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Realism, Real Sex and the
Experimental Film: Mediating
Eroticism in Georges Bataille’s
Story of the Eye

Beth Johnson

Andrew Repasky McElhinney’s Georges Bataille’s Story of the Eye (2003) begins
with a grainy, close-up image of a woman giving birth. Over this image is
narrated an account not of the life, but of the myth of Georges Bataille.
It ends with his death in 1962, a year before the assassination of john
E Kennedy, as if there were something uncanny about the relative proximity
between the two events. This deliberate ‘uncanny’ misconception is a signal
that Bataille haunts McElhinney’s scene, but is not part of it. As Freud notes:
‘the uncanny is that class of the frightening which leads back to what is
known of old and long familiar’ (Freud, 1990, p. 340). Bataille is ob-scene
(in the sense of being off screen), even though his life is referred to and
the film takes the title of his most famous novella, Story of the Eye (Bataille,
2001b), the ‘Ur'-text of a considerable portion of avant-garde pornography
or intellectual erotica.

On screen, in full close-up, is the image of a real birth, re-edited from an
old army documentary. McElhinney admits to ‘de-humanizing the sequence
by cutting all the reaction shots’ (Kipp, 2003). This scene accordingly
appears alien and must therefore be read in a different way. The birth can
be read metaphorically: it is the birth of absolute obscenity, the absolutely
explicit birth of absolute explicitness. The grainy scene presented denotes
that this vision is not contemporary, but a re-presentation of older footage.
This connection with the past both establishes an uncanny link between
Bataille and McElhinney and further signifies the journey from Batailiean
theories and images of the past to the present day. Recognizably, the scene
indexes the in-between of intellectual literary theory and popular visual
culture by way of similarity in representation to Gustave Courbet's painting
‘The Origin of the World’ (‘L'Origine du monde’, 1866): an explicit vision
depicting a close-up image of female genitals that signify the origin of desire
as well as, critically, the obscene in that: ‘[tlhrough the eyeholes of the door,
the voyeur stares at the female “hole” at the centre of the scene, a vanishing
point in which there is “nothing to see”’ (Jay, 1994, p. 169).
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McElhinney’s appropriation of Bataille’s novella indicates his own avant-garde
status as an independent director who has chosen formally to revise serious sex-
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ual literature on screen in a non-titillating way. His film, like the literature it has

emerged from, is marked by two inseparable movements; the move forward - the
tilm’s preoccupation with sex and the ‘seen/scene’ which, considering its explicit
content, aliows for a spectatorship of fascination and reflection; and secondly,
the move backward - an enforced recoil by McElhinney (and potentially the
audience) in order to express the serious avant-garde nature of his subject.

Notably, McElhinney dispenses (almost entirely) with conventions that dif-
ferentiate film from visual and video art. Speech is purposefully sparse, relation-
ships between characters are neither explained nor set against any recognizable
moral/familial schema, and there is little narrative or plot. Interestingly, whereas
McElhinney designates his work as film, conventionally the text appears to
adhere to definitions of video art. McElhinney’s choice of capturing the image —
DV Cam that was transferred to DigiBeta for post-production work, thus inter-
rogating the experience of spectatorship ~ reinforces a significant blurring of
boundaries between video art and film. Defined in part by a lack of dialogue,
unknown actors and the attack upon viewers’ expectations (shaped by.porno-
graphic film convention), the work can be seen to traverse the borders between
art film and video art, and between artistic beauty and pornography. The effect
on the spectator can thus be perceived as a violent rocking motion, leaving the
viewer with a feeling of disorientation, nausea and fascination. The close-ups
ot genitalia and the frequency of repetitive sexual and hardcore scenes do not
serve to authenticate pleasure or arouse but to show and dispense displeasure.

McElhinney’s real-sex production of Story of the Eye keys out the signifi-
cance of unveiling desire, deferral, decay and death in our contemporary cul-
tural visual field. Alongside immense amounts of real sex the film includes
real footage of the assassination of John F. Kennedy: a Bataillean allusion,
perhaps, to demonstrate the interrelation between sex and death, especially
through Jackie Kennedy’s proximity to death which could be figured as an
erotic ‘scene’. The importance of this scene lies in what it signifies: arguably
an appropriation of (Bataillean) eroticism and horror equivalent to risking
death. Alongside these elements, the film depicts what I argue to be real
trauma experienced by one of the actors (Courtney Shea).

The inclusion of such scenes functions to unveil the process of metamor-
phosis of the ‘obscene’ in that the spectacle of eroticism, and death, pushes
the experience of spectatorship beyond the gaze. The gaze is deterritorialized
by the machine through which it is presented and restructures the viewer’s
amorous/erotic relationship to machines.

De-forming the kino-eye: Kitsch subculture

McElhinney’s vision in Georges Bataille’s Story of Eye is interesting in the way
in which it combines avant-garde filmmaking and underground, trash, queer
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and explicit content. It also allusively sketches in the history of eroticism
from the nineteenth century to the present including the boredom that
Bataille finds in ‘the pleasures of the flesh’ that are served up for the delecta-
tion of decent people (Bataille, 2001b, pp. 42-3). The film draws attention to
‘the present’ of eroticism: the eroticism of the spectator through the digital,
the eroticism of being filmed. This is sex primarily in relation to machines,
not other people, and is demonstrated most spectacularly through two scenes:
one of male masturbation where the sight of the actor’s penis becomes inter-
changed with the image of ajoy stick; and a second where, significantly,
the aforementioned actor ‘cums’ onto the lens of the camera, occluding the
vision of the viewer. Both of these scenes are analysed below.

Following the rebirth of eroticism as a digital experience, McElhinney
presents a mechanical vision that is simultaneously a cliché of kitsch 1930s
Berlin (as depicted by burlesque topless dancing girls) and post-1980s gay
fetish subculture (indicated by the saturation of ‘fetish’ clothing, the use of
a double ended dildo in a lesbian sex scene, and by heavily pierced, tattooed
and leather-clad dominant and submissivé, black and white, male actors
who engage in anal sex before being murdered by a single bullet in an unclear
shot). Through exhibiting naked references to specific underground styles
and differing chronological points, McElhinney exposes his intentions to
play with normative film conventions. His vision can thus be read from the
opening as a deliberate attempt to display the shocking power of subculture.

The shock of the obscene takes place right at the beginning, with a dingy
scene of two top-hatted topless dancing women being watched by a sole
male viewer in a dark, small music hall. This scene plunges the viewer right
back into the nineteenth century and the origins of modern pornography.
The dark, heavy setting, music and theatrical mise-en-scéne (including
the ludic make-up of the dancers, their breasts painted as smiling faces
while their actual faces are covered by over-sized hats) hark back to the
illicit theatrical images of women captured by the camera from the 1850s
onwards, most notably in Paris, Amsterdam and the US, where dance (the
cancan and vaudeville) held a strong illicit sway. This scene also points to
the male leisure pursuit of viewing stag films in the early twentieth century,
particularly popular in the US, where McElhinney’s film was made.

An uncanny assault is quickly materialized in the images after the dancing
semi-naked women. The scene is now a dance hall, and attention is focused
on a strange, seated male figure, who appears to be controlling the speed of
the girls’ dancing by a joystick which he jerks violently. As the shots cut back
and forth, the image of the joystick becomes his erect penis. Essentially then,
the figure is seen to control the scene through controlling the speed of the
image that the spectator of the film sees. The fact that his penis doubles as
a joystick again moves the viewer through time, bringing us right up to the
present. The joystick is not that of a World War |1 pilot, but of a video-game
player.
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Although certain contemporary computer/video games directly acknowl-
edge the link between technology and eroticism, they tend, in my view, to be
focused towards appropriating a climax from a female animated character.
As such, the scene is in line with mainstream pornographic models. The
male ‘gamer’, in order to ‘win’, must prove his potency by pleasuring the
animated female character and, as such, is positioned as both controller and
voyeur. Writing of the computer game Orgasm Girl, in which the purpose
of the ‘gamer’ is to stimulate an orgasm from a sleeping female character,
Daniel Ashton notes that such a work ‘questions the possibilities and poten-
tials for how sex video games may present more pressing interventions and
suggestions for our physical sex lives’ (2006-7, p. 20). Such a statement
serves to reiterate the point, of course, that the way we view and regulate
the image of sex functions to infect the physical application of it. Such
scenes, then, index an erotic renaissance in that while the pornographic
scene is re-mediated, the implications of the repetition interpolate a binate
questioning of the ‘real’ of sex, of the significance of desire, eroticism, hor-
ror and excess in light of new technologies. McElhinney’s vision thus draws
attention to ‘the present’ of eroticism: the eroticism of being filmed.

The interchange between the joystick and the penis operates to impreg-
nate the scene with strangeness. The only ‘known’ for the spectator is that
the male on screen appears to be manipulating the dancers as if they were
a video game. The male can thus be seen to use his ‘sex’ as a weapon through
which to control the women and the spectator. Significantly, however, the
masturbatory spectacle calls into question the male viewer's control over his
own body (or the lack of it). As Jorgen Lorentzen observes:

[M}en have been seen to embody the idea of rationality. [Yet,] one could
argue that the male sexual organ is the only part of the male body that is
not controlled by the will but instead governed by a complicated interac-
tion between blood, nerves and muscles. Men cannot control the raising
or lowering of the penis by force of will. ... Our culture, to a great extent,
has made a taboo of the erect male member. ... That physicians, biolo-
gists and cultural fictions have caused men to turn this upside down,
associating the experience of pleasure with the penis, and referring to
their penises as their brains, has created the basis for misunderstandings,
selt-deceit, a lessening of the real brain’s capability of pleasure, and the
potential for sexual abuse. Sex becomes not just a weapon but a weapon
that controls itself.

(Lorentzen, 2007, pp. 73-4)

Obscenity operates here then by an unveiling not of the genitals, but of other
models of physical stimulation in connection with visual technology such as
‘gaming’. The image of the hard penis refers, then, not to itself, but to some-
thing beyond the body. This scene sets up an immediate paradox: on the one
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hand we have pornography from vaudeville (a theatrical and risqué dance
show) and on the other, topless Tomb Raider. This merging of the past and
present exposes the sexual spectacle of the film with aesthetic and theoretical
implications. The joystick/erect penis demonstrates the digital appropriation
of eroticism. McElhinney uses an aesthetically ‘obscene’ image of the erect
penis to make visible that which should remain hidden: man’s lack of control
over the penis and an abandonment to sexuality.

Through the fusion of differing media and generic distinctions, McElhinney
makes visible a contemporary overlap that serves to remind the viewer that
this film is a culmination of cultural, historical, theoretical and digital
thought on the erotic. Generically, as well as demonstrating similarity to the
‘stag’ film, McElhinney’s vision can equally be likened to earlier, non-erotic
appropriations of the transgression of reality such as The Never Ending Story
(Die unendliche Geschichte, Wolfgang Petersen, 1984}, a film that shows the
relay between reality and fantasy through the use of a joystick control,
used to access other realms of/in space and time. Undoubtedly, however,
McElhinney’s scene is a masturbatory exhibition that operates on a micro-
level as deliberately sensationalist in its sexual content. The control of
sexuality is disrupted and positioned as (male) fantasy. Questioning gender
positions in relation to power, Elizabeth Grosz asks:

[Clould men’s refusal to acknowledge the effects and flows that move
through various parts of the body and from the inside out, have to do
with men’s attempt to distance themselves from the very kind of corpore-
ality — uncontrollable, irrational - they have attributed to women?
(Grosz, 1994, p. 200)

McElhinney's vision arguably answers her challenge for men to acknowl-
edge the uncontrollable. Deforming and defamiliarizing the fantasy model,
he makes visible the irrational and uncontrollable aspects of male sexuality.
Theorist Rosemary Jackson’s definition of fantasy, then, is worth noting
here: ‘The “FANTASTIC” derives from the Latin, phantasticus ... meaning to
make visible or manifest’ (Jackson, 1981, p- 13).

Fetishising queer identity

The male couple McElhinney presents can be visibly pinpointed as belong-
ing to the 1980s queer scene, judging by the males’ outer appearance. The
mise-en-scene, in part defined by the choice of male actors and costumes, is
of relevance to notions of cultural obscenity and the underground ‘scene’.
The fact that McElhinney has chosen to focus on homosexual, rather than
heterosexual, real sex, is another insight into his vision of generic and
cultural deformations of desire. As the obscene is positioned purposeftully
outside the ‘ordinary’ cultural and visual arena, the choice of queer real sex
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can be seen as a tribute to underground, ‘obscene’ visions and versions of
Bataillean desire. McElhinney’s technical high-key lighting of this scene —
rendering it overexposed - has symbolic resonance in line with Baudrillard’s
statement about contemporary obscenity in the realm of vision. Discussing
virtual reality, in which ‘signs seduce one another, beyond meaning’
(as opposed to when the simulacrum was still a ‘game on the fringes of the
real’), he argues: ‘The disappearance of this scene [of seduction] clears the
way for a principle of obscenity, a pornographic materialization of every-
thing’ (Baudrillard, 2005, p. 69).

The male actors chosen to perform the real-sex scenes are, by extensive
tattooing, body piercing and fetish costume, stylistically distinct. This differ-
ence pertains to an underground movement that is connected to an abnos-
mal identity relating to the sexual self. This idea is indexed by the physical
honesty of the (male) body in the seen/scene. The appearance, style and
dress of the males in this film (all taboo when placed against the accepted
‘norms’) thus highlight a movement towards otherness: a movement
beyond the self. Similarly, in making visible a female queer couple (usually
found in mainstream pornography to satisfy, through familiarity, a male
demographic - the unseen male viewer), McElhinney reinforces the notion
of abnormality. Both women appear bruised, battered, pallid and unsteady.
One woman (Melissa Forgione) is seen to have an unexplained angry scar
on her body, which she purposefully makes visible to the audience by run-
ning her hands across it and weeping before beginning to masturbate.-After
reaching climax the woman stubs a cigarette out on her arm, further invok-
ing the horror of erotic expectation.

It is essential, here, that the scar, the self-harming and the sexual act are
seen. The body as a site of otherness is explored by the presence of the cam-
era rather than the presence of another. By this, I mean that the practices of
queer sex in the film are arguably connected to erotic desire by way of the
intimacy of being filmed rather than being fucked.

The “politics’ of Queer Theory, as Pearce and Wisker point out, may be
a source of illumination here: ‘Queerness does not depend upon the sexu-
ality of the practitioners per se, but rather the extent to which any liaison
(straight or gay), exposes and makes visible hetero-normativity’ (1998,
p. 15). As with the male couple above, whereas the costumes of the actors
posit difference, the actual sexual practices seen are transgressive in. that
they make visible the ‘normal’ conventions of the sexual scene. The sexual
acts presented are notably ‘normal’ in terms of the known pornographic
model: for the most part mechanical, lacking in intimacy and failing to dis-
play emotional complexity convincingly. This pornographic style is further
indexed by the fact that the actors change positions regularly, the sex is
inconsequential and the camera is positioned to authenticate the reality of
the penetration taking place. it is not therefore these explicit shots that con-
vey obscenity, but rather the application of the strange/fetish object within
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these scenes and, significantly, the fact that these scenes arguably convey
the contemporary significance and experience of sex being filmed that is of
crucial interest here.

Traumatic re-play: Power and the cine-eye

Amid the very real sex we see, we are, as an audience, alienated from the
desire (or the lack of it) that we witness. The extensive use of mirrors
throughout the film points to the importance of self-reflexive spectator-
ship. This notion is reinforced by the fact that one of the dancers wakes,
half-naked, to find her eyes bandaged as if she has been blinded (or had her
vision castrated) (Figure 10.1).

The film invokes the notion of sight and the obscenc by playing with the
concept of temporal delay in terms of sexual fulfilment. The soundtrack
audible at the beginning of the film, when McElhinney presents burlesque
dancing women, is repeated in a later scene where one of the women
is seen endlessly journeying, battered and bruised up the same flight of
never-ending stairs. The staircase scene could be argued to depict an under-
ground, art-house vision of heil where the woman is forced to repeat her
painful journey up the staircase as, in line with the soundtrack, the audi-
ence is to imagine that someone unseen in the house is repeatedly watch-
ing a film with her in it. Accordingly, her body becomes an object of fetish

Figure 10.1 Georges Bataille's Story of the Eye: Melissa Forgione awakens wearing
a bloody bandage over her eyes. Reproduced with kind permission from Andrew
Repasky McElhinney.
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to be manipulated at will by the use of a mechanical control: a joystick or
remote control. This hellish scene demonstrates a folding back, through an
‘imagined’ vision of the girl as trapped in a time and space she is unable to
control. This scene can, of course, be understood to signify the experience
of eroticism itself. 3

This irrational vision is both perceived to be a traumatic experience for the
character (cued by the slow movements indicating her body is on the verge
of collapse) and a pleasurable/terrifying experience for the spectator who is, in
patt, positioned as rationally accountable, by way of watching and potentially
controlling the vision (by moving the scene backwards/forwards), for inflict-
ing pain and gaining pleasure from viewing the penetration of (and assault
upon) the woman. The positioning of the spectator as both active (through
the obscene spectator in the house forcing the woman to endlessly repeat an
unseen act) and passive (the film spectator who potentially gains pleasure from
submission unto the spectacle and the silent yet direct address unto him/her
by way of spectatorial implication) functions to reduce the space between the
imaginary and the real experience of eroticism. The repetition of the scene also
serves to transform the spectator through a varying experience of emotional
and psychological responses. This unexplained scene continues for exactly ten
minutes, potentially enabling the spectator outside of the frame to experience
fascination, desire, terror, frustration, boredom and trauma.

The compulsion to repeat arguably reflects the abnormal desire of the
spectator to experience that which is not rational, and can accordingly be
linked to both the psychoanalytic unconscious and the function of repres-
sion. Repression does not function to deny pleasure, but rather to avoid
displeasurce by way of: ‘bring[ing] to light activities of repressed instinctual
impulses’ (Freud, 1991, p. 290). The experience of the erotic that cannot be
rationalized (as it depends upon unknown animalistic impulses) is, however,
dependent upon the penetration, but not the annihilation, of the Law of the
Father (for example, the law that designates it is wrong to gain pleasure from
witnessing/causing another’s pain). As such, any erotic, pleasure/displeas-
ure attained is untranslatable and can never be considered as one’s own,
but exists only by way of spectral experience of the ‘othered’ seif. The sig-
nificance of this scene is, then, to be understood thus: the appropriation of
transgression is grounded in the image by its revelation that we, the specta-
tors, are seen seeing. What the text reveals is the dual positioning of the spec-
tator. This duality allows for, and encourages, a saccadic split to take place:
we are horrified and aroused by the sight of us seeing another’s fear. As with
any such duality, the simultaneous movement towards and away from the
object of desire/horror can be experienced as a transformation of the self or
a psychological trauma, a wound brought about by stress or shock.

This re-presentation of trauma is highlighted by the blurring of bounda-
ries between actual real experience - real sex ~ and the mediation of the
sexual act as a mere ‘act’. However, McElhinney’s work uses a third term
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for sanctioning the simultaneous artitice/reality of sex, which is ‘perform-
ance’. As noted by Linda Williams, performance is ‘the art of opening the
body of the performer up to the physical and emotional challenge of what
is performed’ (Williams, 2001, p. 22). The emotional challenge is seen, in
this film, to elicit trauma. Peter Buse’s definition of trauma is of relevance
here: ‘In its most general definition, trauma describes an overwhelming
experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the event occurs in
the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive experience of hallucinations and
other intrusive phenomena’ (Buse, 2001, cited in King, 2005, p. 67). The
repetitive nature of this scene posits the register of art-house narrative as
sovereign, yet, simultaneously, it echoes the repetitive nature of popular
pornography.

The power of the spectator is further interrogated by the ambiguous
reality of witnessing the female character/actor’s trauma. After watching
the woman endlessly climb the staircase, we see her tinally reaching the
top. The woman walks towards a window and witnesses (by the slicing
of original footage) the murder of the former American President John E.
Kennedy. As previously mentioned, this scene posits a Bataillean reference
in that it demonstrates the visual spectacle of death and links it, in proxim-
ity to the erotic image of woman by way of making visible the eroticism of
Jackie Kennedy'’s proximity to (her lover's) death. As Bataille states in huer
Experience: ‘There is in understanding a blind spot: which is reminiscent
of the structure of the eye. The nature of understanding demands that the
blind spot within it be more meaningful than understanding itself’ (1988,
p. 110). Thus, as Bataille explicates, the blind spot ‘absorbs one’s attention:
it is no longer the spot which loses itself in knowledge, but knowledge
which loses itself in it’ (1988, p. 111).

Interrogating spectatorship -

This scene also serves to interrogate the other ‘other’: the technological
method of capturing images of terror, images upon which the specta-
tor uses reason even where none exists. The very notion of the image, as
well as the model of pornographic film, as a realm of spectacular abuse, is
called into question. The spectator is shown explicitly the power they have
over the production and reproduction of the image and the erotic object.
The nightmarish control, drive and desire to see the obscene through the
collaboration of eroticism and death - the matrix acknowledged by the
actress/character within the film - are, in fact, all too ‘real’, with psychologi-
cal implications that reach far beyond this chapter. Psychic reality is also
explored through McElhinney’s use of the fantasy scenes that can be read as
dreams or nightmares.

This film, in presenting real sex and real death, questions the validity
of technology truly to represent the real. This interrogation is, of course,
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a long-standing one that has been explored within the realms of academia
many times, most notably by Roland Barthes who in the 1960s proclaimed
that with the effet de réel the text makes us accept its fictional product as
‘real’ (Barthes, 1982, pp. 1-17). Most recently, the concept of ‘reality’ has
been interrogated by theorist Slavoj Zizek. Although Zizek’s discussian is
actually focused on the image of the collapse of the World Trade Centre
towers in the US, his theories are equally compelling when applied to
McElhinney’s choices:

The Real which returns has the status of a(nother) semblance: precisely
because it is real, that is, on account of its traumatic/excessive character, we are
unable to integrate it into (what we experience as) our reality, and are therefore
compelled to experience it as a nightmarish apparition. This is what the com-
pelling image of the collapse of the WTC was: an image, a semblance, an
‘effect’, which, at the same time, delivered the ‘thing itself’. The ‘effect
of the real’ is not the same as what Roland Barthes ... called it: ... it is,
rather, its exact opposite: I'effet de l'irréel. That is to say, ... the Real itself,
in order to be sustained, has to be perceived as a nightmarish unreal spec-
tre. Usually we say that we should not mistake fiction for reality. ... The
lesson here is the opposite one: we should not mistake reality for fiction.
(Zizek, 2002, p. 19)

Here, McElhinney keys out explicitly Bataille’s theories upon desire-and
death as a final moment of enlightenment, of absolute recognition in its
repetition, delivering, as Zizek notes, ‘the thing itself’: the reality and public
control of real sex, real objectification. Through our technological con-
trol of the image in the form of a DVD remote control or a cinematic reel
(mirrored in the film by the male in charge of the female dancers and one
girl’s repeated journey up the staircase) we, as viewers, not only deliver unto
ourselves the fictive adaptation, but the ‘real thing’.

Transgression, violence and the ‘Thing’: The unreturned gaze

The concept of spectatorship is further explored towards the close of the
film. The scene can be divided into five sections: the first, a masturbatory
positioning of the female viewer; secondly, a three-way sex scene between
the main characters; thirdly, a woman looking directly at the camera
(an assaulting gaze); fourthly, a shot in which the main actor cums onto the
lens of the camera; and, lastly, a black, blank screen coupled with an ear-
piercing high-pitched technological noise conveying extreme obscenity.

All five segments interrogate vision in slightly different ways. The first
extensively uses the mirror image to depict the concept of self-reflexivity as well
as employing the woman as erotic object. In this scene we see one of the name-
less characters (woman ‘a’) from behind taking off her clothing and looking
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into a long mirror. This segment sets up an accepted pornographic convention
in that the woman begins to masturbate and is positioned so that the (unseen
male) viewer can read the image erotically. The woman’s reflection in the mirror
visible to the film audience is interestingly not the full-frontal of the woman’s
body, but the reflection of events in the hallway. This mirror image makes visible
a heterosexual sex act between the other woman in the film (woman ‘b’) and
the main male character. While watching the couple fuck, woman ‘a’ continues
to masturbate. Again, this sight is shown partly as the camera is focused upon
woman ‘a’s back as well as the reflection of the hallway ‘action’.

Although McElhinney does not present a fully ‘split’ screen, the doubling
of the images here creates tension. The tension in this scene operates because
our vision is restricted. We see neither the close-up of the female spectator’s
masturbatory sequence or the close-up (and thus the authentication) of the
couples’ intercourse. This denotes the scene as one that plays with visibility
in that the audience are torn between the two eroticized spaces presented.
The lack of clarity of either vision serves to create a tension in which we are
unsure of what we should be looking at and, more significantly, presents
a tension that is exerted in the possibility of the unseen (obscene). Again,
such a doubling of the image can be linked to the concept of the ‘uncanny’
by way of opening up a space where what is not shown serves to infect the
seen with both fear and pleasure.

As previously mentioned, this scene mirrors the power relations usually
presented in mainstream pornography in that it is a female who traditionally
indexes the (represented) reader/viewer of pornography, so that for the (actual)
male reader the process of reading/viewing is itself eroticized. This, however,
points to a blind spot (perhaps infinitely regressed) in which the actual male
viewer is not seen even as he looks, and does not see himself seeing himself
in the image of the masturbating woman represented in the book or picture.
As such, this segment makes visible the obscenity of the (male) logok.

On relocating herself in proximity to the fucking couple, we see woman
‘a’ slump against a wall. Although she continues to masturbate, she does not
look at the sexual spectacle before her, but rather looks off-screen into ‘blind
space’. This shot again makes visible the spectator’s lack of complete vision.
We do not know what she is looking at, as it exists beyond the boundaries
of the screen frame. What is apparent, however, is that we see she is not
experiencing pleasure through her spectatorship, but rather appears to be
acting in a mechanical way. Continuing to masturbate she looks blank and
appears mechanical in her movements. This action lays way for recogni-
tion of the contemporary amorous/erotic relationship to machines. Her
appearance suggests she is to be viewed as a ‘living doll’ rather than an
engaged participant. Her lack of pleasure operates to frame the spectator’s
own perception of this sight as one in which scopophilic pleasure is denied.
Accordingly, a paradox is set up for both the failed gaze and fetishistic desire
(Figure 10.2).



146 Realism, Real Sex and the Experimental Film

Figure 10.2  Georges Bataille’s Story of the Eye: Courtney Shea ‘looks away’ from Melissa
Forgione and Sean Timothy Sexton while mechanically masturbating. Reproduced
with kind permission from Andrew Repasky McElhinney.

Potentially, this scene (and the paradox inherent) can be read in two
ways. Firstly, woman ‘a’ could be seen to have withdrawn/retreated because
she is sickened by her own loneliness compared with the couple. As such,
the mechanical pleasure she can give herself can be read as the only pleasure
she can have, and hence is a mark of failure. Secondly, the woman’s lack of
reaction - her reticence to look ~ positions her as a figure of monstrous perver-
sity. Although her body is on show, she is not seen to be ‘turned on’. Rather,
her actions are focused towards the obscene, off-screen space that we as a film
audience do not ‘know’. One effect of this is that it positions woman ‘a’ as both
an object of desire by the fact she is unable to challenge the situation she finds
herself in, as well as a figure whose displeasure we are forced to confront.

As the scene continues, we see woman ‘b’ fellating the male. In a doubling
up of aforementioned displeasure, woman ‘b’s face betrays no pleasure; she
coughs extensively throughout the performance before finally withdrawing
and curling up in a foetal position. This performance can be read psychoan-
alytically in that it explicitly links the physical to the psychological. Unlike
pornography, in which the sexual act is disassociated from psychological
consequence, woman ‘b’s actions mirror both the mechanical spectacle of
woman ‘a’s movements and function to make visible the paintul reality of
such an act by way of distorting and re-appropriating ‘the physical mechan-
ics and rhythims of sexual performance’ (Krzywinska, 2006, p. 225). This
vision then points to a contradiction in that the mechanics of hardcore
pornographic rhythm are repositioned in a site of visible displeasure.

McElinney’s refusal to cutaway from the scene means that the film-
spectator is made complicit in the women’s vulnerability. The framing
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of woman ‘b’ in a stream of bright light as well as the male’s re-asserted
dominance (his presence demands pleasure) functions to reintroduce the
concept of the mirror. The mirror here is appropriated metaphorically in
that this scene can be proposed to represent the economy of sex in a pa-
triarchal field and, accordingly, make visible gender conflict beyond the
diegetic world of the film. In terms of regimes of looking, identification is
split between an alignment with the power of the male gaze and identifica-
tion with the object of the look.

Direct address

This dual positioning is indexed by the static status of the spectator who,
unable to affect onscreen action, is forcibly positioned within a masochistic
spectatorial experience. The appropriation of displeasure operates in terms
of causing an assault upon the eye of the spectator. The seen displeasure is
not expected from real-sex models and, as such, is shocking. This assault
upon the audience continues in the third scéne in which woman ‘a’ directly
addresses the audience by staring at the spectator. This gaze both shocks and
assaults as the woman has not, before this point, acknowledged the presence
of the spectator directly. Her look essentially denotes that we, the audience,
have been, and are currently seen, looking.

Her return of our gaze constitutes a shocking revelation in that she
acknowledges, through our looking, the notion of sexual spectacle, and as
such concedes the presence of the camera for the first time. For the politics
of looking, specifically ‘looking back’, John Ellis observes: ‘direct address
makes explicit the relationship between viewer and the subject of the look’
(Ellis, 1992, p. 60). This direct address further has the effect of making ref-
erence to early and silent cinema in that, as Johnathan Auerbach notes, it
functioned ‘mainly to shock, astonish, assault and/or delight its spectators
rather than tell coherent stories to them’ (Auerbach, 2000, cited in Peirse,
2006, p. 86). The woman'’s direct gaze at the audience lasts for 12 seconds,
then cuts to a black screen with the words ‘Arranging narrative is a bourgeois
mania’ in its centre.

This statement points to a further paradox. That is, putting things into
a rational order of cause and effect, a structure of meaning, is evidence of
mania: a pathology, an illness or a derangement. Such a quotation begs the
question: What is a narrative if not a story? What is the Story of the Eye if
not the story of bourgeois mania? All literature (though not necessarily all
narrative) is bourgeois. That is to say, literature is a product of the bourgeois
era, modernity from the nineteenth century to present day.

What is interesting about McElhinney’s, and in fact alf real-sex middle-brow,
art films is that they attempt to mix narrative and pomography. Currently,
in the West, mainstream pornography is not interested in narrative. Instead,
a series of acts and practices is presented in the same order in every film.
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The introduction of narrative, drama and subjectivity into the relentless
mechanical utilitarianism of pornography is unquestionably a new thing.

‘Cuming’ on (the) camera

After this statement, we suddenly find ourselves looking up at the male who
is positioned naked in front of the camera. In one single shot, the actor
purposefully cums onto the lens of the camera.

As a background to the event, a gigantic eye can be seen to fill the screen.
This two-second shot is significant for two reasons. Firstly, the cuning
onto the camera makes visible the presence of the camera itself. Secondly, this
imposition of the camera serves to displace the spectator. The erotic/sexual
act ends here in ejaculation onto the camera, thus occluding the vision of
the viewer and simultaneously establishing a new non-human relationship:
an intimacy with the camera. The cum shot is directed at the gaze of the
spectator and foregrounds the gaze as the camera (Figure 10.3).

This scene is significant as it connects the first masturbation scene to this
final shot in the eye. The vision of the viewer is occluded through this act
and therefore the shot draws attention to the act of viewing. In essence,
the viewer has to become aware of (him)self. More importantly however,
the occlusion draws attention to the camera itself and the means of view-
ing. The ob-scenity of the viewer, his position of off-screenness, is both
disclosed and rendered redundant. As such, this act points to the last area of
obscenity/eroticism in contemporary society which is the eroticism of being
filmed: of being exposed to vision by vision machines.

Figure 10.3 Georges Bataille’s Story of the Eye: Sean Timothy Sexton cums onto the lens
of the camera, blinding the spectator. Reproduced with kind permission from Andrew
Repasky McElhinney.

Beth Johnson 149

The question, the purpose of his work, is potentially brought to bear only
once the vision has died. As Phil Hall of Film Threat notes, McElhinney
poses, through the composition of this scene, certain questions: ‘Is this not
what you have been waiting for? Does this scene, this performance authenti-
cate your experience? Can you understand my reasoning, my vision?’ (Hall,
2004). To make ‘sense’ of the film the audience are required to respond to
the act of being blinded. Such a response is formulated through language.
Language thus acts as an instrument through which the importance of
spectatorship becomes reinforced. Technicity is as important as maleness
as it is the obscenity of the look that the camera exposes. The gaze and the
voice are here bound up with machines that serve to change and render
them uncanny. As Felix Guattari notes is Chaosophy: ‘By opening the series
of partial objects beyond the bredst and the faeces, to the voice and gaze,
Jacques Lacan signitied his refusal to close them off and reduce them to the
body. The voice and gaze escape the body ... by becoming more and more
adjacent to audiovisual machines’ (Guattari, 1995, p. 104).

McElhinney’s final cut to a black screen is accompanied by a technical
and high-pitched noise. The darkness of the screen image and the noise pro-
jected render visible the blind spot in which the gaze and the voice operate
as obscene machines. As Bataille states: ‘There is in understanding a blind
spot: reminigcent of the structure of the eye. The nature of understanding
demands that the blind spot within it be more meaningful than understand-
ing itself. Thus, the blind spot “absorbs one's attention: it is no longer the
spot which looses itself in knowledge, but knowledge which looses itself in
it”" (Bataille, cited in Botting and Wilson, 2001, p- 91). McElhinney’s blind-
ing of his spectator can then, conclusively, be read as a sight that acknowl-
edges the sovereign status of non-knowledge, of darkness and of death in
the erotic body.

The re-presentation of sexual performance in terms of producing and
purposefully evoking displeasure offers a contradistinction to common por-
nographic visions of sexual utopia, pleasure and titillation. The illumination
of the uncanny and the ‘abnormal’ in association with eroticism also serves
to disturb spectator expectations by way of making visible the blind spot in
which the erotic can be perceived scientifically, while paradoxically ‘undo-
ing’ science. The real sex on scene is not presented as spectacle but rather
as a spectre of the unknown and the obscene, .which, in connection with
the erotic, signals death. Ultimately, McElhinney indicates that the camera
itself, that is the spectacle of sexual performance to/for a camera, is a locus
of non-knowledge and as such is profoundly erotic.

Note

1 acknowledge and thank Andrew McElhinney, director of Georges Bataille's Story of the
Eye (2003, www.ARMcinema25.com), for his permission to use the images.
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