halfway between literary and cinematic media studies, the study of
adaptation(s) aims to satisfy both disciplines, but its output seldom fits either criteria
fully. The affect that Johnson identifies as “cinephilia” is discussed in a triangular relation
with the cinematic subject and the verbal, written counterpart it either originates from
(the source of the adaptation) or stimulates (the derivative writing shaped in a review,
essay, or research paper form). Specifically, Johnson accents the non-rational, fleeting
realization over the sedimentary philosophical rumination regarding a piece of cinematic

work. According to Johnson, cinephilia arises from:

[...] the encounter with a brief, incidental moment within a given film that exerts an
irrational hold on the viewer, one that need not be immediately dismissed as irrelevant
but, on the contrary, is charged with a significance not immediately definable or

reducible, an enigmatic quality that might lead to writing itself. (27)
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Johnson — he is the first to acknowledge it — is in fact advocating for “creative criticism”
(27), which he posits as, perhaps, a useful tool against excessive or rigid dogmatism in
academic thinking. Sustained dismissal and attacks on the ground of the intrinsic
provincialism and insularity of adaptation studies, in addition to its scant methodological
toolbox (few iterations beyond the compare-contrast framework) should encourage a
shift towards tones and attitudes that seriously account for the subjective, “affective
proximity” (Johnson 32) as an evaluative strategy, in addition to conventional critical
distancing. “The cinephilic encounter thus expands her imagination’s interaction with
historical reality rather than walling itself off from it” (33) Johnson argues, and the
“two-way street” relationship between observed object and observing subject,
expressive forms and critical forms provides a pleasant (I believe) push to the
boundaries of appreciation and orthodoxy. The retrieval of “memory” as a subjective act
and its exposure as a meaningful experience beyond the singular, moreover, seems to
overlap with the chronological layers that make up most of book-to-film adaptations: the
quasi-adhesive proximity between time of writing, time narrated, time of adaptation, time
of watching/reading creates an interdependence of meaning and influence that cannot
be ignored, and cannot certainly be fully exhausted via compare-contrast approaches.
The “haunting” quality of cinematic images that Johnson alludes to in his essay (35)
comes close to the movement | hope to chart when analysing novels and films side by
side: the unremitting mirroring of details that, on the one hand, contextualise,
corroborate, support the gist of the adaptation as a trustworthy iteration, but, on the
other hand, create idiosyncratic renditions of the purported “fictional reality” of the
adapted work. That such inventions could work primarily as cultural signposts of the
zeitgeist that produced them, largely motivates my interest in adaptations as rehearsals
of well-known narratives, iterations of other, previous adaptations, whose working
gestures are often in keeping with the oral reputation popular with audiences, rather
than a strict revision of the source.

Belén Vidal's scattering of the word “gesture” throughout her 2012 book Figuring the
Past. Period Film and the Mannerist Aesthetic especially caught my eye for its
versatility: Vidal seems to identify as “gesture” any marked decision within the adapted

filmic text that stimulates a responsive recognition on the audience’s part. Given her
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focus on the “mannerist” character of period productions — the centrality of the story’s
‘pastness” as a visual device and narrative conceit — Vidal employs the idea of “cultural
gesture” (70) as any expedient that motivates narrativization of an obsolete past within
an ideological framework that ascribes to different socio-cultural codes. The “gesture” is,
therefore, a performative component that brings attention, simultaneously, to the
pastness of the subject matter, and to the contemporary, fictional storytelling framing
that constructs and provides the final “filmic” object. It is an elusive concept, which
complicates the notions of “authenticity” and, consequently, “fidelity”. It strives for
mimetic proficiency while, simultaneously, it de facto undermines it by singling out the
fictionality of the whole endeavour, thus further highlighting the time lapse between the
subject matter and the time the receiving audiences are living. In her discussion, Vidal
uses “gesture” to convey, for instance, the necessary effort that period films undertake
to achieve the effect of realism “[...] through the resuscitation of old forms, and the
gestures of reinterpretation that convert form into a viable idiom” (33). Also, to explain
how contemporary period films cannot but imbue their narratives with their own time’s
anxieties and preoccupations — “[...] the interpretative gestures that transform the past
into a mirror of persistent fantasies” (136). Moreover, Vidal argues, the interpretative
action that is suggested to, or even expected from viewing audiences, grants in itself
extra-cinematic space for “the anachronistic gesture of re-writing” (202). This enables
the adaptation to exist at the same time as a reflector of the (imagined) past it portrays,
and as a chronological device channelling its own ideas about changing attitudes in
time. Eventually, “these films subordinate attentive historical reconstruction to a variety
of reading gestures [...]” (126). Every aspect of the adaptation can, ostensibly, absolve
the role of “cultural gesture”, from dialogical stances to mise-en-scene details: “Teacups,
books and cigarettes signpost the relationships between characters and are wielded in
significant gestures” (104), Vidal further remarks. The visual veracity of film adaptations,
nevertheless, can help build the status of the adaptation as a copy, define its intentions
as homage, assess its historical fidelity and proficiency, but can hardly account for what
makes adaptation particular as a form in and of itself. The reification of atmospheric

detail is too often mistaken for successfully treated fidelity in the hierarchical context of
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source-to-adaptation transition, and the care of material details is certainly a major
magnet for audiences’ attention.

Ursula Vooght's essay “Rescuing Fidelity? Alain Badiou's Truth Event and Four
Adaptations of The Great Gatsby” (2018), for instance, challenges while attempting to
innovate the morally charged concept of “fidelity” in adaptation theory via Badiou’s
notions of fidelity: an instrumental process towards truth, which is in itself situational and
ongoing. Critical jargon such as “rhizomatic network”, “intertextuality”, “integrated
system of referents” are versatile terms that can be applied, Vooght argues, to any text,
and do not necessarily draw any guidelines specific to adaptations, rather, most
interestingly, the focus on expansive modes of distribution might reiterate a paradigm
that accentuates the value of mobility and translatability over specificity and contained
pertinence (21). Restoring fidelity as an evaluative criteria, however, would not lead
towards the mere assessment of verisimilitude in connection with interpolation, or ever
straightforward transmutation from one text to another. Via Badiou’s concept of “truth
event’, Vooght argues for a notion of fidelity as “the process through which truths are
accessed” (22), whereby the encounter with new material presupposes an active role:
“for Badiou, approaching a text with a fixed idea of its meaning is therefore problematic,
despite his assertion that truths are universal”’, she notes (22). To experience an event,
a text, as truth, it is crucial to discard previous mental modes in order to accept and to
‘move within the situation” as it presents itself, Vooght quotes from Badiou (22). The
dynamism that other theories ascribe to the mutation and migration of textual
components from a source to an adaptation, to an adapted adaptation, Vooght posits,
could similarly be applied to the subjective experience of the creator, the reader, the
viewer. This will necessarily include their context of fruition/creation alongside the

subject matter of the work. Vooght claims:

To experience text as a truth event, then, still requires activity. Past truths are accessible
but only through a dynamic relationship in the present. Thus it could be argued that this
truth would continue to happen alongside the text, by means of a fidelity to the reaction

the book engenders, as long as other conditions or the historical moment allows. (23)
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Novelty — in either content or treatment — seems to be the key component in the
experience of the text as truth, argues Vooght via Bourdieu, as well as in the
making/watching of an adaptation that simultaneously creates its own truth while
preserving the link to its original source. Fidelity needs to relate to “an experience of
truth” (Vooght 31), not to the subject matter under scrutiny. Whether one is to accept
this call for expansive agency — an almost distributive model of involvement — one is
also required to acknowledge the practical implications of reactive participation, not just
passive attendance, on the audiences’ part.

If truth-conditions are to be established on the basis of active response to the work
presented, then contemporary audiences, with their amateur digital mash-ups,
fan-fictions, unauthorised spin-offs and appetite for transmedia franchises are indeed
the vocal and creative public that reacts to the narratives they are fed. Siobhan
O’Flynn’s epilogue, in coda to the second edition of Linda Hutcheon’s seminal A Theory
of Adaptation (2013) supplies the earlier conclusion of the work — that adaptations are
such when they are created “in continuum” with other works, and deliberately posit
themselves as “(re-)interpretations and (re-)creations” (172) of previous, recognizable
narratives® — with a much-needed methodological expansion. O’Flynn, in fact, tackles
the emergence of user-generated content enabled by the grassroot availability of digital
instruments and related skills. While Hutcheon is sceptical of what she terms
“palimpsestuousness’ of the experience” (172), that is, the public’s enjoyment of
narratives via appropriation and modification, O’Flynn resumes the discussion with a
more welcoming approach towards vernacular proto- and para-adaptations enabled by
cheap editing programs, pirate peer-to-peer file sharing and memetic diffusion on
(free-of-charge) social media platforms. O’Flynn provides a working framework to
understand the scattered presence of identifiable components belonging to the same,

original work:

% Hutcheon lists as viable forms of adaptation, among others, recreations, remakes, remediations,
revisions, parodies, reinventions, reinterpretations, expansions and extensions. The fundamental criteria
in her “continuum model” (Hutcheon 172) that set apart a true adaptation are the “extended, deliberate,

announced revisitation of a particular work of art” (170).
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A transmedia production exists across multiple platforms and discrete components
understood together comprise an integrated, interconnected narrative whole, though

they are encountered separately. (Hutcheon 181)

Most importantly, O’'Flynn quickly addresses the fact that behind the success and
reiteration of transmedia adaptations is the easy prospect of endlessly monetizable
content, whereby the same basic components are translated and reproduced across as
many media as possible, as long as their legal copyright owners profit from this
repurposing, and are in full control of their administration. Market logics might endorse
the recycling and upcycling of narrative commodities from one media to another, foster
and welcome audience response within an ostensibly “multi-channel networked
exchange” (187), but patented authority over the content’s usage (and the stream of
revenue it originates) is unlikely to approve of a theoretical model such as Hutchinson’s
(and O’Flynn’s), which understands adaptation as an expansive “system of diffusion”, a
web of relations among different works. While, intellectually, adaptation may be defined
as an intangible process, in business terms “adaptation” is a safe investment, a product
first and foremost, whose major quality is the aura of familiarity that is sure to attract
faithful audiences. A failsafe system that rewards lengthy right-acquisition optioning with
(almost) guaranteed profits. Those very purchasable legal rights are ostensibly
threatened by the crowdsourced cultural commons of online communities, whose love
for the stories and their characters is often branded as stronger a bond than copyright
and authorial ownership exerced by entertainment corporations. Yet, O’Flynn specifies,
actual menace to ownership is unlikely. Indeed, the extranational porousness of internet
fandoms disrupts traditional models of distribution, but the industry’s reaction will
undoubtedly lead to operational and conceptual strategies that will successfully harness
the enormous amount of sheer, free creativity into yet another monetizable gain for the
industry itself. The digital innovation is, ultimately, a new chapter in methodological
development, but it ultimately confirms Hutcheon’s definition of adaptations as practices
driven by repetition and variation on a virtually unending scale.

Clare Parody’s essay “Franchise/Adaptation” (2011) discusses how contemporary

commercial adaptations (especially cinematic ones) employ adapting techniques to
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perpetuate transmedia continuity of narrative content up to the point of saturation in
order to multiply economic profit from a “single” storyline. Far from aiming to the status
of master narrative, franchises are also, however, distant from the culturally fertile act of
cross-pollination: the emergence of innovative, original narrative creatures out of
established single or crossed storylines would likely make an already unstable set of
texts all the more fragile. The process enacted in adaptation-based franchises is, rather,
one of proliferation, a gimmicky transmutation, perhaps, of a close set of referents,
whose idiosyncrasies percolate from one media to another. The ensuing interpolations,
Parody argues, generate a form of narrative dispersion that is “diasporic” in its motion
and “diffuse and unstable” in its expressive modalities (212).2° Narrative structures built
via adaptive methods do not respond to a general planning, their layers create
untethered infrastructures that do not necessarily operate within a logic of long-term
sustainability, let alone moving towards a definitive conclusion: “Where franchise
production is diasporic and development un-coordinated, canonicity, continuity, and
authority become problematic concepts, constantly re-negotiated [...]" (Parody 212).
Parody only mentions in passing a feature of adaptation that is particularly crucial to my
interest for the practice (and to this very research): how a lineage of adaptations from a
single source inevitably forms, overtime, a sort of “canon”, a history that keeps growing
the more popular a work becomes (thus fostering a kind of cultural fame which is in its
turn sanctioned by the growing number of adaptations). A self-feeding circle, either a
virtuous or vicious one according to the onlooker’s perspective, that Parody only hints
at: “Adapting any single version of a plot or character thus means dealing with how it

has shaped and positioned itself relative to those that have gone before it [...]" (212).

% Parody interestingly includes into her analysis the “grey literature” that theoreticians such as
Hutchinson do not address. A possible conclusion, one that feels paradoxical, is that the plethora of
ancillary materials related to transmedia franchises do not contribute to the core development of the
central story, rather, they divert attention and proliferate the narrative matter without ever allowing it to

coalesce into a unitary, cohesive closure. Parody writes:

Its boundaries are indeterminate, in the sense that franchise production is typically ongoing and open ended,
and insofar as its narratives and worldbuilding frequently spill over into liminal texts like creator interviews or

authorized guides, material that is quasi-fictional and quasi-paratextual. (212)
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Overall, Parody’s argument denouncing narrative expansion for commercial expansion’s
sake via redundant franchises seems comparable to Colin MacCabe’s critique of the
too-easy marketability of adaptations, their appeal mostly residing in their intrinsic
familiarity, a reassuring strategy providing pleasure to audiences and compensation to
producers. In his edited collection True to the Spirit. Film Adaptation and the Question of
Fidelity (2011), MacCabe centres his discussion on the critical tradition surrounding
adaptations: the focus on and celebration of intertextuality when assessing the
relationships between original source and derivative works is strikingly similar, MacCabe
contends, to the capitalist paradigm oiling the lucrative franchise machine of the
entertainment industry. The primacy of distributive patterns of reproduction, whose
value is situated in their extensiveness, is sinisterly reproposed in the style of critical
writing that praises the multiplication of outlets as a theoretical and esthetical purpose in
and of itself, thus endorsing those very dispersive commercial practices that often dilute
a work’s inner objectives in order to spread it as far and wide as possible (31).
Page-to-screen as a paradigm for adaptation, it now appears clear, is dramatically
ill-equipped to account for adaptive instances that not only break down the
literature-to-film pattern, but also challenge and redefine the narrative economy based
on Hutcheon’s “repetition and variation” model. The stakes, it appears, are higher, and
scarcely describable only in terms of Johnson’s “passionate reading” via a cinephiliac
affective mood.

While Johnson’s proposal cannot, however, be dismissed altogether — a perspective
shift that could embrace the individual criticism’s bias and non-rational inclination would
greatly benefit contemporary criticism, | would argue — since it highlights the reversal of
the guiding voice, the retrieval of the interest in the creative process behind any
reflective work (be it a derivative adaptation or a critical textual evaluation) that, again,
focuses on the author and their intentions, either deliberate or contingent. Hutcheon had
already sketched this optical dynamic as she attempted to answer the “Who? Why?”

chapter questions® in A Theory of Adaptation by tackling the issue of “authoriality” in

2" Hutcheon’s taxonomical theory of adaptation does indeed furnish guidance with regards to how related
works should be read — whether side by side, one on top of the other, separate or in conjunction — but

seldom states fixed rules. Rather, Hutcheon highlights the nodes and junctions that present difficult
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conjunction with the concept of “context” as a migrating (and often marketable) concept.
Any creative work maintains the capability, nevertheless, to preserve and display
authorial traces in the form of a mark of subjectivity. While this mark cannot, alone,
vouchsafe the work with a set meaning, as a subjective imprint it provides audiences
with political, cultural, ideological clues as to how the work was made, in addition to
what it tells, or what it means. The notion of “context” itself is posited by Hutcheon as a
triangular relationship between presentation and reception as they are mediated by
‘hype” (143), the amount of ancillary information guiding the public’s prompt
acknowledgement of the product (including facts such as the cast’s celebrity status to
the degree of media attention granted to the production), and assimilation at face-value
of the adaptation as a viable product. A double-tier is therefore advanced by Hutcheon:
on a first, immediate (subjective?) level, inferences and assumptions regarding “what
could the author possibly mean by this?” happen organically by patching together
aesthetic, stylistic and ideological hints. On a second, perhaps more engaging and

intentional level, Hutcheon situates a dyscrasia between intent and result:

[...] extratextual statements of intent and motive often do exist to round out our sense of
context of creation. Of course, these statements can and must be confronted with the
actual textual results: as many have rightly insistested, intending to do something is not

necessarily the same thing as actually achieving it. (109)

The poietic analysis that Hutcheon evokes is concerned with the material conditions that
contribute or hinder the maker’s vision of the work, and which can often motivate
specific readings or reactions towards it once it becomes public. The attractiveness of
adaptations for audiences is not lost on Hutcheon, whose awareness of the public,

popular life of stories dictates the urgency she displays when coming to terms (and

readings. She writes about reconsidering authorial intentions and the material conditions of creations:
“But adaptations teaches that if we cannot talk about the creative process, we cannot fully understand the
urge to adapt, and therefore perhaps the very process of adaptation. We need to know ‘why’” (Hutcheon
107). The “why” animating the decision to adapt remains uncharted territory, but the suggestions that
Hutcheon further provides as to which factors and details to observe and note about any adaptation make

up a very elastic theoretical model.
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inviting fellow critics to do the same) with the fact that “knowledge about the ‘maker’s
mind and personality’ can actually affect the audience members’ interpretation: [...] like
the adapter, the audience too interprets in a context” (109). The “why” that motivates the
adaptation process, therefore, needs to be located alongside the personal intentions of
the makers, whose motives are manifold, ranging from the perspective of economic
profit to the creative pull that wants to innovate, propagate, disrupt and amend by
retelling.?®

Overall, Hutcheon broadly defines adaptation as a technical posture, rather than as a
genre, by praising the anthropological idea that human groups preserve their culture by
means of processes that attain “sameness through alterity” (173), or by concluding her
discussion stating that “In the workings of the human imagination, adaptation is the
norm, not the exception” (177). However, Theorists Deborah Cartmell and Imelda
Whelehan advance, in Adaptations: From Text to Screen, Screen to Text (1999) a
somewhat stricter classification. Their adaptations sub-categories, “transposition” and
‘commentary” (Cartmell and Whelehan 24) are in keeping with Hutcheon’s general
approach to the subject, whereby a transposition enhances the derivative and
comparative components at play in a transmedial operation, possibly by engaging with
the notion of fidelity. Also, a commentary adaptation similarly relies on proximity, yet it
does so in order to twist, bend, repurpose the narrative, rather than merely paying sober
homage to it. Moreover, Cartmell and Whelehan directly include into the paradigmatic

“adaptation” framework the notion of “analogue” as a derivative work whose links with a

% Hutcheon discusses in detail, in her penultimate chapter “Where? When?” (141), instances of
adaptation that fully take advantage of the shifting/clashing of contexts and their political perception over
time. She classifies these disruptive modes of adaptation as “transcultural adaptations” and
“indigenization” when the borrowing crosses cultural and national boundaries; “historicizing” and
“dehistoricizing” when the adaptation purposefully charges or erases its diegetic context in order to
highlight a political situation; “racializing” and “deracializing” when the same process is enacted towards
characters’ marked or unmarked ethnicity within the diegesis; “embodying” and “disembodying” when
characters’ desires and inner motives are either displayed as a direct expression of feeling, or mediated
via a stereotyped gaze. Indeed, all the aforementioned modalities of adaptation remain valid, | would
argue, for audiences’ subjective and vernacular appraisal of the work, as in intertext and as a standalone

piece.
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previous source, or even with a previous adaptive intertext, are so faint that unknowing
audiences are able to enjoy them regardless of their being aware of their adaptive
standing. Whether traces such as those discussed with regards to authorial footprint
and contextual contingencies are a feature of analogue adaptation, as well as “regular”
ones, can likely be described on a case-study basis, but seems nearly impossible to
theorise. What happens when the adapted referent is absent, or concealed, or
unrecognisable, however, seems to be a question destined to change each time any
subjecthood enters the equation: what happens to audiences? What happens to
authors, makers, adapters, and writers? What happens to future audiences, and to
future re-makers? When it comes to evaluate narratives adapted beyond recognition,
the closest working category might be the notion of “appropriation”, which Hutcheon
foresees when she acknowledges the chronological and geographical interpolations that
radically alter narratives, and which Julie Sanders describes more at length in her
monograph Adaptation and Appropriation (2015). Sanders locates at the point of
enfranchisement from master or source narratives the “analogue” potential of adaptation

to create anew:

Appropriation frequently effects a more decisive journey away from the informing text
into a wholly new cultural product and domain, often through the actions of interpolation

and critique as much as through the movement from one genre to others. (35)

Overall, Sanders confirms and reinforces Hutcheon’s, Cartmell and Whelehan’s claims
about the a-hierarchical relevance of adapted works, and develops the argument to
include spurious specimens of para-adaptations: from embedded texts and interplay
within a single, independent work, to creative borrowings ranging from the extensive, or
“sustained” appropriation — homage, plagiarism and “travelling tales”, as well as
variations on a theme — which cannot undercut their link to previous works. Sanders
goes as far as to endorse (and | support her) a vision of narrative texts as a shared
realm, much beyond the constraints of legal ownership, whose main mode of access is
explorative, necessarily appropriative. Sanders even quotes Michel de Certeau’s notion
of “textual poaching” (125) to describe the baseline necessities that underpin a healthy,

varied narrative exchange, their urgency allegedly more powerful than cease-and-desist
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admonishments. Canonicity itself becomes a useful, dialectical tool in Sanders’
exposition, inasmuch as the disruptive, counteractive adaptation of a classic title
accepts the fact that if, on the one hand, it upholds its statutory profile, it can also,
nonetheless, provide new knowledge and alternative perspectives by tackling its
multi-sourcedness and, namely, appropriating it (126).

Canonicity, which | posit as a problem, resists all attempts to narrow the argument of
adaptation to its technical inner workings: given my choice of case-studies, | wonder
whether my research reinforces a conventional, quasi dogmatic form of narrative
standard. Despite my interest in indirect adaptive mechanisms, the fact that the works |
intend to close-read and close-watch present several features in common with heritage
and prestige cinema adaptation focusing on the British perspective, certainly infect my
thinking. Claire Monk’s extensive survey about UK heritage film audiences, published in
appendix to her book Heritage Film Audiences: Period Films and Contemporary
Audiences in the UK (2011) mainly confirms empirical notions concerning the popular
taste for costume adaptations: that there is no target “demographic”, that a “mass
public’ is a mere abstract concept, since each spectator watching a heritage film
production engages with it dynamically, employing a wide range of cultural and political
perspectives, that enjoyment is often ironically detached, or serving as a prism to
experience past living conditions, or even as an escapist celebration of a long-gone
past. Monk drafted fifty-eight questions about personal habits of consumption and
reflection regarding period films, which she submitted to volunteer readers of Time Out
magazine and volunteer members of the National Trust (thus engaging to different
demographic groups), in a two-year period, from 1997 to 1998. The pleasures that
Monk’s audiences describe when enjoying a period film pertain to and evoke feelings
that are double sided. On the negative side, there is the nostalgia for a bygone,
purportedly more serene past, the reactionary sentiment that, while fetishising the
hardships of the past, experiences the present as decadence. On the positive side is
the feel-good effect resulting from a relaxing two-hour fantasy of an embellished,
sanitised past era. The affects and intentions that Monks registers are also pointed out
(critically) by Andrew Higson in his essay “Re-presenting the National Past: Nostalgia

and Pastiche in the Heritage Film”, collected in Fires Were Started: British Cinema And
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Thatcherism (edited by Lester D. Friedman, 2006). By subbing it as “the heritage
impulse” (95), Higson addresses the cinematographic enterprise conjoining
page-to-screen adaptation and historical, aestheticised ambiance, and synthesizes its
results a a “pastiche”, often reproduced as a “flat, depthless” dimension (95). The
heritage adaptation’s only duty, Higson argues, is to convey a sense of historicity, but its
paramount aspiration, crucially, is to do so via references to “other images, other texts”
(95), thus erasing the original referent (contextual precision and truthful representation,
most likely) to enhance a form of intertextuality that, generally, is self-referential.
Commodified, pastiched, prettified, relentlessly reiterated in similarly familiar, hence
equally profitable products: Higson’s vision of the national past as seen, in turn, through
the heritage lens, is one of desolation and kitsch conservatorism.?® The detachment
between viewers’ sense of lived history and filmic timelessness is a crucial component
of the adaptive strategy displayed in heritage productions: the preoccupation for a
generic sense of “pastness”, via “period” details, its instrumental role in creating a
“sense” of authenticity that guarantees scopic pleasure, but which is curiously at odds
with the stress on “fidelity” that adaptations are repeatedly judged for. The fame of the
literary source, of course, is another important selling point: familiarity with the plot
and/or characters can combine with the prestige of the written word, thus elevating the
whole filmic enterprise, while simultaneously catering to the pleasures of visual
enjoyment, fanciful staging and, above all, the supplying of narrative escapism.

An outlook such as Higson’s would likely read phenomena like movie posters on the

cover of their source text’s paperback reprints as an example of dismal mercification, or

2 Higson’s analysis operates within a fixed chronological framework, that is, British film production in the
decade overlapping with Margaret Thatcher’s mandate as UK Prime Minister. It may be unsurprising,
therefore, that his description of British heritage cinema as a bleak, nation-wide attempt to distract and
foster retroactive chauvinism is in par with an equally grim picture of rampant economic distress and
aggressive foreign policies that would most likely have enraged the Nation, had it not been given solace
and inspiration via home-bred cinema. Higson’s remarks are specific to his discussion of cultural
Thatcherism, but are also relevant to the general character of films that combine the adaptive structure
with the period setting, especially with regards to the effects of historicity vs. historical accuracy, the
aestheticisation and feticisation of the past vs. the sense of familiarity in repetition, film as escapism vs.

film as educational tool.
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dismiss fandoms and their creative appropriations as vernacular romantic obsession.
There is, however, an undoubtedly positive contribution coming from popular costume
adaptations: the search for escapism is often accompanied by the desire to retrieve,
and read, the source novel; the appreciation for quaintness can also bring forth an
interest for broader historical contexts, or at the very least, spark one’s awareness for
the evolving features that either improve or worsen the quality of life, as told via fictive
narratives. The wide availability and easy accessibility of period adaptations, together
with the high status conceded to their literary sources is a paradox that never ceases to
astound me. | am not so much interested in resolving the conflict, as in, rather,
preserving its ambiguity while describing the results of the duplication of a story, and
understanding its subsequent multiplication across media as a multidirectional
trajectory. Beyond the escapist lure (and need), the curated “period-feel” detail, the
fail-safe celebrated title, what elements of film adaptations reflect back to their source
and change it indelibly? How do they sustain an unobtrusive dialogue with previous film
adaptations, or other media adaptation of the same material? Above all, | am interested
in adaptive works whose principal referent is absent — i.e. there is no identifiable source
— or scattered — i.e. the sources are manifold or arbitrarily arranged —, yet their end
result contains legible signs and cross-referencing that suggest the qualities of an
adaptation, or link the single work to a line of similar work. Moreover, whether the titular
‘costume” labelling the whole genre of aforementioned period adaptations can actually
influence the storyline is a recurring question informing most of my discussion about
fictional adaptation as para-historical narrative. The question of cultural specificity is
also a recurring one, especially when a single work joins a large number of previous
adaptations from the same source: how is a story set to bear meaning across cultural
and linguistic divides? What new information reflects back onto the original source when
authority and primacy granted by cultural adjacency are appropriated elsewhere, and
the source is stripped bare in order to be repackaged for other audiences? This
literature review chapter has attempted to sketch an itinerary throughout the basic
functions of narratives as oriented by their treatment of truth within a crafted form and,
alternatively, their approach to the past, whereby stories become instrumental to

learning about a past truth via fictive forms. Theoretic contributions from single scholars
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— Bakhtin’s “chronotope” and “heteroglossia™se; Lotman’s notions periphery and centre
within cultural “semiospheres”; Kristeva’s uneven duality of semiotic and symbolic in
language; Hall's cultural histories of visual media — join collaborative proposals such as
‘make believe” theories developed, among others, by Walton and Currie; as well as
st-the case for the humanist value of literature as discussed by Harrison and Gaskin.
The trajectory towards adaptation theory originates in questions regarding how re-telling
and re-creating are conducive to migrant narrative forms that are capable of saying the
new as they say anew. In parallel, adaptive techniques and theories are also
responsible for cultural histories that directly respond to, and sometimes even react
against the source work they reference or appropriate via a different media. The
following chapters will each be devoted to a case study whose features or production
history challenge the conventional notion of adaptation as a hierarchical, unidirectional

practice that merely translates plotlines across media.
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Chapter 2

Jane Campion Re-Reads the Canon

In December 2019, French director Céline Sciamma’s latest feature film, Portrait de la
jeune fille en feu (translated as Portrait of a Lady on Fire) was released in European
cinema theatres. In ltaly, Portrait was mainly programmed over the Christmas weekend.
Nevertheless, Sciamma’s film instantly gained a cult-like success both with mainstream
audiences and film critics, but especially among the demographic it likely aims to reach,
and which sees itself reflected onscreen: queer-identified and queer-friendly women and
girls under the age of thirty-five. The memetic propagation of screen grabs featuring its
protagonists — painter Marianne (Noémie Merlant) and sitter-turned-lover Héloise (Adele
Haenel) — flooded social media over the winter holidays: vernacular appraisals in the
captions would often mimick or echo more rigorous critical takes on Sciamma’s work
expressed in professional reviews, or reiterate the film’s perceived significance for its
representation of queer love and Sciamma’s unabashedly feminist approach to
filmmaking. The sense of exhilaration, the shared expressions of joy and admiration for
a piece of cinema depicting, “at last!”, the parable of affective and sexual desire
between two women were at the core of most reviews and tweets. Portrait is a costume
drama, set in a carefully researched, yet curiously a-historical eighteenth century
Brittany, featuring the burgeoning love story between professional painter Marianne and
the heiress of the house Héloise, whose portrait she has come to paint: Héloise’s Italian
suitor has requested a picture of his would-be wife before committing to an official
marriage proposal. Sciamma managed to deliver an overall simple product to an
audience that was ripe, and literate enough, to receive it as a genre-affirming romance

as well as an experiment in “female gaze”-conscious storytelling and filmmaking.
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Ideas about female-only utopias, de-sexualised visions of female bodies, mythopoeic
queer narratives and obliterated cultural histories of female professional artists were
expressed, reiterated and twisted in most critical observations across the spectrum of
cultural debate. Assessments of Sciamma’s intricate, yet straightforward, system of
visual quotations, however, did not prove as popular. The fact that Portrait's second
scene blatantly references — creating a seemingly chiral image — Jane Campion’s 1993
film The Piano’s penultimate sequence was not, to my knowledge, fully discussed as a
key feature in Sciamma’s own placement within cinema history is, to say the least,
peculiar. In the Portraif's sequence, Marianne is being transported by boat to the island
where Héloise’s family resides, the stretch of sea she is crossing is agitated, causing
one of her boxes to fall into the water. Incidentally, it is the very case containing her
canvases and brushes, Marianne therefore jumps into the water — under the unflinching
eye of the whole boat crew — to fetch her belongings. She is subsequently dumped, her
dress and luggage still dripping wet, on an empty beach, and cursorily pointed in the
direction of the mansion uphill. In The Piano’s ending, during the final departure from
her husband’s remote estate to reach the New Zealand town of Nelson, protagonist Ada
(Holly Hunter) insists that the boat crew throw the piano overboard. While her piano
sinks, she purposefully places her foot, as a suicidal bid, at the centre of a coil of rope
tied to the piano: she is immediately pulled overboard into the water, and dragged
downward to the ocean floor. Ada, however, manages to disentangle her ankle from the
rope and swim back to the surface, where she is rescued. Earlier in the film, moreover,
Ada and her daughter had been similarly dumped, with all their packed belongings, on
an empty beach. The analogies and echoes bouncing back and forth between Campion
and Sciamma are drawn on a purely visual and formal level, barely touching on
comparable elements of the plot, and the “period” feature of both films almost feels
irrelevant. The fact that Sciamma’s explicit homage to Campion passed almost
unnoticed — escaping fan-made comparative collages and critics’ enquiry on the
plausibility of a deeper, stronger dialogue happening between Portrait and Piano — is
indicative of the state of general disinterest towards, or rather, detachment from
Campion’s work in cultural discourse, despite its continued and undiscussed relevance

for contemporary directors in activity. While Campion’s name continues, indeed, to be
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well-known and well-regarded, a suspicion may creep in, that her films tend to be listed
in “classics” lists rather than being actually watched and discussed by the wider public.
Literature reviews in academic studies on Jane Campion and her cinema invariably
comment on the plethora of existing monographs and scholarly articles on the same
subject. Studies range from film-specific essay collections, to studies of the musical
soundtrack, to critical evaluations of the colonialist underbelly in Campion’s filmic
Aotearoa. Despite (or possibly, because of) the diversity and scope of treatment within
academia, Campion’s name nowadays struggles to exit the auteur cinema niche.
Throughout her 2013 study Jane Campion and Adaptation: Angels, Demons and
Unsettling Voices, Estella Tincknell reads Campion’s career as in keeping with the
pattern experienced by other women directors: a fourfold cycle starting with a period of
critical acknowledgement and popular celebrity, followed by attacks and disputes
concerning the author’s creative independence and innovation, leading to a span of
sustained critical oversight (a moment that Ticknell describes, in her introduction, as
“organised forgetting”) which finds its conclusion in the rediscovery of the supposedly
“forgotten” director. With the attainment of “cult status” among a scant group of
(feminist-friendly) cinephiles, Campion risks, implicitly, incurring in the destiny of a
sanctified figure whose canonical status makes her too essential to actually be
interesting. It seems to me that, today, whereas the “Jane Campion” label has gained a
high nominal currency, her films collect dust, unwatched, or perhaps simply unquoted
and underdiscussed in mainstream channels.

Papers on Campion | have presented at academic conferences (either in literature
and/or film studies frameworks) have been met with mild amusement or surprise:
feedback would often focus on acknowledging how neglected her work had been over
the past twenty years, on the need to obviate that, invariably thanking me for bringing a
“fresh look” on a household, yet overlooked name. Outside of academic circles,
explanations of my research regularly entailed a digression on Campion’s biography
and filmography. | realised very early that, outside the majority who had never heard
Campion’s name, the group who recognised it could be divided in two: people who were
around when The Piano won oscars and palmes d’or, and people who have been

algorithmically recommended by streaming services that they watch Top of the Lake.
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The “rediscovery” forecasted by Tincknell, therefore, may already be in operation.
Suffice to mention a recent celebratory example of new-found interest towards
Campion, one that | happened to be present at. Campion’s appearance at the 2019
Cinema Ritrovato festival in Bologna, Italy, did not stir much press attention or become
a trending topic in social media feeds, it was, however, kept in high regard within the
festival itself: Campion gave a workshop to film students and was in public conversation
with director Alina Marazzi and actress Alice Rohrwacher.*®* The two-hour long
conversation, slowed down by consecutive translation, however, struggled to tackle the
political underpinnings, the stylistic peculiarities and the geo-historical concerns in
Campion’s filmography. Instead, it mostly lingered on biographical anecdotes that
Campion told with flair and humour, as if she was a quirky grandmother rather than an
experienced filmmaker. Nevertheless, and most importantly, the restored and subtitled
version of The Piano was projected, free of charge, on the big screen flanking San
Petronio basilica in Piazza Maggiore, Bologna. Now that new and younger audiences
are being introduced to Jane Campion, there may be, hopefully, solid chances that the
iconic potential of her filmic language could resume its circulation.

As a hopeful addition to the ongoing “Campion revival’, this chapter attempts an
appraisal of Jane Campion’s filmic adaptation practice and a description of her
integrated approach towards literary sources and film language. It focuses primarily on
her three “period” or “costume” features: The Piano (1993), The Portrait of a Lady
(1996) and Bright Star (2009). Most importantly, it charts Campion’s unique adaptation
method, describing and discussing its rooting in her reading and interpretation of,
foremost, literary counterparts and fictional companions to historical accounts.

The chapter opens with a chronological overview of Campion’s filmography and a
discussion of Jane Campion’s role and reputation as auteure. The section tackles the
(rather problematic and myopic) theoretical trajectory that typecasts creative
personalities like Campion as impermeable entities, whose directing position

encompasses any other professional figure and/or external influence and interference.

% The conversation “Lezioni di Cinema. Conversazione con Jane Campion” was part of the Cinema
Ritrovato Festival programme, hosted by Cineteca di Bologna on 29 June 2019 in Bologna. The

conversation was recorded and is freely available online.
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It goes on to analyse the relationship between The Piano and its literary sources
through the shared device of the female body in motion — a trope that Campion borrows
from her indirect sources, such as the Bronté sisters’ literary oeuvre — which she
visually develops by means of costume and atmospheric locales. The section also
addresses the homage/plagiarism divide that haunts Campion’s unacknowledged
references to New Zealand author Jane Mander’s 1920 novel The Story of a New
Zealand River.

The chapter subsequently moves on to discuss the significance of Campions’ Jamesian
adaptation, The Portrait of a Lady, as a commentary on cinema history rather than a
mere “free” or “personal’ adaptation of a literary source. The twist that Campion
imposes on the story’s ending is no less relevant, | argue, than her structural
experiments with film materiality, colour and traditions of storytelling that she scatters
throughout her own Portrait. The chapter eventually engages with Campion’s John
Keats biopic, Bright Star, another instance of loose, imaginative adaptation, in this case
based on non-literary sources (Keats’ letters and poems and academic biographies). In
Bright Star, | argue, the non-canonical source items that Campion choses to underpin
her original narrative find their correlative in the subject-focused slant of the narrative
itself: the biopic genre is bent in order to include the poet's muse and give her centre
stage. Campion achieves this “revisionist” effect through the use of costume, in a way
that reiterates and develops the attention to personal attire as an indicator of
characterization and plot she showed with The Piano. Costume, in Bright Star, becomes
a meta-reflective tool: Fanny Brawne’s consistent on-screen tailoring and stitching
builds up to a reflection on the nature of work and the value of art that is paramount to
the biopic as critical practice, rather than as hagiographic genre. The concluding section
attempts an overview of Campion’s idiosyncratic adaptation practice in light of the case

studies.
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In a 1993 interview with Andreas Furler for magazine Filmbulletin,>' Campion discusses
her Piano project in the making, and states: “I love the literature of the nineteenth
century. The story has indeed that flavour and atmosphere” (qtd. In Wright Wexman 91).
Direct, unequivocal ties with a single work of literary fiction, in fact, tend to be discarded
throughout Campion’s filmography in favor of a seemingly heuristic, outstretched,
multi-sourced approach to inter-media translation. Campion seems perennially
interested in crafting a mood out of a shared repository of signifiers that evoke the idea
of past (or past-ness) rather than openly engaging with it. Campion’s adaptation of a
specific, yet unacknowledged literary canon — the anglophone nineteenth century
literary tradition spanning British-centric Romanticism, Victorianism and the Jamesian
novel of transatlantic modernity — seems, therefore, rooted in culturally-bound ideas of
such texts, rather than in the verbal material of those very texts. Deb Verhoever
describes Campion as “a director of bookish credibility” (66), hinting at her delight in
piling literary references that do not signal their exact origin back, but rather exist within
a “chain of interpretations” (66) that exonerates Campion for claiming and exert full and
individual authority on the notions she elaborates on with her films.

Campion transposes her sources in ways differ from mere translations, or even
transmediations, of plots, narratives and characters. The relationship between
Campion’s visual narratives and the textual narratives she hints at are traceable in the
narrative scope and focus she indicates. Campion seems more prone to extraction and
exportation from the page to the screen of the rationale of a scene, rather than its
logistical schematics. For instance, Henry James’ homosocial gathering of men in the
opening scene in Portrait of a Lady pivots, in Campion’s 1996 adaptation, into an
equally homosocial meeting, but one consisting of young women only. In Campion, the
materiality and structure granted by the original sources fades behind the atmospheric
mood attached to better-know, albeit vague, cultural signposts. For example, Jane

Mander’s 1920 novel The Story of a New Zealand River may work as the hidden source

3 Furler’s interview is part of the collected volume of Jane Campion interviews edited by Virginia Wright
Wexman, Jane Campion: Interviews (University Press of Mississippi, 1999), 91. This volume was
instrumental for my research of Campion’s own appraisal of her works, especially her early ones, given

the unavailability of online versions of press interviews from that time.
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for plot in The Piano, but it is from tropes such as “woman travelling unaccompanied”
“‘dark wilderness” and “brutal male figure/husband”, that are easily recognizable as
Bronté sisters emblems, that the film borrows its sombre tone, and arguably achieves its
“literary” character.

Campion’s employment of a visual “past tense” in her films appears to grant her the
theoretical space she needs to explore and depict forms of transgression. Rather than
highlight specimens of “love passions” as key subjects, Campion’s fictional nineteenth
centuries appear to function as a sort of moral and juridical buffer zone allowing the
study and representation of the logic(s) driving individuals’ passions, the social
conditions that enable their appearance, the social demands that justify their restriction.
Campion’s representations of conventionality in social behaviors and its regulators
come across especially through the notions of “fear” and “shame” that are scattered as
narrative propellers and as unmarked contextual signifiers. “In time she’ll become
affectionate” whispers Aunt Morag (Kerry Walker) to Alisdair Stewart (Sam Neill) when
Ada rejects any affective contact with her husband in The Piano. The crafting of a
composed version of the self — the state of being that is requested from Ada is a form of
decorous gentility that gradually spirals into a sort of demure hysteria — as a recurring
theme goes hand in hand with Campon’s reification of a presumptive “Victorian” body.
Costume is crucial as it embeds the narrative conflict arising from ideas about privacy,
shame, propriety, fear as well as fixed gendered hierarchies that, filmically, appear as
obsolete, historical and “time-appropriate” as the very costumes the characters wear.
Campion’s interest in attire and tailoring is a conduit to characters’ performances — a
true and proper narrative prop, especially in the case of Fanny Brawne’s (Abbie
Cornish) proficiency at hand stitching in Bright Star — as well as visual accessories that
participate in the aesthetic creation of a hazy, yet cosy, “past” ambiance.

There are, however, some problematic aspects tied with the romance genre and the
escapist mode of fruition that period pieces such as Campion’s, which seem to prioritise
the “nostalgic” mode of entertainment over historically mindful narratives. As Belén Vidal
notes in her book Figuring the Past: Period Film and the Mannerist Aesthetic (2012)
there are structural similarities among film narratives that veer towards a

pleasant-looking rendition of the “past”. a sort of “frozen” rhythm, the sense of a
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“‘perpetual present”, the image of the “house-museum” (18). “Pastness appears
disconnected from the (historical) past by an aesthetic of surfaces” (18) argues Vidal.
Arguably, the disconnect that Vidal describes is present in Campion as well, especially
in the selective historiography that she crafts by means of her period films: the erasure
of the violent history of European and British colonization in Australia and New Zealand,
her appropriation of Maori symbolism along with a somewhat unflattering
representations of indigenous communities have all been noticed and described®? as
instances of a subdued “colonial gaze”. However, as Leonie Pihama notes in her
“Ebony and lvory” chapter in Jane Campion’s “The Piano” (eds. Harriet Margolis, 2000),
Campion’s visual rhetorics seemingly alternate between a sort of “authenticity of
representation” and “artistic licenses”: her authorial originality arguably stems from the
grey, yet intelligible zone that separates genre conventions and fictive speculations.
Accordingly, the profile of landscapes, the portraiture of territories that are at once
natural and visibly anthropized within Campion’s construction of open spaces can either
signal the historical subtext that her narratives do not include, and purposefully
reference conventional ideas about what a sentimentally eloquent ambiance. Kimberly
Chabot Davis understands Campion’s composite works as the result of a precise
directorial stance that allows viewers to “think while feeling” (65), and Hilary Neroni
holds a similar point with regards to the porousness between sensory and cognitive
knowledge: “As Campion depicts it, passion is a formal expression of the psyche, not
just what one thinks but also how one thinks” (291). The forms of understanding at
stake, however, seem to exceed the mere “emotional” level of participation: Campion’s
rendition of a past cultural tradition is, indeed, informed by the sentimental, identificatory
force of scopophilic experience, but, crucially, also relies on a complex system of
cultural signifiers whose recognition can substantially modify each film’s scope. The
following section will provide a general overview of Campion’s filmography and discuss

the history of her reputation as a canonical filmmaker, along with the fragmentations of

%2 The chapter section on The Piano will deal more specifically with these issues, it will draw especially
from the work of John Izod and Leonie Pihama, as well as Mark A. Reid’s reading of the film through a
“post-Negritude” framework (both essays are collected in Margolis, 2000). Such research was key in

opening my eyes to the colonial legacy that is still rooted in seemingly “post”-colonial narratives.
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her status as a “woman director” and “feminist auteur(e)’. Furthermore, it will lay the

ground to the analysis of Campion’s approach to adaptation.

2.1. Jane Campion as Author/Auteure

Jane Campion spent her early life in a theatrical milieu, as her parents founded and
directed theatre company New Zealand Players in the mid 1950’s, while concurrently
raising their children (born in 1954, Campion was the second of three siblings).
Campion’s wealthy and art-friendly background helped her leave her native Wellington,
New Zealand, to pursue a range of different educational paths: an anthropology
bachelor’s degree, art school classes in the UK and, eventually, film school in Sydney,
Australia. After her graduation in the early 1980s from the AFTRS (Australian Film,
Television and Radio School, a federally-funded body that provides education and
infrastructural backing to aspiring filmmakers), Campion was able to make three short
feature films with Australian public financial support (Aquilia 143). Along with Campion’s
first television film Two Friends (1986), her shorts Passionless Moments (1983) and
Girl's Own Story (1984) were eventually selected by French critic festival programmer
Pierre Rissient for the Un Certain Regard programme at Cannes Festival in France in
1986, where another short, Peel (1982), was eventually awarded the Palme d’Or prize
for best short film. Peel introduces themes and visual vocabulary that Campion would
then develop throughout her career, specifically her use of haptic camera angles and
her interest in near-crisis situations happening in (and fostered by) isolated, liminal
spaces. In Peel, a family of redheads — father and son, and their sister/aunt —
experience escalating tension during a car trip when the boy starts dropping out the
window pieces of orange rinds. Small-enclave dynamics, isolated by natural boundaries
and an unwelcoming infrastructure (such as a car, or a road) appear as the favoured set
of conditions allowing Campion’s analysis of petty rationales and impromptu gestures.
Girl's Own Story also encapsulates tropes that Campion will revisit again in other
features — such as her visual composition of feminine groups in a gathering, the close
inspection of gendered, female-related objects, e.g. shoes, clothes, toys, etc. — and,

possibly, her foremost political concern: what the education of young girls looks like, and
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how its foundational principles, combined with its lacunae, affect girls’ lives as they
grow.

Cannes later hosted the premiére of Campion’s first feature film, Sweetie, in 1989. The
spacial and specifically urbanistic tension at bay between the Australian suburbs and
the outback geolocates the familial conflict portrayed in Sweetie. Sisters Dawn
“‘Sweetie” (Geneviéve Lemon) and Kay (Karen Colston) come to cohabit again for the
first time in years after leaving their parents’ house. The relationship is tense, due to
Sweetie’s difficult (albeit unnamed, and possibly undiagnosed) mental health condition
and Kay’s plummeting relationship with her boyfriend. Campion seems to make use of
recurring visual symbolism as a way to cater to the viewer, helping them get a hold of
the plot despite the patchy exposure of characters’ motives. The arboreal symbolism is
especially striking, trees overtly play a part as material metaphors shared between
couples (e.g. sister/sister, boyfriend/girlfriend, father/daughter), and further acquire a
crucial role in narrative development: they are vegetable beings set against human
beings. “I was keen to create a subconscious quality to the film” says Campion in a
1989 interview, and confirms her interviewer’s suggestion that the imagery in Sweetie
has “a mythic quality” (Geller 13): the understanding that Campion seeks to foster in her
audience is one that comes out of rooted cultural consensus, rather than from the film’s
own grammar. In this same 1989 interview with Lynn Geller for Bomb magazine,
Campion speaks — and is portrayed — as a soon-to-be celebrity director, and her future
plans for her career are carefully inspected. At that time, Campion was best known for
Sweetie, and reports her ongoing plans about shooting “a three-hour TV miniseries
special, an adaption of an autobiography of a New Zealand novelist named Janet
Frame” (Geller 13), which would then become An Angel at my Table. Campion also
shares that, at the time of speaking, she had been at work on a draft for a new script
(for the The Piano, most likely), she does state, however, that she’s allotting time for
‘one more project and then I'd like to retire for at least three or four or five years. [...]
and do something else for a while and wait until | have something | really want to say
again” (Geller 14). When the interviewer notes that the expected reaction for a director
on the verge of mainstream success would be to “capitalize on the moment”, Campion

replies “I'm just a nun to my career at the moment” (Geller 14).
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Campion may not have been able to take the long break she expected after producing
The Piano in 1993, since Portrait of a Lady followed in 1996, but she did manage to
slow down, possibly to defer creative endeavours to a more suitable, meaningful pace.
After all, Campion’s interest in the intimate life of her female characters is the lifeline of
her filmography, an ongoing tendency that she could not have developed so skillfully
had she not carved out time of her own, for her own family and privacy. Campion’s
insistence on the need to separate her work from her personal time — she concludes the
interview by stating that “I'd just like to take some time out for life” (Geller 14) — is a
concept that she reinstated at various reprised in later interviews, and that also seems
to inform her filmic practice. In a 1996 interview with Rachel Abramowitz about Portrait
of a Lady, in which she discusses Isabel Archer’s agency as a primary maker of her life
and prospects, Campion also leans into larger considerations about the social values at

stake outside the fictional space of the film.

| think it is a really important issue for women today, or men and women today, [to
realise] that life is not made up of career choices. One of the most important things is to
participate in relationships and friendships and particularly in the mythology of love. (qtd.
in Wright Wexman 187)

While the distance between the private self and one’s productive, public persona may
have appeared as an ethical stance, or a narrative preference rather than a holistic
precept during Campion’s successful mid-career years, recent interviews display her
deeper convictions about what a good life should, or can look like. In a 2014 interview
with Andrew Pulver for The Guardian, Campion opens up about the decade of personal
and professional difficulties that she encountered after the international accolades she

received for The Piano:

| really loved Portrait, even if it didn’'t satisfy people’s expectations about what | should
be doing. It's complex, because life isn’t a career. At exactly the same time that | won the
Palme d'Or | had a baby that died, so the full impact of my success never hit me. | was

grieving, really, throughout that whole year. It was a very difficult period, but at the same
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time it also protected me from any overblown thoughts. | was just struggling to exist.
(Pulver)

Holy Smoke, the 1999 film that followed Portrait of a Lady — which she co-wrote with her
sister Anna Campion — bears numerous points of contact with Sweetie: besides the
contemporary setting, both films are preoccupied with instances of spiritualism and the
individual search of meaning that is only laterally (and consequentially) linked to
(gender, class and racial) identity. The waves of grief following a loss propelling the
narrative development of both films have topical and universal relevance, whereas both
Holy Smoke and Sweetie also seem to deal, at a foundational, hidden level, with
instances related to what Sophie Sunderland terms “the dominant myth of secular,
suburban patriarchy” (83). Kate Winslet’s star presence — cast as the film’s protagonist,
Ruth — evokes the period-piece characters she had built her career upon up to that
point, most notably, Sense and Sensibility's Marianne Dashwood (Ang Lee, 1995),
Jude’s Sue Brideshead (Michael Winterbottom, 1996), Hamlet's Ophelia (Kenneth
Branagh, 1997), and Titanic’'s Rose DeWitt Bukater (David Cameron, 1997). Winslet's
Ruth, under Campion’s direction, literally strips off the soothing facade of period-feel
attire in order to perform Ruth’s psycho-sexual manipulation of PJ Waters (Harvey
Keitel) and reify the quest for meaning that she is after.

The search for enlightenment that Campion directs stems from the stereotypical
imagery of India and its religious gurus — Ruth turns her touristy holiday into a spiritual
journey when she decides to join an ashram and burn her plane ticket home, in Sydney
suburbia — and goes on to list, and show, many other examples of cult-like strategies of
control and submission. Horrified by Ruth’s joining of a guru-led religious cult in India,
her family hires an American “expert”’, PJ Waters, to “deprogramme” her and convince
their “golden qirl” to return to Australia. PJ’s three-day programme seems to work
according to his plans until Ruth twists the power balance to her favour: she burns her
costume, a white sari she insists on wearing, and stands naked in front of PJ in order to
seduce him. The sexual, intergenerational relationship the two embark on quickly
becomes a deprogramming of PJ’s identification with traditional masculinity, and a

debunking of the masculinity “cult” as part of the suburban ideology that permeates the
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lives of Ruth’s extended family. Campion’s comedic family portrait throws into relief the
independent-minded figure of the young woman searching for “something better” — i.e.
an outlook on life that transcends her gender — but the Australian outback also functions

as a sparse backdrop for lateral reflections about what “counts” as a valid education:

Emptied of time and history, this desert functions almost as a “holding space” with which
to explore the limits of secular, white Anglo-Celtic, middle class, suburban patriarchal
ideology. This spatialization of secular conceit cannot be dissociated from neo-colonial

amnesia and anxiety about multiculturalism. (Sunderland 83)

The dynamics that Campion lays bare against a secluded and empty landscape are
akin to those she enquired with The Piano: how even well-intended pressures from
families can be complicit with the selective distributions of power among individuals that
are rooted in normative constructions of femininity and masculinity. With her next film, In
the Cut, Campion reiterates her interpretation — and visual unveiling — of hegemonic
power play. This time, however, she combines adaptation from an existing book source
and, for the first time, New York City as a location.

Campion’s foray into American settings came in tandem with her return to adaptation
from novels. With In the Cut (2003), however, canonical, highbrow literary sources and
references are replaced with a work of commercial contemporary genre fiction. Susanna
Moore wrote In the Cut in 1995 purposefully as a novel that could fall, plot-wise, in the
noir-thriller genre, but that would also spin the traditionally masculine-oriented vein of
the classic murder-mystery storyline by means of recurrent, explicit use of erotic
scenery and language. Campion specifically picks up on the sexual matter of the novel
in order to, simultaneously, reclaim and downplay the vulgar, the obscene, the violent
that are inherent parts of conventional thriller dynamics whereby female characters are
relentlessly forced into the victim part. In her adaptation, Campion ensures that
protagonist Frannie Avery (Meg Ryan) elicits audience’s sympathy while simultaneously
displaying ambivalent, contradictory and inconsistent behaviours, enough to give off a
murky portrayal of adult womanhood. Frannie works as an English high school teacher
and carries on independent field research on oral slang vocabulary in her free time. Her

approach is, at best, ethnographic and participatory, at worst, exploitative and unethical.
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Frannie employs one of her students as a source, and meets him after-school in squalid
bars to talk about slang words and their meanings. She gets contacted by detective
Giovanni Malloy (Mark Ruffalo) after one of such outings: a murdered sex worker was
last seen at the same bar Frannie attented. The conversation soon becomes flirtatious,
and the two embark on a series of erotically charged encounters — despite the grimy
subject of their talks — and eventually become lovers. Campion faithfully follows Moore’s
chronology so as to enhance the conflicting ethical dynamics at play diegetically (both
Malloy and Frannie breach their professional deontology, besides displaying lamentable
attitudes with regards to gender and race issues) and within the realm of viewers’
experience and pleasure. In the Cufs clever strategy hinders straightforward
side-taking, and forces audiences to audit personal automatisms in the face of female
sexual agency: whether Frannie’s visible sex life marks unreliability, indecency and,
ultimately, invites callousness, or whether it merely adds complexity to a full-fledged and
challenging character.

Lucy Butler (2013) compiles a rich list of quotations from critical reviews (the majority of
which appeared in mainstream outlets since, Butler notes, In The Cut inspired few
academic appraisals). In The Cut received generally negative reviews spanning from
the unconvinced to the vitriolic, with critics remarking on its feminist didacticism, the
miscasting of Meg Ryan, its supposedly erroneous twist on the slasher film genre, its
unwelcomed focus on female victimhood and hyper-vulnerability to violence. “This
pervasive vulnerability, both emotional and physical, is integral to the problem the film
poses, exacerbating the viewer’s discomfort and inspiring the most hostile commentary”
(Butler 17): the irritation brought on by unclear plotlines and ambiguous characterisation
has spurred, Butler argues, critical receptions that echo the same misogyny that the film
attempts to show and denounce. Furthermore, Butler points out Campion’s stylistic use
of fragmentary editing and monochromatic switches to build surreal sequences and
fuzzy plotlines: affective association, rather than rational causation, is Campion’s visual
and narrative staple (Butler 12). Butler (and | support her feeling) clearly appreciates the
film’s ambiguities, and suggests that future criticism should embrace the grey areas the

Campion address genre-wise and narrative-wise.
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At the time of writing, Campion’s last feature-length work intended for cinema screens is
the period biopic Bright Star (2009). Since 2013, Campion has worked primarily as the
director and screenwriter of TV miniseries Top of the Lake.*® Detective Robin Griffin
(Elisabeth Moss) stars in both seasons, each focusing on a single criminal case and, in
parallel, Robin’s private life, whose details are slowly revealed along with the
development of her investigations. Season one is set in a village in rural New Zealand,
whereas season two is set in Sydney, and centers Australian urban spaces. In both
seasons detective Griffin investigates the disappearance of young, pregnant Asian
women, teenage Tui (Jacqueline Joe) in season one, sex worker/surrogate mother
Cinnamon (Thien Huong Thi Nguyen) in season two. Simultaneously, detective Griffin
comes to term, in season one, with the violence in her own past — the gang rape she
survived aged fifteen, which resulted in her pregnancy — and eventually attempts
reconciliation, in season two, with her daughter Mary (Alice Englert), whom she had
given up for adoption a few days after her birth.3* Top of the Lake is primarily
preoccupied with issues of extraction and exploitation of female sexual and reproductive
labour — specifically immigrant and underage Asian women’s — whether through
pornography, child abuse, sex work and/or (forced) surrogate maternity. Once again,
Campion employs the popular murder-mystery format to highlight conflicts that are
usually only dealt with laterally, or as a background consequence in traditional
male-lead shows (murder and violence against women, workplace ethics that exclude

women, social fabrics that isolate and silence female citizens).

3 Top of the Lake is a TV miniseries in two seasons (2013, 2017). Campion co-created it with her writing

partner Gerard Lee and co-directed it with Garth Davis (season one) and Ariel Kleiman (season two).

% In her essay “Beyond Bluebeard: feminist nostalgia and Top of the Lake (2013)”, Sue Thornham traces
an interesting comparison between the repurposing of fairytale myth archetypes that Campion previously
employed in The Piano — in which the Bluebeard psychoanalytic template informs the marital conflict at
heart of Campion’s 1993 work — and the similar act she later performs in the TV series. In Top of the
Lake, Thornham argues, the underlying myth is that of Proserpine and Demeter, whose chtonic parental
trajectory is echoed in the patchy, yet loving relationship that detective Griffin establishes with her
daughter Mary. The mother/daughter bond, Thornham notes, is explored as an anti-Oedipal relationship,
one that eschews the incestual force in paramount patriarchal genealogies and recovers suppressed links

founded on unalienated love and located into embodied subjects.
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In her essay “Paradise, Built in Hell: Decolonising Feminist Utopias in Top of the Lake
(2013)”, Sophie Mayer discusses the decolonising pull at work in Top of the Lake: a
decolinazation from a white-centric gaze as well as from masculine-focused narratives
based on police (and police-like) surveillance. Observation in Top of the Lake, Mayer
posits, is a practice that aims at explaining, unveiling what is customarily or conveniently
hidden, rather than controlling or rebuilding consensus through blatant exercise of
power — law enforcement, criminalization and brutalization — the story-line eventually
achieves “the submerged (repressed?) resurfacing in the real” (103). Rather than adopt
conventional crime narratives development scheme — a crime happens, detectives
inquire, culprits are identified and the case closes by the end of the episode — Mayer
argues that Top of the Lake extended storytelling conjures a bigger picture, namely, one
that evaluates the nature of a dystopian social contract against the order experimented
in a utopian setting (107). Alternative communities such as the women-led Paradise
commune in season one, or non-normative kinships such as the sex workers’ (forced)
co-habitation and Mary’s adoptive, extended family in season two are consistently cast
against — as conscious resistence, Mayer argues (108) — state-regulated and
police-enforced hierarchy. Moreover, Mayer adamantly remarks on Campion’s
awareness shift from her 1993 tale of Maori landscapes, The Piano, since she has
crafted, in Top of the Lake, a white heroine that does not (unlike Ada)*® centralise all
political praxis towards her condition as a unique female subject: “Robin models for the
viewer what it means, as a Pakeha, to come to place oneself within a Maori optic: to be
in -topia, emplaced within, and cognisant of, a violent history of dispossession and a
counter-history of survivance” (113). However, Campion’s sophomore experience with
Top of the Lake seemingly abandons ideas of Maori resurfacing and feminist eutopias
based on spiritual kinship rather than bloodlines. The urban setting in cosmopolitan
Sydney allows Campion to further explore the idea of maternity and the perceived

purpose of female bodies rather than recover the decolonizing discourse she introduced

% The Piano has been amply criticized for its alleged “colonial” treatment (as exploitment) of Maori
characters, culture, symbols and iconography as mere props, rather than functional components of the
narrative development in The Piano. The chapter section on The Piano will also address the available

scholarship about Campion and postcolonial theory.
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in the first season. Top of the Lake: China Girl certainly centres the disparity of
treatment existing between white and coloured bodies — the vulnerability of Asian
women living in Australia as undocumented/irregular immigrants is strickligly set against
the agency granted to white women like detective Griffin, Mary and her adoptive mother
Julia (Nicole Kidman). The prismatic narrative that Campion composes in season one
comes out as decidedly partial to detective Griffin’s personal tribulations, thus effacing
Mayer’s hopeful imagery of alternative social orders in favour of slightly modified
versions of rather normative familiar nuclei (detective Griffin, after all, is and remains a
police officer). At the time of writing, Top of the Lake is the latest work by Campion
available to the public, and plans for future projects and releases are still unclear.
Despite her age, Campion has not expressed any wish to retire.

Over the years Jane Campion and her body of work have attracted a considerable
amount of attention from both academic and mainstream outlets, yet the gendered
understanding of “Jane Campion” as a director and as an expressly “female” and/or
“feminist” author deserves further treatment. Julia Erhart’'s survey of journalistic
construction of Campion’s authorship (2019) leads her to assert that “Campion has
been somewhat boxed in by narratives of her own uniqueness” (70). The only (at the
time of writing) female winner of the Cannes Festival Palme d’Or prize, the (seemingly)
only director capable to seamlessly transition from highbrow cinema to corporate TV
production, Campion is conventionally portrayed, Erhart notes, as a crucial nexus within

a network of women actors, directors, film industry professionals:

[...] Campion is often positioned relationally in a leadership role as mentor, leader,
sponsor, and dispenser of industry wisdom and serves as a role model for more junior
women directors and actors and a stalwart campaigner for women to be included and
made visible within the hyper-competitive, male-dominated world of commercial film and

television production. (70-71)

Moreover, Campion seems to enjoy a sort of immunity from ageism in the film industry,
being a woman over the age of 60 that still directs large-scale, high-budget film sets of
high responsibility. In Campion’s case, exceptionalism, household reputation, age as

experience seem to fruitfully combine into a form of power that Campion is able to
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harness and exploit to her own gain, regardless of physical changes that are culturally
encoded as decay (and that most women experience as such). A porous understanding
of the complex economies at play within a filmic work, regardless of its commercial
intention or artistic status, might hopefully offer wider grounds to understand, and
possibly overcome, the issues at stake within the “authorship”/“auteurship” critical
model. My discussion mainly addresses scholarly work that is ostensibly concerned with
Campion’s work and its entailment with concepts of authorship, specifically arguments
made by Tincknell (2013) and Verhoeven (2009), who similarly call out the biased
framework that privileges a “director-driven” approach to film theorising and marketing.
A theoretical shift inviting for more distance from author-ontologies was theorised by
Michel Foucault in his 1969 lecture “What is an Author?”% in which he argues for a more
flexible understanding of what constitutes an authored item — including “immaterial”
products such as ideas, theorems and traditions — therefore opening up the boundaries
of the creative process and the recognition of its results. The notion of “authorship" and
its related subcategory, “auteurship” is a problematic tool for both creators and critics,
especially when they embody feminised or non-normative subjectivities.
Authorship/auteurship as a critical tool has historically been dismissed or downscaled,
especially by feminist commentators, who, as Shelley Cobb notes in Adaptation,
Authorship, and Contemporary Women Filmmakers (2015), are aware of the rhetoric
patterns and linguistic supply that allow male creators to frame their work in terms of
paternity and filial dependency, therefore establishing a model of prestige that rewards
supposed “authorial originality” and allows individual creators to establish power and
control on the form of “authority” (20). Cobb also addresses the “self-authorising”
operations in action with directors like Campion (Cobb also lists Sally Potter and Patricia
Rozema) when they set out to produce, within a male-dominated industry and cultural
landscape, “literary movies” that actively challenge the fixed notion of authorship and
the “past” nature of classic texts: an affirmation that must not rely on the mixed or

polarizing reactions from both critical and popular audiences, but needs to endure it

% Foucault delivered the lecture at Collége de France on 22 February 1969, collected in Language,
Counter-memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews by Michel Foucault, edited by Donald F.
Bouchard (1977).
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instead (22). Campion’s cinema, however, can hardly be defined as “feminist”, and
Campion herself never employed openly feminist jargon and themes in her discussion
of her work, which, however, is unsurprising considering the hostility of the environment
she works in, the relative “novelty factor” in her being among the first women directors
ever shortlisted for major awards. The refusal to become a feminist icon shields
Campion from that same affiliation being used against her in times of conservative
backlash: it appears as a self-imposed alienation from rhetorical language that
preserves her discourse from being, at best, pigeonholed or, at worst, muted. While
Campion refuses to “play the lady card”, as she recommends young filmmakers in a
Guardian interview with Eva Wiseman from 2013, she is nevertheless acutely aware of
the “celluloid ceiling” and the gender gap in the film industry. Most importantly, she is not
neutral about it, and perceives it as something worth addressing and changing: in the
same Guardian piece she states that if 50% of movies were made by women directors
“‘instantly the culture would change”. In her eponymous 2007 monograph, Kathleen A.
McHugh describes Campion’s stylistic signature as an appropriative mechanism that
becomes particularly visible in her adaptation works. Furthermore, she claims that “[...]
an insistent emphasis on Campion’s similarity to or identification with the source texts’
protagonists results in these films functioning autobiographically” (139). McHugh goes
as far as to argue that the “autobiographical impulse” (139) is a feature of the original
scripts by Campion, still, her conclusion detects a crucial significance at the intersection

between film practice and personal growth.

[...] the extratextual and textual framing of these adaptations have functioned as a
developmental portrait of Campion as a woman and an artist, carefully imagining the
implications of gender, craft, and aesthetic engagement at different moments in her
career. (McHugh 151)

My argument, on the contrary, is wholly uninterested in the individual person called Jane
Campion, let alone her private biography. It employs her name as a conventional
umbrella term in order to talk about the creative and professional process that involved
the collaboration of many other people in conceiving and achieving her films. Deb

Verhoeven, for instance, builds on the theory of post-auteurism to pay tribute to the
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communal effort behind film production. Collaboration entails a wide range of
professionalism and creativity, spanning between many figures and their intentions as
individuals, and the industrial infrastructure that mediates and defines what films get to
be made (and, therefore, watched). Verhoeven suggests a holistic approach to thinking
about film, which should entail more than vertical individual action: “The questions that
can be asked are not about intentions, origins or recognition, but about the
trans-mediation of films as carriers of meaning” (177). As Tincknell notes, the “Campion
brand” as a distinctive array of aesthetic features that make up Campion’s signature
style — an intellectual enquiry into the erotic and emotional inner lives of women
protagonists, formalised, static mise-en-scene, off-kilter or highly pronounced camera
work, luscious costumes and colours — is the combined result of her and her
collaborators’ efforts (23). Along with her producer Jan Chapman and editor Veronika
Jenet, cinematographers Sally Bongers and Stuart Dryburgh have been instrumental in
crafting the “defamiliarizing” interior shots that single out a “Campion” film.>” Costume
designer Janet Patterson, moreover, has moved on from curating the period costumes
in The Piano and Portrait to fully art-direct later films such as Bright Star. Most
importantly, my discussion engages with her gender as a cultural cipher rather than as
an epistemological signifier. While her identity as a woman may be responsible for a
certain attunement to political and structural issue influencing women’s lives and their
influence on grander cultural narratives, it is the specifically “feminine” subjects and
themes featured in her films — on many levels: from casting to mise-en-scene — that
determines Campion’s relevance (or, arguably, her systemic dismissal). It is precisely on
these terms that my discussion takes place: an assessment of Campion’s critical
reading of her gender’s social history as advanced by means of her filmic practice. | am
not at all concerned with the motives that brought her to choose a certain text as source
for a film: issues relating to identification with the characters, affinity with their emotional
landscape and psychological arch pertain to Jane Campion alone as a reader and as a
person, not as a public figure creating film. Most importantly, | believe that intellectual

inquiry should act on public products rather than on private motivations, and that private

37 See Jane Campion by Dana Polan (2001) for detailed consideration of the influence of Campion’s

collaborators.
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or biographical motives should appear sparingly in public critical discourse, as corollary
evidence rather than as methodological premise: Jane Campion is, first and foremost,
an individual with a right to her privacy. As Julia Erhart notes, the factual influence of the
authorship device is no longer a critical tool that enables the indexing of single directors’
style and tropes, “authorship is now negotiated between communities of audiences,
journalists, and industry members in unpredictable ways” (68).

Adaptation as a willful act, an expression of interpretive agency, is strictly tied to the
notion of authorship. In Adaptation, Authorship, and Contemporary Women Filmmakers,
Shelley Cobb states that “the subversive potential of adaptation is appealing for women
filmmakers and that the main point of subversion is in the authorial function” (15).
Cobb’s notion of “authorship” is linked to the idea of agency, whose achievement and
expression become struggles when the director (or screenwriter, or producer, DOP etc.)
identifies and passes as a woman. Cobb stresses the need for criticism to expand its
vocabulary with regards to adaptations, hopefully getting rid of the binary trope of
“fidelity” in order to adopt the more flexible metaphor of “conversation” (10-11). A
different critical paradigm would frame the source/adaptation relationship as an
exchange happening on an equal level and rejecting, therefore, chronological
hierarchies or formal supremacies. Hence a conversational approach to narrative works
that would share some degree of affinity without the imperative to set organisational
directions in tracing any identifiable kinship. The discursive method that Cobb argues for
is simultaneously grounded in intertextuality and productive of intertextuality (12), a
system that does not discriminate its sources and, moreover, is open to ideas about
authorship — and, consequently, control and possession — that are less constrictive.
Putting to use a term like collaboration, for instance, would not only stretch the dual link
between novel and film, but could also allow a more spacious acknowledgement and
awareness of the professional work and talent that are equally needed at every stage of
literary or film production, thus highlighting the diversity of figures involved in the
creation and management of an artistic project, as an enrichment to the instrumental
influence of the director/writer.

The Piano represents an extreme case study of Campion’s adaptation politics: it is a

rare example of ad hoc novelisation from a screenplay: Campion wrote the novel The
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Piano (1994) in partnership with writer Kate Pulinger. In this case, the film-to-book
enterprise has the look of a writing stunt conceived in the attempt to further monetise
the critical success and global visibility in the aftermath of the prize stockpiling in the US
and Europe. Simultaneously, the novelization exacerbated the ambiguous correlation
between The Piano as a film and an existing, unacknowledged literary source, thus
creating an interesting precedent with regards to the legal underpinnings binding literary
estates and film production houses: the heirs of Jane Mander complained publicly over
Campion’s alleged plagiarism of her 1920 novella The Story of a New Zealand River.
Campion eventually acknowledged the reference, albeit she rejected the obvious links
that would tie it to her filmic work and neither, to my knowledge, did she comment on the
unusual presence of virtually similar literary works, tethered by a complex crossing of
references. Tinknell’s main argument, in Jane Campion and Adaptation, with regards to
Campion’s sources, is that her retrieval of tropes needs be situated at an earlier period
than the anglophone nineteenth century, since it is the ostensibly anonymous folktale
mythologies passed along as the “oral database” of European traditions that Campion is
working in and drawing from. A canon, Tinknell stresses, that is inherently open to
reworking and reshuffling, and, crucially, cannot be linked to an individually embodied
form of authorship. Campion’s authorial operation, therefore, would situate itself within a
system of intellectual commons, in which, on the one hand, anonymity plays a
significant role and, on the other, the survival of the entire corpus depends on
appropriative re-telling. Tincknell posits how “Campion’s creative reputation largely rests
on her iconoclasm as a film-maker working both within and against the codes of art
cinema as well as genre movies [...]” (70-1). Tincknell also discusses how each of her
films simultaneously works within a specific tradition: melodrama and gothic for The
Piano, the literary heritage drama for The Portrait of a Lady, a combination of biopic and
painterly costume drama for Bright Star (70). However, in taking advantage of the
conventionalities attached to those genres, Campions twists and restructures them in
order to achieve impactful effects: “In each case, generic verisimilitude is both adhered
to and ruptured by the use of a narrative structure, visual style or thematic emphasis
that undercuts convention” (Tincknell 70). In Portrait, for instance, Isabel's word cards

seem to double as speech bubbles, the vocabulary entries they show inform viewers’
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understanding of the values Isabel ascribes to, or is fascinated by. The
nickelodeon-inspired fragmentary short sequence, Isabel’'s travelogue interlude,
provides comic relief, but also works as a summarising device to illustrate Isabel
Archer’s grand tour. The hallucinatory sequence of erotic delirium also counts as a
precious insight into Isabel Archer’s psychological state — albeit one framed as an
intrusion — in stark contrast to the genre’s adherence to “external” realism. Further
interventions cause bigger reverberations within the very filmic form Campion is working
in. For instance, the grayscale opening sequence posits the titular portrait as a group
shot in motion, thus socializing and animating the conventional lone sitter, while
simultaneously nodding at the semiotic tradition dictating the visual representation of
female subjects. Portrait, as a film, does not exist in a vacuum, not merely because of
its status as an adaptation from a novel. Osmond’s use of Isabel’s parasol to shield their
kiss from the camera gaze not only imitates the spinning motion of the film projector, or
the circular motion of early phenakistiscope animation discs, it is also a reprimanding
gestures that disrupts the realist conventions not only of the period-piece drama, but of
cinema itself, by recognising and negating viewer’s omniscient curiosity (and control)
over the filmic world. The diegetic action may be set in the 1870s, but Campion’s
intervention can construct, for her characters, and visualise, for her audiences,
experiences of consciousness and understanding of the self using cinematic vocabulary
(thus embracing the anachronism of a character unaccustomed to certain
visual/narrative terms who projects their own story in cinematic forms). In a similar vein,
Portraifs opening grayscale sequence arguably addresses the responsibility that
cinema has come to acquire with respect to the education of its audiences: by providing
them with countless scripts prescribing what makes a good love or a true marriage, it
shaped the very meanings of the institutions and feelings it portrays. Anachronisms,
therefore, disrupt the pretended isolation that each film attempts to conjure, rather than
impact the narrative. On the contrary, delivery of meanings is faster since it relies on
modern audiences’ familiarity with different filmic conventions, rather than on their
historiographic rigour. Bright Star similarly addresses a canonical subject matter — the
life of Romantic poet John Keats — within an outwardly conventional filmic genre, the

biopic. Campion, however, directs the formal layout of her film so as to include, and
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gradually prioritise, the presence and influence of another real-life figure, in this case,
Keats’ betrothed Fanny Brawne, the neighbour he addressed as “My dear Girl”, “My
sweet Girl” in his epistolary to her. The surviving love letters between the couple are
only Keats’: Fanny’s replies were destroyed by her descendants, thus granting Campion
numerous blank spaces to fill in freely. The operation she embarked on with Bright Star
presents a loose, composite approach to its sources: a scholarly biography of Keats
(Andrew Motion’s 1999 book Keats) is the unacknowledged foundation of the film,
Campion’s engagement with the original letters and poems is secondary, albeit more
straightforward. Campion’s heavy handed interpretation of Keats starts with her
chronological selections: likely out of uninterest for a traditional hagiographic homage to
a man of genius, Campion strictly frames Keats within the temporal thresholds of his
meeting with Fanny Brawne in 1818 up to his untimely death in 1821. A very concise
bracket, which Campion employs as a magnifying lens over Keats’ philosophical
transmutation of his love feeling from abstract to experience to creative impulse. Most
importantly, Campion distorts her elected timeframe in order to carve out space for
Fanny: her role as muse is instantly discarded to favour her presence as a full-fledged
creative in her own right. Campion’s production dedicates a vast amount of screen time,
close-ups and portrait shoots to Fanny and her activities of choice: dressmaking, sewing
and embroidery. The fact that Campion may have used “Keats biopic” as an
authoritative bait to draw in serious readers of serious literature, only to serve them with
colourful ribbons decorating a tale of girly infatuation and heartbreak, is indicative of her
devotion to ironic reversals in narrative perspectives. “Canonicity, alongside a strong
presence in the popular cultural imagination, might almost be viewed as a required
feature of the raw material for adaptation and appropriation” (152) argues Julie Sanders
in the chapter she dedicates to “rethinking the nineteenth century” in Adaptation and
Appropriation (2016): Campion’s appropriation of one among many historiographies
about Keats, his time and place, his intellectual value, may — as | will discuss later in the
chapter section — have sparked discontentment among scholarly communities, but, | will
argue, provides a highly original intelligible commentary on her subject matter.
Campion’s facilitating intervention succeeds in highlighting aspects of “the story” that

are customarily excluded from authoritative evaluations of literary history: the
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unrecorded daily management that sustains, albeit invisibly, creative work; the
possibility of artistic forms that are alternative, or complementary to sanctioned ones.
Campion’s keen eye, and her array of signature visual choices (zoomed-in detail shots
are primary narrative and contextual statements) build a “derivative” work that arguably
is able to triangulate the categories of adaptation that Imelda Whelehan and Deborah
Cartmell describe in Adaptations: from Text to Screen, Screen to Text (1999):
transposition, commentary and analogue (24). With Bright Star, her latest costume
adaptation to date, Campion creates a hybrid adaptation that, simultaneously, translates
with accuracy the content from a constellation of sources (biographical dates are strictly
respected, poems are recited aloud in their unabridged version); comments on their
significance by altering or supplementing the original texts with original in (witty
drawing-room conversations about the nature of poetry and leisure are paratexts); and

LAY

eventually creates an “analogue”, using Keats’ “original” story as “a point of departure”
(Whelehan and Cartmell 24) to imagine Fanny’s unrecorded life. Each of the following
sections elaborates on the visual and narrative strategies | sketched so far, starting with
a discussion of the nonlinear coexistence of sources, in terms of plot, costume, tacit

underpinnings, within The Piano as an original filmic work.

2.2. The Piano, Literariness as Imperialism

Jane Campion’s adaptation practice encompasses several titles in her flmography. Her
inter-media translation favours a seemingly heuristic, outstretched and multi-sourced
approach to source texts and the anglophone literary tradition of the nineteenth century.
Works such as The Piano (1993) and Bright Star (2009), and, to a certain extent, also
An Angel at My Table (1990) and Portrait of a Lady (1996), do not maintain direct,
unequivocal ties with a single work of literary fiction. Deb Verhoever describes Campion,
in her eponymous 2009 essay, as “a director of bookish credibility” (66), whose literary
sources tend to be manifold and are ordered in a system that “privilege[s] the
interpretation and the chain of interpretations” (66) over, conceivably, the primacy of the
plotline. The intent, Verhoever claims, is akin to “a divestiture of personal authority” (66).
The adaptation of a specific, yet unacknowledged literary canon appears rooted in

culturally-bound ideas of such texts, rather than in the material wording of those very
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texts. Campion seems to transpose her sources in ways that encompass and exceed
intermedial translations of plot, fabulistic style and character. Whether a parallel
comparison between Campion’s visual narratives and the textual counterparts she hints
at is viable depends on the features under exam. In terms of narrative voice, focus and
scope, character presentation and insight, the description of place, landscape, nature
and social identity, Campion consistently carves out space to explore what she needs
the film to highlight, rather than pay service to the source. Adaptations that call for a
distinctly historical setting, such as The Piano, appear similarly constructed by
evocation rather than through direct transposition. Campion’s quaint ambiances and
“costume” heroines seem linked to a fuzzy repository of recognizable items that single
out the “pastness” of her subjects, the distinctly “Victorian™® streak informing the
narrative instances at stake, the distinct otherness of the whole filmic experience.
Overall, Campion’s use of time-specific props and trinkets as chronological and
characterial signifiers is a careful balancing act between, on the one hand, her
adherence to film and historical conventions and, on the other hand, her brisk, often
ironic rejection of the same set of givens.

As a starting point, this section tackles the cinematic specifics of Campion’s visual
aesthetics in The Piano, specifically how the notion of “costume” exceeds the sartorial
realm and becomes a visual tool that Campion uses to shape up narrative and bend
genre conventions. The section subsequently moves on to assess the relationship of
loose affinity between The Piano and its literary sources, both acknowledged and
unacknowledged. Despite its status as an original screenplay, The Piano is heavily
related to classic and popular works of British literature such as Brontéan Jane Eyre,
Wuthering Heights and, arguably, Villette, as well as the lesser known title The Story of
a New Zealand River by Jane Mander. Overall, this section tentatively explores —

restraining from the statement of definitive answers — how Campion’s heavily crafted

% | am using the term “Victorian” in a purposefully inaccurate way, as an umbrella term for “details
pertaining to or reminding of the nineteenth century” rather than as an allusion to the strictly chronology of
Queen Victoria’s reign (1837-1901), thus suggesting a range of stances pertaining to the obsolescence

and historical otherness of the era existing on a parallel binary with the film audiences’ times.
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and “prettified” screen elaboration of scenes and characters’ appearances influences
narrative structures in The Piano. It will advance hypotheses as to whether the refined
and dainty aesthetics of costume films can reiterate, highlight or hide problematic
attitudes on screen, such as unchallenged gendered domestic roles and norms, as well
as standardized forms of femininity. For instance, The Piano raises a variety of points
with regards to the depiction of natural and anthropized territories in Campion’s
landscape profiles and frames, how her continuous shifts from “authentic”
representation to artistic licenses® fosters a selective historiography, one in which the
representation and/or appropriation of Maori symbolism covers, and possibly erases,
the violent history of colonization in Australia and New Zealand/Aotearoa.

While The Piano problematises upfront the genre conventions of romance narratives, it
also laterally tackles the “nostalgia trap” that is enmeshed with the escapist mode of
conventional period pieces. Given that love passions recur as the key subjects in
Campion’s films, The Piano arguably presents itself as a full-fledged inquiry into the
(artificial) logic behind socially-bound and socially-restrictive passions: the divide
between nineteenth century moral and juridical norms and present-day post-feminist
ethics is acted out so as to fully highlight the gap. Within that chronological bracket,
Campion’s interest in depicting forms of transgression materialises in visual
representations of conventionality in social behaviours and its emotional regulators.
Through Ada, campion reifies ideas about the Victorian body, especially by means of
costume fashion, and embeds narrative conflict in personal objects that tell ideas (that
the viewer registers as obsolete, historical and/or appropriate for their time) about
privacy, shame, propriety, fear and fixed gendered hierarchies. “In time she’ll become
affectionate” whispers Aunt Morag (Kerry Walker) to console Stewart (Sam Neill) as she
observes Ada’s (Holly Hunter) hostile behaviour towards her new husband and

household: Ada’s muteness grants Campion the space to craft her protagonist’s

% Leonie Pihama expresses her unsease with Campion’s methodology in her essay “Ebony and Ivory.
Constructions of Maori in The Piano” collected in Harriet Margolis’ anthology Jane Campion’s “The Piano”
(2000). Campion’s selective approach to native Maori people, specifically by means of “conflicts between
notions of authenticity and artistic license” (131), creates a visual portrait of national identity that

undermines and dowsizes the share of native Maori.
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conflictual presence as a pantomime of composed anxiety. Besides conflict, Campion
also explores other affective states — either impecunious desires or accumulative
postures — by means of material props: practices of bargaining, buying and gift-giving in
The Piano make up as much of the economic layout of the plot as of the sentimental
and legal webs that characters build among each other.

The Piano is the story of a mute Scottish woman, Ada McGrath (Holly Hunter), whose
father marries her off to a man she has never met, George Stewart (Sam Neill), a settler
in New Zealand. Ada sets off with her young daughter, Flora (Anna Paquin), and her
beloved piano. Stewart’s friend and collaborator, Alisdair Baines (Harvey Keitel),
acquires the piano for himself and “bribes” Ada into giving him music lessons. His true
plan, however, is to allow Ada to bargain the piano back, one key at a time, by letting
him do “things [he] likes” while she plays. Through their forced intimacy, Ada and Baines
develop an authentic attachment to one another. Stewart soon discovers their affairs,
but only punishes Ada for her betrayal: he chops off her index finger — so as to hinder
any future piano-playing — in the presence of her daughter. Ada and Baines eventually
manage to leave Stewart’s estate, they marry and resettle in the New Zealand town of
Nelson, where Ada resumes playing music thanks to a prosthesis, and tentatively starts
to speak again.

In a 1993 interview with Miro Bilbrough for Cinema Papers, when asked if she felt she
had “brought a twentieth-century feel to this period in [her] attitude to these aspects”,

Campion replied:

If 1 didn’t bring a twentieth-century perspective to it, | wouldn’t be bringing anything. |
would just be riding on the backs of great women. It's absolutely essential to try to
understand the freedoms of today — not only the freedoms, but the questions that are
real for us now; to try to create new insights for people today when we see others in a
situation set in the 1850s. (Bilbrough qtd. in Wright Wexman 118)

Campion then goes on to list the ideas she set out to explore with The Piano, all of them
pertaining to the realm of “romance and attraction”, how those concepts become real
and are talked about. Campion thus seems to draft a very specific epistemology of

desire and its cultural signifiers, which she translates primarily into a haptic film
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imaginary. In her book Screening Novel Women (2008), Liora Brosh draws compelling
links between the subject matter of 1990s “costume” cinema and the themes trending in
the feminist debate of the time. Brosh argues that two diverging lines are simultaneously
developed in movies marketed for female audiences: women characters as victims of
the patriarchal order on the one hand, and as empowered individuals on the other (118).
This seems especially true of Campion’s The Piano, whose mute protagonist is bought,
shipped and housed on occupied soil as yet another commodity by her husband, but is
also unruly and jittery enough to kick back her way towards a bittersweet ending, a
marriage to a man who, supposedly, loves her as his equal. Early 1990s cinema’s brand
of empowerment, Brosh argues, seems especially crafted to assuage cultural tensions
related to topics such as domestic violence and segregation (Brosh 124, 128). The
“adaptation” device is useful insofar as it insists on the historical split between viewers
and subject matter, so as to bring forth forms of escapist and consolatory discourse:
1990s women, unlike film characters, can recognise and often do name gendered
abuse on screen. In Brosh’ analysis, the historical past becomes a setting where
women’s subaltern social status exists unambiguously, the violence they suffer is
decidedly sexist, their voicelessness is explicit (Brosh 130), whereas post-feminist
society has developed subtler, invisible forms of cultural sexism. Films like The Piano,
therefore, purportedly exist in order to provide viewers with commercially viable forms of
solace, and the result of opposing narrative drives is, Brosh argues, a positive and
female-oriented depiction of lives that strategically employ nineteenth century literary
tropes to construct “special, treasured, corseted” (119) forms of (heterosexual) desire.

Campion’s active employment of diminutive and constraining devices is wide and
multifaceted. It ranges from Ada’s squealing “voice of the mind”, to her post-traumatic
muteness. It surfaces in the cute and weird presence of children, made visible
especially through their shrill voices — a sort of eerie echolalia — as they consistently
interrupt adult’s narratives and conversations, or even subvert them to invent new ones
from scratch, like Ada’s daughter Flora does. In Piano Campion composes an articulate
vocabulary of human vocal sounds that are borderline non-verbal: their acoustics inhabit
a liminal soundscape between animal cry, onomatopoeic interjection and inintelligible

human language. Britta Sjogren’s study Into the Vortex: Female Voice and Paradox
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(2006) argues for an understanding of sound, specifically female voices, as a “marker of
difference” (3) in film narratives that employ asynchronous human voice non merely as
a covering top-layer imposing verbal meaning, but, on contrary, to insert and foster
contradictory, paradoxical and alternative meanings to the main narrative line. Sjogren
selects a range of case-studies that privilege male authorship, still her definition of
“voice-off’ — a lexical as well as theoretical twist on “voice-over” — seems pertinent to
Campion’s employment of Ada’s voice as an absent presence throughout The Piano.
Sjogren’s dedication to explore “the ‘other side’ of the voice: its grain, its difference, its
non-sense” (17) is, crucially, sustained by her notion that a technical/narrative device
like voice-over can produce an amplifying effect, through voice-off, of the “evocation of a
heterogeneous consciousness, of a self that is also other” (17). Moreover, when the “off”
voice is gendered as female, its liminal, ambiguous position between diegetic invisibility
and extra-diegetic presence comments, at once implicitly and expressly, on womens’
relevance as visible, political members of the social world the film depicts. Kaja
Silverman’s 1988 study The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and
Cinema addresses the cinematic use of human voices as an analytic tool akin to
psychoanalysis, specifically, Silverman describes the “maternal voice” as a trope
stylized from a “powerful cultural fantasy” (72). A mother’s speech, singing, mumbling
and shouting is a “sonorous envelope” (72). While Ada’s muteness is far from being a
form of silence — her own note-writing and Flora’s simultaneous interpretation from sign

language to English provided by Flora*® provide plentiful insight into her agency and

40 | am unqualified to verify whether Holly Hunter’'s gestural vocabulary in her actorial performance
corresponds to genuine English Sign Language (either British SL, ASL, Auslan or New Zealand SL). The
paradoxical streak in the full, perhaps excessive intelligibility of Ada’s expression that is potentially
available to speakers of one (or more) English-related sign languages is not lost on me, and it would be
interesting to understand how the fruition of the film (and plot) differs. On the other hand, an artificial sign
language made up of arbitrary gestures, meaningless to anyone inasmuch as they are artificial, could
raise controversial stances with regards to a potentially ableist mimicry of a full-fledged language for mere
visual and narrative effect. In a 2003 interview with Sandra Hebron for The Guardian, however, Holly
Hunter describes in detail how she prepared for the role of Ada before production. It is interesting to note
how Hunter aligns piano-playing and sign language as the foremost characterial features she needed to

acquire as skills in order to create Ada as a whole, besides crafting her communication style:
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expression — the “lack” of acoustic presence might prove an interesting departure from
the “fantasy of origins” concerning “precultural sexuality, about the entry into language,
and about the inauguration of subjectivity” (74) that Silverman inscribes in the
sonorousness of maternal vocal conceptualization. The idea of the mute mother only
surfaces in Silverman’s discussion of Julia Kristeva’s own treatment of the subject in
Desire in Language (in which, however, she primarily deals with media that, unlike
cinema, are still and silent by default, such as painting). “Kristeva’s insistence upon the
split nature of motherhood leads to much the same result, since in the final analysis it is
always the mother-as-genetrix rather than the mother-as-speaking-subject who
commands her interest” (Silverman 112). Campion’s fantasy of silent motherhood, as
she reifies it in The Piano, could not be more different from the symbolic, quasi
archetypal muteness that Silverman, via Kristeva, describes. “If the mother is mute, she
is also irrecoverable” (Silverman 112): Ada is, on the contrary, only physically unvocal,
the whole film narrative set up around her so as to make her fully recoverable, central
beyond her status as mother, via her relationship with her daughter. Ada’s mutism is
presented as distinctly body-related — in keeping with general ideas the ascribe aphasia
to organic, psychological and/or neurological factors — as well as an act of will on Ada’s

part, a stark refusal to partake in the world through speech (see fig. 1).

For The Piano, | did a lot of work because it was absolutely necessary. | don’t do sign language, and there
was no sign language in 1850 — there was no sign language anywhere that was formal. There were
alphabets but there was no American Sign Language or British Sign Language. There were elements that
were already happening, so | had to make up a sign language. And | hired an American Sign Language
interpreter, and she and | together created these signs that looked good in my hands that | felt | could
master, so that I'd look like I'd been signing all of my life. And then | had to take piano lessons and learn the
music that Michael Nyman, the composer, had written. So between those two activities, for about three or
four months before shooting, | was engaged in a daily process of learning music and learning another
language. And through those means, | felt that | was bringing the character out and that | was going more
and more into that world. Just by virtue of the externals, by learning these two skills, | felt when we started

shooting that | was ready. (Hebron)
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Fig. 1. Ways to communicate in The Piano: sign language, music as performance and education, writing,
drawing, carving. It is interesting to notice how the titular piano functions as the primary referent, medium

and often the very subject of most of the communicative exchanges in the film.

Overall, the significance of Ada’s body as a site of physical suffering, whether through
illness, injury or disability, raises pivotal ideas concerning Campion’s ableist treatment of
her subject matter (and character subject). Disability in The Piano, however, seems
rooted in historical verisimilitude: professional or accomplished female piano-player
would often boast a physical deformity, handicap (such as blindness or muteness) or

otherwise mere plainness, as Christine Knight notes:

The insistence by writers and historians on the woman pianist’s failure to ‘measure up’
physically suggests a cultural imperative to defuse the ideological threat posed by these
women’s transgressive musical behaviour — accomplished discursively by denying such

women’s wholeness, and hence their value as women in the sexual economy. (30)
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Still, Knight’s understanding of the disability trope in The Piano is metaphorical, and fully
contingent to the film’s rationale, rather than a characterial feature per se: “Ada’s
continuing disability serves to defuse the threat posed by her invasion of the male
musical sphere” (30). | remain unconvinced by Knight's treatment of illness (albeit a
voluntary condition as Ada’s obstinate refusal to speak, or even her prosthetic finger) as
metaphor, the ableist implications in ascribing a purpose to a physical state, | argue, are
redundant and inappropriate to the description of the film’s operating mechanisms, as
well as potentially demeaning to the condition of disability in and of itself. In her essay
“Vulnerable Bodies: Creative Disabilities in Contemporary Australian Film” (anthologized
in Australian Cinema in the 1990s, edited by lan Craven), Liz Ferrier locates Campion’s
film in a thematic pattern customary of Australian film productions in the 1990s, a chain
of motifs that are used causally in the film plot: visible or otherwise evident issues of
disablement and/or vulnerability in the protagonist; a related situation of isolation or
enforced separation from regular communities; a remarkable or exceptional creativity
as well as a pronounced sensitivity (60). The Piano’s Ada is described by Ferrier as
“‘perhaps the limit case of the disabled-artist figure so prominent in the cycle” (59) and
her piano-playing is seen as a “compulsive” activity in which she, however, manages to
find “redemption”. Ferrier, however, seems to only take into account Ada’s post-violence
physical state — she mentions the “grotesque” silver finger that Baines crafts for her (59)
— as indicative of disability, not Ada’s (selective) muteness. The “fleshy” forms of
disability are rendered by Campion in "aestheticising depictions”, which eschew the
grotesque and stimulate sympathy (Ferrier 59-60). As Campion herself stresses: “There
is no sense of her as a handicapped person, however. It is almost as though she treats
the world as if it were handicapped. At the same time there is a great deal of suffering
from this position” (interview with Miro Bilbrough, Cinema Papers 93, May 1993, qtd. in
Ferrier 60). Campion’s portrayal of neurological difference can also be integrated in
Ferrier's framework: author Janet Frame’s biopic An Angel at My Table fully engages
with Frame’s history of mental illness psychiatric disorder, and blends in with the
narrative propulsion aiming at establishing her success as a writer. Creativity and
sensitivity are cast, in Campion’s work, as akin to conditions falling short of neurotypical

status, not just psychological conditions, but traits such as naivety or shyness.
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Moreover, they are framed as successful ways out the isolation, tools of redemption and
as well as self-expression. Campion’s tendency to blunt, often prettify (ostensibly, to
romanticise) uncomfortable and taboo topics, such as life with disability, interpersonal
violence, control by means of menace and bodily harm, etc., is, foremost, a narrative
practice, but its main signpoints are visual cues pertaining to the “feminine”, either as
objects that serve functions related to women’s gender performance, or as specific uses

and effects of the feminine-coded body.

The teleological dimension in Campion’s filmography, moreover, is not clear-cut, and is
not always neatly positive: happy endings may be conventional in their structure, but
ambiguous in their politics. Costume provides contextual potentiality: as Campion states
in a 1993 interview with Marli Feldvoss, The Piano “had to be a costume film for the
gothic romantic genre but also the time itself” (qtd. in Wright Wexman 97). Campion
understands costume film, specifically one set in New Zealand, as a sort of
“‘inheritance”, given that the 1850s are historicised as the time of colonisation in New
Zealand. The presence of unequivocally “British”, “Victorian” feminine fashion signifiers
in a colonial setting, therefore, is especially striking: the juxtaposition of pretty dresses
and occupied land is a jarring reminder that constrictive, impractical attire is not the only
form of bodily control and subordination of specific identity groups. Hunter’s
performance, moreover, is largely responsible for Ada’s idiosyncratic blend of emotional
restlessness and hieratic presence, which, | argue, dilates the boundaries of feminine
restraint beyond recognizability. In the aforementioned interview with Marli Feldvoss,
Campion states that “Ada had become a myth to me” (qtd. in Wright Wexman 100), a
unique figure that could not be integrated in either traditional or radical narratives. She
also considers how Hunter’'s work is greatly responsible for Ada’s back turn into a
down-to-earth figure, thus adding “realness” to the story. In fact, when the interviewer
mentions Campion’s alleged original idea for a “Frida Kahlo type” actress to be cast for
Ada’s role, Campion comments how Holly Hunter's aspect and performance are
absolutely contradictory with respect to that original idea. “I made a sharp turn when |
got acquainted with Holly Hunter and as a result | decided for a totally different kind of
‘small’ power that | liked about her” (qtd. in Wright Wexman 100). Campion’s

appreciation for “smallness” seems to also emerge in the series of little, nice-looking
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material signifiers: tiny, “cute” objects that cinch, clasp and gird. The Piano is arguably
the best example in Campion’s filmic practice of her penchant for the close inspection of
objects that are small, light and easy to handle. Literary theorist and historian Sianne
Ngai has produced extensive work on those she names “marginal aesthetic categories”,
and her understanding of the multi-layered feelings and meanings connected to the idea
of “cuteness” is central to this discussion. It is important to stress that Ngai does not
intend the aesthetic categories she analyses as universal, rather, she frames them —
ideologically and historically — in a strictly capitalist paradigm.*’ The key intuition in Ngai
treatment of aesthetic categories is the description of their intersubjective capacities: the
fact that specific ways of relating to other subjects is also embedded within an aesthetic
stance. Ngai’s critique focuses on forms of desire directed at “objects already regarded
as familiar and unthreatening” (3). Ngai defines “cuteness”, or rather, the specific
attitude to cute objects, as “not just an anesthetization of powerlessness, evoking
tenderness for ‘small things’ but also, sometimes, a desire to belittle or diminish them
further” (3). She further notes how “cute things evoke a desire in us not just to lovingly
molest but also to aggressively protect them” (Ngai 4). This dual outcome is also
particularly enlightening when it comes to understanding Campion’s key employment of
specific objects to foster, underline, criticise certain relations and bonds happening
among characters. To take minute details also into account when analysing a work of
filmic fiction means to also dignify the endearing and the crushable: what is most
interesting to me is how Campion combines this affective and semiotic two-facedness to
bring forth specific meanings: is the horror of a “cutified” prison less daunting? Do those
streaks of uneasiness peeping through dainty clothes work as political commentary? In
another 1993 interview, this time with Thomas Bourguignon and Michel Ciment for
Positif magazine, Campion discusses how the shadowy bush in The Piano is her

attempt to recreate in “submarine colours” (Bourguignon qtd. in Wright Wexman 106) a

“ My employment of Ngai's definitions is meant as a supportive parenthesis rather than a foundational
principle informing my discussion. Ngai binds her arguments to specific examples from both Eastern and
Western cultural forms — albeit her theoretical reference framework is primarily Western-centric — and

situates her discussion within the chronological boundaries of the twentieth century.
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place so wild and troubling to the first settlers who landed on Aotearoa that “they tried to

”m

‘clean [it] up”” (Bourguignon qtd. in Wright Wexman 106). She then comments:

Romanticism has been misunderstood in our era, especially in films. It has become
something “pretty” or lovable. Its hardness, its dark side has been forgotten. | wanted to
create a feeling of terror in the spectator when faced with the power of natural elements.

(Bourguignon gtd. in Wright Wexman 106-7)

Campion employs visual signifiers of cuteness, smallness, tenderness in their literal
meaning and function — ready examples, among others, are Ada’s notebook-necklace
and her lace trousseau — yet she also twists them, either playfully or more radically, so
that the contrasting wilderness and violence can look even sharper when thrust upon
them, or cast beside/beneath them (see fig. 2). Ada’s pen-and-notebook necklace-like
accessory hangs from her neck as a visible mark of her muteness, a physical condition
that, however, has not succeeded in making her a demure and compliant lady. Ada uses
her notebook necklace to furiously scribble orders on its round-edged mini sheets of
paper: “The piano?”, she asks on the beach; “The piano is mine. It's mine!” she cries in
the kitchen. Its centrality — it is, after all, at the centre of every Holly Hunter’s close-up —
wanes off as the movie flows, its functionality is gradually superseded as Ada adjusts to
her new surroundings and creates, together with her new family, original forms of
mutual expression and comprehension that dispense of purely verbal/written linguistic
systems. As the evolving function of some tiny objects illustrates, along with their user’s
attitudes and patterns of use, corresponding changes in interpersonal dynamics, other
objects emphasise, to varying effects, the sheer discontinuity between their intended
use or intrinsic meaning and the clashing intentions of the person employing them.
Ada’s lace trousseau is another example: her dainty wedding gown — its ribbons visibly
greyed with dust, its lace yellowed in years of disuse — is worn on top of everyday
clothing and loosely fastened up at the back. It needs wearing, in fact, only in order to
stage a souvenir picture of the Stewarts’ proxy marriage, and on a day of pouring rain

no less, which makes Ada’s pout even stuffier.
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Fig. 2. Active uses of costume, as either narrative tool, character attribute and/or displaced,
decontextualized signifier. Ada’s parasol is a useless shield, then a comic hindrance. Undergarments for
a little girl can be as constricting and fragile as a grown woman’s. Ada’s wedding dress indicates a role,

suggesting a specific performance despite its unsuitable, ill-fitting features.

Objects that are unambiguous in their meaning, such as a bridal gown, help tell the
story not only when their users (or wearers) play according to the part, they can set up a
multiplicity of telling modes and characterizations when the wearer/carrier is shown
fighting against them, tugging or pulling, wearing them with visible discomfort.

These objects bear a crucial role not only in Ada’s gender performance, they also signal
her class status and serve to historicise her public appearance. Renee Baert frames her
discussion of film costume in her essay “Skirting the Issue” (1994) with a historical
disclaimer: “The early nineteenth century is a cultural moment within which the

importance of clothing as a signifier of class and profession or trade is superseded by
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its assimilation to the intensive marking of sexual difference” (357). Baert’'s essay is
heavily informed by a psychoanalytic parlance that she uses to join instances of
(cinematic) representation and fashion staples. Her understanding of period costume in
contemporary film productions reads, essentially, as a material strategy that primarily

visualises the character’s subconscious sexual realm:

[...] the female figure appears in the cinematic image as lure, fetish, spectacle and object
of imaginary possession in a relay of looks that does not include her own. She is, in the
now classic term, the to-be-looked-at, and what is most particularly on view is her

clothing: it is a primary means through which her sexuality is symbolized. (Baert 357)

Whereas | acknowledge Baert’s insight with regards to the dual significance of costume
— as clothing when naturalized within the narrative, as connotative element that fosters
“the fetishized spectacle of the feminine” (360) — | argue, however, that the costume and
set production as representational systems can encompass the sexual to include other
compositional fragments within its denotative and connotative capabilities, especially in
Campion’s cinema.

Campion employs objects as extended signifiers throughout the movie: Ada’s crinoline,
for instance, appears recurrently out of its sartorial context, both as a symbolic cage and
a literal shelter. Starting in the 1850s onwards, the fashion for stiffened petticoats
started being swiftly replaced by lighter crinolines worn under one’s dress: skirts
gradually became fuller and wider, as, crucially, steel hoops could more freedom of
movement to the wearer compared to wooden or whalebone traditional alternatives, and
also called for complementary shorter (and possibly looser) corsets (Chrisp 14-5). Ada’s
costumes are in keeping with the most recognizable sartorial trend of the time Campion
attempts to recreate: Ada is frozen in the fashion moment right before bustles with
padded cushions and tightly laced shaped corsets (to be worn under long trailing
dresses) became in vogue in the 1860s until the end of the nineteenth century (Chrisp
52-3). Her geographical isolation, moreover, further shields her from any echo of the
dress reform movements, which also spread from the 1850s onwards, along with the
practical, comfortable, simplified “rational dresses” they advocated for. Still, the ideal of

beauty, respectability and class that Ada adheres to with her clothes becomes the
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space that the film intends to overturn, and is able to. The interior life and private times
that Campion is especially interested in are usually shown in tandem with the
undressing of characters, as their clothes are turned upside-down and their
undergarments are momentarily discarded for the night, or for a moment of privacy. The
Piano’s iconic beach sequence seems to reify Campion’s pretty and wholesome
aesthetic direction: mother and daughter playing together — to Michael Nyman’s iconic
theme — Flora dancing on the seaside with ribbons in her petticoat, then drawing a
huge seahorse in the sand as Baines watches affectionately. | want to focus, instead, on
the other beach scene, the sequence depicting Ada and Flora’s landing after their
tiresome journey from Scotland. As the day’s light gradually dims, the sailors unload
Ada, Flora and their belongings on a wild, empty beach and proceed towards their final
destination, the city of Nelson, leaving the pair completely alone. Campion mitigates the
atmosphere of sheer distress by assembling an inventive image of motherly care, thus
sparing audiences from sharing the experience of utter abandonment faced by the
protagonists. An abrupt cut right after the sailor’s departure, as Ada and Flora stand
motionless on the beach, opens on mother and daughter’'s makeshift shelter
arrangements for the night: they propped open one of Ada’s crinolines and are lying
beneath it as if it were a tent (see fig. 2). A light cloth shields them further from the
external environment, mother and daughter tell each other stories and cast shadows
with a candlelight. The cosy arrangement manages to assuage the angst, the empty
underskirt space is thus replenished rather than annulled from sight. A piece of feminine
undergarment may be ingeniously repurposed as an outdoor shield at night, but in the
morning its flimsy, cage-like structure is exposed, or rather, snatched away. The soft
ambiance turns into a harsh public show when, the following drab early morning,
Stewart and his team of native carriers arrive at the beach and start packing Ada’s
dowry, taking everything but the piano back home with them. Ada’s crinoline makes
further appearances in other key moments of the film, and, crucially, is always
presented in some connection with Ada’s male counterparts, Stewart and Baines (see
fig. 3). For instance, the crinoline falls from its hook onto Stewart’'s head as he’s
interrupting Ada’s and Flora’s bedtime chatter; but in its subsequent comeback it is

dutifully tied to Ada’s waist as she’s taking off her multi-layered robe in order to lie next
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to Baines “with no clothes on”, as he requested. Stewart tugs and drags at the crinoline
when he is forcibly trying to prevent Ada from reaching Baines’ cabin in the woods,
while Baines carefully and competently lifts it when kneeling in front of Ada right before

their sex scene.

Fig. 3. Instances of crinolines: the tent-shelter on the beach, the inactive object falling from its hook, the
active object hidden under layers of skirts, the object made visible as it maintains its function on the

feminine bodly.

Campion’s rotation of violence and affection is attentively balanced and explicitly
signalled, with the help, among others, of material, character-related props. In her essay
“Tempestuous Petticoats: Costume and Desire in The Piano” (1995) Stella Bruzzi
similarly overviews Campion’s active employment of crinoline hoops as a visual and
narrative signifier. Clothes do not exhaust their function as mere coverage: Bruzzi

suggests that Ada, via Campion, exerts and maintains control of her predicament
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primarily through the choice of her costume, which, however, is consistently employed

as an instrument implementing other functions.

The hoops, at the outset, offer a protective tent; later, exposed during the sex scene
between Ada and Baines, the crouching Baines (unlike Stewart) is permitted under the
hoops; and finally as Ada is pulled under the water with the piano her silhouetted hoops

almost get in the way of her disentangling her foot. (Bruzzi 263)

Specifically, Bruzzi posits the crinoline as the meeting point resulting from the
triangulation of individual (self)representation, contextual conventions, the expression
and/or sublimation of desire (specifically of sexual nature) (257-8). Costume as
mediator for sexual desire — either from the desiring subject outwards, or directed at the

subject via fetishistic, objectifying, or voyeuristic tensions) — is Bruzzi’'s main area of

inquiry.

The complex reworkings of gender stereotypes in The Piano are located within costume,
the film ultimately advancing a feminist discourse of clothes that neither absents the
body nor simply reinforces traditional interpretations of the feminine. There is an

imposed distance between clothes, intended to contain or camouflage, and sexuality [...].
(Bruzzi 259)

The fact that the impractical crinoline hoops are the only barrier hindering Stewart from
raping Ada in the woods is not lost on Bruzzi: heavy Victorian costumes convey
meaning visually (such as Ada’s status and respectability) but are also material players
in the characters’ interactions, they elicit paradoxical meanings (Ada’s handling of her
skirts is the foremost indicator of her sexual consent, or lack thereof), their function as
objects is a perpetually floating one. “Womanliness as masquerade” (262) in The Piano,
Bruzzi argues, is a language that allows great liberty in terms of double-entendre to the
wearer of hooped skirts, whom can solidify gender expectations and work from within
sartorial conventions to stretch the rigidity of her predicament. However, Bruzzi warns
against radical readings of The Piano’s manifest crinolines: “It is not simplistically
indicated that hooped skirts have suddenly acquired liberating potential: they still

hamper progress through interminable mud and prevent Aunt Morag from easily
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relieving herself when ‘caught short” (262). Besides, | add, Campion is prone to work
with visual signifiers that exceed the costume department, and grant full responsibility to
the actor’s body as a provider of primary narrative meaning.

Ada’s hands exist as autonomous props as well as Ada’s bodily appendix: they play the
piano, of course, they form the signs she uses to communicate, they operate as
signifiers of femininity and class. Ariel Beaujot’'s study of women’s costume Victorian
Fashion Accessories (2012) focuses on the ubiquity of gloves as visual statements that
bear much more information about the wearer than her mere sense of style. By looking
at gloves, Beaujot spends a considerable amount of attention on the hands themselves,
their appearance and the movements they are expected to make: her observations help
contextualise the period-feel that Campion achieves, and simultaneously bends to the

necessities of her plot.

In fashion plates none of the objects are grasped firmly; in fact, most accessories
depicted in women’s hands are barely held at all. The fans are not being waved, nor are
the parasols positioned directly over heads or leaned on for support. These images
helped demonstrate to women that they must not use their hands for work, or even for
holding objects of women’s apparel too firmly, if they were to have the perfect hand. The
limp hand gestures reminded onlookers of the female passivity and weakness

apparently engaged in by noble women. (Beaujot 41)

Historically, Beaujot argues, hands are the primary indicator of individual breeding and
education besides, most importantly, one’s class identity. The visual and symbolic
importance of hands, especially women’s, goes in tandem with the significance of
hands-related accessories, such as jewellery, parasols and fans, and especially gloves:
“The glove was involved in the fabrication of Victorian femininity as various hand shapes
were thought to represent different types of women” (Beaujot 32). Beaujot situates in
the tension between the individual’s taste and choice of accessories and the fashion
conventions of their time the source of “self-fashioning”, namely the idea that “one
would create the impression of an inner personality through one’s outward look and
behaviour” (34). The mundane, menial control of one’s outward bodily appearance,
therefore, is akin to (and a preamble to) one’s performance of the class and gender

ideal they wish, or are bound to project. | argue that Campion is profoundly aware of this
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mechanism, specifically in its Victorian shift from “conduct-oriented to
consumer-oriented” quality (Beaujot 33): the operational, rather than cosmetic,
presence of costume in Piano is a good indicator of its relevance. The titular piano is, as
an object in an of itself, equally crucial as a signifier of gentility, refinement and domestic
femininity. In her essay “Ada’s Piano Playing in Jane Campion’s The Piano” (2006)
Christine Knight describes the increasing ubiquity of pianos in Victorian households
throughout the nineteenth century and describes piano-playing as the foremost indicator
of domestic harmony: music performed by girls and women indoor, in private, for the
enjoyment of a selected circle that would not expect, nor wish, for a display of virtuosity.
Piano-playing would require the performer’s body to position itself in a way that could
still appear chaste: the face would not be disfigured as it would with orchestral
instruments, the figure would not become provocative as it would by playing a cello
(Knight 25). Devotion to the instrument, proficiency that could enable a woman to make
a livelihood teaching piano lessons would all defeat the purpose of proper domestic
musicality (Knight 24). Furthermore, Knight's comments on the film's symbolic and
narrative employment of piano-playing touch on the very issues that motivated my

interest in Campion in the first place:

The success of the film depends in large part on a post-psychoanalytic cultural
responsiveness to the idea of individual agency expressed via the ‘true’ or essential
inner life, as well as on a feminist ethic that has been established in the second half of
the twentieth century on that very principle. At the same time, however, the viewer’s
response to Ada’s quest for self-realisation is contingent upon recognition of the
Victorian tradition of (feminine) gentility, which functions in the film as part of the

repressive social apparatus thought to be hostile to Ada’s inner self. (Knight 27)

The primacy of feminine narrative lifelines is grounded in visual cultural signifiers that
sustain the arguments favouring Ada’s prominence, while also providing intelligible
context for the idiosyncratic material and symbolic transactions the film portrays.
Ada’s hands are given prominence in Campion’s film for obvious reasons, they provide
much (if not most) of her communicative inputs and reactions: they play the piano, they
gesture linguistic signs, they touch bodies (her own and other people’s), use, grab and

occasionally hurl objects (see fig. 4). Ada’s hands are never covered by conventional
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gloves, she only protects herself with a fingerless pair of black halfgloves during her
journey to New Zealand. She does not need to hide her hands, the manual labour she is
required to do around Steward’s house is taken care of by a crowd of helpful relations,

which is in keeping with Beaujot’s understanding of middle-class womanhood:

Women of the middle class were often prized for their fragility and the religious doctrine
of the early Victorian period suggested that physical suffering, as well as cloistering in
the home, refined a woman’s character making her the strong moral center of the family.
Both the images of the invalid mother and the upper-middle-class wife give the
impression that middle-class women were not overly engaged in manual labor. (Beaujot
33)

This places Ada in a paradoxical status: her identity as a fragile upper-middle-class
woman whose hands can remain idle, untainted by menial work, ready to be shown off
as musical instruments in-and-of-themselves, is somewhat at odds with their
unassuming appearance, firm grasp, stubby fingers, pragmatic nail-length, consistently
bare and active. A lady’s hands are “beautiful if they are shapely, finely made, and
white, with blue veins, taper fingers, and rosy nails, slightly arched” notes Beaujot (31),
while Ada’s largely propel the advancement of the plot, and bear most of its
consequences too, and quite literally so. Campion’s material narrative, in fact, reaches
its apex with the visual analogy between a white piano key and a bloodless finger. The
significance of the finger as a nexus of significance is best explained via Campion’s
account of on-set preparations to take care of child-actor Anna Paquin’s wellbeing. The
prosthetic finger to be used while filming the chopping scene was purposely shown to
Paquin, as Campion explains in a 1993 interview with Andreas Fuller: “The child had
seen the artificial finger that we were using and liked it, just as she did all the gruesome
things — more as a curiosity than as something horrifying” (qtd. In Wright Wexman 94).
Furthermore, Campion clarifies that the violence of the scene, especially the chasing
part, was broken down so as to become understandable to the child, its experience fully
rehearsed beforehand: Paquin got to play her father role prior to shooting, and “chase
him so as to rehearse and empathise with his role and understand the fictionality of it
all” (Fuller gtd. in Wright Wexman 94).
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Fig. 4. Campion’s hapticality by way of Ada’s hands. Touch can be an individual experience for Ada (the
feel of her own body, the active or lateral use of the piano) or a shared one (either a wanted touch or an

uncomfortable, forced one).

Furthermore, Campion clarifies that the violence of the scene, especially the chasing
part, was broken down so as to become understandable to the child, its experience fully
rehearsed beforehand: Paquin got to play her father role prior to shooting, and “chase
him so as to rehearse and empathise with his role and understand the fictionality of it
all” (Fuller gtd. in Wright Wexman 94). Indeed, the closing sequences are arguably the
most emotionally-charged: Ada understands that her growing fondness for Baines must
be revealed, and that realisation must be performed in a way that is at once symbolic
and, necessarily, silent. Ada decides to remove one of the piano keys and carves love
words — Dear George you have my heart — on its raw wooden side. She then wraps the

piano key in a handkerchief, fastens it with a matching ribbon and entrusts her daughter
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with delivering it to Baines. Campion’s camera closely follows Ada’s gestures and
movements, the material, almost haptic focus she uses to fully describe the objects —
piano key, cloth tissue, Ada’s hands — purposefully turns into narrative motion after Flora
decides to give her mother’s secret gift to her step father instead. Stewart’s reaction
soon turns from utter bewilderment to his decision to act on his desire for revenge. In
the film’s most daunting scene, Stewart seizes Ada’s wrists, hurls her against a log and
chops off her index finger with an axe: Campions crafts the sequence so that it clearly
appears that the sight of the tiny object offered as present is the detonator of the violent

response, even if the abuse itself comes as no surprise.

The prompt reversal from tenderness to weak passivity is an ambiguity that Ngai sees
as embedded in the very experience of cuteness. Strong, violent spillover is precisely
the reaction unleashed by a symbolic object charged with sentimentality, the same
brutal force that turns Ada’s index finger into another small, vulnerable object, one that
is literally made inert by chopping. Stewart’ action makes Ada deformed and, in the
immediate aftermath, powerless. What adds further layers of emotional response and
meaning is the fact that Stewart immediately wraps Ada’s severed finger in the same
embroidered handkerchief the piano key came in, and instructs Flora with the same
duty her mother charged her with: to take the ribboned gift to Baines. Campion then
mirrors the earlier frames depicting Flora’s solitary jumpy stroll up and down the
property’s hills, all while singing to herself and wearing a bouncy pair of wings: just as
cute as she was before disobeying her mother, Flora can now fulfil Ada’s wish — to have
the small parcel delivered to Baines — but has to do so under pouring rain, muddy trails
and weighed down by a pair of soaked wings. The reification of Ada’s body parts into a
displaceable object bears obvious consequences that stretch throughout the remaining
narrative: the lack of a finger not only compromises Ada’s ability to play the piano, but
drastically reduces the range of her sign language proficiency.

Agustin Zarzosa makes a similar argument about the significance of piano-playing as
primarily a mode of exchange and transaction rather than a tool of self-expression, or as
a mediator of bodily connection. In his paper “Jane Campion’s The Piano: Melodrama
as Mode of Exchange” (2010), Zarzosa juxtaposes his observations about Campion’s

material visual strategies with her use of the genre conventions of melodrama —
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‘representational strategies” such as “plot twists, visual metaphors, strong
emotionalism, extreme states of being” (396). The section titled “Things: the spirit is a
finger” (400) develops Zarzosa’s argument about the performance of economic
transaction as a melodramatic mode: while Ada’s agency as displayed in her
participation in exchanges and bargaining acts throughout the film is morally
ambiguous, and despite that fact that “the film identifies Ada’s true self with the piano by
equating her missing voice and the piano’s music” (400), the notions of violence, duress
and usurpation that The Piano is preoccupied with are not only expressed by its
marriage plot(s). Marriage as a system of exchange is certainly amply discussed in the
film by means of the parallel comparison of the diverging notions of couplehood — both
heteronormative and legally binding, one based on equality of commitment, the other
construed as a system that exchanges women in order to sustain male lineage and
collaboration — but the economic framework Zarzosa proposes also highlights

subsidiary forms of business in The Piano.

The film strictly opposes these gifts between Ada and Baines to Stewart’s exchange
practices, in which he gets more than what he gives in return: he seems to get Ada for
nothing in return; he gives the piano in exchange for land; he attempts to trade blankets
and guns in exchange for the Maori’s sacred land; and he wants to trade buttons for the
Maori’s labor. (Zarzosa 402)

The private transactions*? that push forth the narrative in The Piano encompass all the
“occult realms of truth” (Zarzosa 403), such as artistic research and expression, natural

landscape and communal living in a geo-specific location, and reifies them as potential

42 Mark A. Reid’s postcolonial reading of the film in “A Few Black Keys and Maori Tattoos: Re-reading
Jane Campion’s The Piano in Post-Négritude Time” (collected in Margolis 2000) similarly detects the
economic exchange as the foundational narrative rationale of the film, but he is explicit in his

denomination of these transactions as illicit:

Stewart’s dismembering part of Ada’s finger is no less psychically brutal than is his partitioning of communal
Maoriland for his individual possession. Baines is Stewart's go-between in this brutal appropriation of lands
and its people. Ada's body is abused like the Maori landscape. Thus, when Stewart sells Ada’s piano to

Baines, a piano that Ada not Stewart owns, the film introduces a system of fraudulent exchanges. (113)
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(or ready-made) objects of possession, exchange, bargaining. Crinolines, piano keys
and severed fingers are part of a whole system, a constellation of material devices,
props and objects which, | argue, play a considerable role in shaping the narrative’s
scope and especially its tone, while also proving intrinsic political meanings that play out
throughout the filmic narrative. Specific scenic props, moreover, gain visual and
narrative relevance as markers of femininity, through time-specific sartorial fashion they
evoke and imply gender and class politics that contemporary audiences can easily
connect to standardized ideas of (now obsolete) “ladylikeness”.

The underlying analytic device in the material appraisal of Campion’s mise-en-scéne,
however, can also function for entire sequences, such as the “Bluebeard” theatre
production put up by the settlers’ children and its tragicomedic turn of events when the
native community misunderstands the mechanisms of fiction. This could also be an
example of how the aesthetics of prettiness can reiterate, highlight or hide problematic
attitudes on screen, such as a seemingly unobtrusive form of colonialism. The native
Maori community’s unawareness of the white audience’s suspension of disbelief is used
as a comedic bracket that further highlights the gap between white settlers and Maori
natives as the latter are condescendingly explained what a theatre play is, and how it
works, what need fiction and performance serve. Notions of clumsiness and simple
evaluation thus tied to the Maori might foster their portrayal as secondary appendages
to the main storyline — the white, heterosexual and piano-playing one. Another binary
illustration of violence and tenderness in relationships worth considering is explored
through Flora’s uncanny bond with Baines’ dog, who she first beats and pokes at with a
stick, and later cuddles, thus performing a potentially problematic power dynamic
between human and animal.

So far | have described Campion’s human-centric, appearance-conscious visual
strategies as pivotal in Campion’s filmic practice, but | also maintain that her foremost
site of expressivity with regards to the adapting mechanism is background, landscape
and ambiance. Her treatment of the surroundings bespeaks the heuristic mode of her
adaptive practice: the literary source is present, but quotation gives way to evocation,
visual translation, thematic borrowing and juxtaposition of para-literary antecedents.

Campion acknowledges her debt to a certain group of British literary text in interviews
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given over the years, in which she describes her interest in mood rather than in
plotlines. The Brontéan link is especially visible, specifically in Campion’s rendition of
nature and ambiance, which are adjacent, evocative of works such Villette, Jane Eyre,
Wuthering Heights, rather than direct descendants of the novels. Sue Thornham, when
describing Andrea Arnold’s 2011 adaptation of Wuthering Heights, notes that “In
cinema, the most immediate precursor of Arnold’s film is Jane Campion’s The Piano
(1993), set at roughly the time that Bronté’s novel was written and owing an explicit debt
to it” (221). Specifically, ambient textures relating to harsh weather and bleak
landscapes are the determining traits that Campion claims as influences and borrowings
from her Brontéan source. Commentators consistently describe Campion’s visuals as a
supposedly “gothic” mode of representation, which is treated as a visible streak
throughout her filmography, as noticed by Iréne Bessiére (in Radner 2009, 133), who
also links gothic ambiences to a penchant for “psychological horror’ in Campion’s
narratives. Stella Tincknell, moreover, points out deep links between Campion and the
repository of oral folktales, especially those darker in tone and subject matter, in
addition to the Brontés’ influence (44-7). Tincknell goes as far as to describe Campion’s
peculiar “surrealist” style as a willful stretch towards an effect of uncanniness (45). On
the other hand, the fascination with individual erotic desire that is a common assumption
under many interpretative arguments about Piano seems to draw from a pupular
conceptualizations of the source texts as human and individual-centered. The results
are intermedia parallels such as those listed in the interview with Andrew L. Urban titled
“Piano’s good companions” (gtd. in Wright Waxman 146): Wuthering Heights is
described as a “powerful poem about the romance of the soul”, whose bleak plot is akin
to The Piano’s “tragic tonality”; Campion’s visual work becomes a “gothic exploration of
the romantic impulse” whose primary effect is narrative-based, and centered on “the
right for people to decide to follow their passions” (interview with Ruth Hessey qtd. In
Wright Wexman 29).

Although the supposedly indirect literary sources are constantly acknowledged, by
Campion herself as well as by press and academic commentators, the thematic
similarities with Jane Mander’s 1920 novel The Story of a New Zealand River tend to be

disregarded, especially now, almost thirty years to the debut of the film and, most likely,
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because of the niche popularity of Jane Mander’'s biography and work. Mander’s
protagonist, newly-widowed Alice Roland, travels within New Zealand, upriver, to join
her new husband, whose estate lies near the Pukekaroro hill, a remote site on Te
Ilka-a-Maui, the North Island of New Zealand. Alice is a highly educated woman who
travels in company of her three children and their cumbersome household belongings,
including a piano. Alice and her daughter Asia develop a multifaceted mother-daughter
relationship, moreover Alice establishes a deep friendship with a neighbour, David
Bruce, who becomes her partner after the death of her husband. The similarities
between the novel and the film are striking, and sparked a controversial debate in New
Zealand, especially after Campion was awarded the Oscar prize for “Best original
screenplay”. Alistair Fox provides, to my knowledge, the most comprehensive account
of the behind-the-scenes legal dispute concerning Campion’s plagiarism of Mander’s
work.** Curiously, Fox frames his discussion of Jane Mander’'s New Zealand River as
the hidden source for plot in Campion’s The Piano within a study of moral and sexual
regulatory mechanisms in the film. In his essay “Puritanism and the Erotics of

Transgression” (in Radner 103-122) Fox notes that:

The specifically New Zealand origins of Campion’s preoccupation with puritan
repression, together with a search for some kind of liberation from it, have not been fully
appreciated hitherto because of a general lack of awareness of Campion’s dept to an
earlier New Zealand source — Jane Mander’s 1920 novel The Story of a New Zealand
River. (106)

The specifics regarding the alleged plagiarism are barely hinted at in the main text,
which focuses on the parallels between the two works, but dealt with in the notes. There
is ample documentation to show that Campion had been involved with a potential film
version of Mander’s novel since 1985, when producers and film-right holders Bridget
Ikin and John Maynard approached Campion to discuss with her a film project based on

The Story of a New Zealand River, whose working title was The River. Campion

4 Ellen Chesire also discusses the “uncredited adaptation” dispute in her book /n the Scene: Jane

Campion (2017). While her account is less detailed, it generally confirms Fox’ findings.
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eventually rejected the offer as she was not satisfied with the approved screenplay she
would have to work with. Nevertheless, she informed the producers and the Mander
estate that she had started writing an independent screenplay, which she termed “[...]
my inspiration from Jane Mander’s melodrama”, bearing “precious little of the original”
(gtd. in Fox 107). Campion also “paid ‘compensation’ of $2,000 to the Mander estate in
a confidential agreement prior to The Piano’s production for ‘lost opportunity’ to publish
a film edition of Mander’s novel [...]" (qtd. in Fox 120). Copyright holders, crucially, never
attempted to verify in a court of law Campion’s alleged infringement: issues and
criticism were raised primarily by Australian mainstream news outlets after the Oxford
Companion to Australian Film included The Piano as an adaptation from Mander’s
uncredited novel. Campion’s lawyers issued a statement that clarified the transparent
relationship between herself, her work and the Mander’s estate: similarities were
acknowledged, but independence and originality were firmly reaffirmed (qtd. in Fox
120-1). Campion’s subsequent novelization of her own screenplay, with the help of Kate
Pullinger, in the novel The Piano (1994), helped to further consolidate her autonomous

authorship.

Fig. 5. Henri Rousseau, Femme se promenant dans une forét exotique (“Woman Walking into an Exotic

Forest’), oil on canvas, 1905.
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The colonial framework, which Campion reworks as an explicit feature in The Piano
plotline, is less a legacy from the illustrious, inspirational Brontéan sources than a direct
link to the operational setting described by Mander, whose complex and belligerent
nature is a fundamental part of the ethnic, collective and political tensions at play in
Campion’s film. The tamed wilderness of Baines’ estate, the supposedly remote status
of both natives’ and settlers’ habitations, the uninhabited spaces, such as beaches and
forests, are not a mere backdrop, but a consistent assertion of narrative potentiality as
well as a recurrent commentary on character-driven plotlines. “The Piano is one of
those at-the-end-of-the-world stories, where unusual things can happen.” states
Campion in a 1993 interview with Andreas Fuller (gtd. In Wright Wexman 91). The open
spaces that Campion recreates in “submarine colours” — the forest the same uniform
bluish hues a large pool of marine water would be — are what she imagines the first
European settlers encountered upon arriving in New Zealand, a place that troubled
them, and that they tried to “clean up”, the make it look more like Europe, as Campion
states in a 1993 interview with Thomas Bourguignon and Michel Ciment (in Wright
Wexman 106-7). “That’s, | think, the essence of Romanticism: this respect for a nature
that is considered larger than you, your mind, even humanity” she continues in the
same interview (in Wright Wexman 106-7). The respectful approach to nature that
Campion hints at in hindsight, during the round of post-release promotional interviews,
seems to contradict other ideas that Campion puts forth as interpretational tools for
prospective audiences. In her 1993 interview with Marli Feldvoss, New Zealand is
described as covered in claustrophobic “bush”, thick and dark forests that the settlers
burned down “[...] so as not to become claustrophobic”, claims Campion. “Impenetrable,
like swimming under water. It's a mysterious, beautiful and fairy-like world but it can just
as well be unsettling and nightmarish” she continues (interview with Marli Feldvoss qtd.
in Wright Wexman 99). Campion achieved the dark watery mood with director of
photography Stuart Dryburgh: “Using as their starting point a mutual love of
autochromes, an early color process based on potato dyes, they allowed some tints to

completely drain scenes and turned the bush into a kind of underwater world”.** The

4 Mary Cantwell's New York Times profile-cum-review “Jane Campion’s Lunatic Women” (1993) also

traces the history of The Piano as venture and production.
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effect they were looking for was one of visual apnoea, watery constriction and murky
fragmentation: “bottom of the fish tank” was the working definition Campion and
Dryburgh used on set, as well as the overall effect they achieved, a total interconnection
between the and the bush (Tincknell 26). Moreover, Campion’s mother’s reproduction of
Henri Rousseau’s painting Woman Walking into an Exotic Forest (1905, see fig. 5) — a
dark-hued cartoonish image of a light-dressed European lady standing alone into a
forest made of gigantic greenery, tall flowers and heavy fruits hanging from thick
branches — is mentioned as an inspiration for the film within a “Civilization versus
nature” kind of discourse (interview with Marli Feldvoss qtd. in Wright Wexman 99).

It is perhaps unsurprising that commercial publications sustain an understanding of
Piano’s natural realm as primarily and majorly “wild” — that is, devoid of civilizing and
civilized traits that a white, western audience would immediately recognise as such —
while only later, academic texts advanced sustained critiques against the erasure,
overlooking and dismissal of native presence (either in Campion’s diegesis or in the
ensuing critical discourse on her film). | would also argue, but have no way to prove,
that the consistent pairing of The Piano with Wuthering Heights builds on the
acknowledgment of and familiarity with the popular interpretation of Emily Bronté’s novel
as primarily concerned with the alleged pathetic fallacy paralleling the strength of
human desire and the harshness of the natural surroundings. It should not be forgotten
that Campion’s focus is persistently set on the articulation of an epistemology of human
(rather than just feminine) desire and its cultural signifiers: the translation of the
knowledge of a feeling into film images and dialogue cannot, in her specific case, but
work through and by western vocabularies of meaning. The neutrality, or possibly the
cultural void that Campion envisions for Piano is intrinsically western, as is made

evident in her remarks during a 1993 interview with Miro Bilbrough:

The thing that initially fascinated me was how people, without any education of the
nature of romance and attraction, react to the raw situation. What really is the nature of
romance and attraction? How does it grow? How does it develop? How does it become
eroticised? How does it become sexual? how does it transcend us and become

something more spiritual? (qtd. in Wright Wexman 118)
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Readings that build on these premises inevitably prioritise the most obvious elements of
heterosexuality, femininity and relations across gender binarism: in her interview with
Marli Feldvoss Campion describes how Ada is supposed to openly resent the
suppression women would face in the 1850s, and comments on the “rebellious” streak
in both Ada and Baines: “Men simply have more possibilities to express themselves
than do not necessarily entail problematic situations for them” (qtd. in Wright Wexman
97). Her statements are certain to found the base for legitimate (albeit biased)
appraisals of Piano as, foremost, a tale of domestic violence and individual escape. The
suppression of intersectional subnarratives is easy, yet not inevitable: Campion points to
diverging plotlines in her own commentary of Baines, who is from a lower social class
than the other settlers, is not at ease with them, does not expressly share their values,
and at the same time is, obviously, alien to the Maori community he befriends (interview
with Marli Feldvoss qtd. in Wright Wexman 97). After all, Campion herself admits “l am
not English. | belong to a colonial culture and | had to invent my own fiction” (interview
with Bourguignon and Ciment gtd. in Fox 113). The natural setting does not come
devoid of deep political unease, whose influence on plot is, | would argue, more
powerful and more interesting than conventional criticism focussing on character
development would care to admit.

In his essay “His Natural Whiteness: Modes of Ethnic Presence and Absence in Some
Recent Australian Films” (Craven 2001), David Callahan understands The Piano as

related to the current of Australian films promoting “enclave politics”, that is, "a
discourse of belonging that excluded Aboriginal peoples, even as it appropriates
references to them” (108). Such films, Callahan argues, tend to position the individual
against a wider public social group, which, despite being smaller than the entire
population, is always culturally defined as the whole, a whole, however, which
systematically excluded the non-white ethnicities and their role in the formation of
Australian cosciousness and materiality (108). The Piano’s semi-exclusive focus on a
white European enclave is, however, aware of the Maori community’s life, and the two
groups’ interactions have a part in the development of the narrative. “[in Jane
Campion’s The Piano] the claustrophobic enclave and its inhabitants’ more troubled and

urgent encounter with their sensuality is unsettled constantly by the presence of the
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Maori people and their alternative approaches to the film’s central issues of property,
negotiation and power” (Callahan 109). In his essay “Puritanism and the Erotics of
Transgression. The New Zealand Influence in Jane Campion’s Thematic Imaginary” (in
Radner 2009), Alistair Fox traces a thematic link (which is especially visible in The
Piano, but might also resurface in An Angel at My Table) that places considerable
spatial significance to the underlying conflict between nativist culture and imported
puritanical belief. Puritanism is not to be intended as merely a religious doctrine, Fox
points out, but rather as a secular current, whose outputs become visible in the form of
“tyrannical work ethic” and “repressive codes of behaviour” that attempt to minimise
pleasure-seeking (104). Since Campion’s interest in the underbelly of human private
experience has often been analysed in psychoanalytical and/or biographical terms — to
varying degrees of persuasiveness — Fox suggests that “Campion’s lifelong
preoccupation as a filmmaker with sexuality and eroticism may be viewed as a
response to, and a reaction against, the puritanical repression that dominated New
Zealand society during her childhood” (105). Most interesting, however, is the fact that
Fox also senses the relevance of Campion’s idiosyncratic use of photography — the
“‘bottom of the fishtank”™ blue autochrome or the recursive golden light halo — but
interprets it a suggestive of repressive states of mind for the characters and, in certain
circumstances, as a visual indicator of the release from the oppression (109). | remain
unconvinced by Fox’ case for the symbolic use of light as a carrier of meaning*® — which

| believe is an indicator of subjective critical interpretation rather than a specific feature

4 Moreover, Fox disagrees with Dana Polan, who states “Campion’s career bears no unity of theme and
style but is marked rather by shifts of direction and changes of emphasis” (Polan, Jane Campion, 60),
counter-arguing that “her oeuvre does have a thematic unity and coherence that allies her with other New
Zealand filmmakers who have similarly tackled and explored the symptoms of puritanical repression in
antipodean culture and social life (Fox, in Radner 118). | tend to agree more with Polan, | don't find the
“puritanical streak” strong or important enough in each of her films to single it out as the fundamental
push in her work. Overall, | tend to find the attachment that Campion manifests for the dark, the opaque
and the unspeakable more interesting, especially when such features are rooted in her character
exploration, but not limited to individual narrative arcs or psychological theorisation regarding her

protagonists.
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of film language — but, most importantly, | am doubtful of his statement that characters
so constantly intent on “excap[ing] from the confines of puritanical restraint” (109). |
suggest that Campion’s character’s strife is a fundamentally secular one, a search for
the balance between the need for self-determination and the cultural, conceptual
confines of their environment. How can Ada wish for sexual liberation in terms that are
familiar and recognizable by contemporary audiences if the character is intrinsically
devoid of the knowledge of any form of freedom, nor has access to any examples of
liberated sexuality? The ending, therefore, would not show a breakage of boundaries,
merely, a stretch, an adjustment in a softer form.

Nevertheless, it is necessary to resize the happiness of Piano’s ending, to scale down
the degree of success that Ada’s struggle to regain control of her life suggests in order
to assess the film’s structural inclination towards the white, colonial — Pakeha — plotline,
to the detriment of the native Maori backdrop and group of extras. In interviews,
Campion appears particularly reticent with regards to issues of postcoloniality and
representation of the Maori people in The Piano, and the film itself does little to

problematize the European settlers’ presence and control of the land.*® The Piano,

4 | am aware of the ambivalent transnationality that characterises Campion, a New Zealand national
whose education and work experience in cinema have mainly taken place in Australia, as well as in the
US and other non-Pacific countries. Moreover, it is not lost on me that Campion’s films are aimed at
international audiences, and therefore need to simplify their geopolitical specificities in order to be as
widely intelligible (and pleasurable) as possible.

Belinda Smaill’s collection of colonial themes in Australia cinema, “Asianness and Aboriginality in
Australian Cinema” (2013), describes a tendency to feature Aboriginal and Asian characters and/or
plotlines more frequently in films that “reference the landscape tradition” rather than in “stories of
urbanized multiculturalism or cosmopolitanism” (89) which resonates with my own discussion about
natural surroundings as narrative assertion in The Piano. Smaill detects an expression of demographic as
well as racial anxiety in Australian film industry’s treatment of the Aboriginal and Asian that, she argues, is
a form of othering and racializing, a way to shape Australian history in order to accomodate white British
settlement, to “[perform] and [maintain] the limits of community is not specific to Australia” (90).

Kerstin Knopf’'s paper “Kangaroos, Petrol, Joints and Sacred Rocks: Australian Cinema Decolonized”
(2013) provides a general overview of contemporary Australian film productions that fruitfully alienate
“neo/colonial media practices, including appropriation, tokenism and the silencing of Indigenous voices”

(190) by means of independent or collaborative production enterprises that develop counter the
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however, presents conflicts that are indicators of the intersecting partnership between
colonial policies and patriarchal value systems, its narrative being particularly suited to
illustrate the inner workings behind the acquisition of wealth, the legal and moral
justification for such accumulation, the rules and policies dictating who is to benefit from
it. “What exactly was the nineteenth century sociohistorical setting that The Piano
attempts to replicate?” (109) asks Mark A. Reid in his essay “A Few Black Keys and
Maori Tattoos: Re-reading Jane Campion’s The Piano in Post-Négritude Time” (2000),
in which he notes that the indigenous population of the Aotearoa islands was ethnically
and culturally homogeneous, and that the arrival of the British settlers entailed their
exclusion from the best grazing lands towards remote and barren ones. Non-British and
non-European migration influxes, however, where always lower and slower if compared
to migration to other colonial spots, such as Australia or the Americas, and the result
was an “essentially binary character of settler colonialism” (Nicholas Thomas qtd. in
Reid 109). Campion’s vision of a colonial settlement substitutes political aggression with
visual predominance: Reid talks about “visual surplus” which “naturalizes whiteness and
their settler status while it simultaneously obscures, and makes foreign, the Maori
people in what was once Maori land” (107). It is a strategy that is particularly evident in
Baines’ Ta moko face tattoos, which encapsulates the perceived acceptability of cultural
appropriation on top of the land grabbing that is left implied as background. Reid
compares Baines’ Ta moko to a watered-down form of blackface (110), a performative
act that might well pass a declaration of solidarity and admiration, a visual signifier

standing for “cultural hybridity” (108), one which eventually reveals itself as a cover up,

neocolonial discourse of racial and national “otherness” with narratives that employ native storytelling
modes and engage with contemporary native representations in both urban and rural settings.

Furthermore, Anne Barnes’ discussion of the “Gothic” streak influencing both Australian literature and
cinema — in “Mapping the Landscape with Sound: Tracking the Soundscape from Australian Colonial
Gothic Literature to Australian Cinema and Australian Transcultural Cinema” (2017) — is especially
resonant with the overarching mode in The Piano. Barnes juxtaposes her account of the history of
Australian film production (which, from the 1980s onwards started implementing its marketplace with
substantial government-funded schemes to the benefit of Aboriginal filmmaking professionals) with an
appraisal of the endurance and reclaiming of the British settlers’ “Gothic” writing of an unknown,

“unreadable” new land and landscape (160).
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an attempt to blend in only to better control white settlers’ interests from the inside of the
Maori difference. The meaning of Ta moko tattoos in Maori culture is paramount: it is a
form of visual and portable identification that grants the immediate placement of the
wearer’s position within their whakapapa, their genealogy. Whakapapa not only
inscribes the individual vertically within their genealogical ancestral and blood family,
and, horizontally, within their extended tribal kinship, but also connects them to the
whakapapa of the land. “It is a powerful statement of being Maori” Leonie Pihama notes
(in Margolis 127), and Baines’ half-moko cannot but read as an appropriative travesty
given his rootlessness in Aotearoa. In fact, despite his “good savage” cosmetic fusion
Baines remains and acts as a middleman throughout, “a white man who belongs to the
managerial class of a colonial system” (Reid 111) whose breach of male peer loyalty
does not affect him nearly as severely as Ada. Reid argues that the international
audiences that welcomed positively The Piano were “blinded” by Campion’s crafting of
“voyeuristic pleasure” by means of Ada’s “hoop skirts and laced corsets of
too-much-importance” (114), thus implying that Baines’ moko face tattoos did not
arouse as much interest, the blackface-y performance they signify as naturalised as the
“darky” trope that the Maori extras were allegedly cast in. Reid quotes black feminist
critic bell hooks’ takedown of The Piano as a the umpteenth revision of tried-and-tested,
sanitised narratives of superficially peaceful interracial coexistence: “[t]he
nineteenth-century world of the white invasion of New Zealand is utterly romanticized in
this film, (complete with docile happy darkies — Maori natives — who appear to have not
a care in the world)” (gtd. in Reid 114-5). What makes The Piano potentially biased
against the Maori people it represents is its latent assimilability with the discourse
around Péakeha identity-building that Leonie Pihama describes in her essay “Ebony and
Ivory” (collected in Margolis 2000): “The invention of the new nation of “New
Zealanders” depended both upon the imposition of a foreign culture and the repression
of the memory of the violence that was imposed upon Maori people (123). The
interdependence between Maori and British settlers is paramount to the formation of
New Zealand ideological national discourse and the establishing of cultural norms, the
presence of Maori people is a supporting role is, therefore, an indicator of such

relationship, one that is at once of subordination and of collaboration. Pihama argues for
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an understanding of The Piano as a film that fully complies with the conventions of the
“colonial gaze”, since it “neither criticizes nor challenges the stereotypes that have been

paraded continuously as ‘the way we were’ (130) it reinforces the representative notion
that casts Maori (and possibly “native” non-White people in general) as lazy, uncultured,
happy-go-lucky and sexually voracious, whose women fully adhere to Western
constructions of gender, and therefore spend their time cleaning, cooking and being
serviceable to men, either native or colonists. “Racial dualism” (Pihama 130), therefore,
underpins the filmic narrative of The Piano more profoundly than “artistic license get
resolved” (Pihama 131), as the aspects of Maori society that are inscribed in a film
narrative destined to international screens still comply with a colonial-oriented
perspective. Pihama also quotes from interviews with the principal cast, Sam Neill and

Holly Hunter in order to provide an idea of the interdependence at work backstage:

In an interview with Helen Barlow, Neill comments: “There were a lot of rewarding things
that happened to me on the film, not the least of them being the sort of generosity of the
spirit that the Maori cast brought to the film. I'm forever in their debt. They were fantastic.
Hunter provided similar insights into her interactions with the Maori cast and crew, noting
that they provided a “spiritual backbone to the movie. We all felt very protected by them”.
(131)

Pihama’s criticism is informed by the boundary in the duality of racial presence: the fact
that the active cooperation backstage between Maori extras and White cast and crew
did not translate on screen, where the narrative reiterates stale colonial stereotypes, is a
serious and potentially harming failing on Campion’s part.

Regardless of Campion’s positioning in the debate about neo-colonial and postcolonial
discourse, the relevance of conventional “native” signifiers within The Piano, and the
oppositional dynamics they create with the “settlers” narrative primacy demonstrate that
her rooting in historical past encompasses her dependency on literary texts alone.
Campion’s process, therefore, should also be traced in other features that signify her
imaginative recreation of “pastness”: there are aesthetic signposts (the parallel use of
‘small” and “feminine”) and specific themes (the bleakness of the landscape) that she

borrows or gestures towards, in addition to plotlines and the exposure of mental states.
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Campion’s The Piano offers insight that encompasses the focus on its female
protagonist’s individual mindset, rather it uses locality and chronological specificity to
produce a sort of “temporal jump”, allowing audiences’ contemporary culture to reflect
back on itself, imagine its progress and evaluate its current statuses. Campion also
fosters interest in her characters’ surroundings, her use of landscape — as backdrop and
as social environment — suggests the potentiality of an acknowledgement of omitted
political histories, such as the British colonization of Aotearoa, the violent displacement
of its native Maori population and the naturalisation of the artificial Pakeha national
ideal. A critical evaluation that detects narrative propulsion in minimal authorial choices
such as costume and mise-en-scéne will eventually situate characters, including
protagonists, as pawns in a larger (filmic) debate about culture formation, as if Campion
where asking (and perhaps venturing an answer) what counts as culture, what people
are willing and capable to do in order to update it or partake in it, and what effects it
exerts on them. Campion’s visual recapitulation of cultural trajectories through the
adaptation framework will become more evident with The Portrait of a Lady, where her
treatment of the novelistic source allows space to draw a parallel history of the

cinematic medium itself.

2.3. Portrait of a Lady, a Kinetic History of Cinema

Isabel Archer’s brother-in-law, Mr. Ludlow, makes a fugacious appearance in the fourth
chapter of Henry James’ novel The Portrait of a Lady (1881) to offer a convincing case

against the interpretation of his sister-in-law:

“Well, | don't like originals; | like translations,” Mr. Ludlow had more than once replied.
“Isabel’s written in a foreign tongue. | can’t make her out. She ought to marry an

Armenian or a Portuguese.” (James 31)

James’ novel appears preoccupied with notions of originality, whether in behaviour or
belief, but especially with its translation to real-life actions. Adaptations of the novel’s
philosophical plotline need take such underpinnings into account to work out analogous,

or at least reminiscent, narrative architectures, if they wish to proceed in accordance
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with a principle of fidelity, or even baseline resemblance. Isabel Archer is a young and
ambitious American expatriate in Europe who, upon receiving a large inheritance from
her England-based uncle Mr. Touchett, intends to set off on a life of independence and
self-fulfillment. Isabel, however, falls prey to a scheme devised by Madame Merle, an
acquaintance of the Touchetts who introduces her to art collector and fortune hunter
Gilbert Osmond, who will later be revealed as Madame Merle’s secret ex-lover and
exclusive custodian of their daughter, Pansy. Isabel marries him and settles in his
Florentine residence, but her marriage is unhappy, and soon becomes abusive. When
Isabel disobeys Osmond’s prohibition to visit her dying cousin Ralph Touchett in
England, she comes to face two choices: to stay away from ltaly, and therefore leave
Osmond, or to return to a violent marriage, out of loyalty to Pansy. James’s Isabel acts
out of personal accountability and goes back to Osmond, whereas Campion’s Isabel,
controversially, lingers at the threshold: by the time the film comes to its conclusion, she
is not shown debating, nor acting on any decision concerning her future. James’ ending
provides closure and showcases the moral rationale that Isabel incarnates, possibly to
her disadvantage. Campion, on the contrary, freezes Isabel in the complex process that
triangulates conflict, abuse and will. She frames Nicole Kidman's Isabel, therefore, as a
conflicted subject, besides virtually implicating viewers in the choice Isabel is called
upon to make. The philosophical imagination that James resorts to to resolve Isabel’s
dilemma is reinstated in Campion’s adaptation as a departing point for a first-person,
independent assessment of the situation: viewers are neither shown nor told how Isabel
should or would react, rather, they are encouraged to come up with a personal vision of
Isabel’s future.

Flights of fancy and baits to Isabel’s imagination litter James’ Portrait. James has Ralph
Touchett state that “I call people rich when they’re able to meet the requirements of their
imagination. Isabel has a great deal of imagination” (192). The opportunity to highlight
(and visualise) such variables of consciousness is one that is not lost on adapters,
especially if they work in different media. To materialise one’s imagination, to freeze
one’s images of a story into a shareable work is, however, risky business. In A Theory
of Adaptation (2013), Linda Hutcheon and Siobhan O’Flynn point at Jane Campion’s
1996 film adaptation of The Portrait of a Lady (and its tepid critical reception) to stress
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how much is at stake with novel to film adaptations (86): the director’s ideological
reputation mixes with audiences’ expectations based on genre conventions and, most
importantly, single viewer’s idiosyncratic idea of what the (their) story should “look like”.
Hutcheon and O’Flynn frame their Campion reference with a series of questions

regarding the supposedly “pejorative” act that adaptations seem to provide:

[...] why would anyone willingly enter this moralistic fray and become an adapter? What
motivates adapters, knowing that their efforts will be compared to competing imagined
versions in people’s heads and inevitably be found wanting? Why would they risk
censure for monetary opportunism? [...] Like jazz variations, adaptations point to
individual creative decisions and actions, yet little of the respect accorded to the jazz

improviser is given to most adapters. (86)

The process of appropriation and adaptation of the source novel that Campion and her
screenwriting collaborator Laura Jones adopted has been discussed primarily with
regards to the severed ending of the film and to the black and white opening sequence,
since both stand apart as prominent creative choices that exceed the (allegedly)
straightforward relationship of adaptation. The independent forces and original ideas
showcased in Campion’s work, however, outnumber the aforementioned examples,
some are, possibly, better disguised, while others are virtually undetectable within the
filmic text alone. Peter Long and Kate Ellis’ behind-the-scenes documentary Portrait:
Jane Campion and The Portrait of a Lady (1997) shows the collaborative dynamics at
play on set. For instance, Long and Ellis capture one-on-one conversations between
Campion and her actors, Nicole Kidman and Barbara Hershey, as they prepare to shoot
the final confrontation between Isabel and Madame Merle. In the scene, Madame Merle
is due to wait under the rain for Isabel’s carriage to depart, their dialogue is crafted so
as to reveal Isabel (and remind audiences) that she has her cousin Ralph to thank for
the inheritance she received from her uncle. Kidman notes that Madame Merle’s line in
the screenplay is “he made you rich”, whereas, book at hand, she shows Campion that
James’ original is “he made you a rich woman”. Kidman feels that the addition of
‘woman” adds complexity to the idea of wealth, and Campion agrees to discuss it with

Hershey as well. Hershey is in tune with the intrinsic difference between “rich” and “rich
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woman”, but notes that just stating “rich” as the closing word of the sentence would
make it more impressive, possibly cutting.

In her study The Vulgar Question of Money (2013) Elsie B. Michie “follows the money”
in marriage plots devised by eighteenth and nineteenth century novelists: financial
matters are treated as a cultural trope that discloses writers’ shifting approach to
economic changes of their time. With regards to James, Michies argues that Portrait is
the primeval case in which “James uses the opposition between the rich and the poor
woman to contrast the appeal of money as an abstraction to the sensuality of material
objects” (183). Since Michie understands the core plot of the novel as “the story of a
man positioned between a former lover with no money and an American heiress who
possesses incalculable wealth” (184), his comparison and contrast between Isabel
Archer and Madame Merle renders them epitomes, respectively, of abstract wealth and
material possessions. Madame Merle’s quote “I know a large part of myself is in the
clothes | choose to wear. | have a great respect for things!” illustrates James’ notion of
embeddedness — an individual's experience of themselves as defined by the objects
surrounding them, in Madame Merle’s case, her fashionable clothes — and, Michie
argues, sets her apart from Isabel, whose measure of the self does not take the material
into account (184-5). Michie situates James’ representation of the “rich woman” type at
the tail end of the conceptual evolution that gradually stopped imagining, as in the
classic novel of manners, moneyed existence as intrinsically vulgar: for jamesian
heiresses like Isabel, on the contrary, wealth is a mark of aesthetic values (23). A
literary progression that resonates with the political shift, at the turn of the twentieth
century, that oversaw the end of British economic world dominance as it was being
replaced by the American sphere of influence (Michie 23). The dynamic between
Madame Merle’s financial preoccupations and Isabel’s new-generation approach to
money is phrased subtly in the film adaptation, but the insight that the Long and Ellis’
behind-the-scene documentary provides testifies for the creative tension being present
and active, in the creators’ minds and conversation, during the production process. With
regards to the “rich” / “rich woman” scene debate, Campion’s resolution is a diplomatic
one: they will shoot both versions, and postpone the final choice to postproduction. The

definitive cut has Hershey as Madame Merle pronounce “rich” followed by a pause: the
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effect is indeed striking, and suggests feelings of both awe and contempt towards
Isabel’s financial evolution.

The appropriation/adaptation twist that Campion operates with her Portrait is profoundly
sensitive to the notion of ease and possibility as a result of ample economic availability,
both diegetically and behind the scenes. Campion made Portrait on a 24 million-dollar
budget, shooting over the course of six months on set and locations in Italy and UK:
references to the large-scale production of Portrait are, in fact, often and variously
acknowledged in reviews and academic appraisals of the film as part and parcel of
Campion’s conceptual project. Rebecca Gordon opens her essay “Portraits Perversely
Framed: Jane Campion and Henry James” (2002) on a note of dismissal towards
Campion’s generous funding — only to later counter-argue in favour of Campion’s artistic
licences. Insinuations that Campion may have attempted a career-jump for mainstream
cinema circuits, or that she may have tried to cash-in on the heritage film adaptation
vogue of the 1990s, can be summarised with Gordon’s suggestion that Campion’s
features “[...] look to the cynical eye like calculated shots at bankability” (14). “The film
oozes money and high production values as much as James’s characters ooze money
and psychological perversities” convincingly notes Gordon (14). The high visual impact
that the film is designed and financed to create, however, also relies on similarly
market-conscious textual and extratextual foundations. Peter Brooks’ 1976 study The
Melodramatic Imagination dissects the popular motif behind the theatrical-like
enactment of emotions in Jamesian prose: besides his interest in stage (semiotic)
conventions, James nurtured a consistent interest for contemporary theatre “because it
promised a sociable, institutional glory, and because it offered the possibility of popular
and financial success” (Brooks 160). His involvement in British theatre productions,
Books argue, is the evidence that James wished to work within popular genres and
receive recognition for it, in order to revive “a glorious public tradition extending back to
Romanticism” (160). James’ visible “imaginative mode” (preface vii) arguably equates
and responds to the melodramatic genre, which Brooks understands as the foremost
popular, “post-sacred” narrative representation — or rather “hyperdramatization” — of
great forces in conflict, whose clash elicits the drama of choice and, by consequence,

the unveiling of the core values within a secular milieu, or else, the beliefs that are
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paramount to a single character’s life (preface viii). For instance, the melodramatic
framework throws into relief Isabel Archer’s “career”, which develops as a consistent
succession of choices whose stakes are increasingly “polarized and intensified” up to
the acme of the novel, Isabel’s decision to return to her husband in Italy (Brooks 157).

The “melodrama of consciousness” (Brooks 157) envisioned by James, therefore,
becomes the dramatization of a purely inner struggle, one person’s private reckoning
and, crucially, recognition of herself within a specific social and ontological realm.
Stylized notion of good versus evil, heightened states of consciousness and emaotion,
the clash between dream and desire against chance, and how they all merge into the
experience of the real and of the self, thus enlightening the everyday life sprung from
the reification of compromise, disappointment and personal outcomes: the features that
the melodramatic mode emphasises, also encompass James’ use of romance as “the
realm of knowledge reached through desire” (Brooks 154). The moral excitement and
sentimental excess that James weaves in a novel that, on the surface, boasts realism
as its working rationale, are in keeping with the need — which Brooks reads as common
on nineteenth century novels — to “get its meaning across, to invest in its renderings of
life a sense of memorability and significance” (13) by means of theatricality and its
expressive vocabulary. It is in these gestures that the most striking link between page
and screen can be found: theatre melodrama that codified the system of legible visual,
verbal and nonverbal cues of the pantomime, makes up the basic gestural repository in
early silent cinema (Brooks ix). Genre and, crucially, popularity (the meeting of
enjoyability and generalised intelligibility) are, therefore, at the intersection of the three
performing and narrative arts — theatre, novel and cinema — and, as | will argue in this
section, could also provide a fruitful framework to understand the adaptive relationship
between Portrait as a novel by James and Portrait as a film by Campion. Campion’s
understanding of Portrait stretches the narrative lifeline as primary link between the
1881 work and the 1996 one: rather than perform a faithful rendition, Campion
prioritises the sense of genre legacy in terms of semiotic legibility of the form’s
conventions and, most importantly, enlarges her homage to include other,
medium-specific legacies, such as the technological history of cinema. The bias leading

to readings Campion’s Portrait primarily or exclusively through the lens of gender —
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which generally leads to focus on her shaping of Isabel as, first and foremost, a female
character — is an approach that does not exclude, and would benefit, from an
assessment of the film as an adaptation of narrative modes and, specifically, its
extensive referencing of popular genres. Campion’s portrait is not limited to the
depiction of a lone sitter, it also, arguably, frames the history of ideas about how to look,
what to show and discern what to tell so as to ensure communication and engagement.
The tendency to read Isabel as a substitute for Campion — and to superimpose their
quest for meaning — appears as common and acceptable as the propensity to mingle
with their money. What appears to be their distinctive trait, after all, is that they both are
lone women entrusted with great sums: the reaction they appear to elicit, therefore, is
one of disbelief, possibly distrust, followed, invariably, by a wish to keep an eye on
them. On the one hand, In James’ novel, Ralph “[...] should like to put a little wind in
[Isabel’s] sails” (James 191), because he “ [...] should like to see her going before the
breeze!” (James 193), a feeling that Mr. Touchett promptly interprets as a desire for
amusement and, incidentally, one of a merely visual, detached nature. There is a
performative expectation that comes attached with the material benefits Isabel is bound
to receive: the tacit understanding that the private choices that money affords are
always up for scrutiny by onlookers. Beyond the fictional realm, the (perhaps biased)
objectives hiding beneath the close observation of Campion herself — much like James’
Isabel Archer — seem to generate a brand of biography-based criticism whose agenda
fixates on establishing similarities and striking comparisons between Campion’s private
life and the stories she tells on screen. Alistair Fox’ 2011 book Jane Campion.
Authorship and Personal Cinema is an exercise in this kind of biographical approach.
While Fox’ comprehensive assessment of Portrait and its specificities within the
historical development of Campion’s career is, indeed, insightful, his critical strategy
founded on detailed biographical references often forces readings of her films that are,
at best, impressionistic, but often come out as bizarre or intrusive. Fox positis Portrait as
Campion’s primary counter reaction to The Piano, as her adaptation further develops
notions pertaining to the satisfaction of one’s desire, and its sustainability, which she
inaugurated in 1993, while attempting to complicate her very own “feminist fairytale”

(Fox 135). Portrait, Fox contends, shows sentimental life as is, as subject to stronger
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pushes and values in the individual’'s holistic existence rather than the other way
around. However, Campion’s primary model for Isabel is, Fox argues, self-identification
on multiple levels: between Isabel and Campion, between Isabel and Campion’s
mother, between Osmond’s relationship with his daughter Pansy and Campion’s own
relationship with her father (138). Fox goes as far as to reference Campion’s deceased
son as mirrored in Isabel’'s implied grief for the loss of her baby (141). Campion’s
statements from interviews and press kits are often interpreted literally. For instance,
Fox quotes screenwriter Laura Jones’ account of the brainstorming and drafting process
behind the script, and understands Jones’ avowal that their impression of Isabel
comprised the personal assessment of their own experiences as young women as proof

of the biographical foundation of Portrait (145).

If one “reads” the film bearing in mind these autobiographical investments, it becomes
apparent that, even though Campion and Laura Jones, her screenwriter, have remained
fairly faithful to James’s original, they have made significant changes in order to align the

story with Campion’s personal investments in it. (Fox 145)

Fox’ focus, however, is not on Campion’s consciousness, her construction of subjectivity
or even her creative understanding of life, rather, he appears to privilege a deterministic
outlook on Campion’s life history, as if she had been made solely by what happened to
her as an individual, and had therefore chosen film as a medium to express ideas and
feelings that are not self-contained or theoretical, but derivative (and descriptive) of
those personal experiences. This approach, | fear, risks effacing Campion’s creative and
authorial agency, and could belittle her capacity to distinguish private occurrences from
other narratives, whether external or extraneous episodes.

A merely biographical approach to analysis might strike as biased — it is unlikely that a
director who does not identify as female and does not explore female private and
subconscious lives would raise comparable curiosity — whereas a comprehensive look
at Campion’s work as responsive to, simultaneously, her source’s historical context
along with the cine-industry momentum and trends at the time of production, usually

prove more convincing and nuanced. Gordon’s remark that “Campion’s signature
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camerawork and clinical exploration of sexuality titillate audiences who can glimpse the
leisured class of the late nineteenth century and be rapt by its repression” (14)
encapsulates the variety of rationales and interests at stake with Campion’s film
adaptation. Campion’s inquiry into the sentimental troubles of a young woman deserve
acknowledgement beyond similarities with her own troubles as a young woman: her act
of portraiture is profoundly aware of the mirror effect it can elicit in viewers, and even
more so of the distorsions built in the reflective surface of viewer-character
identification. Within that very chronological distortion — the imaginary peeping into the
inner life of women in the past — Campion finds the space to challenge more than the
sexual repression and claustrophobic gender roles thrust upon her protagonist. There is
a distinct theatricality in Campion’s para-narrative spectacle of gestures, in the visual
pantomime that fills in the space of action while dialogues, rather than images, supply
useful information and backstories about characters’ relations to one another.

Whether something goes lost whenever James’ omniscient commentary and pithy
insight need be substituted by visual components, Campion appears to consistently fill
in the gaps with idiosyncratic, comedic bits of information that entertain viewers, endear
the protagonists and geographically situate the scene. It appears that Campion’s
narrative arc does not merely work on the shallow, superficial level of fidelity and
transcodification. There is added playfulness when Isabel and Ralph engage in a
relaxed game of hide-and-seek with one of his cigarettes. There is a tinge of irony
towards Isabel’s scholarly ambitions when she collects her word cards from the closet,

which she had pasted up to remember refined words such as “Nihilism / nihilistic,”

“Probity / honesty / integrity,” “Abnegation + Aberration / aberrant,” “Admonish” (see fig.
6). There is depth in the trivialities of daily life in public, whose management throws into
relief interpersonal dynamics between characters: Isabel’s complicity with her journalist
friend Henrietta Stackpole shows up when they both get too close to the statues on
display as they wander through museum halls, and are admonished by a whistling
guard. The critical analysis that, almost twenty five years after its release, Portrait elicits
and deserves, should involve a push beyond subjectivity, specifically that of a
femme-indentifying individual who also boasts numerous forms of linguistic, cultural and

wealth privileges.
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Fig. 6. Isabel’s “vocabulary cards” in her wardrobe closet in Portrait of a Lady.

Such appraisals should aim to map the ethics that, being larger, include and encompass
the woman protagonist that is customarily dealt with as the sole interpreter, enabler and,
possibly, thinker of the narrative morals at stake. Whether it is possible to think about
desire and bodies in ways that sideline the psychoanalytic, that also see mental and
bodily energies as cultural, political actions — to a certain extent clearer, public and
shareable, rather than relating to obscure privacy and personal history — is a question
that contemporary forms of feminist film criticism are addressing. An appraisal of
Campion’s feminine focus as broader than its gendered features needs to take into
account directorial choices beyond narrative development and character-centric
criticism. Campion uses adaptation as a tool to reflect on the history of cinema from
visual entertainment to art to commercial venture, on the history of women as subjects
within society and, crucially, how both histories entwine and influence one another.

While Campion’s focus on gender in Portrait is topical (as a narrative point) and
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foundational (as a stylistic strategy), her parallel exploration of genre (as manipulation
and exploitation of media conventions) is equally important.

Nancy Bentley’s essay “Conscious Observation: Jane Campion’s Portrait of a Lady”
collected in Henry James Goes to the Movies (edited by Susan M. Griffin, 2002) posits
— in keeping with feminist-oriented and character-focused appraisals of the adaptation —
Isabel’'s sexual crisis as the focal point of Campion’s Portrait. Moreover, the material
visualisation of Isabel’s body that the filmic medium allows, notes Bentley, the literal
fulfillment of Ralph Touchett’'s wish to pursue the “conscious observation of a lovely
woman” (127) as embodied by Isabel. The notion of gaze is crucial in Bentley’s
comparison of novel and film, but she does not employ the terminology to describe a
power-move willfully oriented from a desiring subject towards a desired one, rather, as
the conscious attention towards the very structure of the medium at play. The spectacle,
the framing, the posing of subjects — either in motion or as standing characters —
translates seamlessly from James’ metanovelisitc conceits about realism in fiction to
Campion’s exploration of visual capabilities of screen narratives. Campion’s work,
however, innovates the debate of mimetic representation through its “period piece” and
“costume drama” features. The chronological deviation, arising from the diegetic 1870s
setting and viewers’ post 1996 fruition of the narrative, reveals the contradiction at heart
of period films: characters’ travails suscitate understanding and, possibly, identification
on a peer level, whereas the “pastness” of the setting calls for visual enjoyment
precisely because of its fictive nature. The very anachronism caused by the jarring
juxtaposition of past setting and modern technology is, in Bentley’s argument, a source

for complex, yet pleasurable experiences.

Immersed as we are in the unstable ironies and jumpy technological rhythms of our time,
movies about gracious living and the lives of beautiful women offer the increasingly rare
experiences of slow, languorous contemplation, the sound of sustained conversation,
and charming intimations of the sort of uncorseted sex possible only in an age of
corsets. (Bentley 131)

The reality that a period film like Portrait is compelling insofar as it projects the

pleasurable portrait of a bourgeois past before cinema, and provides visual cues that
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help create an imaginary (and, to some extent, fanciful) idea of life in the past. The
artifice is all the more successful — i.e. enthralling — when its material production is
carefully dissimulated, the aforementioned deviation concealed. Bentley, however,
convincingly argues that Campion’s direction rejects period film conventions, such as
the tendency to accommodate viewers’ fantasies of the past as escapism, by forcefully
reinstating her own film’s boundaries and medium-related specificities: the monochrome
choral opening scene is just an example of Campion’s playful twist on her craft’s

structure (132). Hilary Radner similarly remarks, in her essay “In extremis’: Jane
Campion and the Woman’s Film” (collected in Jane Campion: Cinema, Nation, Identity,
2009), that disruptive interventions into the film’s structure, rather than in its narrative,
single out Campion’s mark as an “auteur”: hence Portrait’s surreal animated sequences,
stripped-down chronology, and the controversial contemporary documentary-style

opening sequence.

The nature of these ruptures is not stylistically consistent; it is the act of rupture, the
drawing attention to the film as such and to its “createdness” and hence its creator, the

auteur, that is sustained, if not always in the same manner. (Radner 7)

Portrait's opening credits and title supply a monochromatic (with just a brief colour shot
halfway) a-narrative sequence showcasing individual portraits of moving young women
and girls, contemporary women, in contemporary attire and sporting diverse apparences
and ethnicities. A feminine voic-eover mimics a private conversation among girlfriends,
in which the pleasures and logistics of kissing are discussed (the moment right before
the actual kissing, when desire becomes certainty, is deemed the most exquisite part of
the whole experience). The girls are filmed in a leafy wood, forming circles, dancing and
sitting on branches: their collective presence sets a joyful mood, one that is immediately
tipped over when Campion cuts to an extreme up close shot of Isabel’s (Nicole Kidman)

worried eyes, in full colour. Eve Kosofky Sedwick’s notion of homosociality within
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James’ prose,*” which, in the Portrait novel, is particularly evident in the first chapter
opening scene, can be fruitfully adapted to Campion’s own filmic palimpsest. While
James’s narrative opening hovers above the tea-time conversation between Ralph
Touchett and Lord Warburton about Ralph’s female relatives — his mother Mrs. Touchett
and his cousin Isabel — Campion reclaims the dialogic form of exchange, as well as its
homosocial structure. Campion’s opening scene showcases female homosociality, thus
twisting James’, but does not change the topic: women and girls are still the subject
under scrutiny, except this time the act of telling is one of self-disclosure and
self-explanation, rather than one of biased speculation, like the one performed by
James’ characters. The idea of a warm utopia of feminine collectiveness opens, yet is
unable to fully frame a film narrative of one, a lone sitter that is too large and solitary to
make space for salvation via the helpful presence of peers. However, what percolates
from framing to narrative is the sense that the satisfaction of one’s romantic wish is
parallel to, if not indistinguishable from personal fulfilment and contentedness, and that
the analogy is particularly pertinent to young women.

Portrait, as a novel and as a film, is indeed easily readable as a romance turned
grotesquely bad: the shattered promise of romantic love, the aching split between
married cohabitation and affectionate companionship are concerns that genres of
popular entertainment share and regularly revisit. Roberta Garrett's study of
contemporary women-oriented film subgenres Postmodern Chick Flicks: the Return of
the Woman’s Film (2007) mentions Campion’s Portrait as a specimen of 1990s period
films that successfully subverted market and narrative conventions behind plotlines
targeting supposedly feminine audiences. Sentimentality, in Campion’s Portrait, is
addressed as a positive force, not as schmaltzy excess: its feminine connotations are
employed to reclaim the domesticity and uneventful triviality of women’s historical lives
as rightful subjects for film narratives. Garrett notes that “the cinematic revival of
conventional ‘feminine’ forms has been given much less critical attention than the

simultaneous trend towards generic reworkings that situate women in conventional male

47 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick expanded and popularised the term in her 1985 study Between Men: English
Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. Kosofsky Sedgwick observes instances of same-sex communal

and intrapersonal bonds of platonic kinship in various works of fiction, including Henry James’ novels.
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roles” (52). The gender shift in the mainstream brand of reboot cinema, in fact, risks
crystallising genre and gender expectations, as its main outcomes are didactic:
“cross-identification” is encouraged, and female representation is expanded beyond the
standard feminist-adjacent film genres, such as avantgarde, experimental and
low-budget productions. Garrett, on the contrary, is supportive of the subversive
potential in “clever, self-conscious ‘chick flick’, a text aimed at female audiences, often
working through a recognisable feminine genre but also playing with and often critiquing
the form” (562), such as Campion’s Portrait. Campion’s ambiguity — which | understand
and process as a positive feature of her work — may arise from her commitment to
pushing the limits of the “woman’s film” without ever really breaking free from its
conventions, thus placing her in an in-between position, halfway commercial and almost
“counter” cinema, her work being feminine-centred without an explicit feminist agenda.
The irony that Garrett perceives in stances such as Campion’s is an intellectual
approach that visibly gestures towards obsolete notions of womanhood, respectability
and social accountability to historicise contemporary understandings of the same topics.
The effect is double, and highly personal: some viewers could react to Campion’s
“sartorial ostentatious” (Garrett 53) as a remark concerning the progress made, others
could sneer at the aesthetic and technological abyss between past and present to recall
how little has changed with regards to sexual morae and “notions of female

independence, aspiration and achievement” (Garrett 53) since then.
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Fig. 7. Selected shots from the opening sequence in The Portrait of a Lady.
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The unnamed girls in the opening scene, with their comfortable clothes, practical
hairstyles and late twentieth century appliances (one of them dances to the music she is
listening through her headphones, plugged into a walkman) may exist light heartedly in
front on the camera — the eye that vouches for their girly radiance (see fig. 7). Still, their
spatial closeness (in filmic terms) to Isabel Archer’s distressed existence bridges the
gap and interconnects the risks (of abuse, violence, or mere disappointment) that
monothematic notions of romantic heterosexuality expose women to.

The operation that Campion sets up with her Portrait is one of distortion rather than
representation, especially with regards to genre expectations: the Bildungsroman
narrative arc is betrayed — Isabel’s learning curve plummets after her marriage with
Osmond — yet the effort to portray her, or any other character, to frame them within an
intelligible perspective that could account for their lives and choices, is consistently
hindered by movement. Belén Vidal borrows Pascal Bonitzer's keyword décadrage*® —
the idea that modern/modernist uses of frame in cinema debunk its conventional use as
a window-frame, thus hindering direct, crystal-clear appraisal of the subject it
purportedly encloses (and therefore challenging their very subjectivity) — to broach her

analysis of Portrait in Figuring the Past. Period Film and the Mannerist Aesthetic (2012).

The Portrait of a Lady plays up the motif of the tableau/portrait as a precarious, shifting
figure, haunted by its reverse: the deframing. Like the close-up, the film deframing
suggests fragmentation and distortion of perspective — the trace of motion that

characterises the variable eye of cinema. (Vidal 133)

Vidal’'s Portrait analysis is part of a broader exploration of the the aesthetics of period
film adaptations: the image/idea of past that films such as Portrait evoke is one that
does not pursue authenticity, but is, rather, a rewritten version, a pastiche that links
together past ideas of representation and the history of representational conventions

(Vidal 126). The mode, therefore, is mannerist, a reprise of certain well-known models

48 Pascal Bonitzer expounds on the theme of framing/deframing as a common stylistic practice in both

visual arts and cinema in his 1985 essay Décadrages. Peinture et cinéma.
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as the basis of new articulation.*® The realm that a film such as Portrait inhabits is, in
fact, that of potentiality, where a “ready-made scenario” (Vidal 129) is at the heart of
narrative and textual negotiations that convey original frameworks: “Past and present
cease to be stable, mutually exclusive points of reference” (Vidal 129). Vidal's
discussion follows closely the character-driven focus of analysis that | mentioned earlier
— the use and misuse of Isabel’s body are carefully recorded throughout — but her
understanding of Campion’s handling of Isabel’s desire is firmly rooted in the filmic
solutions she employs and, specifically, in the cultural connotations that such
techniques entail.

The film-within-the-film sequence loosely titled My Journey chronicles the grand tour to
Venice and Egypt that Isabel embarks on, in company of Madame Merle, immediately
after Osmond has declared his love to her in Rome (see fig. 8). The sequence is filmed
in the style of a mock silent film: grainy sepia tones, syncopated gestures and jumpy
succession of postcard-like images provide a comedic effect and build up the parodic
tone of the whole passage. The beauty of the sites Isabel travels to is clouded by the
many inconveniences of travelling and, increasingly, by Isabel’s distracted engagement
with the places she visits, since her mind is set on the memory of Osmond’s declaration.
Sight and sound filled with visions of Osmond’s mouth(s) and looping voice: the short
film takes a surreal turn to make space for Isabel’s erotic imagination, which soon
overpowers her reality and overwhelms the endurance of her body (the sequence ends
on Isabel's fainting fit in the Egyptian desert). Campion shot the sequence at
Shepperton Studios (UK), as shown in Peter Long and Kate Ellis’ aforementioned
behind-the-scenes documentary Portrait. Jane Campion and The Portrait of a Lady
(1997). In it, as she is discussing the opening boat deck scene with actors Nicole
Kidman and Barbara Hershey, Campion reveals where the inspiration for the Journey

sequence came from: “I got these ideas from seeing Victorian albums of a picnic.

4 Vidal reads Portrait through a distincly positive feminist lens, the “past” that Campion recreates is able,
in Vidal’'s argument, to evoke and pay tribute to the unspoken histories of evolving female consciousness:
‘In contrast with images of the feminine that act as index of (masculine) loss, this portrait signals a
different attitude towards the past: it re-maps the space of fantasy posed by the romance narrative and

mourns the losses strewn along the way in the historical emergence of a feminist consciousness” (140).
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Everyone gets out like this, and half the people are out of the shot”. Her references,
therefore, are linked to vernacular photography, rather than expressly cinematic
specimens. The cultural framework Campion is tapping into is one in which the
instrumental and popular purpose of cinematographic technology is at its early stages of
development from still to motion photography. Vidal insightfully notes the similarity
between My Journey’s subject matter and the topics of the Actualités, the 50-second
“actuality films” popularised by the Lumiére brothers, whose cameramen were able to
shoot in locations outside of Europe, such as Asia and Africa. Besides mimicking the
documentary value of the silent actualités, My Journey also picks up on the comic
intention that characterises a short film like European Rest Cure (1904) by Edwin S.
Porter, whose subject is an American citizen on a European grand tour. Porter’s
protagonist, like Isabel, is a tourist rather than an adventurer, the travel experience he is
hoping for is one of rest and relaxation — his movement seeks a cure, a distraction, an
amusement — but only encounters unexpected obstacles and tiresome inconveniences,
which fatigue him, but entertain the viewer.

Campion’s creation of faux-antique footage is, nevertheless, conscious of other classic,
but better known, works of cinema history. Vidal hints (138), with no further
explanations, at the analogies between My Journey and iconic films such as Orson
Welles’ Citizen Kane (1941) — possibly, the close-up of John Malkovich’s lips spelling
the sentence “I am absolutely in love with you” is reminiscent of the final close-up of
Orson Welles’ lips murmuring “Rosebud” — and Luis Bufiuel’s Un chien andalou (1929)
— the juxtaposition and dissolvence of images are similar, and possibly the erotic
sequence starting with Osmond’s hand clutching Isabel’s clothed waist, then switching
to a shot of Nicole Kidman’s bare chest are akin to Bufuel's protagonist grasping his
female co-protagonist’s covered breast, which he imagines naked. In addition, | would
argue that the cinematic legacy Campion is paying homage to with My Journey bears
tematic affinity, and laterally, stylistic parallels, with the tradition of German

expressionism.
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Fig. 8. Selected shots from the “My Journey 1873” sequence in The Portrait of a Lady.
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The hypnotic spinning of Isabel’s striped parasol juxtaposed with Osmond’s stern face
echoes the fascination with mesmeric tactics as a source of power that is common in
expressionist classics such as Robert Wiene’s Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (1920) and
Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler (1922). The analogy is semantic rather than strictly
visual, since Portrait is, to a certain extent, as preoccupied with illustrating strategies of
disempowerment, authority as the result of aggregated control through conformity, as in,
for instance, Lang’s manipulative and scheming Dr. Mabuse, or Wiene’s Dr. Caligari’s
literal use of hypnosis to control sleepwalking Cesare. While Campion’s penchant for
tilting camera angles, stark contrasts between lit and dark spaces, the use of reflective
surfaces to fragment her characters’ appearance, as well as the creation of surreal
imagery to convey perspective subjectivity, might bear direct similarities to the visual
style of German expressionists, the kinship is especially relevant on the level of
thematic isotopy. The friction between social acceptability and individual desire —
Portrait's main moral preoccupation and narrative beating heart — bespeaks the concern
for evolving sexual and economic morae for women, in addition to the need for a
nomenclature pertaining to such people, whether germinal “New Women” or full-blown
“Weimar Girl”. Isabel’s social angst and romantic dysphoria are loosely reminiscent of
the choral obsession for the protagonist’s wealth and sexual capital in G. W. Pabst’s
1929 silent film Die Blichse der Pandora. Lulu (Louise Brooks) desires none of the
achievements and experiences that Isabel thinks about: as a semi-professional kept
woman, impromptu showgirl, carefree and careless murderer and, eventually,
committed sex worker, Lulu embodies a brand of “independence” that Jamesian ethics
would frown upon.

Campion’s understanding of Isabel, however, is receptive of histories of film lead-ladies
whose bodily presence is up for grab (either through cinematic gaze or diegetic touch),
and hardly ever encourages an assessment of what sexual appeal does to the person
projecting it, rather than merely showing the effects on desiring onlookers. The way the
plethora of admirers that besiege both protagonists influences them radically transforms
each narrative: while candor seems to shield Lulu from the vehemence of her lovers,
Isabel is acutely aware of, and embarrassed by the feelings she arouses and that

bounce, often harshly, back at her. The undercurrent of violence unleashed by
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unrequitedness clashes with the expectation of gentleness that Isabel ascribes to:
accusations of cruelty contribute to demean Isabel’s social ease and trust in her peers.
This cognitive fracture further problematizes Isabel's core belief in her capability to
make choices on her own terms: “[...] But | always want to know the things one
shouldn’t do” she says to her aunt, “So as to choose” she retorts to her aunt’s reply
insinuating that she would rather do what she knows she must not attempt (James 70).
Louise Brooks — another American in Europe — as Lulu brings iconicity to her character
rather than intelligence, her flair covers up the complexities of her predicaments: Lulu’s
misfortunes sum up too quickly to allow respite, or give her time to assess the best
course of action. Nicole Kidman’s classical beauty, on the other hand, is soon clouded
by her loss of control, for which she blames herself despite poor guidance from the
friends who boast more experience and better judgement than her. Both downfalls are
disasters of misplaced attention, either too much or too easily distracted by lapses in
judgement. While both James and Pabst (via Frank Wedekind’s plays on the subject of
Lulu, Erdgeist, 1895, and Die Bliichse der Pandora, 1904, the literary sources of the
film) seem to join, consequentially, seductive prowess, imaginative ebullience and
ethical disaster, Campion resists the cautionary caveats of public liability. Campion
notoriously materialises the kiss between Osmond and Isabel in the roman catacombs,
but the pressure that Isabel undergoes pertains to the realm of psychological
persuasion and emotional illegibility rather than mere physical limitation.

Mind control as abuse of power — a common interest for Campion and her
unacknowledged film forebears — also takes the shape, in Campion’s iteration, of the
control of one’s own mind through fantasy. Mental imagery opens up new semiotic
spaces that extend the scope of the adaptation, and materialise the sensual/sexual
undercurrent of the marriage plot in Portrait. The erotic coda of the Journey sequence
complements the previous soft-core interlude in which Isabel projects a collective
intimate encounter between Ralph Touchett, Lord Warburton, Caspar Goodwood and
herself (see fig. 9). Against the backdrop of Isabel’s London hotel room, right after she
has received an unpleasant visit from her American suitor Caspar Goodwood (and
refused his marriage proposal), the scene seamlessly merges lIsabel’s real life

environment with her mental fancy.
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Fig. 9. Selected shots from the sex fantasy scene in The Portrait of a Lady.
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Campion cleverly uses the erotic in a way that skirts an explicit sex scene: the focus on
touch provides hapticality despite the lack of visual availability of “sexual” or
“sexually-adjacent” body parts. Still, the narration of intimate, self-determined pleasure
flows, and provides further characterization for Isabel — thereby concretizing the
unaddressed sexual tensions in Portrait — as well as the context for the friction between
social acceptability and individual desire that | mentioned earlier. To my knowledge, no
other film from the same era achieves similar results with regards to giving a visual form
to erotic imagery without the need to show nude bodies, reproductive organs o
inequivocabile hints at masturbation.

Academic discussions around the theme of film eroticism tend to focus on the
scopophilic power of the sexual act only as the “real” encounter between two o more
bodies, rather than acknowledge the narrative potential of imaginary sex. Douglas
Keesey’s Contemporary Erotic Cinema (2012) calls in the introduction for a more
expansive cinematic vocabulary with regards to erotic scenes — in order to include
non-normative sexualities, but also to provide images of pleasure that include female
orgasms, non-genital sex and “lurid” body parts and hair, so that “other possibilities for
sexual satisfaction [become] available” (10) — but the study itself is a compiled list of
“standard” erotic scene in mainstream films. Barry Forshaw’s Sex and Film. The Erotic
in British, American and World Cinema (2015) devotes a chapter to praise the
“once-forbidden images as close-ups of vaginas and erect penises” (168) in the cinema
of the 1980s and 1990s as a victory of freedom against the prudery of “political
correctness”. Still, he proceeds to only indicate as case studies film by mainstream male
directors (even when their work deals with homosexual sex and/or relationships) and
describe heterosexual coituses as the paramount erotic visual experience, along with
the conventionally sexualised presence of women. Forshaw’s facile libertarianism
believes that “the ‘male gaze’ at an undressed female is now a default subject for
censure” (168) therefore enforcing the idea that visual “maleness” necessarily equates
sexualization with objectification (an oversimplification of Laura Mulvey’s terminology
that is, to say the least, demeaning towards the male gender), and, furthermore, fully
ignoring the possibility that the gaze is mobile, reversible and, most importantly, always

looking back. Campion’s elemental gaze twist in The Piano showed an “undressed
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male” (Harvey Keitel's famed full-nude scene), but the innovation she achieves in
Portrait concerns the self-awareness of the female gaze that Campion extensively
exercises with her cinema. The vocabulary in use with Isabel's fantasy scene permits
the articulation of intimate, rather than hidden, forms of individual, self-serving pleasure
(and not mere desire). Campion keeps her four characters fully clothed in tasteful
Victorian garb, thereby eluding censorious remarks, but the small parts of exposed
flesh, risqué kisses and suggestive panting are all treated by means of Campion’s
trademark haptic up-close cinematography. Peeping, however, is not Campion’s mode:
the scopophilia she encourages is not one based on bodies, but on the fantasy within a
self-exploring mind. The result is halfway between heritage erotica and pornographic
surrealism, but the stress on self-containedness challenges the idea of the what and
how obscene the bodily matter on show here is. Linda Williams’ notion of “on/scenity”,
as she defines it in the introduction to the anthology Porn Studies (2004), could help
illuminate the interplay of privacy and self-knowledge that Campion has Isabel to

experience in the sex fantasy scene:

The term that | have coined to describe this paradoxical state of affairs is on/scenity: the
gesture by which a culture brings on to its public arena the very organs, acts, bodies,
and pleasures that have heretofore been designated ob/scene and kept literally
off-scene. In Latin, the accepted meaning of the word obscene is quite literally
“off-stage,” or that which should be kept “out of public view” (OED). On/scene is one way
of signaling not just that pornographies are proliferating but that once off (ob) scene

sexual scenarios have been brought onto the public sphere. (3)

Campion twists the conventionally “obscene” nature of cinematic intercourse: while the
context ascribes to “standard” visual eroticism — especially in gestural hapticality and
auditory allusiveness — the “imaginary” character of the scene highlights the obscenity
of private thoughts revealed, rather than that usually associated to the topic of such
thoughts.

Genre as a vocabulary of style, as a paramount bearer of cinematic meaning is a
recurring interest in Campion’s filmography. A period adaptation like Portrait exemplifies

her congenial approach to popular narrative schemes, which she adopts and employs
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as such, but also reclaims and twists to stress its conventionality. Campion’s visual and
semantic closeness to contemporary film genres such as the woman’s film/chick flick
romance, softcore erotica and the heritage costume film itself helps build cinematic
familiarity and intelligibility for mainstream audiences. Moreover, it skims over the very
history of the medium: the parodic and metacinematic use of obsolete techniques, such
as greyscale and silent short films, literally visualise the time span that separates
chronologically the film’s subject matter — nineteenth century lives before the advent of
still and motion photography — from contemporary cinema audiences —made up of
women and girls whose public and private lives are understood through different moral
lenses. The semiosis of genre that Campion willfully retrieves and reengages produces
a filmic text that works on multiple level: as sentimentally-driven piece of entertainment,
as an authorial take on a classic novel, or even as a transmedia interpretation of the
legacy of its source text, as a political film on the history of female consciousness and
public presence. In any case, the popularity of each of these possible reading/watching
modes is rooted in their immediate legibility through genre conventions and/or their
marketable appeal. The adaptation of The Portrait of a Lady, from James to Campion,
takes into account the full chronological range separating the first, source text from the
second, arrival text: James’ metaliterary concerns about style, popular genre and their
influence on characterial subject matter translate as metacinematic benchmarks, which
showcase the history of the medium as technology and highlight its primeval function as
popular entertainment. Notions of history and time will remain central in Campion’s
practice, and in her next attempt at heritage costume film, Bright Star in 2009, her literal

approach to the binary history/narrative will gain primary focus.

2.4. Bright Star: Peripheral Historiography

Campion’s return to period adaptation came after a hiatus of over a decade: since The
Portrait of a Lady, Campion committed to filming original scripts (Holy Smoke, 1999),
anthological short films (The Water Diary, 2006; The Lady Bug, 2007), documentary
and feature production (Soft Fruit, 1999; Abduction: The Megumi Yokota Story, 2006),
as well as an adaptation from contemporary sources (In the Cut, 2003). In a 2009

fragment from a video-interview shot on location during the production of Bright Star —
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“Interview with Bright Star director Jane Campion” — Campion describes how her
fascination with Romantic English poet John Keats started with the reading of Andrew
Motion’s 1998 biography Keats, through which she discovered his real-life affair with
next-door neighbour Fanny Brawne. The interview setup mimics Campion’s own styling
in Bright Star — she sits on a wooden chair propped in the middle of a leafy garden, a
flowery twing in her hand, like her own Keats (Ben Whishaw) does to draft his “Ode to a
Nightingale” — which she begrudgingly describes as a biopic. Campion felt she “needed
an angle” on Keats’ life story that could free her film from the biographical framework:
the idea of framing Keats through Fanny’s perspective, so that audiences could be
introduced to him “through the love affair”, did not come quickly or easily. Historical
knowledge about Fanny’s own side of the story is limited to her (scarce) letters and
laconic diary entries — “Mr. Keats left Hampstead” Campion recalls Fanny writing in her
diary after Keats’ departure for Rome — and Campion built her own narrative around
those few proven details in order to “not contradict any known facts about them?”, rather
than bend them to her convenience. In another interview, a 2009 online conversation

with Anne Thompson, Campion clearly states:

[...] It took a while to figure out the history with the timeline. | didn’t want to write a
romantic drama, but a character story within the parameters of what happened. Not,
‘how can | make this the most extraordinary?’ | really didn’t do that. There were a couple

of pieces of license. | doubt if they really were sleeping wall-to-wall. (Thompson)

This section aims to assess Campion’s evolving historical adaptation practice by
describing her propensity to favour looseness over orthodoxy in treating her subject
matter, imaginative rereading rather than loyal retelling, her penchant for non-literary
sources such as letters, diary entries and corollary research texts. Overall, Campion’s
approach to the biopic, as genre and as commentary, is a bold flexion of standardized
historiography and conventional treatment of a canonical poet’s life background.

Campion’s Bright Star fictionalises a plausible version of the meeting between Fanny
Brawne (Abbie Cornish) and John Keats (Ben Whishaw), setting it in the autumn of
1818 in Hampstead Village, London. Charles Armitage Brown (Paul Schneider) rents

out part of his house, Wentworth Place, to Fanny’s mother (Kerry Fox), who moves in
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with her three children, Fanny, the eldest, Samuel (Thomas Sangster) and Toots (Edie
Martin). Keats, who lives in the town-centre nearby and assiduously frequents Brown’s
house: the two are friends, they discuss literature and write poetry together. The
acquaintance between all parties is further fostered by the Dilke family, who frequently
call on both the Brawnes and Mr. Brown. The shared house in Hampstead Village
becomes the cornerstone of the ensuing two-and-a-half years of friendship between the
families and love between young Keats and Fanny, its domestic life plus scenes of
manual and intellectual productivity propel the plot as accurately as Campion’s
illustrative use of the seasons to help audiences orient chronologically. Most importantly,
the fixedness of the set reflects Fanny’s limited experience of the world and society
outside of the home, thus lifting her constrained perspective as the primary narrative
force of the film.

Campion’s Keats is Fanny’s Keats: his travels, holidays, meetings with literary peers
other than Brown, even his devoted care to his sickly brother Tom are filtered through
Fanny’s direct testimony and what she imagines according to his scant descriptions.
Their romantic attachment is framed as a committed relationship that the two lovers
intend to formalise in marriage, despite the stark disapproval (and express intervention
to separate them) they endure from their entourage. While Fanny’s mother and her
friend Mrs. Dilke attempt to dissuade her from marrying Keats on the basis of his
precarious income, Mr. Brown even attempts to discredit Fanny to Keats’ eyes by
openly fliting with her. Despite the unencouraging environment, Fanny, in order to
spend time together, asks Keats to teach her how to write poetry and direct her reading
habits. Meanwhile, she maintains and refines her manual skills as a seamstress and
self-taught tailor, producing highly original and showy outfits for herself (besides a
masterful embroidered pillowslip she stitches as an homage to mourn Keats’ brother’s
death). Whereas no dialogue acknowledges the equal level of craftsmanship displayed
by both Keats’ poetry and Fanny’s needlework, Campion’s overall framework clearly
equates the two activities as serious and artistic endeavours, consequently elevating
Fanny as a worthy partner for Keats. Campion follows the love story to its unhappy
closure, with Keats’ departure for Rome in the autumn of 1821, where he hoped the

warmer weather would assuage his tuberculosis. The closing sequence of the film sees
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a bereaved Fanny, in a black mourning attire, walking in the woods around her house
reciting to herself verses from Keats’ sonnet Bright Star.

A Keats scholar, Sarah Wootton, is quoted in Michael O’Neill’s review of John Keats: A
New Life — a 2012 biography by Nicholas Roe — describing a specific scene in Bright
Star: the private conversation between Brown and Keats about the latter’'s new poetry.
Brown’s admiration of Keats’ work expressed by holding his hand, addressing it as the
primary actor of Keats’ poetic penmanship. Wootton reads Campion’s scene through its
‘lingering camerawork” (173), and understands it as an example of biographical
cinema’s shortcomings (“haunting inadequacy” 173) in illustrating written poetry by
means of the exploration of the quotidian circumstances of its author’s life and work.
Nevertheless, the same scene is also instrumental in shedding a light on the “shared
constituents of existence” (Wootton gtd. in O’Neill 173) that inform the work of the poet,
while simultaneously reinforcing their presence in their time, and singling out their
unique characters despite their time. Material poetry-writing, in fact, holds a central role
in Campion’s mise-en-scene, so much so that intellectual discussions about the poetry
itself (besides quotations from the actual poems) fill many dialogues and, consequently,
inform the film’s literary theoretical takeaway.

Neil Vickers notes in his 2009 critical review of the film that direct excerpts from Keats’
work are woven in as didactic principles during the poetry lessons scenes. Keats'’s
self-examining analysis contained in his letters, especially those written in 1817 and
1818 about the nature of poetry, are especially useful to Campion in order to distill the
Keatsian philosophy she is interested in portraying filmically: “He recycles a famous line
from a letter to the publisher John Taylor: ‘If poetry comes not as naturally as Leaves to

a tree, it had better not come at all’” (Vickers 322). Campion insists on a conception of
poetry — as well as the poetic authorship she imaginatively reconstructs — that
tentatively echoes Keats’ concept of “Negative Capability”, a stance that Campion
rephrases as a rejection of full understandings, as the enjoyment of formlessness and
ambiguity, as the pleasure of a sensuous experience: “The point of diving in a lake is
not immediately to swim to the shore; it’s to be in the lake. You do not work the lake out.

It is an experience beyond thought™ is a Campion original insertion that Vickers praises

as an apt complement to Keats’ own observations (322). John Greenfield (2018) quotes
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an excerpt from an interview with Campion for A.V. Club in which she expands on her
purposeful adaptation of Keats’s notion of Negative Capability not just as a dialogic

theme, but as a structural principle for the entire filmic enterprise:

| think that concept was important for a lot of us on the film, that idea that great men
have a way of managing to stand within doubt and uncertainties, mysteries, without
irritably searching after fact or reason. [...] | remember we were discussing it in
rehearsal, because we were trying to do something a little bit different. We were trying to
create a sense of presence in the actors rather than layering it on. [...] | wanted a
humanness, so what does that mean, and how do you find it? (Campion qtd. in
Greenfield 65)

Bright Star's foremost feature, the fact that Fanny’s perspective drives the narrative,
heavily influences Keats' portrayal as a poet working within an intellectual network.
“Biographical purists”, as Vickers names them (323) are likely to deem Campion’s
choice a fatal misconception of biographical historiography. Hila Shachar’s Bright Star
section in her “Authorial Histories. The Historical Film and the Literary Biopic” chapter
(in A Companion to the Historical Film, eds. Rosenstone and Parvulescu, 2013)
addresses the issues as a relevant contingency, which, however, does not undermine
the overall value of the film as an insightful reflection on the life of John Keats. Shachar
names Keats scholar Christoper Ricks’ “scathing review” (“Undermining Keats”,
published by The New York Review of Books in 2009) as the primeval example of the
sceptical critical current against Bright Star. “Ricks argues that, while the film’s focus on
Fanny Brawne demonstrates Campion’s ‘perception’ as a filmmaker, it ‘does not respect
John Keats.” Ricks’s attack on Bright Star is primarily concerned with how the film
represents (or does not represent) Keats and his work.” (205). Paul Thomas sneering
2010 review “Brown vs. Brawne: Bright Star’ similarly picks apart Campion’s film by
positing its female-oriented streak as inherently ludicrous, finding fault in its “muddy
chronology” (10), besides lamenting its supposedly misleading character: “[...] a film that
confounds audiences expectations by deliberately not setting out to enhance anyone’s
appreciation of Keats’s poetry” (10). Thomas also remarks — rather tritely — that
Campion’s worst shortcoming is indeed her choice (which Thomas finds trite in turn) to

center the narrative on Fanny, therefore making her “one of Campion’s strong,
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complicated women” (10). Thomas does not miss the opportunity to remind what Fanny
really is: “Keats’s ‘minxtress™ whose silly “fashionista tendencies” (11) take pride in the
outfits she never wears twice (10). Thomas does, however, remark positively on
Campion’s tongue-in-cheek caricature of pompous intellectualism by way of Mr. Brown,
which points out the “[...] dark side, pontification and bullying of Brown” (13) that a
purely heritage biopic would miss. Thomas speaks against literary critics’ tendency to
“treat [Keats’s] ‘life and times’ in a proprietary manner, as though these really were
Keats’s and Keats’s alone” (13), a stance as arbitrary as any other, which Campion
eschews by casting her Keats as just one life, albeit uncommon, surrounded by many
others in a limited space and time, thus making up a “live-in world” (13) instead of a
solo, aggrandizing portrait. Regardless of orthodox, quasi-hagiographic accounts the
poet’s life, Vickers’ reminders that the feminine, domestic viewpoint Campion adopted is

structurally unable to acknowledge Keats’ “grander connections”:

There is no mention of his friendships with Hazlitt or the Shelleys or the painter Benjamin
Haydon, who inspired his famous sonnet on the Elgin Marbles, or of his meetings with
Wordsworth, Lamb and Coleridge — presumably because none of these people were
part of Keats’s life with Fanny. (322)

Gender clashing plays a major role in the understanding of Keats as a person of his
time, even before his assessment as an intellectual figure. Greenfield provides a
general overview of the shifting perceptions of Keats on the basis of his presumed
gender bending potentialities. Greenfield’s statement that “Keats’s gender orientation
has been in question ever since his own time” (67) risks, unfortunately, to create
confusion between his subject’'s sexual orientation and gender identity — whose
evaluation according to current definitions | find unethical as well as unfeasible.
Greenfield’s discussion is indeed informative, but also demonstrates a biased tendency
to relieve Keats from accusations of “effeminacy” — such as “William Hazlitt's essay “On
Effeminacy of Character”, “in which Hazlitt associates the state with an overwrought
sensibility and a predilection for dreamy indolence” (67). The fact that “effeminate” is
used as a synonym for “weak” throughout the reception history of Keats is not disputed

by Greenfield, not even when he acknowledges that modern scholarship prefers to
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indicate a connection between “weakness” and Keats’ lung consumption (67). Camille
Paglia’s critical arguments in Sexual Personae about the feminine quality of Keats’
poetic persona in his texts are quoted, as if they were biographical evidence, alongside
a 1950’s biographer’s — Lionel Trilling — guarantee that letter-writing did not made Keats
any less manly (Greenfield 67). In fact, “Trilling notes that Keats eagerly participated in
manly activities with his male companions [...]" (Greenfield 67).>° Campion’s choice to
cast Ben Whishaw — an androgynous, small-framed actor, who is also openly gay — as
Keats is very likely informed by such debates. Moreover, Campion attempts a stylisation
of contrasting types of masculinity, a somewhat “gentler” one embodied by Keats, and a
conventionally “boisterous” personality via Paul Scheinder’s performance as Charles
Armitage Brown. Keats is respectful, quiet and open to treating women as peers, as
much as Brown boasts his power through flirting, mockery, seduction and irritating
monkey impressions. Campion’s Keats’ peacefulness, moreover, serves a precise
purpose in her narrative: romantic attraction is portrayed as a generative, fundamentally
positive force in the film, a state of being rather than a temporary elation, which is
majorly responsible for Keats’ productivity spike following a bereavement. Vickers
(2009), however, points out a factual discrepancy between Campion’s Keats’ philosophy
of contentedness and the historical Keats’ shifting beliefs in response to personal
occurrences. It is generally accepted among Keats and Romanticism scholars that
Keats’ brother Tom’s death in 1818 signalled a caesura from his earlier juxtaposition of
ethics and beauty as a viable refuge from existential tragedy, and a subsequent

evolution of his philosophy:

%0 Greenfield’s uncritical quotations from Trilling’s Keats biography — The Opposing Self (Viking, 1955) —
signal an outdated compliance with an obsolete notion of gender identity that conflates (binary)
masculinity or femininity with specific personality traits or active actions. Greenfield’s full paragraph about

Trilling’s Keats run thus:

In the 1950s Lionel Trilling addressed the question of Keats’s masculinity, arguing against the prevailing
Victorian view that the letters, especially the love letters, made Keats appear unmanly, citing Keats’s
heroism, his enthusiasm and defense of poetry, and especially his ‘geniality’, evidenced by his ability to joke
with his friends, his self-deprecating sense of humor, his tolerance of others’ foibles, his genuine love of

family, and the expectations of Regency manners. (67)
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His famous journal letter to the George Keatses of February-May 1818: “Do you not see
how necessary a World of Pains and troubles is to school an intelligence and make it a
soul? A Place where the Heart must feel and suffer in a thousand diverse ways!” A soul

in perpetual delight cannot grow; but a soul schooled in tragedy can. (Vickers 323)

The poetry Keats wrote while sentimentally committed to Fanny Brawne, therefore,
would have likely been written during this later, more sombre phase. It is the “falling in
love” as poetic and existential propeller that interests Campion, along with the

sentimental candor and generative energy it spins:

The Keats Campion most admires is the Keats who championed spontaneity and
identity-lessness as ultimate poetic values. [...] As a poetic philosophy it is very well
adapted to Campion’s purposes because it enables her to link the process of writing
poetry with that of falling in love. The two activities are extensions of one another in the
film. (Vickers 323)

As an analogy between poetry-making and love-feeling, Vickers argues, Bright Star is
successful and accurate. Perhaps Campion’s Bright Star is the first contemporary
creative work in which the loving counterpart, Fanny Brawne, is fully explored as an
equal component in the relationship. As Greenfield notes in his essay “Jane Campion’s
Bright Star. The Disputed Biographies of John Keats and Fanny Brawne” (2009), Keats’
(male) network of friends and collaborators would not approve of Fanny, whom they

deemed “unworthy”:

Andrew Motion’s biography, which Campion acknowledges as one of her prime sources,
observes that Keats felt he had to walk a fine line with his friends concerning his
relationship with Fanny for two, probably related, reasons: they thought her education
rendered her not worthy as a companion for a poet of Keats’s reading and poetic
sensibility; and they were jealous that Keats was devoted to her over their company at
times. (Greenfield 65)

Greenfield also mentions that “Both Brown’s reminiscence in 1836 and Mockton Milnes

in his 1848 biography of Keats suppressed Keats’s letters to Fanny and downplayed his
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relationship with Fanny” and it was not until the publication of Keats’ own surviving
epistolary to Fanny in 1878 that her role and character started to be reevaluated (66).
Until Fanny’s letters to Keats’ sister Fanny were disclosed to the public in 1936, the
authenticity of her feelings for Keats and the severe blows that his death caused her
were inconceivable.

Elizabeth Zauderer’s research review of Bright Star (2014) also engages with quotations
from Keats’ poetic work scattered in Campion’s film, and her arbitrary employment of a
certain keatsian philosophy to propel her engendered narrative orientations. Specifically,
Zauderer compares the illustration of subjecthood in Keats’ long poem The Eve of St.
Agnes with Campion’s prioritising of Fanny’s perspective as an instance of successful
translation of “the poet’s rhetoric imagination” (291). Zauderer’s crucial argument is that
Campion adapts cinematically Keats’ poetics rather than his poetry, as loose quotations
from works that span his whole career “punctuate” (291) the film and are interspersed
with Campion’s supplementary original script lines. Intermedia translation also happens
on the level of genre, as Campion reiterates melodramatic narrative tropes, which are a
staple of her cinema, on the basis of the the melodramatic subject matter in The Eve of
St. Agnes: the binary dynamics of “engendered desiring subjectivities” (292-3) is at once
reinstated and reversed, as well as the foundational combination of fictionality and

visuality.

In a letter to his brother Tom of June 1818 while on tour of the Lake District and
Scotland, Keats recounts the effect the natural landscape had on his imagination as a
composite moment of retrospection and projection: “The space, the magnitude of
mountains and waterfalls are well imagined before one sees them... | never forgot myself
so completely—I live in the eye; and my imagination, surpassed is at rest”. (Zauderer
297)

Zauderer employs Keats’ epistolary observations to discuss his complementary
understanding of imagination — as a prefigurative act, a fictional discourse, “a composite
of the prefigured imagination and vision (302) — as antecedent, yet still part of his
experience of reality. Campion recognises and works within this compresence of

observation and projection, and her transposition encapsulates “Keats’s conception of
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the imagination, and its expression in art, as originating in everyday experiences and
their effect on the senses” (Zauderer 299). The domestic realm that Fanny thrives in —
her sewing practice, her mother’s impeccable management of the household, their
non-conflictual adherence to gender roles — serves this purpose: the materiality of the
Brawne family’s everyday life is a working backdrop that doubles as a fertile site for a
feminine form of artistic expression in competition with “male” poetic expression.
“Campion endows Fanny with a superior talent for stitching to correspond to Keats’s
talent for writing” (66) similarly notes Greenfield. Given that the poetry is but a
complementary component of the creative force that Campion is interested in exploring,
the material aspects of the verbal, textile, domestic and sentimental creations displayed
in Bright Star, as well as their visual significance within film semiosis, are worth
discussing.

The controlled world that Campion imagined for Bright Star, a system respectful of
historical evidence and compliant with the chronological limits of Keats’ biography, still
claims full autonomy when it comes to delivering the everyday conditions underpinning
the origin and growth of a love story between young people. Campion’s licenses do not
disrupt verisimilitude, which she creates on the level of narrative, not reliability. By
showing her character engaging in manual, material activities Campion seems to create
a language of unspoken connection between characters and their context. Moreover,
the specific aesthetics she builds around said activities provide plentiful insight into her
filmic scope and strategy. As Hilary Neroni states in her essay “Following the Impossible
Road to Female Passion: Psychoanalysis, the Mundane, and the Films of Jane
Campion” (2012), “[...] form, in the Campion film, attempts to express something
essential about content” (290). In her filmography, Campion’s portrayal of “passion”
(which Neroni understands as the individual search for pleasure, knowledge or
meaning, not strictly in sexual/sensual terms) is “anti-progressive” (291), it does not lead
to a conclusive end (such as fame, a public concert, a book, recognition of one’s
proficiency from one’s peers, etcetera). Rather, it “grabs hold of the subject” (Neroni
292), it disrupts and bends the narrative arch, it is not ancillary to it, or its primary end
result. If notions like creative careers, goal-oriented artistic work, public recognition are

alien to Campion’s films, the implications for biopics such as An Angel At My Table and
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Bright Star are seismic: what makes and individual’s life trajectory worthy of retelling, in
Campion’s world, is detached from conventional expectations about canonical, famous
biographies. There are no “culminations” in Campion, rather, “Campion’s films set the
stage for the intersection of the main characters’ passion and the social world” (Neroni
291). Fanny’s sewing, in fact, is in keeping with Neroni’s appraisal of Campion’s interest

in the mundane side of life:

It is instead a passion that has no goal outside of itself and yet is essential to how the
main character creates and finds meaning in the world. The way she expresses her
passion is an expression of her own singularity as a subject, whether through art, writing,

sex, religion, or whatever activity she privileges. (291)

In an early sequence in Bright Star, Fanny rebukes Keats and his mentor, Mr. Brown, by
stating boldly that “My stitching has more merit and admirers than your two scribblings
put together. And | can make money from it”. Fanny’s sartorial talent is consistently
displayed in parallel with John Keats’ poetic research and drafting, so much so that
Bright Star seems to stand for a speculative double portrayal, based on the fact that,
despite the fact that John Keats’ written work survived the passing of time, unlike
Fanny’s (alleged) sewed work, their union was a siding of equally creative brains.
Campion’s Bright Star resorts to the “biopic” label only to establish an intelligible
framework, but actively works against the genre from the inside: Campion’s intellectual
history is certainly receptive to conventional tropes, it is also, however, distinctly
revisionist in its feminine bent. Bright Star is grounded in historiographic research
(especially Andrew Motion’s biography), as well as in Campion’s personal readings of
Keats’ correspondence and poetry. In the preface she penned for a slim paperback
edition of the love epistolary and poetry Keats wrote to and inspired by Fanny (So Bright

and Delicate, 2009), Campion writes:

Soon | was reading back and forth between Keats’s letters and his poems. The letters
were fresh, intimate and irreverent, as though he was present and speaking. They were
also intense with his own philosophy, such as ‘The vale of Soul-making’, or ‘Negative
Capability’. The Keats spell went very deep for me. | finally wrote a screenplay of the

love affair from Fanny’s point of view, entitled Bright Star. (xv)
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The film Bright Star, however, does not follow or imitate Keats’ letters’ gradual shedding
of grandiose, rambling declarations as they turn in time into quieter notes on daily life,
calmer observations on the couple’s shared feelings. Campion’s (and Ben Whishaw’s)
Keats is a fresh-eyed, energetic young man who will often interrupt poetic musings to
play with the children, or pretend to be a bee in order to “[sniff] all the flowers in the
garden to try and find the best scent”. Abbie Cornish’s Fanny becomes a flippant young
woman who likes to brag about her clothes and does not shy away from witty quarrels
with adults, or petty bickering with her siblings. Campion’s almost exclusive attention
towards her young characters — Campion mentions®' her daughter Alice Englert as an
inspiration for Fanny’s youthful flair and passionate reactions to what the adults around
her want for and from her — is a constant reminder that Keats’ philosophy is steeped in
his youth. Likewise, his and Fanny’s sorrows are (in part) direct consequences of their
backgrounds and family arrangements.

In Jane Campion and Adaptation: Angels, Demons and Unsettling Voices (2013),
Estella Tincknell accepts the notion that, as a genre, biopic can be fruitfully manipulated
in order to recalibrate its traditional focus on straightforward, individual life narratives
and open it up to more fluctuating ideas of identity making (110). Hagiographic,
triumphalist narratives centred on politically powerful figures — usually male monarchs
and rulers, canonical thinkers and artists — have been playfully turned upon themselves
from the 1980s onwards, Tincknell notes (110). A shift in tone speaks to a newfound
need to revisit stories from the past not necessarily in a revisionist, or unhistorical
approach, but rather as an escamotage to explore themes such as power and influence
(110). Bright Star is fully in line with such trends: the figure of Romantic poet John Keats
“[...] is rendered a secondary figure within his own life story, with Fanny Brawne
occupying the role of central protagonist, but he is reimagined in the context of

contemporary masculinity” (Tincknell 111).

51 “Interview with Bright Star director Jane Campion” YouTube video interview fragment.
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Fig. 10. “Prettiness” in Campion’s visual vocabulary includes the potentiality of its own demise: the quaint
village bound to be absorbed as a London sprawl; beautiful embroidery as a condolence gift; cutting
instruments that are paramount to sewing; butterflies unable to survive in captivity, the unrequited

valentine letter sent as a mockery.

Keats thus becomes a penniless, self-deprecating scribbler, devoid of any inkling of his
future success, who builds his identity not within a gender binary against the
ultra-feminine Fanny, but rather side by side with his cantankerous, misogynist patron
Mr. Brown. As Tincknell incisively notes, the love object weighing down Campion’s
(signature) love triangle is Keats himself: while mapping the heterosexual, romantic
bond between Keats and Fanny is the explicit concern of the film, the homosocial
friendship keeping Keats and Brown close is a less evident, yet highly incisive presence
(113). The fake valentine letter Fanny receives anonymously from Mr. Brown, in addition

to their customary witty confrontations over tea, puts on display the tensions among the
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trio: the courtly disguise adopted by Brown to harass and undermine Fanny to Keats’
eyes is all the more uncanny (and successful) as it channels jealousy and aversion
within conventional patterns of seduction. Bright Star seems, in fact, to explore topics
and tropes pertaining to the comedy of manners since Campion carefully inserts
nuances of feelings other than romantic ones, such as filial and fraternal love, friendship
and communal assistance among neighbour families. The creation and evolution of
bonds between characters are in no way secondary to the love story in the foreground,
on the contrary, interactions such as those occurring between Fanny’s mother and Mrs.
Dilke, Mr. Brown and his housemaid Abigail, or among Fanny’s siblings, provide depth
and context to Keats and Fanny’s one. It is a context that is explicitly oriented towards,
and shaped by, economic matters and conversations entering around money, income,
rent, property, financial help. It is no coincidence that Fanny’s statement about her
fashion design and production as being more than a crafty hobby, but a real business,
happens during a squabble with Mr. Brown, Keats’s host and patron. The tension at the
centre of Bright Star is not so much romantic distress, rather a fully-fledged conflict
between art making as a laudable, but non lucrative occupation, and the compromise
demanded by reciprocal societal participation.

Campion’s onscreen aesthetics are key in addressing and critically exposing these
themes while simultaneously delivering a pleasurable visual repository. Campion’s
attention to objects — especially everyday, commonplace ones — and their handling is
fulfiled by means of her signature haptic and zoomed-in imagery. The desaturated
beauty and the distinctly feminine character associated with the objects and gestures
Campion choses to focus on — mostly female hands actively managing cooking, sewing
and other domestic tasks, besides engaging in experiential touch — can be usefully
explored as a specific aesthetic mode (see fig. 10). My earlier discussion of Sianne
Ngai's “marginal aesthetic categories” in the chapter section on The Piano is equally
relevant here: Ngai’'s key intuition in her treatment of aesthetic categories is the
description of their intersubjective capacities, that is, the fact that certain ways to relate
to subjects “other” than oneself is an act that, in addition to being framed ideologically
and historically, is also embedded within an aesthetic stance. Ngai describes forms of

fetishism and commaodification that are usually linked to “cuteness”: exchange value that
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tends to “homogenize labour and its experience” (63) and ideas pertaining to “political
inconsequentiality, limited range of action as well as a restricted production” (97).

Furthermore, Ngai’s critique takes into account forms of desire, exploitation, destruction
directed at those “objects” that the onlooker perceives as familiar, harmless, possibly
delicate and highly controllable. Ngai’'s idea of prettiness, therefore, scales down from
beauty insofar as the attitude it inspires is not one of awe and/or fascination, but rather
a dual, contrasting urge to simultaneously affect and protect the “cute” object at hand.
This dual outcome is also particularly enlightening when it comes to understanding
Campion’s key employment of specific objects — such as quaint natural ambiences,
twee lacey bonnets, pastel-coloured earthenware, petite furniture and sweet shades of
sunlight peeking through linen curtains — to foster, underline and criticise the
interpersonal relations and bonds the main narrative line explores (see fig. 11). While
Campion attempts to dignify the endearing and the crushable — especially when it
pertains to women’s lives and work — what is most interesting is how she combines the
aesthetic and the affective in a complex web: the past may be imaginary, but the
hindsight that both film creators and film viewers possess cannot but influence its
understanding. It is not merely the swift, cruel turn from a beautiful indoor collection of
living butterflies to the spectacle of dead wings on the floor and under glass jars. |,
personally, when reading the name “Hampstead Village” in the opening sequence, and
watching the quaint village uphill, cannot but think of the englobing gentrification that will
affect the countryside around London in the two hundred years following 1818. | cannot
but remind myself constantly, while watching the film, that | am offered the fantasy of a
lifetime, spent writing in cosy sitting rooms or sitting under tree branches, tainted by a

fatal disease.
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Fig. 11. Instances of domestic, artistic, intellectual and manual labour in Bright Star.

The manifold semantics traceable in Campion’s employment of an array of material
signifiers for tenderness, powerlessness, a crushable nature and commodifiable
sentimentalism are at once undermined and confirmed by Campion herself. In a 2010
Q&A interview for webzine Female First, Campion states her disdain for overtly cute,

explicitly period-piece imagery:

My designer and | were both quite anti-romantic, and we were going, ‘Oh, they look like
hamsters dressed up! For me, it was alienating to begin with. To see my young actors,
who had just been in their normal clothes rehearsing, and suddenly they’re in these
ridiculous costumes! [...] It wasn't like, ‘Oh, how gorgeous look at that scene!” | don’t feel

any desire to fetishize the period quality of the costumes.
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Tincknell situates the relevance of sewing and dress-making in Bright Star primarily as a
feature of costume design, although she admits that costume is particularly apt in
imposing meaning, rather than simply complementing narratives (82-3). Costume
design and fashion-related issues are, however, key in understanding Bright Star,
especially on the level of narrative development. Tincknell senses that, through
consistent camera-work zooming in on stitches, fabric folds, feminine hands at work,
“[...] clear parallels are drawn between stitching and writing, between the craft of sewing
and the craft of poetry composition, between feminine creativity and masculine art”
(82-3). Campion’s insistent gaze on this particular form of domestic work, however, has
wider resonances, especially on the level of resulting effects. Bright Star opens on a full
close-up of a thumb threading a needle with a light blue piece of string, then sticking a
piece of fabric until the needle pierces its surface. More details pile up as the camera
opens the larger piece of sewing, as each twist of thread and cloth merges in a larger
chain of stitches running along a garment’s rim. Campion’s opening sequence finally
allows human presence as well as establishing the focus of the entire film: protagonist
Fanny Brawne is stitching in her nightgown propped next to her bedroom window, a
space she shares with her little sister Toot, who silently watches her sister work in the
early morning light (see fig. 12). However, the sharpness and accuracy intrinsic to the
materiality of the feminine arts is fully described through the tearing sounds of fabrics
being shredded or ripped apart, by hand or with scissors, as well as by the frequent
inclusion of hand movements that stitch, embroider and lace up ribbons. As stated in
her preface to the 2009 paperback edition of the Love Letters and Poems of John Keats
to Fanny Brawne, Campion endeavours to write “a screenplay of the love affair from
Fanny’s point of view” (So Bright introduction xv), and Bright Star as a whole seems to

fully develop such privileged perspective.
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Fig. 12. Selected stills from the opening sequence: the extreme up close on the needle being threaded,
the cloth being perforated and the thread passing through the fabric gradually shrinks back to a wider

view of the mending taking place and Fanny performing it in her bedroom.

In The Subversive Stitch. Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine, a historical
review of the fluctuating social values attached to embroidery, Rozsika Parker notes
that, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, “women of all class embroidered” (148).
What differed dramatically from one class to another was the purpose and meaning
ascribed to such activity: a leisurely hobby for respectable ladies, a draining form of
domestic-based professionalism for working-class women. Sewing worked, at once, as
a signifier of femininity and an educational tool to teach “piety, feeling, taste, and
domestic devotion” (Parker 164) 